
Published as a Tiny Paper at ICLR 2023

LANGUAGE MODELS INVERSELY SCALE ON PIECE-
WISE FUNCTION EVALUATION WITH BIASED EXAM-
PLES

Jordan Juravsky∗, Bradley Brown∗, Atif Mahmud∗, Ryan Ehrlich∗, Wais Shahbaz∗
University of Waterloo
{jordanjuravsky,bradley19brown,atifmahmud101,ryansehrlich,wais.shahbaz}@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

We investigate whether language models (LMs) can be misled by providing them
with factually correct, but unrepresentative/biased examples, in the context of
integer-to-integer piecewise functions. Given the definition of a piecewise func-
tion and several examples of the function’s evaluation, we instruct LMs to apply
the function to a new input. We assess LMs on two variants of this task: one where
the example function evaluations are evenly distributed across both branches of the
function, and one where all of the examples exercise one branch of the input and
the target input exercises the other branch. We observe that model performance
positively scales with model size only when examples are balanced, and that per-
formance inversely scales with size when the examples are misrepresentative.

1 INTRODUCTION

Large language models (LLMs) have recently been widely-deployed to hundreds of millions of
users (OpenAI, 2022; Mehdi, 2023). A standard way to interface with these models is by using
prompts, where the user provides a description of the problem to solve, often alongside examples
of similar problems being solved (Brown et al., 2020). This few-shot approach has led to state-
of-the-art performance on a variety of natural language processing benchmarks (Chowdhery et al.,
2022). Moreover, this technique has been shown to scale well with model size: larger models
regularly outperform smaller models when provided with the same task/prompt (Wei et al., 2022).
Recent work has provided counterexamples to this trend, discovering “inverse scaling” tasks where
performance is negatively correlated with model size (Perez et al., 2022a; Perez & McKenzie, 2022;
McKenzie et al., 2022; Perez et al., 2022b).

In this work, we introduce another such inverse scaling task, which uses the evaluation of piecewise
functions as a mechanism for exploring the interaction between a prompt’s problem description and
the examples provided in it. In particular, we show that when the provided examples for this task
cover a diverse set of problem inputs, model performance scales positively with size. However,
when all of the examples are drawn from a subset of the input space, and the desired problem input
is drawn from outside this set, we observe inverse scaling. While in this domain one can determine
by inspection that the examples are unrepresentative, we use this toy task to highlight a failure case
of language models that may appear in scenarios where the example bias is less obvious.

2 TASK FORMULATION

We assess the OPT (Zhang et al., 2022) and GPT3 (Brown et al., 2020) language model (LM) fami-
lies on a dataset of piecewise function evaluation problems. Each problem in the dataset references
a randomly generated function f : Z → Z, defined as:

f(x) =

{
g(x) if ρ(x)
h(x) otherwise

(1)

∗equal contribution, author order randomized
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• where ρ(x) = ρ1(x) ∧ ... ∧ ρn(x) is a conjunction of predicates on the input integer x and
two function branches h : Z → Z, g : Z → Z are arithmetic functions that either add,
subtract, or multiply x by a constant.

The prompt for each problem in our dataset contains three components: the definition of f in natural
language, several example evaluations of f , and a request to evaluate f on a new input q ∈ Z (the
“target input”). Each problem is formulated as a two-option classification task, where the classes
are [h(q), g(q)] and f(q) is the correct answer. See Appendix C for examples of prompts, and
Appendix B for more details on our dataset generation procedure.

We evaluate LMs on two variants of this task. In the “balanced” variant, the provided example
function evaluations are evenly distributed across the two branches of f (i.e. for half of the examples,
the predicate conjunction is true, and for the other half it is false). In the “biased” variant of our
task, we deliberately select examples so that all of them exercise the same branch of f , while q
exercises the opposite branch. We emphasize that in both variants of this task, the provided function
evaluations are correct, and only differ in the inputs that were chosen. Moreover, we highlight these
example function evaluations are not required information for solving the problem of evaluating the
target input properly, since the function definition itself is included in the prompt.

3 RESULTS

Our key results are summarized in Figure 1. When evaluating LMs on problems with balanced ex-
amples, we observe normal scaling behaviour, with accuracy increasing with model size. However,
on the problems where the provided examples are biased to the branch that is opposite to the target
input, we observe strong inverse scaling behaviour. The largest (175B parameter) models that we
evaluate perform over 15% worse than random guessing. This is surprising, since one might expect
the higher capacity LMs to understand the function definition better than smaller models, and there-
fore rely less on the provided examples, regardless of whether they are biased or not. We ablate
these experiments over different dataset parameters, and provide the results in Appendix D.

Figure 1: We observe that accuracy positively scales with model size when using balanced examples,
while accuracy inversely scales with size when using biased examples.

4 CONCLUSION

In this work we introduced piecewise function evaluation as a mechanism for assessing how lan-
guage models of different sizes behave when provided with correct, but unrepresentative examples.
We showed that when provided with a biased set of function evaluations, LLMs are prone to base
their prediction on the few-shot examples rather than the definition of the function. Additionally,
we showed that this failure mode gets more severe as the model gets larger. We are interested in
future work that discovers additional domains where LLMs can be misled by factually correct, but
misrepresentative examples.

2



Published as a Tiny Paper at ICLR 2023

URM STATEMENT

All authors (Jordan Juravsky, Bradley Brown, Atif Mahmud, Ryan Ehrlich and Wais Shahbaz) meet
the URM criteria of ICLR 2023 Tiny Papers Track.

REFERENCES

Tom Brown, Benjamin Mann, Nick Ryder, Melanie Subbiah, Jared D Kaplan, Prafulla Dhari-
wal, Arvind Neelakantan, Pranav Shyam, Girish Sastry, Amanda Askell, Sandhini Agar-
wal, Ariel Herbert-Voss, Gretchen Krueger, Tom Henighan, Rewon Child, Aditya Ramesh,
Daniel Ziegler, Jeffrey Wu, Clemens Winter, Chris Hesse, Mark Chen, Eric Sigler, Ma-
teusz Litwin, Scott Gray, Benjamin Chess, Jack Clark, Christopher Berner, Sam McCan-
dlish, Alec Radford, Ilya Sutskever, and Dario Amodei. Language models are few-shot
learners. In H. Larochelle, M. Ranzato, R. Hadsell, M.F. Balcan, and H. Lin (eds.), Ad-
vances in Neural Information Processing Systems, volume 33, pp. 1877–1901. Curran Asso-
ciates, Inc., 2020. URL https://proceedings.neurips.cc/paper/2020/file/
1457c0d6bfcb4967418bfb8ac142f64a-Paper.pdf.

Aakanksha Chowdhery, Sharan Narang, Jacob Devlin, Maarten Bosma, Gaurav Mishra, Adam
Roberts, Paul Barham, Hyung Won Chung, Charles Sutton, Sebastian Gehrmann, Parker Schuh,
Kensen Shi, Sasha Tsvyashchenko, Joshua Maynez, Abhishek Rao, Parker Barnes, Yi Tay, Noam
Shazeer, Vinodkumar Prabhakaran, Emily Reif, Nan Du, Ben Hutchinson, Reiner Pope, James
Bradbury, Jacob Austin, Michael Isard, Guy Gur-Ari, Pengcheng Yin, Toju Duke, Anselm Lev-
skaya, Sanjay Ghemawat, Sunipa Dev, Henryk Michalewski, Xavier Garcia, Vedant Misra, Kevin
Robinson, Liam Fedus, Denny Zhou, Daphne Ippolito, David Luan, Hyeontaek Lim, Barret
Zoph, Alexander Spiridonov, Ryan Sepassi, David Dohan, Shivani Agrawal, Mark Omernick,
Andrew M. Dai, Thanumalayan Sankaranarayana Pillai, Marie Pellat, Aitor Lewkowycz, Erica
Moreira, Rewon Child, Oleksandr Polozov, Katherine Lee, Zongwei Zhou, Xuezhi Wang, Bren-
nan Saeta, Mark Diaz, Orhan Firat, Michele Catasta, Jason Wei, Kathy Meier-Hellstern, Douglas
Eck, Jeff Dean, Slav Petrov, and Noah Fiedel. Palm: Scaling language modeling with pathways,
2022. URL https://arxiv.org/abs/2204.02311.

Jacob Devlin, Ming-Wei Chang, Kenton Lee, and Kristina Toutanova. Bert: Pre-training of deep
bidirectional transformers for language understanding, 2018. URL https://arxiv.org/
abs/1810.04805.

Leo Gao, Stella Biderman, Sid Black, Laurence Golding, Travis Hoppe, Charles Foster, Jason
Phang, Horace He, Anish Thite, Noa Nabeshima, Shawn Presser, and Connor Leahy. The pile:
An 800gb dataset of diverse text for language modeling, 2021. URL https://arxiv.org/
abs/2101.00027.

Yinhan Liu, Myle Ott, Naman Goyal, Jingfei Du, Mandar Joshi, Danqi Chen, Omer Levy, Mike
Lewis, Luke Zettlemoyer, and Veselin Stoyanov. Roberta: A robustly optimized bert pretraining
approach, 2019. URL https://arxiv.org/abs/1907.11692.

Ian McKenzie, Sam Bowman, and Ethan Perez. Inverse scaling prize: Second round winners. Less-
wrong, 2022. URL https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/DARiTSTx5xDLQGrrz/
inverse-scaling-prize-second-round-winners.

Yusuf Mehdi. Reinventing search with a new ai-powered microsoft bing and edge, your copi-
lot for the web, 2023. URL https://blogs.microsoft.com/blog/2023/02/07/
reinventing-search-with-a-new-ai-powered-microsoft-bing-and-edge-your-copilot-for-the-web/.

Stephen Merity, Caiming Xiong, James Bradbury, and Richard Socher. Pointer sentinel mixture
models, 2016. URL https://arxiv.org/abs/1609.07843.

OpenAI. Introducing chatgpt, 2022. URL https://openai.com/blog/chatgpt.

Ethan Perez and Ian McKenzie. Inverse scaling prize: Round 1 winners. Less-
wrong, 2022. URL https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/iznohbCPFkeB9kAJL/
inverse-scaling-prize-round-1-winners.

3

https://proceedings.neurips.cc/paper/2020/file/1457c0d6bfcb4967418bfb8ac142f64a-Paper.pdf
https://proceedings.neurips.cc/paper/2020/file/1457c0d6bfcb4967418bfb8ac142f64a-Paper.pdf
https://arxiv.org/abs/2204.02311
https://arxiv.org/abs/1810.04805
https://arxiv.org/abs/1810.04805
https://arxiv.org/abs/2101.00027
https://arxiv.org/abs/2101.00027
https://arxiv.org/abs/1907.11692
https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/DARiTSTx5xDLQGrrz/inverse-scaling-prize-second-round-winners
https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/DARiTSTx5xDLQGrrz/inverse-scaling-prize-second-round-winners
https://blogs.microsoft.com/blog/2023/02/07/reinventing-search-with-a-new-ai-powered-microsoft-bing-and-edge-your-copilot-for-the-web/
https://blogs.microsoft.com/blog/2023/02/07/reinventing-search-with-a-new-ai-powered-microsoft-bing-and-edge-your-copilot-for-the-web/
https://arxiv.org/abs/1609.07843
https://openai.com/blog/chatgpt
https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/iznohbCPFkeB9kAJL/inverse-scaling-prize-round-1-winners
https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/iznohbCPFkeB9kAJL/inverse-scaling-prize-round-1-winners


Published as a Tiny Paper at ICLR 2023

Ethan Perez, Ian Mckenzie, and Sam Bowman. Announcing the in-
verse scaling prize ($250k prize pool). Lesswrong, 2022a. URL
https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/eqxqgFxymP8hXDTt5/
announcing-the-inverse-scaling-prize-usd250k-prize-pool.
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A RELATED WORK

Language Models: Language models (LMs) have significantly advanced the state-of-the-art in
many natural language processing tasks. When deep learning architectures such as transformers
(Vaswani et al., 2017) are trained with self-supervised objectives (such as next-token or masked
token prediction) on large datasets of text extracted from the Internet (Gao et al., 2021; Merity
et al., 2016), the resulting models are able to develop powerful internal representations for natural
language (Devlin et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2019; Raffel et al., 2019). These pre-trained LMs can either
be directly applied or fine-tuned to solve a diverse set of tasks (Wang et al., 2018; 2019; Srivastava
et al., 2022).

Scaling and Inverse Scaling: Strong scaling properties have been established for language models:
that is, as the size of language model architectures and the datasets that they are trained on increase,
so too does their performance on many tasks (Brown et al., 2020; Rae et al., 2021; Chowdhery et al.,
2022). Many of these large language models (LLMs) exhibit emergent abilities (Wei et al., 2022),
demonstrating a sharp increase in performance on many tasks that smaller models struggle with.
Notably, recent work (Perez et al., 2022b), including submissions to the Inverse Scaling Competition
(Perez et al., 2022a; Perez & McKenzie, 2022; McKenzie et al., 2022), has found counterexamples
to this scaling trend, identifying tasks where larger model perform progressively worse (“inverse
scaling tasks”).

Zero-shot and Few-shot Prompting: An important characteristic of many language models is that
they can be applied to novel domains without fine-tuning, instead only requiring a description of the
problem in the form of a prompt (Radford et al., 2019). Relevant to our work, LLM performance
on these downstream problems can often be significantly improved by providing the models with
examples of solved similar tasks in the prompt (i.e. few-shot examples) (Brown et al., 2020).

B TASK CONSTRUCTION DETAILS

B.1 GENERATING PIECEWISE FUNCTIONS

Each problem that we provide to LMs is centered on a randomly generated function f : Z → Z that
follows the structure:

f(x) =

{
g(x) if ρ(x)
h(x) otherwise

(2)

In this expression:

• ρ(x) = ρ1(x) ∧ ... ∧ ρn(x) is a conjunction of predicates on the input integer x (functions
ρi : Z → {True,False}). Each predicate is sampled uniformly at random from the options:

– “x is even”
– “x is odd”
– “x is prime”
– “x is not prime”
– “x is less than K” for some K ∈ {2, 3, ..., 100} sampled uniformly at random.
– “x is greater than K” for some K ∈ {2, 3, ..., 100} sampled uniformly at random.
– “x is a multiple of K” for some K ∈ {2, 3, 4, 5} sampled uniformly at random.

• The two function branches h : Z → Z, g : Z → Z are arithmetic functions sampled
uniformly at random from the options:

– q(x) = x+K for some K ∈ {2, 3, ..., 100} sampled uniformly at random.
– q(x) = x−K for some K ∈ {2, 3, ..., 100} sampled uniformly at random.
– q(x) = x ∗K for some K ∈ {2, 3, 4, 5} sampled uniformly at random.
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When generating candidate piecewise functions, if we are unable to find examples x ∈
{2, 3, ..., 100} that exercise both branches of the function, we discard the function and generate
another. For example, if we randomly generate the predicate conjunction “x is even and x is odd”,
then no inputs can satisfy this conjunction, causing us to discard the function.

B.2 EXAMPLE AND PROMPT GENERATION

The key hyperparameters used when generating each problem in our dataset are:

• the number of predicates used in the conjunction.

• the number of example function evaluations provided.

• the distribution of the provided examples (balanced or biased).

When generating balanced examples, we iteratively pick input values that alternate the branch of the
function they exercise (we randomly pick which function branch the first example should follow).
To select the target input q, we first randomly pick which branch of the function q should follow, and
then iterate over the numbers {2, 3, ..., 100} in a random order until we find a satisfying value. This
process ensures that across the problems in our dataset, the number of target inputs that exercise
each branch of the piecewise function is approximately equal.

We consider two different approaches to generating biased examples and target values: an “easy”
mode and a “hard” mode. When generating biased examples in easy mode, the examples and target
inputs satisfy predicates in an “all-or-nothing” fashion. Specifically, prompts in easy mode fall into
two cases:

• In the first case, every example evaluation satisfies every predicate, while the target input
fails every predicate (for example, if the function condition is that a number must be greater
than 11 and be even, all of the examples will be even numbers larger than 11, while the
target input is an odd number less than or equal to 11). This causes every example input to
satisfy the g(x) branch of the piecewise function, while the target input exercises the h(x)
branch.

• The second category of prompts in easy mode is the converse of the first case, where every
example fails every predicate in the piecewise function condition, while the target input
satisfies every predicate.

We balance these two cases in our dataset, so that the target values exercise the h(x) and g(x)
branches of piecewise functions are exercised with equal frequency. See Appendix C.2 for an ex-
ample of a prompt with biased examples generated with easy mode.

When generating biased examples and target values using hard mode, we use more subtle biases.
This mode relies on the fact that the condition ρ of each piecewise function is a conjunction of
predicates, and therefore the entire conjunction evaluates to false if any single predicate evaluates to
false. The prompts in the hard version of our dataset rely on this fact and, like the easy mode, fall
into one of two categories:

• In the first case, all of the example inputs satisfy every predicate, while the example input
satisfies every predicate except for one. Since all but one of the predicates evaluate to true
for the target input, this construction makes it easier for the model to misclassify the target
input as satisfying the predicate conjunction and following the h(x) branch that all of the
provided examples exercise.

• Like with easy mode, the second category of prompts is converse of the first case, where
all example inputs have all but one predicate evaluating to true (putting the examples in
the function’s h(x) case), and the target inputs satisfy all predicates (putting it in the g(x)
case).

See Appendix C.3 for an example of a prompt with biased examples generated with hard mode.
Furthermore, see Figure 2 for an ablation over the performance of easy and hard datasets.
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B.3 DATASET GENERATION

The final dataset that we use to produce Figure 1 is created by sweeping over hyperparameters,
generating 1501 problems for every configuration, and pooling all of these problems together. We
specifically sweep over predicate conjunction sizes in {2,3} and the number of examples per prompt
in {2,4}. We also sweep over three different variations of our prompt format (see examples of each
version in Appendix B.4). When generating the biased example results, we also sweep over easy
mode and hard mode.

Lastly, we also sweep over formulating our problems as 0-shot and 2-shot. In our task, the number
of shots is distinct from the number of example evaluations provided per function, and instead refers
to the number of solved function evaluation problems that we provide in the prompt. For example,
a 2-shot formulation of our task means that we first provide the model with two separate questions
and answers involving piecewise functions (each of which contains their own function definition,
evaluation examples, target input, and answer), before providing a third question involving a third
piecewise function that we ask the model to solve. Notably, the function evaluation examples in our
few shot prompts are always balanced, regardless of whether the examples in the true problem are
balanced or biased. The motivation behind this choice is that if we used few-shot examples that were
biased in the same way as our real problem, the model could simply learn the pattern in the biases
(e.g. the model could observe that all of the examples exercise one branch of the function while the
target input exercises the other, and simply mimic that pattern without understanding why an input
corresponds to a branch of the function).

We ablate the effects of the hyperparameters we sweep over in Appendix D.

B.4 PROMPT VARIATIONS

We use three different variations of our prompt wording - an example of each is given below:

Example Prompt Variant 1

“Let’s define the piecewise function f(x) as follows: if x is a multiple of 3 and x is not prime
and x is even, then f(x) = x - 42. Otherwise, f(x) = x * 5. For example: f(30) = -12, f(100) =
500, f(12) = -30, f(85) = 425. What is f(63)? Answer: f(63) =”

Example Prompt Variant 2

“Setup: Consider the following piecewise function, f(x). For an input value x, if x is a
multiple of 3 and x is not prime and x is even, then we define f(x) = x - 42. Otherwise,
we define f(x) = x * 5. For example: f(30) = -12, f(100) = 500, f(12) = -30, f(85) = 425.
Question: What is f(63)? Answer: f(63) =”

Example Prompt Variant 3

“Let’s create a piecewise function, f(x), that maps integers to integers. If an integer x satisfies
the conditions that x is a multiple of 3 and x is not prime and x is even, then our function
maps f(x) = x - 42. Otherwise, our function maps f(x) = x * 5. For example: f(30) = -12,
f(100) = 500, f(12) = -30, f(85) = 425. Question: What is f(63)? Answer: f(63) =”

1when evaluating OPT-175B and GPT3-davinci, we only use 50 examples per configuration - this still yields
a dataset of several thousand examples in total
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C PROBLEM EXAMPLES

We colour the examples below using the following legend:

■ Predicates
■ Examples
□ Function branch when ρ(x) = True (all predicates satisfied)
□ Function branch when ρ(x) = False (at least one predicate unsatisfied)

C.1 BALANCED EXAMPLES

“Let’s define the piecewise function f(x) as follows: if x is even and x is greater than 49 and
x is less than 89, then f(x) = x + 37 . Otherwise, f(x) = x - 60 .

For example: f(82) = 119 , f(91) = 31 , f(68) = 105 , f(21) = -39 .

What is f(80) ?
Answer: f(80) =”

We see that this example has a conjunction containing three predicates, and provides four example
function evaluations before asking the model to evaluate the function on the target input 80. Note
that the provided examples are equally balanced between both branches of the function.

C.2 BIASED EXAMPLES - EASY MODE

“Let’s define the piecewise function f(x) as follows: if x is less than 20 and x is not prime
and x is even, then f(x) = x * 3 . Otherwise, f(x) = x - 19 .

For example: f(97) = 78, f(41) = 22 .

What is f(12) ?
Answer: f(12) =”

In this problem which generates biased examples using easy mode, we see that each of the example
evaluation inputs fail every predicate, while the target input satisfies every predicate.

C.3 BIASED EXAMPLES - HARD MODE

Let’s define the piecewise function f(x) as follows: if x is a multiple of 5 and x is greater than
47, then f(x) = x - 58 . Otherwise, f(x) = x * 4 .

For example: f(80) = 22, f(70) = 12 .

What is f(48) ?
Answer: f(48) =

In this problem which generates biased examples using hard mode, we see that each of the example
evaluation inputs satisfies every predicate while the target input does not satisfy exactly 1 predicate.
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D ABLATIONS

In this section, we reproduce the experiments ran to produce Figure 1, ablating over different task
hyperparameters. For a given hyperparameter that we ablate over, we sweep over the remaining
hyperparameters described in Appendix B.

D.1 EASY VS. HARD MODE

Below we see the accuracy curves for the easy and hard versions of our dataset (as defined in Ap-
pendix B.2). We note that although inverse scaling occurs for both datasets, all models obtain worse
performance and the slope is steeper for the hard version of the dataset.

Figure 2: Classification Accuracy Scaling Plot for Easy and Hard versions of the dataset.
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D.2 NUMBER OF EXAMPLE FUNCTION EVALUATIONS

Below we measure accuracy when ablating over datasets containing different numbers of biased
few-shot examples, including using no examples at all. We observe that when no example function
evaluations are provided, all but the largest models possess accuracies slightly above that of random
guessing. As shown in Figure 1, we observe much stronger inverse scaling when biased examples
are provided.

Figure 3: Classification Accuracy Scaling Plot for a Different Number of Few-Shot Function Eval-
uations
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D.3 SIZE OF PREDICATE CONJUNCTION

Below we measure accuracy curves when ablating over datasets whose problems have differently
sized predicate conjunctions.

Figure 4: Classification Accuracy Scaling Plot for a Different Number of Predicates
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