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ABSTRACT

We study the problem of evaluating a generative model using only a finite sample
from the model. For many common evaluation functions, generalization is mean-
ingless because trivially memorizing the training set attains a better score than
the models we consider state-of-the-art. We clarify a necessary condition for an
evaluation function not to behave this way: estimating the function must require
a large sample from the model. In search of such a function, we turn to para-
metric adversarial divergences, which are defined in terms of a neural network
trained to distinguish between distributions: as we make the network larger, the
function is less easily minimized by memorizing the training set. We implement
a reliable evaluation function based on these ideas, validate it experimentally, and
show models which achieve better scores than memorizing the training set.

1 GENERALIZATION IN IMPLICIT MODELS

We begin this section by discussing what it means for a model to generalize with respect to a given
evaluation function. We then clarify the tradeoff between an evaluation function’s ability to permit
meaningful generalization and its ability to be estimated from a finite sample. Finally, we propose
to mitigate this tradeoff through evaluation functions which consider a large sample from the model.

1.1 MODELS SHOULD GENERALIZE BEYOND THE TRAINING SET

We take D(p̂test, q) to be our evaluation function, which we minimize D(p̂test, q) by some indirect
process like optimizing a surrogate training loss. Intuitively, generalization means that the training
process succeeds in making D(p̂test, q) small.

Let p̂n be an empirical distribution of n points from p. For some D, we have that D(p̂test, p̂n) →
D(p̂test, p) as n → ∞. This means that even trivially memorizing the training set generalizes to
some extent under D, since it minimizes D(p̂test, q) to some extent. However, such memorization is
presumably not a useful solution in terms of our final task, so we propose that in order for general-
ization of a model to be considered meaningful, it should at least generalize beyond the level of the
training set. Specifically:

Definition 1. A model q generalizes meaningfully if D(p̂test, q) < D(p̂test, p̂train).

A similar criterion is discussed in Cornish et al. (2018).

1.2 THE TRADEOFF BETWEEN FAST CONVERGENCE AND MEANINGFUL GENERALIZATION

The intuition in this section is that an evaluation function which can be estimated with only a small
sample from q can be fooled by q which memorizes a small sample, but on the other hand a small
sample from is all we have from q.

Whether a model generalizes depends on the choice of evaluation function D. For instance, if D is
such thatD(p̂test, p̂train) is already very small, then finding a model which outperforms memorization
of the training set might be very difficult. Arora et al. (2017) prove that the parametric adversarial
divergences commonly used to train GANs have this property for modestly large p̂train. More gener-
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ally, any D for which there exists a “good” estimator using only a finite sample from q must behave
like this. Specifically:

Example 1. If an evaluation function D(p̂test, q) can be estimated with error at most ε using only
a size-m sample from q, and p̂ is an empirical version of p with m2 points, then |D(p̂test, p̂) −
D(p̂test, p)| ≤ 2ε.

This follows easily from Gretton et al. (2012), who point out that if q is a size-m2 sample from p,
and q̂ is a size-m sample from q, then q̂ is quite likely to also be a valid sample from p, making p
and q indistinguishable by any test which relies only on q̂.

However, in practice we only have access to a finite sample from q.As we consider D with faster-
converging estimators, we ignore the difference between a distribution and its empirical counterpart;
as we consider D with slower-converging estimators, the error makes it less likely that our estimate
correlates with a quantity we care about. Computational complexity also prohibits us from consid-
ering large samples for some D.

1.3 MITIGATING THE TRADEOFF

We might hope to mitigate the tradeoff problem by taking advantage of the fact that we usually
have access to several orders of magnitude more sample points from q than p̂train. For instance, the
CIFAR-10 training set contains 50,000 images, but we can draw a sample of 50 million images from
a typical GAN generator within a reasonable computational budget. Therefore if we consider an
evaluation function for which estimation requires as many sample points from q as possible, but
fewer than 50 million, we can hope that memorizing p̂train might be a worse solution under such a
divergence than our best models.

2 A LARGE-SAMPLE EVALUATION FUNCTION

In this section we propose to use a parametric adversarial divergence (Huang et al., 2017) as an
evaluation function for generative modeling.

Parametric adversarial divergences have unique advantages at sample sizes on the order of millions
of observations. First, unlike with the Inception Score or FID, the sample complexity can be tuned
by changing the capacity of the underlying neural network. Smaller networks require fewer samples
to train, but detect memorization less effectively (Arora et al., 2017). The second advantage is
computational: the FID and kernel-based methods like MMD both have runtime quadratic (or worse)
in the number of sample points, which makes evaluation expensive when considering millions of
samples. In contrast, parametric divergences have runtime linear in the number of generator sample
points (since we can draw arbitrarily many generator sample points, each forward or backward pass
considers a new batch of sample points).

2.1 OUR IMPLEMENTATION

Evaluating a parametric adversarial divergence involves training a neural network, which means
that implementation is nontrivial compared to most evaluation functions and minor changes to the
implementation can result in an entirely different divergence function. Therefore to support ex-
perimentation and direct comparison of results, we develop a standardized implementation of a
specific parametric adversarial divergence which we call the WGAN-GP divergence, which we will
release alongside this paper. In our implementation we tune architecture and training hyperparam-
eters to achieve the following: Reasonable computational cost (our code runs in about an hour on a
P100 accelerator), low variance between runs due to stochasticity from the neural network training
process, a divergence measure which doesn’t saturate easily when the distributions are easily dis-
criminable (Arjovsky & Bottou, 2017), and enough capacity in the network and training process to
penalize memorization at the level of a typical training set.
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3 EXPERIMENTS

3.1 VARIANCE BETWEEN RUNS

A necessary property of any useful evaluation function is that running it multiple times yields the
same (or similar) result. We train a GAN on CIFAR-10 and run our evaluation function D(p̂train, q)
n = 50 times. The resulting values have a mean of 5.51 and standard deviation of 0.03, which is
approximately 0.5% of the mean. We conclude that our divergence is reliable across runs.

3.2 TRACKING CONVERGENCE OF TRAINING

We train a WGAN-GP for 100,000 iterations, save model checkpoints every 1000 iterations. We
evaluate each checkpoint using our divergence and plot the results in Figure 1. We find that our
divergence reflects the convergence of GAN training in this case.

3.3 COMPARING EVALUATION FUNCTIONS’ ABILITY TO PENALIZE MEMORIZATION

For several evaluation functions, we test how many sample points from the true distribution are
needed to attain a better score than a well-trained GAN model.

We begin by training a WGAN-GP model q on the 32 × 32 ImageNet dataset (Oord et al., 2016).
We estimate each evaluation function D(p̂test, q) (denoting the estimate as D̂) using samples from
p̂test and q, where the sample size is the same as commonly used for that evaluation function. We
similarly estimate Ep̂n

[D(p̂test, p̂n)], where p̂n is a random n-point subset of p̂train, for many values of
n. In Table 1 we report the smallest n for which D̂(p̂test, q) < Ep̂n [D̂(p̂test, p̂n)] for each evaluation
functionD. We find that WGAN-GP divergence assigns relatively more importance to the difference
between p and p̂n, so generalization in the sense of Definition 1 is more likely to be achievable.
These numbers are slightly optimistic because we train the GAN on the test split of the dataset, so
that to the extent it overfits, it is not penalized for doing so in this comparison.

3.4 THE EFFECT OF A SMALL TEST SET

We train 64 GAN models on ImageNet with randomly-chosen hyperparameters on the training set
and evaluate their WGAN-GP divergence with respect to a small and a large test set. We plot the
results in Table A. We observe that the two values are strongly correlated over this set of models (up
to the level of noise introduced by the optimization process), suggesting that it might be safe to use
a small test set in this setting.

3.5 EVALUATING MODELS AGAINST WGAN-GP DIVERGENCE

Having analyzed our evaluation technique, we now use it to evaluate several generative models. We
train 3 models: a PixelCNN++ (Salimans et al., 2017), a ResNet VAE with Inverse Autoregressive
Flow (IAF) Kingma et al. (2016), and a DCGAN (Radford et al., 2015) trained with the WGAN-GP
objective (Gulrajani et al., 2017). We list results in Table 2. We observe that the GAN achieves
a better score than either memorizing the training set or either maximum-likelihood model (which
makes sense, because its training objective is much closer to the evaluation function than maximum-
likelihood).

3.5.1 OVERFITTING IN GANS

We experimentally show evidence of overfitting in GANs using WGAN-GP divergence. We train
a large, but not unreasonably so (18M parameters), GAN (using the WGAN-GP algorithm) on a
50,000-image subset of 32 × 32 ImageNet and measure three WGAN-GP divergences every 2000
iterations over the course of training. The first divergence is with respect to a held-out test set of
10, 000 images. The second is with respect to another independent test set of equal size, to verify
that the divergence has negligible variance with respect to the random choice of test set images. The
third is with respect to a 10, 000-image subset of the training set, where we use a subset of equal
size to the test sets to eliminate bias from the size of the dataset. We plot the results in Figure 3.
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Martin Arjovsky and Léon Bottou. Towards Principled Methods for Training Generative Adversarial
Networks. arXiv.org, January 2017.

Sanjeev Arora, Rong Ge, Yingyu Liang, Tengyu Ma, and Yi Zhang. Generalization and equilibrium
in generative adversarial nets (gans). arXiv preprint arXiv:1703.00573, 2017.

Robert Cornish, Hongseok Yang, and Frank Wood. Towards a testable notion of generalization
for generative adversarial networks, 2018. URL https://openreview.net/forum?id=
ByuI-mW0W.

Arthur Gretton, Karsten M Borgwardt, Malte J Rasch, Bernhard Schölkopf, and Alexander Smola.
A kernel two-sample test. Journal of Machine Learning Research, 13(Mar):723–773, 2012.

Ishaan Gulrajani, Faruk Ahmed, Martin Arjovsky, Vincent Dumoulin, and Aaron C Courville. Im-
proved training of wasserstein gans. In Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems, pp.
5769–5779, 2017.

Gabriel Huang, Hugo Berard, Ahmed Touati, Gauthier Gidel, Pascal Vincent, and Simon Lacoste-
Julien. Parametric Adversarial Divergences are Good Task Losses for Generative Modeling.
arXiv.org, August 2017.

Diederik P Kingma, Tim Salimans, Rafal Jozefowicz, Xi Chen, Ilya Sutskever, and Max Welling.
Improved variational inference with inverse autoregressive flow. In Advances in Neural Informa-
tion Processing Systems, pp. 4743–4751, 2016.

Aaron van den Oord, Nal Kalchbrenner, and Koray Kavukcuoglu. Pixel recurrent neural networks.
arXiv preprint arXiv:1601.06759, 2016.

Alec Radford, Luke Metz, and Soumith Chintala. Unsupervised representation learning with deep
convolutional generative adversarial networks. arXiv preprint arXiv:1511.06434, 2015.

Tim Salimans, Andrej Karpathy, Xi Chen, and Diederik P Kingma. PixelCNN++: Improving the
PixelCNN with Discretized Logistic Mixture Likelihood and Other Modifications. arXiv.org,
January 2017.

4

https://openreview.net/forum?id=ByuI-mW0W
https://openreview.net/forum?id=ByuI-mW0W


Workshop track - ICLR 2018

A FIGURES AND TABLES

Figure 1: WGAN-GP divergence evaluated every 1000 iterations over the course of GAN training.

Table 1: For a fixed model q and different objectives D, the sample size used to estimate D̂ and the
lower bound on n at which D̂(p̂test, q) < Ep̂n

[D̂(p̂test, p̂n)]. A larger bound on n means generaliza-
tion beyond the training set is easier.

EVALUATION FUNCTION SAMPLE SIZE D̂(p̂test, q) < Ep̂n [D̂(p̂test, p̂n)]

INCEPTION SCORE 5000 n > 32
FID 50,000 n > 1024
WGAN-GP DIVERGENCE (SMALL) 25M n > 32,768
WGAN-GP DIVERGENCE 25M n > 1M

Table 2: Evaluation of different models on CIFAR-10 by test set WGAN-GP divergence. In partic-
ular, the WGAN-GP attains a lower value of the test divergence than memorization of the training
set.

METHOD DWGAN-GP(p̂test, q)

PIXELCNN++ 16.17
IAF VAE 18.11
WGAN-GP 12.97

TRAINING SET 14.62

5



Workshop track - ICLR 2018

Figure 2: WGAN-GP divergence evaluated with respect to a small test set is a biased estimate of the
true value, but correlates well for typical GAN models.
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Figure 3: WGAN-GP divergence reveals substantial overfitting in a GAN with a typical architecture
and dataset.
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