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Abstract

Matrix factorization models have been successfully used in many real-world tasks,
such as knowledge base completion and recommendation systems. However, ex-
plaining the causes that elicit a particular prediction by a manual inspection of
its latent representations is a difficult task. In this paper we try to overcome this
problem by exploring descriptive model classes in their ability to faithfully ap-
proximate the behavior of a pre-trained matrix factorization model. Crucially,
our choice of descriptive model will allow us to provide an interpretable struc-
tured proof for each prediction of the original model. We compare the descriptive
models in these two scopes: Fidelity and interpretability. We find that Bayesian
network trees, a class of models that has not been considered for this purpose be-
fore, capture the matrix factorization model faithfully while providing multi-step
explanations of predictions.

1 Introduction

A highly desirable property of a predictive system is the ability to provide an interpretable expla-
nation of a particular prediction. Matrix factorization (MF) models, due to their advantages (high
accuracy and scalability), have been used in real-world tasks such as recommendation systems [1],
and knowledge base population [2]. These models are a type of latent variable model (LVM) where a
set of latent vectors is learned from a matrix of relational data. However, they are deficient in provid-
ing an explanation of the relations among observed variables that elicit a particular prediction. This
lack of interpretability prevents them from both providing a support for the predictions and from
analysing errors. These two properties would not only benefit NLP tasks, but also decision-support
tasks, such as credit-risk evaluation [3], and medical diagnosis.

One solution to this problem is to focus on designing more interpretable models from the onset
such as [4], but this often means trading off accuracy and scalability. Another option is to use
visualization methods [5], where high-dimensional vectors are projected into a two-dimensional
space. Such methods are useful for model inspection, but it is unclear how they can provide fine-
grained multi-step explanations of a prediction in the way that, say, rule-based systems can. We
believe this granularity is important to spot higher level problems in the model that go beyond ”one
vector is too close to another.”

Here we investigate an alternative option: Learn an interpretable descriptive model that mimics the
behavior of the original LVM model as close as possible. While we still use the original LVM to
make predictions, we use the descriptive model to explain these predictions. Our goal then is to find
descriptive models for (so-called) donor LVMs that faithfully capture the idiosyncrasy of the donor
LVM (they respond similarly to same inputs), while their anatomy remains interpretable.

Our starting point is work by [6] on extracting decision trees (DT) from neural networks. We aim
to apply a variant of their method to the MF model of [2] to get DTs that can be used to explain
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extracted relations. We identify two core problems with this approach: 1) we can capture some
of the decision boundaries of the MF model, but we cannot capture its ranking behaviour which
is most relevant for applying the model in practice; 2) the [2] model is a full joint model over a
universal schema of both surface form relations such as X-a-professor-at-Y and Freebase relations
such as employee(X,Y); representing each of these thousands of relations with an own decision tree
both makes the model harder to interpret, and less faithful as far as model structure is concerned.

To overcome the problems above we propose to use a class of descriptive models that have not
been used before for this purpose: tree-structured Bayesian networks (BN) [7]. Such BNs are inter-
pretable, as their sparse connectivity explains the most important correlations. As joint probabilistic
models they are able to capture both the joint nature of the donor MF model, and its ranking be-
haviour. But in contrast to more complex probabilistic models, they are much easier to train.

We quantitatively compare the learned BN trees to two baselines: A variant of [6] and a method to
extract logical rules from the MF model. We compare fidelity of the descriptive models by measuring
how well their rankings match the ranking of the original MF model on test data. Fidelity is a crucial
metric for a descriptive model: It may be very interpretable, but without high fidelity it explains the
wrong behaviour.

We qualitatively compare our approach to the baselines by contrasting the explanations of two wrong
predictions of the MF model. In the BN tree these explanations are represented as subgraphs that
span from observed nodes to the node predicted (Figure 2).

2 Background

We describe the predictive model (MF) and the descriptive models (BN tree, logic rules, decision
trees).

2.1 Matrix Factorization

Objectives in a MF formulation are a) to learn a low-rank matrix Xm×n = UV ′ that reconstructs
a given matrix of relational data Ym×n, where Um×k and Vn×k are latent factors, and b) to predict
confidence values for unobserved cells (matrix completion). We use a variant of the MF model
in [2], where each row of the matrix Y corresponds to a pair of entities (e.g. (London,England)),
and each column corresponds to either a surface form or a Freebase relation (e.g. capitalOf ). The
matrix X is learned by minimizing a logistic loss function over data. Each latent vector Up is a
distributed representation of a pair of entities. Similarly, each vector V ′r represents a relation. The
latent vectors of pair p and relation r define the prediction xr,p ∈ [0, 1] of the fact that relation r
holds for pair p as xr,p = sigmoid(UpV

′
r ).

An alternative view of a matrix factorization model is as a one-hidden-layer neural network [8],
where the activation function is linear in the hidden neurons and non-linear (sigmoid) in the output
layer. The latent factors U , V correspond to the parameters of the network, i.e., the weights in the
hidden and output layers. The model can be re-written as y = sigmoid(UV ′x), where x is a one-hot
input vector and sigmoid is a component-wise function.

2.2 Logic Rules

We choose implication rules as a baseline due to their comprehensibility and to the maturity of rule
extraction algorithms [9]. The rules learned are of the form ∀x, y : A(x, y) ⇒ B(x, y), where A, B
are predicates. All rules are range restricted (arguments occur in both body and head predicates).
A rule, as the simplest building block in an explanation, accounts for the cause of predicting the
realization of a fact. For example, the rule professorAt(x, y) ⇒ employeeAt(x, y) would explain the
cause of predicting the fact that x is an employeeAt y by observing the realization of the body of the
rule as a true fact.

2.3 Decision Trees

A decision tree [10] is a hierarchical classification model. Each internal node corresponds to an
input variable. The root node is the highest in the hierarchy (it splits first the input space). Leaf

2



nodes represent the class decision. We choose DTs as a baseline due to their main properties: a)
interpretability (a path in the tree can be seen as a conjuctive logic rule), and b) suitability for
estimating class probabilities (maximum likelihood estimation in each leaf).

2.4 Bayesian Networks

Decision trees can capture, to some extent, the probabilistic nature of the MF model, but they do
not define a joint model across the complete relational schema. A set of logical rules can provide a
fuller picture, and a notion of a proof that covers reasoning in various parts of the schema, but they
cannot simulate the ranking behaviour of the MF model well.

We think that Bayesian networks can overcome both issues. A BN is the set of conditional inde-
pendencies holding for a set of random variables in the form of a directed acyclic graph. A node
corresponds to a random variable. A directed edge between two nodes, xi → xj , represents a local
influence which defines a conditional probability distribution (CPD): p(xj |xi) (a parameter of the
BN). A BN encodes a factorized probability distribution over the variables of the form p(x1 , ..., xn)
=

∏
i pi(xi |Parents(xi)), where Parents(xi) is the set of nodes that have an outgoing edge to xi,

(e.g. Figure 2).

3 Related Work

Learning descriptive models from complex donor models such as neural networks [11, 12, 13, 14]
and support vector machines [15] has been previously considered. They extract both a set of logic
rules and decision trees with the objective of behavior explanation. Nevertheless, the methods used
are not suitable for the donor model we propose due to structural constraints. Moreover, to the best
of our knowledge, this is the first time a joint probability model (Bayesian network) is compared
with a classifier (decision trees) with the purpose of prediction explanation for a matrix factorization
model.

4 Learning Interpretable Models

We treat the MF model as both a joint probability model and a classifier due to the nature of the
descriptive models. To learn a BN tree and a set of logic rules we take each row of the MF model as
a training instance and each colum as a variable. To learn decision trees we take input vectors from
the training data used for training the original MF model and attach them with class labels from the
MF predictions, i.e., the MF model re-labels input instances.

4.1 Extracting Logic Rules

We used mutual information as a support measure for rule acceptance. A rule is accepted if the
strength of dependency between two predicates (columns in the MF model) surpasses a threshold
m (we manually selected m=0.1 based on predictive performance). The directionality of each rule
is then determined by its confidence, if p(B |A) > p(A|B)then A ⇒ B else B ⇒ A. We opted for
an information-theoretic based measure due to its property of assigning monotonically increasing
values to more statistically dependent variables. We refrained from using an inductive logic pro-
gramming approach due to its requirement of negative examples [16]. In order to obtain a test
prediction we applied a transitive closure over a set of observed facts (i.e., we apply modus ponens).

4.2 Extracting Decision Trees

We used the R package rpart [17] in order to extract decision trees. Learning a decision tree corre-
sponds to recursively adding nodes to its hierarchy, partitioning the input space. Node selection is
performed by minimizing a cost function that measures the number of instances correctly classified
after partitioning. In each leaf of the tree maximum likelihood estimation is performed in order to
compute the probability of the class variable given the input variables in the path from the root node
to the leaf. Once the tree has been learned, classifying a test instance corresponds to traversing the
tree along the path that matches the observed facts until a leaf node is reached.

3



4.3 Extracting Bayesian Networks

Learning the structure of a BN is NP-hard [18]. This means that we can either resort to approximate
algorithms, or restrict the model class. In preliminary experiments we found it extremely difficult to
learn useful, interpretable BNs with approximate learning schemes primarily due to the scale of the
data. Therefore, we constrained the structure of the BN to be a tree.

Learning the structure of such BNs reduces to finding a maximum spanning tree with respect to
mutual information between variables (columns in the MF model). This problem can be solved
optimally in O(N2) using Prim’s algorithm, where N is the number of variables. Parameter es-
timation is performed by smoothed maximum likelihood estimation (we share parameters accross
training instances).

Besides being easy to learn, a BN tree is also easy to interpret in that each variable can have at
most one parent, and the complete model is described using only N edges. In addition, inference in
BN trees is linear in N , which makes it easy to evaluate the fidelity of the model by computing its
predictions on test data.

5 Experiments

We use the predictions from the MF model as training data for learning the descriptive models: We
predict a confidence value for each cell in the MF model and threshold them at t=0.5 (we tried for
different t in [0,1]). Training datasets are of size 4111 variables by 39864 instances. We obtained
4572 logic rules, a BN tree with 4111 nodes, and 19 decision trees (we chose 19 target variables)
with average depth of 5 nodes. We evaluated the descriptive models on the test set of [2]. We
performed two types of model analyses: Fidelity and interpretability.

Fidelity Figure 1a shows the 11-point average precision curves of the descriptive models with
respect to the predictions of the MF donor model. We see that the logic rules learned are not a
faithful representation of the predictive model: The ranked list of facts produced by the logic rules
poorly matches the predictions of the MF model. This might be due to their deterministic nature:
Since their response is in a binary domain they are not able to provide a confidence value in [0,1].
This makes it difficult to capture the ranking behavior of the MF model.

The decision trees provide more sensible confidence scores and hence rankings. This is reflected
in better average precision curves. The BN model outperforms the other models substantially. We
believe that this is a consequence of its probabilistic formulation, and the ability to capture the joint
nature of the MF model better.

We also compute generalization performance of the descriptive models on a gold test sample and
compare against generalization performance of the MF donor model. Figure 1b shows how low
fidelity models (logic rules, decision trees) generalize poorly whereas high fidelity models (Bayesian
network tree) have a generalization performance comparable to the original donor model. This
confirms that the descriptive models approximates the MF model well.

Interpretability We show two examples of explanations for wrong predictions as produced
by the descriptive models. Figure 2a shows possible causes for the MF model predicting the
wrong fact arenaStadium(PhiladelphiaEagles, Canton) as a true fact with confidence of 0.885:
The observed node, playAt, influences the next nodes in the trajectory towards the target node
arenaStadium. A clear error of the MF model is indicated by the connection in the BN:
beatAt → arenaStadium (a team x beating another team at arena y does not necessarily entails
that y is its home stadium).

Following the above example, the explanation from the decision tree learned for the relation
arenaStadium is the rule: if playAt = 1 then p(arenaStadium = 1 ) = 1 .0 . We think that the
interpretability of the DT and the BN are quite comparable in this case. By contrast, the logical sys-
tem does not even predict this fact as it did not recover the playAt(x, y) ⇒ arenaStadium(x, y)
implication.

Figure 2b shows the explanation for the MF model wrongly predicting as a true fact:
reviewMovie(DanielKahneman,Nobel) (Kahneman is a Nobel price winner, not a reviewer for

4



 

(a) Fidelity of the descriptive models to the matrix fac-
torization model.

 

(b) Generalization of the descriptive models and the MF
model on gold test data.

Figure 1: Fidelity and generalization of the descriptive models.
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(b) variable predicted: reviewMovie

Figure 2: Two snippets from the BN tree: Influences from observed to predicted variables as an
explanation of the causes that elicited a wrong prediction by the MF model. Bold arrows: wrong
influences, bold nodes: observed variables.

a movie called Nobel). Given that reviewMovie is not one of the 19 target variables no decision
tree was learned for it, so no explanation from this model can be sought. On the other hand, in the
set of logic rules none of the observed variables appeared, meaning that their statistical dependence
with respect to other variables was low.

6 Conclusion

The problem of finding interpretable descriptive models for latent variable models has been dis-
cussed before. But we believe it is time to revisit it due to their recent successes and the increasing
complexity of the tasks they address. In this work we looked at matrix factorization models for
knowledge base population, a more complex task than the classification problems considered in ex-
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Table 1: CPDs for Figure 2a.

A:parent→ B:child p(B = 1|A = 1) p(B = 0|A = 0)

playAt → defeatAt 0 .8651 0 .9978
defeatAt → beatAt 0 .8435 0 .9999
beatAt → arenaStadium 0 .8186 0 .9989

isting literature. We proposed Bayesian network trees as a descriptive model and compared to two
baselines: logic rules and decision trees. We found that BN trees provide a very competitive combi-
nation of fidelity and interpretability outperforming the baselines. We believe this model is prone to
be used for analysing the latent variable model model by spotting wrong edges in its structure. In the
future we like to investigate further representations, develop better ways to quantitatively evaluate
the utility of a descriptive model, and apply the approach to other LVM models in NLP (such as as
the matrix factorization formulation of the word2vec model).
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