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Supplementary Information 

Appendix A: Description of the Model 

 

The basic object in the model is a normalised vector !(!) representing the belief that each 

of the four possible features (two shapes and two lines) is the correct cue. Each of the elements 

of a(t) can take values from 0 to 1. We will adopt a convention that !!,! are the relevant 

dimensions, !!,! are the irrelevant ones, and !! is the correct feature. On any given trial two 

stimuli will be presented, each made up of one line and one shape. The probability of selecting 

the stimuli made up of shape ! and line ! on trial ! of a particular block is given by,  

 ! !!" , ! =
!!! ! ! + !!! ! !

!!! ! !!
 , (S1) 

 

where !(!) is a decision consistency parameter, which decreases as !(!)  =  !!!!! !!!  where 

!! and λ are constants which we will set to !!  =  3 and ! = !
!" in the main body of the paper1. 

The factor of (! − 1) in the exponent ensures the decision consistency parameter is !! at the first 

trial of each stage (ie ! = 1.) The probability of choosing a particular stimulus is therefore given 

by a modification of Luce’s choice rule, in a similar way to Bishara et al (2010), such that the 

decision consistency, i.e. the rate at which the participant picks the stimulus they think is most 

likely to be correct, decreases throughout a particular block. This encodes the idea that a 

participant unable to solve the puzzle after a few trials is likely to give up and lose focus, and 

allows the model to fail to complete a block if the learning rate is too low. Other forms for the 

decision consistency parameter are possible, for example a gaussian form might be used to 

encode the idea of an attention ‘limit’, but this would not change the basic intuition. 
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 Note that in principle, !!, ! and even the form of ! !  could be allowed to vary, and 

model fitting could be employed to select the ‘best’ values. However we are working with 

limited amounts of data in this paper, and it is therefore important to restrain any tendency to let 

the number of free parameters multiply. 

At the start of the experiment attention is initially equally split between the two shapes 

(the first two blocks only include one feature type.) When a new block begins the initial attention 

vector is set according to the final attention vector !(!!) from the previous block. For example, if 

the current stage is a reversal, the new attention vector !� related to the previous one !, by, 

and  
!! 1 = !! !! ,      !!! 1 = !! !! , 

!!! 1 = !! !! ,      !!! 1 = !! !! . 
(S2) 

 

For the C_D, CD, ID, and ED stages, we assume the introduction of a new feature, or 

arrangement, causes some attention to be switched to the irrelevant dimension. For the C_D and 

CD stages this happens according to, 

 !!! 1 = !×!! !! + 1− ! × 1
4 , for ! = 1,2,3,4 (S3) 

  

where 0 ≤  ! ≤  1 determines how much attention remains on the original dimension. For the 

rest of this paper we set ! = .95. Very low values of !, seem hard to justify, and some limited 

investigation indicated that model performance is relatively insensitive to the exact value so long 

as it is < 1. This could be investigated more systematically in future work. 

For the ID stage, the exemplars change. Information about which, eg, white line is correct 

is therefore lost, but we assume participants retain the knowledge that the, eg, white lines are a 

diagnostic dimension. We therefore assume that attention is split over feature type, so, 
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!!! 1 = !!! 1 = !× (!! !! + !! !! )
2 + 1− ! × 1

4  

!!! 1 = !!! 1 = !× (!! !! + !! !! )
2 + 1− ! × 1

4  

(S4) 

 

This means that at the ID stage attention is mostly redistributed with a dimension.  

Finally, for the ED stages, the exemplars change again, but now the relevant dimension 

switches. We assuming that, like the ID stage, participants mostly redistribute attention within a 

dimension, but now the relevant dimension has switched. We therefore implement this as, 

 

!!! 1 = !!! 1 = !× (!! !! + !! !! )
2 + 1− ! × 1

4  

!!! 1 = !!! 1 = !× (!! !! + !! !! )
2 + 1− ! × 1

4  

(S5) 

 

The final ingredient in the model is the rule for updating attention after a choice and 

feedback. In general for positive feedback the attention vector updates according to, 

 ! ! + 1 = ! ! + !"(!) (S6) 

or 

 ! ! + 1 = ! ! + !"(!) (S7) 

 

for negative feedback. 

To specify σ we need to account for the fact that there are two possible sets of stimuli a 

participant could be presented with, since the correct relevant feature (1) could be paired with 

either of the two irrelevant features (3,4). If the correct feature is paired with (3) then, 
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!! ! = 1− ! ×!! ! + !×!! !  

!! ! = −!! !  

!! ! = 1− ! ×!! ! + !×!! !  

!! ! = −!! !  

(S8) 

 

or if the correct feature is paired with (4) then, 

 

!! ! = 1− ! ×!! ! + !×!! !  

!! ! = −!! !  

!! ! = −!! !  

!! ! = 1− ! ×!! ! + !×!! !  

(S9) 

 

Here ! is a parameter that controls how much attention is switched between dimensions, and is 

necessary because all feedback in the IEDS is ambiguous (excepting the SD and SDr stages), 

since a correct choice could have been the result of either of the two features being correct. A 

value of ! =  0 essentially means no attention switching, and we will see this gives rise to poor 

performance at the ED stage. However a value of ! =  1 is also problematic, since then attention 

is switched too readily, and this can also result in poor performance. For the SD and SDr stages 

we set ! =  0, since these stages involve only a single dimension. 

 Let us try to give a brief overview of the logic behind these feedback functions !. 

Suppose I see a trial where the choices are between feature 1 paired with feature 3, and feature 2 

paired with feature 4. If I select the first option and am correct, I learn that features 2 and 4 are 

definitely incorrect, and I also learn that either feature 1 or feature 3 is correct. In other words, 
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information gained about which features are incorrect is unambiguous, whereas information 

gained about which features are correct is ambiguous.  

 To deal with the unambiguous information we simply remove a proportion of the 

attention from the features we learn to be incorrect. This attention moves to the features we learn 

could be correct, so that attention mostly moves within a dimension (eg from feature 2 to feature 

1) but can also move across dimensions (eg from feature 2 to feature 3.) We have discussed the 

case where our choice is correct, but it is easy to see that an incorrect choice gives participants 

exactly the same information, so this does not change the feedback functions !. 

To summarise, our model is based on similar ideas to that of Bishara et al (2010) and is 

rather simple conceptually. The key object is an attention vector which determines the 

probabilities for picking each of the two stimuli. Attention is updated as a result of either positive 

or negative feedback, and also effectively changes from block to block as the rules for correct 

choices change. Given feedback, the attention associated with the two features which make up 

the selected stimuli change. Attention either increases or decreases depending on whether the 

guess was correct or an error, but there is also a tendency for attention to transfer between 

dimensions since all feedback is ambiguous. The model has three free parameters, !,!, !, and 

several which we assume are fixed but which could in principle vary given the right 

experimental manipulations (we briefly explore the effect of varying λ in the next section). 

Crucially our model is designed to be simple enough that closed form expressions for the 

probability of choosing a given stimuli on a given trial can be derived (assuming we know the 

history of stimuli seen and choices made up to that point). This means we can very efficiently fit 

this model to experimental data, which we will see in a later section. Since Eq.(S1) is essentially 

a conditional probability of the choice on trial t given information about previous choices and 
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stimuli presentations, it would be possible to write down probabilities for any sequence of 

responses, given the information about which stimuli were presented. However, for ease we 

instead fit the model using a ‘one step ahead’ approach, similar to that in Bishara et al (2010), so 

we only need to use Eq.(S1) for the fits. 

 

Appendix B: Additional Simulation Information 

In this appendix we want to provide some more information from the basic simulations of 

the model. Firstly, we explore the way attention is transferred between dimensions during the 

task for the example parameter sets used to generate Figure 1 in the main text.  In Figure S1 

panels (a,b) we see a visualisation of an example attention vector for the ‘control’ and reduced 

attention switching parameter sets. For each trial we have plotted a ‘heat map’ of the values of 

the four components of the attention vector. Lighter colours represent larger values. For example 

looking at Figure S1 panel (a) we can see for the first stage, SD, attention is initially equally split 

between the first and second component, representing the two possible shapes shown in this 

block (the SD and SDr stages feature stimuli with only a single dimension). Over the course of 

the block attention gradually shifts from the incorrect to the correct dimension, indicated by the 

progressively brighter colour for this dimension. Similar patterns can be seen in the other blocks, 

with some initial attention split changing over the course of the trials, and the correct dimension 

eventually ending up with the largest attention weight. 

In the case of reduced attention switching, Figure S1 panel (b) we clearly see how 

attention weight persists on the irrelevant dimensions through the course of the ED block, in 

other words, even after 30 trials the model is still paying attention to the irrelevant dimension. 
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(a)  Attention vector over stages and blocks for a choice 

of ! = ! = 0.5, ! = 0.4. Colour codes represent 

magnitude of each component of the attention vector. 

(b) Attention vector over stages and blocks for a choice 

of ! = ! = 0.5, ! = 0.1 . Colour codes represent 

magnitude of each component of the attention vector. 

Figure S1. The effect of changing the attention switching parameter, f , on performance for fixed ! = ! =  0.5. 

Here we are plotting the components of the attention vector ! !  at each trial. This lets us examine how rapidly 

attention is switched from incorrect to correct features at the stages progress. The parameter sets produce similar 

behaviour until the ED stage (note the different scales on the x-axis), at which point the lower value of f hurts 

attention switching, and it takes many more trials for the model to switch attention to the correct feature. However 

once this switch happens, performance at the subsequent EDr stage is very similar for the two parameter sets. 

 

 Next, we want to explore the effect of changing the decision consistency parameters, in 

particular !. This parameter can be thought of as capturing a participant’s ability to sustain focus 

on the task. Recall, this parameter controls the way attention is mapped to choice probability as 

follows; the probability of selecting the stimuli made up of shape ! and line ! on trial ! of a 

particular block is given by,  

 ! !!" , ! =
!!! ! ! + !!! ! !

!!! ! !!
 , (S100) 
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where !! !!  is a decision consistency parameter, which decreases as !! ! ! !!  ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! . In the 

main body of the paper we set ! ! ! !  !  and ! !
!

!"
, but we want to briefly explore the impact of 

changing !  on model predictions. The reason for our interest is that there is evidence that 

ADHD, which commonly co-occurs with ASD, is associated with difficulties in sustained 

attention, so it may be the case that at least a sub-group of ASD participants (i.e., those with co-

occurring ADHD) experience difficulties in sustained attention. It is therefore interesting to 

explore whether difficulties in sustaining attention, modelled through larger values of !! produce 

behaviour which looks like diminished attention switching.  

 We can see the effect of varying !  in Figure S2. Starting with good overall rates of 

learning and attention shifting (red line), varying ! !produces a very characteristic pattern of 

errors, with difficulties at the ED stage but also earlier stages, particularly CDr. This does not 

appear to match any of the data sets examined in the main text, although we have not fit the 

model with !!as a free parameter to any data, and this could be explored in future work. 

 

Figure S2. Examining the effects of decrease in ability to sustain attentional. Comparing 

performance for r = p = 0.5, f =0.4, with ! = !

!"
 (red line) and ! !

!

!" (blue line). Although 

reduced ability to sustain attention does seem to cause problems at the ED stage, it also reduces 

performance at earlier stages.  Panel descriptions are as for Figure 1. 


