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Abstract

Vision-language pre-training (VLP) has achieved remark-
able performance across diverse multimodal learning
(MML) tasks. Recently, many efforts have focused on re-
constructing missing modalities to improve the adaptabil-
ity of VLP models in incomplete MML scenarios. However,
these approaches overlook the learning imbalance under se-
vere missing-modality conditions, i.e., the optimization pro-
cess is dominated by reconstructed samples, thereby weak-
ening complete-sample representations. In this paper, we
propose a novel ANchor-guided Gradient Alignment (ANGA )
framework to address this issue. Specifically, we first re-
trieve similar instances to reconstruct the missing modal-
ities, thereby alleviating information deficiency. We then
introduce an entropy-driven curriculum that progressively
incorporates reliable reconstructed samples together with
complete ones to form an optimization anchor, which guides
gradient alignment to mitigate learning imbalance. Further-
more, we design a semantic-enhanced adapter that lever-
ages the retrieved instances to generate dynamic prompts,
further enhancing the robustness of the VLP model. Ex-
tensive experiments on widely used datasets demonstrate
the superiority of ANGA over state-of-the-art (SOTA) base-
lines across various missing-modality scenarios. The code
is available at this repository.

1. Introduction

Multimodal learning has emerged as a prominent research
area in artificial intelligence across diverse domains [4, 41,
43, 46, 53, 55], including speech recognition [10], content
retrieval [49], and recommender systems [8]. By integrat-
ing complementary information from multiple modalities,
MML has become a key paradigm for improving model per-
formance in these applications. Nevertheless, most existing
methods assume that all modalities are fully available during
both training and inference. In practice, incomplete data are
prevalent due to sensor malfunctions, transmission errors, or
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Figure 1. A motivating example of gradient alignment in incom-
plete MML.: (a). General retrieval-based reconstruction paradigm
(e.g., RAGPT). (b). Illustration of our ANGaA. (c). Performance
comparison on HateMemes under a 70% text-missing condition.
The baseline RAGPT exhibits a marked learning imbalance be-
tween complete and reconstructed samples, while ANGA achieves
balanced performance across both subsets.

privacy constraints, posing challenges to model robustness
and reliability [19, 42, 54].

Recently, numerous studies have been conducted to ad-
dress the missing-modality problem, which can be broadly
grouped into three categories: (1). modality-invariant learn-
ing methods [32, 56], (2). VLP-based methods [6, 11, 16],
and (3). modality reconstruction methods [15, 40]. Con-
sidering the inherent uncertainty of missing modalities, a
straightforward solution is to enforce semantic consistency
across modalities. However, such modality-invariant learn-
ing methods often overlook modality-specific cues [9], re-
sulting in suboptimal performance. VLP-based methods
typically rely on static, input-agnostic prompts to compen-
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sate for missing information, which offer limited contextual
knowledge and restrict adaptability under mixed missing-
modality scenarios. Benefiting from advances in retrieval-
augmented [1] and cross-modal generation [30] techniques,
modality reconstruction methods have attracted substantial
attention and become mainstream in incomplete MML.

Despite the promising results, modality reconstruction
methods often overlook an important aspect: incomplete
MML suffers from learning imbalance under high missing
ratios. In such cases, reconstructed samples tend to dom-
inate the optimization process due to the amplified seman-
tic noise they carry, which biases model updates and weak-
ens the representations learned from complete samples. To
support our viewpoint, we conduct a toy experiment on the
HateMemes dataset [13] under a 70% text-missing condi-
tion to examine the performance of complete and recon-
structed samples. Following a general retrieval-based recon-
struction paradigm (e.g., RAGPT [15]), the missing modal-
ity is reconstructed by retrieving semantically similar in-
stances from a memory bank using the available modal-
ity (Figure la). The results in Figure lc reveal a strik-
ing phenomenon with RAGPT: a large performance gap
exists between complete and reconstructed samples. Ide-
ally, both groups should approach their respective upper
bounds, which are obtained by training on each subset in-
dependently. However, we observe a substantial deviation
from this expectation. The performance of complete sam-
ples falls markedly below its upper bound, whereas recon-
structed samples remain relatively competitive. This finding
confirms the existence of learning imbalance and motivates
us to design a balanced optimization framework aimed at
bridging the performance gap.

To address the aforementioned problem, we propose a
balanced optimization framework named ANchor-guided
Gradient Alignment (Anca) for incomplete MML (Fig-
ure 1b). Specifically, ANGA constructs an optimization an-
chor from complete samples as a stable reference for model
updates and aligns the gradients of reconstructed samples
toward this anchor to mitigate noise-induced bias. To im-
prove the representativeness of the optimization anchor un-
der high missing ratios, we adopt an entropy-driven cur-
riculum [29, 35] that progressively incorporates reliable re-
constructed samples. Via this gradient alignment, ANGA
effectively rebalances the learning process between com-
plete and reconstructed samples, leading to more consis-
tent performance (Figure 1c). Moreover, since optimization-
level balancing alone cannot fully address semantic insuf-
ficiency, we introduce a semantic-enhanced adapter that
leverages retrieved instances to generate dynamic, context-
aware prompts, further enhancing model robustness. To sum
up, our contributions are outlined as follows:

* We identify and analyze the learning imbalance problem
in existing modality reconstruction methods, which sig-

nificantly degrades overall performance.

* We propose ANGa to rebalance the optimization between
complete and reconstructed samples via gradient align-
ment, which can also be seamlessly integrated into exist-
ing incomplete MML frameworks.

» Extensive experiments demonstrate that ANGA consis-
tently outperforms SOTA baselines across widely used
benchmark datasets.

2. Related Work

2.1. Incomplete Multimodal Learning

Incomplete MML aims to achieve robust prediction when
certain modalities are missing [12, 17, 32, 42]. Such sit-
uations frequently occur in real-world applications, where
sensor failures or privacy constraints can cause incomplete
multimodal inputs [2, 28, 36]. Existing studies have ex-
plored several directions to mitigate the resulting perfor-
mance degradation. One line of work focuses on modality-
invariant learning [18, 56], which extracts inter-modal cor-
relations and maps multimodal features into a shared se-
mantic space, thereby enhancing model robustness under
missing-modality conditions. A second direction leverages
large-scale pre-training and applies prompt tuning to trans-
fer cross-modal knowledge from VLP models to incom-
plete multimodal tasks [11, 16, 45]. A third line of re-
search emphasizes modality reconstruction, which restores
missing information to improve the quality of joint repre-
sentations, often through generative [37, 40] or retrieval-
based [15, 47] strategies. However, semantic noise in re-
constructed samples may cause optimization drift, leading
to learning imbalance. To address this issue, we propose an
anchor-guided gradient alignment strategy to stabilize opti-
mization between complete and reconstructed samples.

2.2. Learning Imbalance

Learning imbalance is a broader concept that encompasses
both implicit and explicit forms of imbalance in MML. The
implicit form appears in complete MML scenarios, where
modalities with faster convergence tend to dominate the op-
timization process [33, 52], resulting in modality imbal-
ance [5, 7, 26, 39, 54]. The explicit form occurs in in-
complete MML scenarios, where the reconstruction of miss-
ing modalities introduces semantic noise that amplifies op-
timization drift and leads to learning imbalance, which is
the main focus of this work. Although prior studies have
attempted to mitigate imbalance from various perspectives,
such as learning objectives [38, 48], architecture design [3],
and optimization strategies [26, 50], these efforts have pri-
marily aimed to balance modality contributions in complete
settings. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
attempt to investigate learning imbalance under missing-
modality conditions from an optimization perspective.
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Figure 2. Illustration of ANGa: (a). The multimodal instance retriever identifies the Top-K most similar instances to reconstruct the
missing modality. (b). The VLP model learns joint representations for final prediction, where a semantic-enhanced adapter generates
dynamic prompts to enhance robustness. (¢). The gradient alignment constructs an optimization anchor to address the learning imbalance

problem during training.

3. Preliminaries

In this section, we first define the problem of incomplete
MML, then describe the vision-language pre-training frame-
work, and finally present the general modality reconstruc-
tion paradigm.

3.1. Problem Definition

Without loss of generality, we consider a multimodal sam-
ple consisting of two modalities, ¢t and v (e.g., text and im-
age). Formally, let D = {D°, D™} denote the dataset,
where D¢ = {wl(-t), wgv),yi}f\g represents the complete-
modality subset with N training samples, and y; € {0, 1}*
denotes the category labels with a total of k categories. In
contrast, D™ = {(z{" y,) v (@), y,)}¥} corresponds
to the missing- modahty subset, which contains N™ training
samples where only one modality is available. The objective
of incomplete MML is to achieve robust multimodal predic-
tion even when certain modalities are missing during both
training and inference phases.

3.2. Vision-Language Pre-training

Vision-language pre-training (VLP) aligns visual and tex-
tual representations within a shared embedding space. A
typical VLP model (e.g., ViLT [14]) first maps text z”
and image ") into token sequences 7; € R"™*¢ and
V; € R™ >4 via modality-specific embedding layers, where
n; and n,, denote the corresponding sequence lengths and d
is the embedding dimension. The concatenated tokens are

then encoded by a multimodal Transformer with B consecu-
tive Multi-head Self-Attention (MSA) [31] layers, yielding
a joint representation e; € R?, which is subsequently fed
into a classifier for final prediction:

e; = Transformer([7;; Vi]), ©; =c(We;+b). (1)

Here, W € R¥*4 and b € R” denote the classifier weights
and bias, and o is the softmax function. The objective func-
tion is formulated as:

1 =N
TN Zi:l

where N = N€ + N'™ is the training sample size.

y; log 9, )

To efficiently adapt VLP models to downstream tasks,
prompt tuning [11, 16, 25] introduces a small set of n,, learn-
able prompts P € R™*? into the multimodal Transformer,
allowing task-specific adaptation while keeping the pre-
trained backbone frozen. Let E, € RE*? b =1,2,..., B,
denote the input embeddings to the b-th MSA layer, where
L is the sequence length. Specifically, E; is formed by con-
catenating 7; and V;. The prompts are prepended to the input
embeddings as E = [P;E,] € R("™»+L)xd which are fed
into the b-th layer and propagated through subsequent lay-
ers. The prediction follows the same formulation as Eq. (1),
using the final embedding E%,. To balance efficiency and ef-
fectiveness, the prompts are applied only to selected layers
(e.g., the b-th layer) rather than inserted into every layer.



3.3. Modality Reconstruction

To handle incomplete multimodal inputs, prior works [0, 15]
commonly adopt a Multimodal Instance Retriever (MIR)
that reconstructs missing modalities (Figure 2a). To sup-
port this idea, a memory bank M is built to store unimodal
representations as prior knowledge.

Taking the missing-image case as an example, the text
token sequences 7; are encoded by the CLIP textual en-
coder [27] ®®)(-) to obtain the text embedding el(-t) =
®(T;) € R Subsequently, the MIR employs ef;t) as a
query to retrieve the Top-K most similar instances A; from
the memory bank M based on cosine similarity:

T o0
N; = Top-K (57(1‘/ . 3)
rem \ [lef”slles” .
Here, || - |2 denotes the Ly norm, and e is the text embed-

ding stored in M. The corresponding modality in N; then
serves as a semantic reference for reconstructing the missing
modality via a mean pooling operation.

For the missing-text case, the image token sequences V;

are encoded by the CLIP visual encoder [27] ®(*)(-) to ob-

tain the image embedding e§”> € R?, and the retrieval pro-

cess is performed in the same manner as Eq. (3).

4. Methodology

Motivated by the observation that incomplete MML suffers
from learning imbalance under high missing-modality ra-
tios, we propose ANGa, which addresses this issue through
two key components: anchor-guided gradient alignment,
which balances optimization between complete and recon-
structed samples, and a semantic-enhanced adapter, which
performs contextual enrichment to improve model robust-
ness. The overall framework of ANGa is shown in Figure 2.

4.1. Optimization Anchor

Gradient decoupling: Under high missing ratios, noisy re-
constructed samples tend to dominate the optimization pro-
cess, leading to learning imbalance. To address this, we de-
couple the optimization signals by computing gradients for
complete and reconstructed samples independently within
each mini-batch 5:

|C‘ Zgu gm = VQ|M‘ ZE“ (4)

€M

where ¢; denotes the per-sample loss (consistent with
Eq. (2)), and V¢ denotes the gradient with respect to model
parameters. C' and M represent the complete and recon-
structed subsets within 5. This decoupling allows g< to
serve as a clean and basic optimization reference.

Reconstructed sample evaluation: To improve the an-
chor’s representativeness without sacrificing stability, we

incorporate a portion of reconstructed samples that are
deemed reliable. For each reconstructed sample x; =
{igt), mgll)} or {a:l(»t), igv) }, its reliability is evaluated using
prediction entropy, defined as:

k
== Z Yi,;j 108 i, ()
j=1

where §; ; is the softmax probability of class j for sample
1. Reconstructed samples with lower entropy exhibit higher
confidence and are thus preferred for anchor construction.
Anchor construction: Incorporating reliable reconstructed
samples can enrich the anchor, but merging them all at once
may cause instability as the model’s confidence is still evolv-
ing. To ensure smooth adaptation, we employ a curriculum
strategy [29, 35] that regulates the amount and pace of in-
troducing reliable reconstructions.

Specifically, we first rank all reconstructed samples in
ascending order of entropy according to Eq. (5), yielding
D™ . We then apply a widely used linear function A(-) to

rank*
implement this curriculum, formulated as:

A X A i
A(Z) =min (Amaxa Amin + e T Z) s (6)

Z grow
where Apin and Ap.x denote the lower and upper bounds of
the sample ratio, and Zg,, is the number of epochs in one
curriculum stage. At each epoch z, the top A fraction of
D1« is progressively incorporated into the anchor set:

A, =CU{d; | & D%, i< [Az)-N™]}. ()

Here, C denotes the overall complete-modality subset over
the entire training set, and N™ is the total number of recon-
structed samples. Finally, the corresponding anchor gradi-
ent within each mini-batch B is computed as:

L Z ?;. (8)

Vo———
4. N B i€(A.NB)

This batch-wise optimization anchor provides a dynamic yet
stable reference for subsequent gradient alignment.

4.2. Gradient Alignment

Given the anchor g 4 defined in Eq. (8), we employ it as a di-
rectional reference to guide the optimization of the remain-
ing reconstructed gradient g,/ (where M' = M —(A,NB))
that is not included in the anchor set A,. To stabilize opti-
mization and address learning imbalance, we perform gra-
dient alignment, where consistent gradients are preserved,
deviated ones are projected toward the anchor direction, and
conflicting ones are suppressed to prevent interference from
noisy updates.

Formally, for each mini-batch B, we compute the cosine
similarity between g, and g4, denoted as sim(gps/, 84)



following the same cosine formulation as in Eq. (3) but ap-
plied in the gradient space. Based on this similarity, g is
modulated according to its position within the anchor’s cone
region, defined by a cosine threshold 7 = cos 6 with half-
angle 6 € (0, 5 ). As illustrated in Figure 2(c), three distinct
cases are considered:
Inside the cone: When the reconstructed gradient g,/ lies
inside the cone region, i.e., sim(gs/, 84) > T, We preserve it
without modification since it is directionally consistent with
the anchor:

VR SV )

Outside but correlated: When the reconstructed gradient
g, lies outside the cone but remains positively correlated
with the anchor, i.e., 0 < sim(gps,84) < 7, we decompose
g, into parallel and orthogonal components:

g” :gM"gA
M gall3

g4, g =g —gl,.  (10)

To minimally adjust the gradient direction, we retain the par-
allel component while proportionally shrinking the orthog-
onal one. With # = arccos 7, the maximal lateral ratio at the
cone boundary is given by:

/1T — 12
Fomax = tan = Y—— (11)
-

and the corresponding scaling factor is computed as:

_ ’fmaXHglj‘vI’”Q (12)
llgaz 12

Here, o < 1 ensures that the orthogonal component is re-
duced to fit within the cone boundary. The modulated gra-
dient is then obtained as:

5 Il 1

gy < gy tagy (13)
By construction, sim(gs/, 84) = 7, ensuring that g,/ lies
exactly on the safe-cone boundary and constraining gradient
deviation while preserving the anchor-parallel component.
Opposite to the anchor: When the reconstructed gradient
g produces conflicting optimization signals with respect
to the anchor, i.e., sim(gps, g4) <0, it may cause optimiza-
tion drift. We therefore suppress this gradient to prevent in-
terference with the anchor gradient g 4:

gy < 0. (14)

After obtaining the aligned reconstructed gradient gy,
the model parameters § are updated using the aggregated
gradient, formulated as:

0 0—n(gc+8um), (15)

where 1 denotes the learning rate of the optimizer.

4.3. Semantic-Enhanced Adapter

To explicitly enrich contextual knowledge and enhance the
robustness of ANGA under missing-modality scenarios, we
propose a Semantic-Enhanced Adapter (SEA). For each tar-
get instance, including both complete and reconstructed
samples, SEA generates dynamic, context-aware prompts
from the retrieval pool NV;. Specifically, given the target text
sequences 7; € R™ >4 SEA performs cross-attention [31]
where 7; serves as the query and the Top-K retrieved text
sequences 7% = {T;7}<, € RFE*™*d serve as the
key and value. This operation yields textual-aware prompts
13} € R™*d_formulated as:

f’f = CrossAttn(ftQ('E), ftK(ZR)a ftV(ZR))

Q1 (16)
= softmax<ft (Z)f/tg(ﬂzr> ftV(ﬁR)y

where f2(-), (), and fY(-) denote the respective pro-
jection functions (e.g., linear layers), and v/d is the scaling
factor in dot-product attention.

For visual-aware prompts, SEA applies the same opera-
tion as in Eq. (16) between the target image sequence V; €
R"*4 and its retrieved counterparts V7 = {V,” le €
RE*nvxd - generating PP € R™*¢. Finally, an adaptive
pooling operation produces the dynamic prompts P, PY €
R? for each target instance, which are injected into the MSA
layers of the multimodal Transformer (Figure 2b).

5. Experiments

In this section, we present comprehensive experiments on
three datasets to compare ANGA with SOTA baselines. Ab-
lation studies and further analyses are conducted to demon-
strate the effectiveness and robustness of our method.

5.1. Experimental Setup

Datasets: Following prior works [11, 15, 16], we eval-
uate our ANGA on three benchmark datasets: (1). Hate-
Memes [13], a hateful meme detection benchmark with
10,000 image-text pairs. (2). MM-IMDb [24], a movie
genre classification dataset with 25,959 pairs, formulated as
a multi-label task since each movie may belong to multiple
genres. (3). Food-101 [34], a large-scale food classification
dataset with 90,688 image-text pairs across 101 categories.
Comparison methods: We compare our ANGA with three
types of SOTA baselines: (1). Modality-invariant learn-
ing methods: IF-MMIN [56], ShaSpec [32], DrFuse [51],
CorrKD [18], and MoMKE [44]. (2). VLP-based meth-
ods: VILT [14], MAPs [16], MSPs [11], and IPer [22].
(3). Modality reconstruction methods (including both
generative- and retrieval-based approaches): AcMAE [40],
DiCMoR [37], MMDS [47], and RAGPT [15].



Table 1. Comparison with SOTA baselines under a 70% missing rate across various missing-modality scenarios. The best results are
highlighted in bold, and the second-best ones are underlined. Higher AUROC, F1-Micro, and ACC indicate better performance.

Dataset — ‘ HateMemes ‘ MM-IMDb ‘ Food101

Metric — ‘ AUROC (%) AUROC (%) AUROC (%) ‘ F1-Micro (%) F1-Micro (%) F1-Micro (%) ‘ ACC (%) ACC (%) ACC (%)
Method | ‘ Text Image Both ‘ Text Image Both ‘ Text Image Both

Modality-invariant learning methods
IF-MMIN [56] 57.62 53.44 55.19 39.63 31.95 31.98 66.76 64.36 68.53
ShaSpec [32] 58.75 60.30 60.96 44.04 4423 44.06 60.99 74.87 70.02
DrFuse [51] 57.60 60.66 55.84 47.05 43.58 48.83 66.30 75.09 68.23
CorrKD [18] 58.74 55.59 57.91 44.82 39.48 41.20 61.37 66.83 62.87
MOoMKE [44] 63.08 61.35 62.53 50.98 45.67 46.99 66.85 68.40 67.38
VLP-based methods
VILT [14] 56.61 57.15 56.42 45.33 41.14 40.23 62.92 70.59 65.01
MAPs [16] 58.62 60.16 58.89 46.12 44.86 45.48 67.02 75.62 72.52
MSPs [11] 59.60 60.05 59.08 49.16 44.62 48.28 71.74 79.09 74.46
IPer [22] 62.09 61.68 61.34 53.56 45.82 47.62 72.56 80.23 73.73
Modality reconstruction methods
AcMAE [40] 55.74 59.66 57.25 47.47 43.82 44.05 69.28 73.75 71.15
DiCMoR [37] 58.03 60.27 59.38 47.02 45.19 46.68 70.47 76.54 73.22
MMDS [47] 57.14 59.72 59.68 47.47 42.17 42.44 61.15 72.52 63.76
RAGPT [15] 64.10 62.57 63.47 55.16 46.44 50.89 75.53 81.98 76.94
ANGA (Ours) ‘ 68.54 63.42 65.12 57.28 47.75 51.84 ‘ 77.23 83.03 78.47
Evaluation metrics: Following [11, 15, 16], we adopt AU- 5.2. Comparison with SOTA Baselines

ROC, F1-Micro, and accuracy (ACC) as evaluation metrics.
AUROC measures a model’s ability to distinguish positive
from negative samples. F1-Micro is computed from the ag-
gregated true positives, false positives, and false negatives
across all categories, while ACC denotes the proportion of
correct predictions.

Setting of missing patterns: We define the missing rate §
as the proportion of samples with missing modalities rela-
tive to the entire dataset. For each dataset, we consider two
widely used missing patterns: (1). Single-modality miss-
ing, where a missing rate of ¢ indicates that § of the sam-
ples are image-only or text-only, while the remaining (1 —§)
are complete. (2). Both-modality missing, where g of the
samples are image-only, g are text-only, and the remaining
(1 — 0) are complete. Unless otherwise specified, we set
0 = 70% in all experiments.

Implementation details: Following [11, 15, 16], we adopt
the pre-trained ViLT [14] as the backbone. For each task,
the memory bank M is constructed from the correspond-
ing training set, and the number of retrieved instances K
is chosen from {1,3,5,7,9}. For anchor construction, the
curriculum stage Zgow and the lower and upper bounds of
the sample ratio, Ayin and Apax, are set to 5, 0.1, and 0.3, re-
spectively. For prompt design, we insert the prompt into the
second MSA layer of ViLT (i.e., b = 2). The cosine thresh-
old 7 is set to 0.2. We train the model using the AdamW [21]
with a learning rate of 7 = 1073, a weight decay of 1075,
and a batch size of 64. All experiments are conducted on an
NVIDIA GeForce RTX 4090 GPU.

We conduct comprehensive comparisons to evaluate the ef-
fectiveness of ANGA in addressing the incomplete MML
problem. Based on the classification results under a 70%
missing rate across all datasets, as reported in Table 1, we
summarize the following key observations:

Firstly, both modality-invariant learning and VLP-based
methods achieve competitive results but still fall short of
ANGA due to their inherent limitations. For instance,
modality-invariant methods tend to overemphasize shared
representations while overlooking modality-specific infor-
mation, which ultimately weakens discriminative perfor-
mance. In contrast, VLP-based methods generally outper-
form the vanilla Transformer (i.e., ViLT [14]), verifying
the benefit of prompt learning in improving model robust-
ness. Nevertheless, as the prompts used in these methods are
typically input-agnostic, they fail to incorporate instance-
specific knowledge, thereby limiting their adaptability under
missing-modality conditions.

Secondly, modality reconstruction methods typically re-
cover the missing modality through generation [37, 40] or
retrieval [15, 47]. However, these methods often introduce
semantic noise, which amplifies optimization drift and re-
sults in learning imbalance under high missing rates. In con-
trast, ANGA constructs an optimization anchor that aligns the
gradients of reconstructed samples with those of complete
ones, effectively suppressing this drift and improving over-
all performance.

Lastly, compared with all three types of baselines, our
ANGaA consistently achieves superior performance across



Table 2. Ablation study of different components in ANGA under the
70% text-missing condition.

Variant ‘ HateMemes MM-IMDb Food101
MIR GA SEA ‘ AUROC (%) FI1-Micro (%) ACC (%)
X X X 59.38 49.62 68.53
v X X 64.63 54.17 74.86
v v X 66.82 56.32 77.01
v X v 67.31 55.74 76.89
v v v 68.54 57.28 77.23

all evaluation metrics. In particular, ANGA yields signifi-
cant improvements on both the HateMemes and Food101
datasets. Through gradient alignment, ANGA surpasses the
best baseline RAGPT [15] by 4.44%/0.85%/1.65% in AU-
ROC and 1.70%/1.05%/1.53% in ACC across text-, image-
, and both-missing scenarios, respectively. These consis-
tent gains confirm the effectiveness of ANGa in tackling the
learning imbalance challenge, which has been largely over-
looked by previous incomplete MML approaches.

5.3. Ablation Study

We conduct ablation studies to verify the effectiveness of
each component in ANGA under a 70% text-missing condi-
tion. The results presented in Table 2 reveal the following
observations: (1). Without the multimodal instance retriever
(MIR), the missing modality is replaced with dummy val-
ues, leading to severe information deficiency and the worst
performance across all datasets. By retrieving semanti-
cally similar instances, MIR effectively compensates for the
missing information and yields notable improvements (e.g.,
+5.25% AUROC on HateMemes). (2). Based on MIR, gra-
dient alignment (GA) refines the optimization by aligning
the gradients of reconstructed samples with those of reli-
able ones. This process alleviates optimization drift caused
by semantic noise and helps maintain balanced learning be-
tween complete and reconstructed samples. GA brings ad-
ditional improvements over MIR alone (e.g., +2.19% AU-
ROC on HateMemes), confirming its effectiveness in sta-
bilizing training under severe missing-modality conditions.
(3). The semantic-enhanced adapter (SEA) generates dy-
namic prompts from retrieved samples, enabling the model
to incorporate instance-related contextual knowledge and
thereby further improve model robustness. By integrating
MIR, GA, and SEA components, ANGA achieves the best
overall performance, highlighting their complementary con-
tributions to incomplete MML.

5.4. Further Analysis

Sensitivity to hyperparameters: In calibrating our ANGA,
we identify two key hyperparameters: the number of re-
trieved instances K in Eq. (3) and the cosine threshold 7
that defines the cone region. Results in Figure 3 on the
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Figure 3. Sensitivity to hyperparameters K and 7 on HateMemes
and MM-IMDb across various missing-modality scenarios.

HateMemes and MM-IMDb datasets lead to two observa-
tions: (1). The performance of our ANGa is only marginally
affected by K, highlighting its insensitivity to the retrieval
cardinality. Despite some fluctuations, ANGA still demon-
strates excellent effectiveness, i.e., being consistently bet-
ter than the dummy-padding baseline (Variant-1 in Table 2).
(2). As T increases, performance first improves and then de-
clines. This indicates that a moderately sized cone region
helps alleviate the learning imbalance, but over-considering
gradient alignment may hinder model generalization.
Robustness to varying missing rates: To assess the robust-
ness of ANGa under varying degrees of modality absence,
we conduct experiments on the HateMemes dataset across
text- and both-missing scenarios. We compare ANGA with
three representative SOTA baselines: IF-MMIN, MSPs, and
RAGPT. As shown in Figure 4a and Figure 4b, ANGA con-
sistently outperforms all baselines across a wide range of
missing rates, achieving the highest AUROC. Figures 4c
and 4d further illustrate the relative performance degrada-
tion with respect to the complete-modality condition. No-
tably, ANGaA exhibits the smallest degradation at every miss-
ing rate, demonstrating its strong robustness to incomplete
MML. These results indicate that ANGa leverages dynamic
prompts guided by retrieved instances to effectively allevi-
ate the impact of missing information, thereby maintaining
robust overall performance.

Generalizability to severe missing conditions: We eval-
uate the generalizability of ANGaA by training with missing
ratios ranging from 10% to 50% and testing under a 90%
missing rate. The experiments are conducted on the Hate-
Memes dataset, comparing ANGa with four SOTA baselines:
IF-MMIN, MSPs, AcMAE, and RAGPT. As shown in Fig-
ure 5a and Figure 5b, increasing the missing ratio during
training consistently improves performance for all models
across text- and both-missing scenarios, suggesting that ex-
posure to more incomplete data enhances generalizability to
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Figure 4. Robustness of ANGa and baselines on HateMemes across
various missing-modality scenarios. (a). and (b). show the perfor-
mance under different missing rates, while (c¢). and (d). illustrate
the relative performance degradation with respect to the complete-
modality condition.
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Figure 5. Generalizability of ANGa and baselines on HateMemes
under various training missing rates and a 90% testing missing rate,
evaluated by AUROC.

severe missing-modality conditions at inference time. Re-
markably, ANGA achieves the best overall performance, ben-
efiting from its gradient alignment strategy, which effec-
tively addresses learning imbalance and promotes stable op-
timization under high missing ratios.

Visualizations: We visualize the learned embedding spaces
under a 70% missing-modality condition to illustrate the
effectiveness of ANGa, and conduct two types of analysis:
(1). Reconstruction Visualization. Figure 6a and Figure 6b
show the t-SNE [23] distributions of the reconstructed and
ground-truth modalities, where 500 testing samples from
HateMemes are randomly selected for visualization. As ob-
served, the reconstructed text and image embeddings still
deviate from their ground-truth counterparts, revealing a
clear semantic gap [20] under a general retrieval-based re-
construction paradigm (e.g., RAGPT [15]). (2). Decision
Space Visualization. Figure 6¢c and Figure 6d present the
t-SNE plots of the final-layer embeddings for three movie
genres (Sport, Thriller, and Musical) from the MM-IMDb
testing set. While the embedding space before ANGa shows

(b) Image Reconstruction

(c) Before ANGA

(d) After ANGa

Figure 6. t-SNE visualization: (a). and (b). illustrate the recon-
structed ( points) and ground-truth (blue points) modalities
for text and image on HateMemes. (c). and (d). show the final-
layer embeddings for the Sport (@), Thriller (4), and Musical (m)
genres on MM-IMDb.
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entangled representations with poor class separability, ap-
plying Anca yields compact and well-separated clusters.
Efficiency comparison: We analyze the number of learn-
able parameters on the HateMemes dataset. As shown in
Figure 7, ANGa achieves the best performance while main-
taining competitive parameter efficiency, demonstrating its
effectiveness in incomplete MML.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, we propose a novel framework for incom-
plete multimodal learning, termed ANchor-guided Gradi-
ent Alignment (ANGa). By retrieving semantically similar
instances, we reconstruct missing modalities and generate
dynamic prompts to incorporate retrieved knowledge, ef-
fectively alleviating information deficiency. Building upon
this, an entropy-driven curriculum integrates reliable re-
constructed samples with complete ones into an optimiza-
tion anchor, which guides gradient alignment and addresses
learning imbalance under severe missing-modality condi-
tions. Extensive experiments verify ANca’s effectiveness.
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