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Methods

Bayesian chunk learner (BCL)

Prior distributions An inventory I was defined as the set of chunks, and for each chunk the shapes it
influenced (referred to as links). The prior probability of an inventory (used for computing the posterior over
inventories in Eq. 7, and also used in Eq. 8) depended on the number of chunks H and the total number of
links L:

P(I) = P(H) P(L|H) (S1)

The prior distribution of the parameters of an inventory θI (used in Eqs. 6 and 8) included appearance
probability parametersW =

{
wij , wxi , wyj

}
, and spatial position parametersC =

{
cij , cxi , cyj , σij , σxi , σyj

}
:

P(θI |I) = P(W |I) P(C|I) (S2)

The prior distribution of appearance probability parameters W had a simple factorized form

P(W |I) =
∏
i

P(wxi)
∏
j

P
(
wyj

) ∏
j,i∈parI(j)

P(wij) (S3)

where parI(j) is the set of chunks that influence (have links to) shape j according to inventory I .
The prior distribution of spatial position parameters had a similar factorized form:

P(C|I) =
∏
i

P(cxi) P(σxi)
∏
j

P
(
cyj

)
P
(
σyj

) ∏
j,i∈parI(j)

P(cij) P(σij) (S4)

Table 2 shows the specific distributions used in Eqs. S1-S4.

Sampling the posterior Computing the predictive probability of a test scene P(T ) (Eq. 8) required inte-
gration over the joint posterior distribution of inventories and parameters.∗ This integral was analytically
intractable and was thus approximated by a Monte Carlo integral by summing over samples from the pos-
terior distribution. In order to ensure fair sampling, a reversible-jump Markov-chain Monte Carlo (MCMC)
sampler (1) was constructed, which was suitable for sampling sub-spaces of different dimensionality, com-
bined with an extended ensemble approach (2), in which Markov-chains were run in parallel at different
‘temperatures’ for better mixing. The integrals were approximated by sums over 500, 000 samples collected
after having discarded the first 500, 000 samples to ensure that the Markov-chain had already attained its
stationary distribution.
∗ Equation 8 formally assumes that participants do not select a single inventory, but rather keep track of the posterior probabilities of

all possible inventories (Eq. 7) and integrate over this distribution to compute the familiarity (predictive probability) of a scene (model
averaging). Another, computationally less extensive alternative would be to concentrate on a single inventory, the one with the maximum
a posteriori (MAP) probability ÎMAP = argmaxI P(I|D), or the one with maximal marginal likelihood ÎML = argmaxI P(D|I) (model
selection). We applied the model averaging variant because that gives strictly optimal performance. However, this issue had little
practical relevance in our simulations because the posterior over inventories was overwhelmingly dominated by the marginal likelihood
of a single inventory, in which case these approaches yield identical results (see also Supporting Text, and Figs. 7-9).
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In each iteration of the MCMC sampler the likelihood of an inventory needed to be computed that required
computing a sum over x and an integral over u for each scene (Eqs. 4-5). The sum over x was computed by
extensively sweeping through all possible 2H configurations of x, where H is the number of chunks in the
inventory. The integral over u was calculated analytically, for each configuration of x, by making use of the
fact that the joint distribution of u and v was Gaussian conditioned on x and y due to the model assuming
a products of Gaussians form for the process generating spatial positions (Eqs. 2-3). This ensured that the
exact value of the likelihood could be calculated.

The MATLAB code implementing the sampler is available from the authors upon request.

Associative learner (AL)

Prior distributions The prior distribution of model parameters θ (used for computing the posterior over
parameters according to Eq. 7, with I being substituted by θ) was the product of the priors of individual
parameters, including appearance and co-appearance parameters wyj

and wjk, absolute and relative spatial
position parameters cyj

and cjk, and the corresponding spatial variance parameters σyj
and σjk:

P(θ) =
∏
j

P
(
wyj

)
P
(
cyj

)
P
(
σyj

) ∏
j,k≥j

P(wjk) P(cjk) P(σjk) (S5)

Table 3 shows the specific distributions used in Eq. S5.

Sampling the posterior Just as the BCL, the AL also required sampling of the posterior (of model param-
eters θ). Since the number of parameters did not vary, a simpler Metropolis-Hastings MCMC sampler (3)
was constructed, combined with extended ensemble techniques (2) for better mixing. The integrals were
approximated by sums over 400, 000 samples collected after having discarded the first 700, 000 samples to
ensure that the Markov-chain had already attained its stationary distribution.

The MATLAB code implementing the sampler is available from the authors upon request.

Statistically naı̈ve models (FL, JFL, CPL)

Learning in the frequency learner (FL) amounted to storing the occurrence frequencies of individual shapes
during the familiarization phase (see also Table 4). Choice probability of a test scene was calculated by
summing the stored frequencies of shapes appearing in the scene and replacing the log predictive probabilities
with these sums in Equation 9.† This model captured the patterns of experimental data extremely poorly;
even the qualitative trends were opposite to those seen in human performance (Fig. 4). Therefore, fitting

†Although these models do not define an actual probability distribution over scenes (hence their name ‘statistically naı̈ve’), one can
think of the (co)occurrence frequencies learned by the FL (JFL) as playing the role of the canonical parameter of an exponential-family
model (such as that used by the AL) that were set to be equal to the sufficient statistic of the model (which is incorrect, in general). In
an exponential family model, the probability of a data point (in our case, a scene) is directly related through an exponential function to
the negative ‘energy’ of the data point, P(x) ∝ e−E(x), and the negative energy has the form −E (x) =

P
i θifi (x), where {θi} is

the canonical parameter, and fi (x) are some functions of x (in our case, each one is a binary indicator of a specific shape(pair) being
present in the scene). The sufficient statistic of such a model is

˘P
n fi (xn)

¯
where xn is the nth training data point, which in our

case is just the counts of (co)occurrences of shapes in the familiarization scenes. Choice probabilities are related to the log probabilities
of the test scenes (Eq. 9), which in this case are their negative energies (up to an additive constant that cancels out) that turn out to be
just the summed frequencies we used to determine choice probabilities. This gives a formal motivation for the way choice probabilities
were computed for these models. A further motivation was direct comparability to previously published results (e.g. see (4,5)) obtained
by computing choice probabilities in this way.
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parameter β (Eq. 9) would have resulted in uninformative plots (β = 0 was the trivial solution to minimize
squared error) and thus it was fixed at β = 1 across all experiments.

In the case of the joint frequency learner (JFL) and conditional probability learner (CPL) histograms were
built based on the familiarization scenes. One entry of the histogram represented the co-occurrence frequency
(JFL) or conditional occurrence frequency (CPL) of a pair of shapes in a given relative spatial position (see
also Table 4). Choice probability of a test scene was calculated by summing the entries of the histogram
corresponding to all shape pairs present in the scene and replacing the log predictive probabilities with these
sums in Equation 9.† (Note that the CPL and the AL differ in one crucial aspect: in the CPL, the familiarity
of a test scene is only determined by the shapes that are present in it, while in the AL, the absence of shapes is
also considered.) In each model, parameter β (see Eq. 9) was fitted for each experiment individually, except
for the baseline and frequency-balanced experiments, which were fitted together (so that there were at least
two data points to be fitted in each case). A summary of model descriptions can be found in Table 4.

Results

Model fits to human performance

The four experiments of Fig. 2 were fitted with all five models in order to quantitatively evaluate their per-
formance. The summary of the fits of the three statistically naı̈ve models together with the AL and the BCL
is shown in Fig. 4. In the baseline experiment, when all combos appeared with equal frequency, all models,
except the FL, could reproduce the results obtained with human participants (Fig. 4A). In the frequency-
balanced experiment, humans learned the right inventory even though in the familiarization scenes some
combos (pairs of shapes) were presented more frequently than others and particular juxtapositions of two fre-
quent pairs appeared just as often as one of the rare pairs. These results ruled out the FL and JFL, which rely
on frequency counting, while correlation-based models (CPL and AL) and the BCL showed the same pattern
of performance as human learners. In the experiments with combos composed of more than two shapes, naı̈ve
statistical learners (FL, JFL, CPL) could only predict identical performance on all test-types, while both the
AL and the BCL could well fit human performance (Figs. 4C and D).

Figures 5 and 6 show quantitatively how well the BCL and the AL fitted human performance when both
were fit with the same procedure. In each model, parameter β was fitted to data from Experiments 1-4 (red,
orange, yellow, and green symbols), and the β value thus obtained was then used to predict experimental
percent correct values (using again Eq. 9) in the correlation-balanced experiment (blue symbols). (Note that
for Figs. 2-3, the AL, but not the BCL, was fit individually for each experiment, see also Methods of the
Main Text.) The advantage of the BCL was substantial (compare Figs. 5 and 6) and it was also robust to the
particular choice of hyperparameters (compare Figs. 5A and B).

Maximum a posteriori inventories

Learning in the BCL amounted to inferring the posterior probability distribution of inventories (Eq. 7, see
also footnote on p.1). However, our numerical simulations showed that familiarization in the experiments was
extensive enough so that for each experiment more than 99% of this distribution was concentrated within one
inventory (for a formal definition of what constitutes an inventory see Supporting Methods), the maximum a
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posteriori (MAP) inventory. Since the prior used for inventories was fairly broad (Table 2), this showed that
the posterior was dominated by the marginal likelihoods (Eq. 6).

Analyzing the MAP inventories also gave intuitions as to why the observed patterns emerged in the choice
probabilities in the different experiments (Figs. 7-9). In the first four experiments (Fig. 2) the chunks learned
by the model corresponded directly to the combos used for constructing the familiarization scenes.

In the frequency-balanced experiment (Figs. 2B and 7B) the chunks’ appearance parameters, wxi
(red

numbers in Fig. 7B), reflected the differences in the frequencies of different combos. Therefore, once two
chunks for the two frequent pairs had been learned it was not parsimonious to assume an extra combo for
their combination if, as in the experiments, each of them also occurred in the absence of the other a number
of times. This resulted in low predictive probabilities for mixture pairs composed of shapes belonging to
different frequent pairs.

In the triplet and quadruplet experiments (Figs. 2C-D and 8A-B), similar to human performance, the
recognition of embedded pairs dropped to close to chance level from the significantly above-chance recogni-
tion of true triplets and quadruplets and embedded triplets. This happened because, in the model, the overall
predictive probability of an embedded combo was effectively a sum of two terms (the other terms in the sum
in Eq. 4 were negligible). One term in the sum expressed the embedded combo as mere ‘noise’, the case when
no chunks are present and thus each individual element appears with independent low probabilities (accord-
ing to its spontaneous appearance parameter, wyj

, blue numbers in Fig. 8). This ‘noise-based’ explanation
became increasingly unlikely as the size of the embedded combo grew: shapes appeared independently, the
appearance probability of any single one was low, and thus many of them appearing had an exponentially
diminishing chance. The other term in the sum expressed the embedded combo as a chunk failing to ap-
pear fully. This chunk-based explanation was relatively unlikely since during training combos had always
appeared in full, with all of their constituent shapes present. (This almost deterministic relationship was well
captured by the high chunk-dependent appearance parameters of the shapes learned in the model, wij , black
numbers in Fig. 8). Because the limiting factor in the chunk-based explanation was the probability of a shape
not appearing, the predictive probability of an embedded combo did not depend on the size of the embedded
combo (the number of shapes that did appear), only on the number of shapes of the true combo not included
in the embedded combo. Thus, in effect, the noise-based account, under which any two combos had the same
probability, dominated over the chunk-based account, which could distinguish between a true embedded and
a mixture embedded combo, for smaller but not for larger embedded combos.

In the last, correlation-balanced experiment (Figs. 3 and 9), all shapes in the second group-of-4, that
were usually shown separately, were assigned to a single common chunk accounting for the scenes in which
they were all shown together. Shapes appearing individually were easily accounted for by their spontaneous
appearance probabilities (note relatively higher wyj

values, blue numbers, in Fig. 9), therefore it was not
parsimonious to introduce extra chunks for each of them separately.
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Sigmoid(x) = 1/ (1 + exp(−x)) x ∈ R

Bernoulli(x; q) = qx (1− q)1−x
x ∈ {0, 1}

Geometric(x; q) = q (1− q)x x ∈ N

TruncGeom(x; q,N) = 1
1−(1−q)N+1 q (1− q)x x ∈ {0, . . . N}

Exponential(x;λ) = λe−λx x ∈ R, x ≥ 0

Laplace(x;µ, b) = 1
2be
−|x−µ|/b x ∈ R

Normal(x;µ,Σ) = 1
(2π)N/2|Σ|1/2 e

− 1
2 (x−µ)T Σ−1 (x−µ) x ∈ RN

Dirac-delta(x;µ) =
∏N
i=1 δ(xi − µi) x ∈ RN

Table 1: Functions and distributions used in the text.
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Parameter Prior distribution Hyperparameters
Set 1∗ Set 2†

H Geometric(H; q) q 0.1 0.2

L TruncGeom(L; q,H ·N) q 0.1 0.2 ‡

wxi
Laplace(wxi

;µ, b) µ 0 2

b
√

2 1

wyj Laplace
(
wyj

;µ, b
) µ −8 −6

b 1 1√
2

wij Exponential(wij ;λ) λ 1
6

1
3

§

cxi
Dirac-delta(cxi

;µ) µ [0, 0] [0, 0] ¶

cyj Dirac-delta
(
cyj ;µ

)
µ [0, 0] [0, 0] ¶

cij Normal(cij ;µ,Σ) µ [0, 0] [0, 0] ¶

Σ 2 · I 2
√

2 · I ‖∗∗

σxi Dirac-delta(σxi ;µ) µ 4 4
√

2 ∗∗

σyj Dirac-delta
(
σyj ;µ

)
µ 4 4

√
2 ∗∗

σij Dirac-delta(σij ;µ) µ
√

2 2 ∗∗

Table 2: Parameter priors for the ideal learner. For definitions of probability distributions see Table 1.

Notes:
∗Values used for simulations plotted in Figures 2-3, and 5A.
†Values used for simulations plotted in Figure 5B.
‡N is the number of shapes.
§Non-negativity of link weights was motivated by Ref. 6.
¶The origin [0, 0] was defined as the geometrical center of the grid in which the shapes were presented.
‖I is the (2× 2) identity matrix.
∗∗The unit of spatial coordinates was the length of the edge of a cell in the grid.

7



Parameter Prior distribution

wjk Normal(wjk; 0, 16)

wyj Normal
(
wyj ; 0, 4

)
cjk Normal(cjk; [0, 0] , 4I) ∗†‡

cyj
Normal

(
cyj

; [0, 0] , 4I
) ∗†‡

σij Exponential(σij ; 5) ‡

σyj
Exponential

(
σyj

; 1/
√

2
) ‡

Table 3: Parameter priors for the associative learner. For definitions of probability distributions see Table 1.

Notes:
∗The origin [0, 0] was defined as the geometrical center of the grid in which the shapes were presented.
†I is the (2× 2) identity matrix.
‡The unit of spatial coordinates was the length of the edge of a cell in the grid.
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FAMILIARIZATION TEST

FL
single-shape

frequency counting ), freq( !) !for all shapes present freq(shape)

JFL
shape-pair

frequency counting !)  !for all shape-pairs present  freq(shape1, shape2)

CPL
shape-pair

conditional probabilities ) / freq( ) / freq( !)   
!for all shape-pairs present  freq(shape1, shape2) /

freq(shape1)

AL
probabilistic

associative learner
Prob(pair-wise correlations | familiarization scenes) Prob(test scene | pair-wise correlations)

BCL
Bayesian

model comparison
Prob(inventory of independent chunks | familiarization scenes) Prob(test scene | inventory of independent chunks)

Table 4: Summary of alternative models used to explain human behavior in visual chunk learning exper-
iments. For each model the quantities extracted from familiarization scenes and those used to judge the
familiarity of a scene in the test phase of the experiments are shown. The frequency learner (FL) stores single
shape occurrence frequencies during familiarization and adds up these frequencies for each shape present in
a test scene. The joint frequency learner (JFL) stores co-occurrence frequencies of all possible shape-pairs
and adds up these frequencies for each shape-pair present in a test scene. The conditional probability learner
(CPL) stores conditional probabilities (co-occurrence frequencies normalized by individual shape frequen-
cies) of all possible (ordered) shape-pairs and adds up these for each shape-pair present in a test scene. The
associative learner (AL) infers the strength of associations between all possible pairs of shapes from the famil-
iarization scenes, and based on these computes the probability of a test scene. The Bayesian chunk learner
(BCL) infers the probabilities of possible chunk inventories from the familiarization scenes, and based on
these computes the probability of a test scene.
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A B

C

D

Basic
test

Frequency-balanced
test

Basic
test

Embedded
test

Basic test

PairQuadruple

Embedded test

TripletPair

Human data

FL

JFL

CPL

AL

BCL

Figure 4: Summary of the performance of the five different models (colored symbols) compared to human
performance (gray bars) for a series of experiments from Refs. (4) and (5) using increasingly complex inven-
tories. Models shown are the frequency learner (FL), joint frequency learner (JFL), conditional probability
learner (CPL), associative learner (AL), and the Bayesian chunk learner (BCL). Bars indicate average human
performance (± 1 standard error of mean, s.e.m.). For a stringent comparison, parameters for the FL, JFL,
CPL, and AL models were adjusted independently for each experiment to obtain best fits, whereas the BCL
used a single parameter optimization across all experiments. A, Inventory containing six equal-frequency
pairs. Only the FL failed to predict above-chance human performance on the basic test of true pairs vs.
mixture pairs. B, Inventory containing six pairs of varying frequencies. The FL and JFL failed to predict
above-chance human performance on the test of true rare pairs vs. frequency-balanced mixture pairs. C, In-
ventory containing four equal-frequency triplets. Human performance was above chance on the basic test of
true triplets vs. mixture triplets and at chance on the test of embedded pairs vs. mixture pairs. All the statisti-
cally naı̈ve models (FL, JFL, CPL) incorrectly predicted equivalent performance on the basic and embedded
tests. D, Inventory containing two quadruples and two pairs, all with equal frequency. Human performance
was above chance on the basic tests of true quadruples or pairs vs. mixture quadruples or pairs, and on the
test of embedded triplets vs. mixture triplets, but it was at chance on the test of embedded pairs vs. mixture
pairs. Again, the FL, JFL, and the CPL incorrectly predicted the same performance on all tests. Only the AL
and the BCL captured the overall pattern of human performance in all these experiments.
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Figure 5: Summary fit of the Bayesian chunk learner (BCL) to human performance. A, Simulation results
shown in the main text with hyperparameter set 1 (see Supporting Methods and Table 2). B, Results of control
simulations with hyperparameter set 2 (see Supporting Methods and Table 2) to demonstrate robustness of
model predictions to changes in hyperparameters. Each colored symbol shows the average percent correct
value (±s.e.m.) from experimental data for one test type versus the log probability ratio used to determine
simulated choice probabilities for the BCL (Eq. 9). Colors show experiment type: red – baseline experiment
(Fig. 2A), orange – frequency-balanced experiment (Fig. 2B), yellow – triplet experiment (Fig. 2C), green
– quadruplet experiment (Fig. 2D), blue – correlation-balanced experiment (Fig. 3). In the quadruplet and
correlation-balanced experiments a group of participants were trained on the first half of the familiarization
scenes and were tested after this limited training: dark colors – mid-familiarization test results, light colors
– test results after completion of the familiarization phase (data plotted in Figs. 2D and 3B). Letters denote
test type (Fig. 2, middle row): B – baseline test, F – frequency-balanced test, E – embedded test; in the
correlation-balanced experiment: T3M3 – true triplet versus mixture triplet test, F3M3 – false triplet versus
mixture triplet test, T3F3 – true triplet versus false triplet test (see Fig. 3B). Numbers denote size of test
combo: 2 – pair, 3 – triplet, 4 – quadruplet. Thick black line is the predicted choice probability of the BCL
(Eq. 9) after fitting β = 0.054 (A) and β = 0.063 (B). The correlation (Pearson’s correlation coefficient)
between experimental data and model predictions is r = 0.88 (p < 0.0002) (A) and r = 0.89 (p < 0.0001)
(B) for data used for fitting the model (red, orange, yellow, and green symbols), and r = 0.92 (p < 0.006)
(A) and r = 0.92 (p < 0.009) (B) for predicted data (blue symbols). See also Methods of the Main Text and
Supporting Text for details of the fitting procedure.
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Figure 6: Summary fit of the associative learner (AL) to human performance. Each colored symbol shows the
average percent correct value (±s.e.m.) from experimental data for one test type versus the log probability
ratio used to determine simulated choice probabilities for the AL (Eq. 9). Inset shows magnified area of the
graph. Colors show experiment type: red – baseline experiment (Fig. 2A), orange – frequency-balanced
experiment (Fig. 2B), yellow – triplet experiment (Fig. 2C), green – quadruplet experiment (Fig. 2D), blue –
correlation-balanced experiment (Fig. 3). In the quadruplet and correlation-balanced experiments participants
were also tested after half of the familiarization scenes had been shown: dark colors – mid-familiarization
test results, light colors – test results after completion of the familiarization phase (data plotted in Figs. 2D
and 3B). Letters denote test type (Fig. 2, middle row): B – baseline test, F – frequency balanced test, E –
embedded test; in the correlation-balanced experiment: T3M3 – true triplet versus mixture triplet test, F3M3
– false triplet versus mixture triplet test, T3F3 – true triplet versus false triplet test (see Fig. 3B). Numbers
denote size of test combo: 2 – pair, 3 – triplet, 4 – quadruplet. Thick black line is the predicted choice
probability of the AL (Eq. 9) after fitting β = 0.042. The correlation (Pearson’s correlation coefficient)
between experimental data and model predictions is r = 0.71 (p < 0.01) for data used for fitting the model
(red, orange, yellow, and green symbols), and r = −0.23 (p > 0.65) for predicted data (blue symbols). See
also Methods of the Main Text and Supporting Text for details of the fitting procedure.
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A

B

Figure 7: Maximum a posteriori (MAP) inventories, and posterior means of the parameters within the MAP
inventories, learned by the BCL in the baseline (A, Fig. 2A) and frequency-balanced experiments (B, Fig. 2B).
Each panel shows the parameters belonging to a chunk (green sphere) and to the shapes it influences. The
tilted grid shows the grid used in the visual scenes for reference. The position of the green sphere (along
the grid) shows the spatial position parameter cxi

= [0, 0] of the chunk (fixed without learning), and the
red number shows its appearance parameter, wxi

. The positions of the shapes in the grid show their relative
spatial position parameters, cij , and the blue numbers and black numbers show their ‘spontaneous’ and chunk-
dependent appearance parameters, wyj and wij , respectively.
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A

B

Figure 8: Maximum a posteriori (MAP) inventories, and posterior means of the parameters within the MAP
inventories, learned by the BCL in the triplet (A, Fig. 2C) and quadruplet experiments (B, Fig. 2D). Each
panel shows the parameters belonging to a chunk (green sphere) and to the shapes it influences. The tilted grid
shows the grid used in the visual scenes for reference. The position of the green sphere (along the grid) shows
the spatial position parameter cxi = [0, 0] of the chunk (fixed without learning), and the red number shows
its appearance parameter, wxi . The positions of the shapes in the grid show their relative spatial position
parameters, cij , and the blue numbers and black numbers show their ‘spontaneous’ and chunk-dependent
appearance parameters, wyj

and wij , respectively.
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Figure 9: Maximum a posteriori (MAP) inventories, and posterior means of the parameters within the MAP
inventories, learned by the BCL in the correlation-balanced experiment (Fig. 3). Each panel shows the param-
eters belonging to a chunk (green sphere) and to the shapes it influences. The tilted grid shows the grid used
in the visual scenes for reference. The position of the green sphere (along the grid) shows the spatial position
parameter cxi

= [0, 0] of the chunk (fixed without learning), and the red number shows its appearance pa-
rameter, wxi

. The positions of the shapes in the grid show their relative spatial position parameters, cij , and
the blue numbers and black numbers show their ‘spontaneous’ and chunk-dependent appearance parameters,
wyj and wij , respectively.
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