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Abstract

Retrieval augmentation can aid language
models (LMs) in knowledge-intensive tasks
by supplying them with external information.
Prior works on retrieval augmentation usually
jointly fine-tune the retriever and the LM,
making them closely coupled. In this paper, we
explore the scheme of generic retrieval plug-in:
the retriever is to assist target LMs that may
not be known beforehand or are unable to
be fine-tuned together. To retrieve useful
documents for unseen target LMs, we propose
augmentation-adapted retriever (AAR), which
learns LM’s preferences obtained from a
known source LM. Experiments on the MMLU
and PopQA datasets demonstrate that our AAR
trained with a small source LM is able to signif-
icantly improve the zero-shot generalization of
larger target LMs ranging from 250M Flan-T5
to 175B InstructGPT. Further analysis indicates
that the preferences of different LMs overlap,
enabling AAR trained with a single source
LM to serve as a generic plug-in for various
target LMs. Our code is open-sourced at
https://github.com/OpenMatch/Augmentation-
Adapted-Retriever.

1 Introduction

Large language models (LMs) that possess bil-
lions of parameters are able to capture a signif-
icant amount of human knowledge, leading to
consistent improvements on various downstream
tasks (Brown et al., 2020; Kaplan et al., 2020;
Roberts et al., 2020). However, the undeniable
drawback of large LMs lies in their high compu-
tational cost, which negatively impacts their effi-
ciency (Strubell et al., 2019; Bender et al., 2021).
Furthermore, the knowledge memorized from pre-
training and the implicit reasoning process of LMs
can be inaccurate and intractable sometimes, hin-
dering their applications on knowledge-intensive
tasks (Guu et al., 2020; Lewis et al., 2020; Mallen
etal., 2022; Wei et al., 2022).
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Figure 1: Performance of LM w/ AAR (Ours).

Instead of leveraging the knowledge and rea-
soning abilities embedded within the parameters
of the LMs, retrieval augmentation (Guu et al.,
2020; Lewis et al., 2020; Borgeaud et al., 2022)
enhances the LM with a retriever that can retrieve
knowledge from an external corpus. On the other
hand, prior retrieval augmentation methods (Izac-
ard and Grave, 2021a; Izacard et al., 2022) necessi-
tate fine-tuning the backbone LM to adjust to the
retriever and tackle specific downstream tasks. This
kind of fine-tuning can be expensive when more
and more unique demands emerge (Maronikolakis
and Schiitze, 2021). More importantly, many top-
tier LMs can only be accessed through black-box
APIs (Ouyang et al., 2022; OpenAl, 2023). These
APIs allow users to submit queries and receive re-
sponses but typically do not support fine-tuning.

In this paper, we introduce Augmentation-
Adapted Retriever (AAR) to assist black-box LMs
with downstream tasks as generic plug-in. To re-
trieve valuable documents for many unseen LMs,
we propose to leverage a small source LM to pro-
vide LM-preferred signals for retriever’s training.
The retriever after training (i.e., AAR) can be di-
rectly utilized to assist a large target LM by plug-
ging in the retrieved documents.

Specifically, we choose a small encoder-decoder
LM as the source LM and utilize its fusion-
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in-decoder attention scores (Izacard and Grave,
2021a) to annotate LM-preferred documents. The
LM-preferred documents are then combined with
human-preferred documents to form the positive
document set. Negative documents are mined by
the retriever itself using the ANCE (Xiong et al.,
2021) technique. After fine-tuning the retriever
with LM’s preferences, it can directly assist unseen
target LMs in the zero-shot task generalization.

We evaluate AAR on a multi-task language
understanding dataset MMLU (Hendrycks et al.,
2021) and an entity-centric question answering
dataset PopQA (Mallen et al., 2022). For the tar-
get LMs, we choose Flan-T5 (Chung et al., 2022)
series as our backbone for encoder-decoder LMs
and InstructGPT (Ouyang et al., 2022) as our back-
bone for decoder-only LMs. Figure 1 shows that
assisted with a generic AAR, LMs of different sizes
and architectures can consistently outperform the
standalone LMs; the performance of smaller LMs
can sometimes surpass the standalone counterparts
of significantly larger sizes (e.g., Flan-T5parge W/
AAR outperforms standalone Flan-T5x;, by 0.6%).
AAR also demonstrates advantages over other aug-
mentation approaches such as few-shot prompting
and adaptive retrieval (Mallen et al., 2022).

Further analysis reveals that the preferences ob-
tained from different-sized source LMs are similar,
and LMs with near capacities tend to yield closer
preferred document sets. As a result, our AAR
model trained from a small source LM can be con-
sidered as a generic plug-in to enhance the zero-
shot generalization of a significantly larger target
LM. We also discover that the documents preferred
by LMs can provide assistance to the model from
alternative perspectives, rather than relying solely
on the full information favored by search users.

2 Related Work

Retrieval Augmentation. Augmenting LMs with
retrieved information from external memories has
shown effective on diverse knowledge-intensive
tasks (Guu et al., 2020). Prior works explore
novel ways to train the whole retriever-LM sys-
tem in an end-to-end fashion, using retrieval-
augmented sequence log-likelihood (Lewis et al.,
2020; Borgeaud et al., 2022), fusion-in-decoder
attention distillation (Izacard and Grave, 2021a;
Izacard et al., 2022), or knowledge graph (Ju et al.,
2022). To decouple the retriever from LM, Rubin
et al. (2022) train an independent prompt retriever

for in-context learning, and Lin et al. (2022) only
fine-tune the LM via the retrieved data that is simi-
lar to few-shot unsupervised samples.

Recent researches adopt zero-shot retrieval aug-
mentation that does not fine-tune the LM on In-
structGPT (Ouyang et al., 2022). It can benefit
entity-centric question answering (Mallen et al.,
2022), chain-of-thought reasoning (He et al., 2022),
and multi-hop question answering (Khattab et al.,
2022). Parallel work (Shi et al., 2023) uses LM
likelihood to train the retriever for satisfying black-
box LM’s preferences, and they adopt GPT-3
Curie (Brown et al., 2020) to provide the super-
vision signals. In this work, we devise the retriever
that can be used as a generic plug-in to assist a
variety of unseen LMs.

Zero-shot Learning and Reasoning. Large-
scale unsupervised pre-trained LMs like GPT-
3 (Brown et al., 2020), GPT-4 (OpenAl, 2023),
and PalLM (Chowdhery et al., 2022) are able to
perform zero-shot learning on many downstream
tasks with a task description provided at inference
time. Instruction-finetuned LMs (Sanh et al., 2022;
Chung et al., 2022; Ouyang et al., 2022), which
are pre-trained on multiple supervised tasks using
human instructions, also also exhibit robust zero-
shot learning capabilities. Yu et al. (2023) pro-
pose a new scheme of zero-shot reasoning, which
first prompts large LMs to generate relevant docu-
ments and then perform reading comprehension
on the generated contents. Recently, there has
been a growing trend of utilizing plug-and-play
knowledge injection to enhance the zero-shot per-
formance of LMs, which is achieved through map-
ping network (Zhang et al., 2023) or document
encoding (Xiao et al., 2023). Our work improves
the zero-shot generalization of LMs by utilizing the
retrieved information. We demonstrate that identi-
fying LMs’ preferences to train the retriever can in
turn bring additional evidence texts for LMs.

3 Method

In this section, we first introduce the preliminaries
of the dense retrieval and the retrieval-augmented
LM (§ 3.1), then propose our augmentation-
adapted retriever (§ 3.2).

3.1 Preliminaries

Retrieval-augmented LM (Guu et al., 2020; Lewis
et al., 2020) is a type of LM that leverages external
information to improve its performance. It retrieves
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relevant documents from a corpus using a retriever,
and then utilizes the documents to enhance its lan-
guage generation capabilities.

The objective of the retriever is to find an aug-
mentation document set D from a corpus C that
helps the LM handle a given query ¢q. Previous
researches (Karpukhin et al., 2020; Xiong et al.,
2021) concentrate primarily on the dense retrieval
system that searches in the dense vector space since
dense retrieval usually performs more accurately
and efficiently than sparse one.

A dense retrieval model first represents ¢ and
the document d into an embedding space using a
pre-trained encoder g,

q=g(q);d=yg(d),deC, (D
and match their embeddings by dot product func-
tion f, which supports fast approximate nearest
neighbor search (ANN) (André et al., 2016; John-
son et al., 2021). We then define D® that contains
top-IV retrieved documents as:

D* = {df...d§} = ANNJ . (2)

For the LM backbones, the decoder-only and
the encoder-decoder models are the two primary
choices of the retrieval-augmented LMs (Izacard
and Grave, 2021b; Yu et al., 2023).

Given a decoder-only LM like GPT-3 (Brown
et al., 2020), the LM input can be a simple concate-
nation of the query and all the augmentation docu-
ments {d{ ...d% }. Then, the LM will generate the
answer based on the inputs auto-regressively.

For an encoder-decoder LM like TS (Raffel et al.,
2020), taking simple concatenation as the encoder
input may still be effective. However, this method
may not scale to a large volume of documents due
to the quadratic self-attention computation associ-
ated with the number of documents. To aggregate
multiple documents more efficiently, Izacard and
Grave (2021b) propose the fusion-in-decoder (FiD)
mechanism, which soon becomes the mainstream
in the development of encoder-decoder retrieval-
augmented LMs. It first encodes each concatena-
tion of the (d, q) pair separately and then lets the
decoder attend to all parts:

FiD(q) = Dec(Enc(d{®q) . ..Enc(d}®q)). (3)

In this way, the encoder computes self-attention
over one document at a time so that the compu-
tational cost can grow linearly with the number
of documents. Furthermore, FiD cross-attention
is found effective in estimating the relative im-
portance of the augmentation documents from
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the LM'’s perspective (Izacard and Grave, 2021a).
Therefore, soft FiD distillation (Izacard and Grave,
2021a; Izacard et al., 2022; Shi et al., 2023), which
minimizes the KL-divergence between retrieval
likelihood and LM likelihood, is often used to train
the retriever and the LM end-to-end.

3.2 Augmentation-adapted Retriever

Due to the emerging real-world demands and
the limitations of black-box APIs, fine-tuning
retrieval-augmented LM for each possible down-
stream task can be infeasible. Hence, we intro-
duce Augmentation-Adapted Retriever (AAR) as a
generic plug-in for black-box LMs. As illustrated
in Figure 2, AAR can learn the preferences of LMs
without the need for fine-tuning them.

Specifically, we utilize an encoder-decoder LM
as source LM (L;) to provide LM-preferred signals
on a source task (7) for fine-tuning a pre-trained
retriever. Then, we plug the fine-tuned retriever
into unseen target LM (I;) on a set of target tasks
(T%) non-intersecting with 7.

Our training method starts from a source task 7,
where we aggregate the source LM L,’s average
FiD cross-attention (FiDAtt) scores .S correspond-
ing to document df from the first decoder token
over all the layers, all the heads and all the input
tokens t of df @ ¢:

. 1 , .
S = > > > FiDAu(FiD(q)). (4)

layers heads t€df ®q

where In, hn, tn are the numbers of the layers, the
heads and the input tokens.

To make the training process more robust, we uti-
lize the FiDALt scores to annotate the LM-preferred
positive documents in a discrete way:

D = DMy TOp—ngﬁDa, ()
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where Dt is the human-preferred positive doc-
ument set (i.e., ground truth) on Ts. Top-K Sa,Da
means the documents with the top-k average Fi-
DALt scores S in the retrieved document set D?.

Then, we sample hard negatives following
ANCE (Xiong et al., 2021) and formulate the train-
ing loss L of the retriever as:

D™ = ANN}(, o)\D"*, (6)

£=>"3" 3 if(q.d").flg.d), O

q dteDetd—eD—

where M is the hyperparameter of the negative
sampling depth and [ is the standard cross entropy
loss. After fine-tuning the retriever, we directly use
it to augment unseen target LM L; on each task
from target task set 73.

4 Experimental Methodologies

In this section, we discuss our main experimental
setup. More details can be found in Appendix A.

4.1 Target Tasks

Following prior works (Chung et al., 2022; Mallen
et al., 2022), we choose MMLU (Hendrycks et al.,
2021) and PopQA (Mallen et al., 2022) as target
tasks T;.

MMLU is a multitask language understanding
dataset, which includes 57 multi-choice question
answering subtasks. These subtasks can be gen-
erally classified into four categories: humanities,
social sciences, STEM, and other. We average the
accuracy of the subtasks in each category to ob-
tain the final score. We report the accuracy of the
evaluation set in our main experiments.

PopQA is an entity-centric question answering
dataset concentrated on long-tail questions. We
report the test accuracy in our main experiments.

4.2 Our Method

Retrievers. We adopt two widely used retriev-
ers to initialize AAR: ANCE initialized from
T5gase (Raffel et al., 2020; Ge et al., 2023) and
Contriever (Izacard et al., 2021) initialized from
BERTg, s (Devlin et al., 2019). Both of them have
been fine-tuned on MS MARCO (Bajaj et al., 2016)
previously. For the retrieval corpus, we choose the
MS MARCO (Bajaj et al., 2016) for MMLU and
the KILT-Wikipedia (Petroni et al.) for PopQA.

Language Models. We adopt Flan-T5 (Chung
et al., 2022) series as our backbone for encoder-

decoder LMs and InstructGPT' (Ouyang et al.,
2022) as our backbone for decoder-only LMs.
These models have been multi-task instruction-
finetuned and are widely utilized for assessing zero-
shot generalization (Zhou et al., 2023).

Implementation Details. MSMARCO QA (Bajaj
et al., 2016) is our source task 7. It is the com-
mon choice to train the retriever (Xin et al., 2022).
This dataset consists of high-quality questions that
require real-world knowledge to answer, which
aligns strongly with our target tasks 73 and pos-
sesses no overlap with them. Considering the im-
plementation efficiency, we take the Flan-T5g,s as
the source LM L and treat the larger model as the
target LM L;. We directly set the total document
number N = 10, LM-preferred document num-
ber K = 2, and negative mining depth M = 100
in the augmentation-adapted training. We run all
experiments on a single A100-40G GPU.

4.3 Baselines

Zero-shot Setting. We compare our method with
the state-of-the-art zero-shot baselines. Standalone
LMs, including Flan-T5 (Chung et al., 2022), In-
structGPT (Ouyang et al., 2022), GAL (Taylor
et al., 2022) and OPT-IML-Max (Iyer et al., 2022),
are prompted by a natural language instruction that
describes the desired task and question. Adaptive
retrieval (Mallen et al., 2022) selectively utilizes
non-parametric memory (retrieval augmentation)
and parametric memory (the knowledge obtained
from pre-training) based on questions’ popularity.
In our main experiment, we select the optimal com-
bination in their paper, which consists of Contriever
as the non-parametric memory and GenRead (Yu
et al., 2023) as the parametric memory.

Few-shot Setting. We also include the results of
previous few-shot models for reference. Flan-T5,
InstructGPT, Chinchilla (Hoffmann et al., 2022)
and OPT-IML-Max adopt few-shot demonstrations,
which provide the LMs with a limited number of
task examples. This enables the models to gener-
alize from these examples and generate accurate
responses (Gao et al., 2021). Atlas (Izacard et al.,
2022) is a state-of-the-art retrieval-augmented LM,
which jointly pre-trains the retriever with the LM
using unsupervised data and fine-tunes the retriever
via the attention distillation on few-shot data.

'We use the GPT-3extdavinci-002 December 2022 version.
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. MMLU PopQA
Settings  Methods # Parameters Al Hum. Soc.Sci. STEM Other All
Base Setting: T5 Base Size
Few-shot  Flan-T5g,s (Chung et al., 2022) 250M 358 39.6 39.8 26.3 41.2 8.0

Flan-T5g ¢ 250M 36.1 404 39.8 27.0 40.6 8.8
Zero-shot Flan-T5g,5e W/ AR (Mallen et al., 2022) 250M 42.8 435 44.0 35.8 50.0 29.4
Flan-T5g,5c W/ AARContriever (OUrs) 250M 444 44.7 47.7 35.8 52.2 31.9
Flan-T5g,5e W/ AARANCE (Ours) 250M 44.8 422 46.4 39.0 53.2 37.7
Large Setting: T5 Large Size
Few-shot Atlasy grge FT (Izacard et al., 2022) 770M 389 373 41.7 32.3 449 n.a.
Flan-T5¢ arge 780M 45.1 477 53.5 344 49.2 9.3
Flan-T5¢arge 780M 448 463 514 34.8 50.6 7.2
Zero-shot Flan-T5p aree W/ AR 780M 49.8 500 55.6 38.4 59.5 29.6
Flan-T5parge W/ AARCongriever (Ours) 780M 51.8 50.8 59.7 394 61.8 334
Flan-T5yae W/ AARANCE (Ours) 780M 50.4  48.0 58.1 39.3 60.2 39.3
XL Setting: TS5 XL Size
Few-shot Atlasxy FT 3B 423  40.0 46.8 35.0 48.1 n.a.
Flan-T5xr 3B 51.6 550 61.1 36.8 59.5 11.1
Flan-T5xr 3B 512 555 57.4 38.1 58.7 11.3
Zero-shot Flan-T5x; w/ AR 3B 55.5 56.7 64.5 43.0 62.6 33.7
Flan-T5x1, W/ AARContriever (Ours) 3B 56.7 57.7 65.4 43.6 65.1 31.5
Flan-T5xr, w/ AARANcE (Ours) 3B 56.2 594 64.8 41.5 64.9 38.0
Giant Setting: Over 70B Size
Chinchilla (Hoffmann et al., 2022) 70B 67.5 63.6 79.3 55.0 73.9 n.a.
Few-shot OPT-IML-Max (Iyer et al., 2022) 175B 47.1 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
InstructGPT (Ouyang et al., 2022) 175B 60.5 62.0 71.8 443 70.1 35.2
GAL (Taylor et al., 2022) 120B 52.6 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
OPT-IML-Max 175B 49.1 na. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
Zero-shot InstructGPT 175B 60.2 65.7 68.0 46.1 66.5 34.7
InstructGPT w/ AR 175B 60.5 62.2 71.3 447 69.7 433
InstructGPT w/ AARcontriever (OUrs) 175B 61.5 645 73.1 45.0 69.9 43.9
InstructGPT w/ AARaNcE (Ours) 175B 62.2 62.0 72.0 49.2 70.7 52.0

Table 1: Main results on MMLU and PopQA. We group the methods by the parameters. Our L is Flan-T5gse.
AARContriever: AAR initialized from Contriever; AARancg: AAR initialized from ANCE; FT: fine-tuning; AR:
adaptive retrieval. Unspecified methods represent direct prompting. The score marked in bold represents the highest
performance achieved among the models in the zero-shot setting.
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Figure 3: Training FLOPs of AARaNcE and Atlas.

5 Evaluation Results

In this section, we discuss our main results on
MMLU and PopQA datasets (§ 5.1) and conduct
comprehensive studies about how (§ 5.2, § 5.3,
§ 5.4) and when (§ 5.5, § 5.6) AAR helps.

5.1 Opverall Performance

Table 1 demonstrates that, with the assistance of a
generic AAR, target LMs of different sizes and
architectures can significantly outperform their
standalone baselines in the zero-shot setting. No-
tably, AAR even improves powerful InstructGPT
by 2% on MMLU and by nearly 20% on PopQA.
We hypothesize that the PopQA dataset mainly
comprises long-tail questions and thus necessitates
more augmentation information to attain high accu-
racy. AAR outperforms other augmentation meth-
ods like few-shot prompting and adaptive retrieval,
as they may not offer as extensive evidence text as
AAR does.

Meanwhile, AAR is a highly efficient augmenta-
tion approach since it only relies on a small source
LM Flan-T5g,se (250M) to provide training signals
and can generalize well to target LMs of larger ca-
pacities. Figure 3 illustrates that solely setting the
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Figure 4: AAR’s performance when (a) using differ-
ent pre-trained retrievers and (b) trained with different
positive documents, using Flan-T5g,, (250M), Flan-
T5Large (780M), Flan-T5xr (3B), InstructGPT (175B)
as L;. The retriever in (b) is initialized from ANCE.

source LM as the target LM (represented by the in-
verted triangles) does not significantly enhance the
MMLU accuracy. However, it may triple the train-
ing budget required. Only using a small source LM
is able to outperform the powerful Atlas by large
margins with fewer training FLOPs.

5.2 Ablation Study

In this experiment, we conduct the ablation study of
augmentation-adapted training and analyze model
behaviors during the training process.

Figure 4a illustrates that augmentation-adapted
training can bring additional improvements com-
pared to the pre-trained retrievers. In general,
ANCE benefits more from augmentation-adapted
training than Contriever. This may be due to the
fact that Contriever has been already intensively
pre-trained on massive data augmentations as well
as MS MARCO whereas ANCE is trained only on
MS MARCO. We provide exact numbers in Table 7
and PopQA results in Figure 8, which yield similar
observations as MMLU.

In Figure 4b, we compare retrievers trained with
different positive documents, including human-
preferred documents annotated by search users (the
blue bar), LM-preferred documents obtained by
the source LM (the orange bar), and their combi-
nations (the green bar and the red bar). Since the
retriever has been pre-trained on user-annotated
MS MARCO, simply using human-preferred docu-
ments to train it may be meaningless and therefore
performs the worst among all approaches. Only
using LM-preferred documents demonstrates no-
table gains over only using human-preferred doc-
uments, and merging both human-preferred and
LM-preferred documents (our main setup) further
enhances the retriever’s performance. Finally, us-

. 36 47 300
» 14 Train Loss g MSMARCO QA &
Z -—--Eval Loss 342) §46 —e—MMLU 29.6 2
S MRR@10 g5 =
Y 245 29.2
C12 328 2 o 4
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S 305 ;44 v 8
2 ° <
= 1.0+ 285 = 4310 2844
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42 010K 30K 50K 70K28'0
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(a) Retriever’s performance. (b) L+’s performance.

Figure 5: AAR’s training process. (a) exhibits the re-
triever’s (ANCE) performance on MS MARCO. (b)
presents the L;’s (Flan-T5g,s) performance on MS-
MARCO QA and MMLU.
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(a) Positive docs overlap. (b) Answer-deletion test.

Figure 6: Analysis of LM-preferred documents. (a)
shows the overlaps of positive document sets, where
used LMs are Flan-T5 series. (b) presents the answer-
deletion experiments on the MSMARCO QA dataset.
The retriever is initialized from ANCE.

ing Flan-T5p, as source LM yields better results
compared to using Flan-T5 5, When the target
LMs are relatively small. However, as the target
LM’s size increases, both approaches achieve com-
parable performance. Hence, our choice to utilize
a small source LM in the augmentation-adapted
training is reasonable and effective.

Figure 5a and Figure 5b plot the retriever’s and
LM’s performance during augmentation-adapted
training, respectively. At the beginning of the train-
ing, the retriever’s MRR @10 on the MS MARCO
drops dramatically, indicating a large distribution
gap between human-preferred and LM-preferred
documents. As the retriever’s train and dev loss
continually decline, the retrieval-augmented LM
gradually performs better on MSMARCO QA and
eventually, on MMLU. This result implies that LMs
on different task may share common preferences,
making AAR generalize well from single source
task to heterogeneous target tasks.

5.3 Analysis of LM-preferred Documents

We highlight the necessity of adapting existing re-
trievers to LMs by comparing the preferred docu-
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Question

Human-preferred Document

LM-preferred Document

what happens if you miss
your cruise ship

If you do miss the ship, go into the
cruise terminal and talk with the port
agents, who are in contact with both
shipboard and shoreside personnel.
They can help you decide the best way
to meet your ...

Your travel to
the subsequent port, or home, is on your
dime, as are any necessary hotel stays
and meals...

what is annexation?

Annexation is an activity in which two
things are joined together, usually with
a subordinate or lesser thing being at-
tached to a larger thing. In strict legal
terms, annexation simply involves...

Annexation (Latin ad, to, and nexus,
joining) is the administrative action and
concept in international law relating to
the

. It is generally

held to be an illegal act...

Table 2: Case study on MSMARCO QA. We show the human-preferred documents and the Top-1 LM-preferred

documents. Red texts are gold answer spans.

ments between search users and LMs. In general,
we discover that LM-preferred documents can as-
sist LM from alternative perspectives rather than
the full information favored by search users.

First, we define the set overlap O between two
positive documents set Df and D; as:

O = (Df nDF) /(DY uDF). (8)

As illustrated in Figure 6a, the set overlaps of the
positive document sets annotated by human users
(D"*) and LMs (Top-K s2,pa) are quite low (near
13%), demonstrating their distinct tendencies in
selecting valuable documents. On the contrary, the
overlaps between different LMs are relatively high
(over 55%). This evidence provides a strong ratio-
nale for the generalization ability of AAR since
LMs with different sizes tend to annotate simi-
lar positive documents. Furthermore, LMs whose
sizes are closer generally possess higher overlaps.
This implies a better generalization ability of the
AAR to the LMs whose capacity is near the source
LM. The findings further validate the results illus-
trated in Figure 4b.

To give an in-depth analysis of how human-
preferred and LM-preferred documents differ, we
show two representative cases sampled from the
MSMARCO QA in Table 2. We observe that the
human-preferred document can always present the
gold answer at the beginning of the text, while the
LM-preferred document may not contain the exact
answer. However, an LM-preferred document may
(1) deliver a new perspective to answer the given
question, e.g., the cruise line’s responsibility if you
miss your cruise ship, or (2) give a specific explana-
tion instead of an abstract definition, e.g., “forcible
transition of one state’s territory by another state”,

texts are related spans covering other aspects of the question.

75
TART

710 AARConiever (MSMARCO QA)
€ 65| M AARCoiener (KILT)
§ 60 B AARance (MSMARCO QA)
< I AARNcE (KILT)
D 55
=
=50
=45

40

250M 780M 3B 175B
# Parameters
Figure 7: Comparison between single-task (MS-

MARCO QA) and multi-task (KILT) trained AAR.
TART (Asai et al., 2022) is a multi-task instruction-
finetuned retriever that has not been finetuned with LM-
preferred signals.

These characteristics differ from search users who
want the full information and can further assist
LMs in knowledge-based reasoning.

We further examine the unique characteristics
of LM-preferred documents through the answer-
deletion test (i.e., deleting the exact answer span
from the retrieved documents). As shown in
Figure 6b, the retriever trained by either human-
preferred (i.e., human-preferred retriever) or LM-
preferred documents (i.e., LM-preferred retriever)
can help LM answer the given question. Never-
theless, after the answer-deletion, the performance
of LM with the human-preferred retriever declines
more significantly than with the LM-preferred re-
triever. Despite having fewer exact match answers
(0.6% for LM-preferred documents vs. 13.0% for
human-preferred documents), LM-preferred docu-
ments provide helpful information from alternative
perspectives. Therefore, adapting retrievers with
LM-preferred documents can in turn make retrieval-
augmented LM perform better.
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MMLU PopQA
All Hum. Soc. Sci. STEM Other All
MS MARCO 448 422 46.4 39.0 53.2 13.6
KILT-Wikipedia | 42.6 42.5 45.9 343 50.5 37.7
Standalone LM | 36.1 40.4 39.8 27.0 40.6 8.8

Corpora

Table 3: Performance with different retrieval corpora,
using Flan-T5g, as L, and AARANCE as retriever.

5.4 Multi-task Training of AAR

In this section, we explore if the multi-task training
of AAR can endow the retriever with better gener-
alization to the target task. Specifically, we choose
KILT (Petroni et al.) as our multi-task data source,
which consists of 5 categories (Fact Checking, En-
tity Linking, Slot Filling, Open Domain QA, and
Dialogue). We take one representative subtask per
category to form a mixture of multiple source tasks.

Figure 7 illustrates that ANCE trained with
multi-task KILT can consistently outperform the
single-task MSMARCO QA, proving the bet-
ter generalization ability brought by multi-task
augmentation-adapted training. It is possible that
LMs may vary slightly in preferred documents for
different tasks and AAR can switch more smoothly
to the target task with the help of multi-task train-
ing. Contriever does not benefit greatly from multi-
task training. We conjecture that this is because
Contriever has been pre-trained with multiple for-
mats of data augmentations and thus generalizes
better to new data distribution than ANCE. Inter-
estingly, multi-task instruction-finetuned retriever
TART (Asai et al., 2022) has an overall worse per-
formance compared to AAR, highlighting the ben-
efits of having LM-preferred documents during the
multi-task training. A more detailed analysis about
the selection of source tasks is in Appendix B.

5.5 Effect of Retrieval Corpus

Table 3 demonstrates that regardless of the retrieval
corpus, AAR results in consistent and substantial
performance gains over the standalone LM.

On MMLU, using MS MARCO as the retrieval
corpus improves the LM more compared to KILT-
Wikipedia. We hypothesize that the retriever has
been trained with MS MARCO corpus and thus
holds better retrieval performance on it.

On PopQA, model performance will drop by
large margins if we use MS MARCO as the re-
trieval corpus instead of KILT-Wikipedia. The pri-
mary reason is that the PopQA dataset is sampled
from Wikidata and designed for long-tail questions.
Partial long-tail knowledge can be only found in

. MMLU | PopQA
Settings  Methods All All
Few-shot OPT (Zhang et al., 2022) 26.0 12.3

GPT-neo (Black et al., 2021) 28.7 11.3
OPT 22.7 12.0
GPT-neo 253 9.9
OPT GenRead 223 12.2
Zero-shot GPT-neo GenRead 24.4 11.9
OPT w/ AARCongiever (Ours) 23.2 29.1
GPT-neo w/ AARconriever (Ours) 252 27.8
OPT w/ AARANCE (Ours) 23.7 32.9
GPT-neo w/ AARANCE (Ours) 26.6 30.1

Table 4: Results of using models that have not been
multi-task instruction-finetuned as L,. We experiment
with the 1.3B version of OPT and GPT-neo.

KILT-Wikipedia (Mallen et al., 2022) while MS
MARCO lacks the indispensable evidence that
should be utilized for answer prediction. For in-
stance, given the question “Who is the mother
of Melissa Benn?”, there is no document in MS
MARCO containing the answer “Caroline Benn”.
Under such circumstances, aligning the retrieval
corpus with the data source can be necessary to
leverage AAR’s ability.

5.6 Application Scenarios of AAR

To examine if AAR works for unseen LMs that may
lack zero-shot generalization ability, we report the
results of using OPT (Zhang et al., 2022) and GPT-
neo (Black et al., 2021) as L;, which have not been
multi-task instruction-finetuned.

From Table 4, we observe that AAR improves
both LMs marginally on MMLU while achieving
significant gains on PopQA. We conjecture that
LMs can benefit more easily from retrieval augmen-
tation on the knowledge-probing task like PopQA,
where the answer span can be directly acquired
from the retrieved documents. MMLU requires the
LM to not only comprehend the retrieved pieces of
evidence but also perform knowledge-based reason-
ing over them. OPT and GPT-neo may not possess
such abilities in zero-shot scenarios.

In summary, although AAR perfectly fits the
multi-task instruction-finetuned LMs such as the
Flan-T5 series and InstructGPT, it may not bring
significant gains for LMs whose zero-shot perfor-
mance is sometimes poor, especially on knowledge-
based reasoning. However, we believe that multi-
task instruction-finetuned models will be the foun-
dation of future work due to their outstanding zero-
shot generalization capabilities, ensuring the wide-
ranging application scenarios of AAR.
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6 Discussions

LM-preferred Documents. Acquiring discrete
feedback signals from LMs is challenging as it re-
quires superior labeling ability, which is not the de-
signed purpose of LMs. Inspired by ADist (Izacard
and Grave, 2021a) and Atlas (Izacard et al., 2022),
we utilize the FiDALtt scores to select LM-preferred
documents for the augmentation-adapted training.
However, FiDAtt scores may not reflect the actual
contribution of each document faithfully since LM
may prefer attending to readable rather than in-
formative documents. Furthermore, the quality of
LM-preferred documents depends heavily on the
initial performance of the retrieval-augmented LM.
Parallel work (Shi et al., 2023) computes the KL
divergence between retrieval likelihood and LM
likelihood to train the retriever. Nevertheless, they
require a larger source LM, Curie (6.7B), to pro-
vide accurate LM likelihood signals. In the future,
reinforcement learning could serve as an alterna-
tive method to train the retriever, as it optimizes
the retriever by directly leveraging LM’s signals
without relying on the devised rule.

Generic Retrieval Plug-in. Chatgpt-retrieval-
plugin® has recently gained attention in the NLP
community as a generic retrieval plug-in. It re-
trieves the most relevant document from users’ data
sources and tailor ChatGPT’s response to meet their
specific needs. We believe that techniques such as
AAR will enhance the ability of black-box Chat-
GPT to generate more reasonable responses based
on the retrieved information, thereby promoting the
development of human-centered LM design.

7 Conclusion and Future Work

This paper introduces generic retrieval plug-in that
utilizes a generic retriever to enhance target LMs
that may be unknown in advance or are unable
to be fine-tuned jointly. Our proposed retriever,
AAR, can directly support black-box LMs without
requiring any fine-tuning of the LMs. This is ac-
complished by building the AAR’s training data
with preferred documents from a small source LM
together with the ground truth.

Empirical results on MMLU and PopQA demon-
strate that AAR-assisted LMs greatly outperform
the standalone ones in zero-shot scenarios, and
AAR generalizes well to LMs of different sizes

Zhttps://github.com/openai/chatgpt-retrieval-plugin

and structures. Analytical results reveal that LM-
preferred and human-preferred documents comple-
ment each other; LM-preferred documents from
different LMs overlap significantly, and LMs with
similar sizes tend to yield closer document sets.

We leave a more detailed explanation of how dif-
ferent LMs interact with augmentation documents
and a more reasonable selection of LM-preferred
documents for future work. We hope our work
shed light on a path to a generic way of treating
large LMs as black boxes and adapting retrievers
to augment them.

Limitations

Due to the limitation of computational resources,
we have not evaluated the Flan-T5xx;, whose num-
ber of parameters is 11B, and the OPT whose num-
ber of parameters is greater than 1.3B.

Since OPT and GPT-neo perform poorly in the
zero-shot setting and separating attention scores of
each document in the input is tedious for decoder-
only models, we choose not to use them as source
LMs. However, we prove that taking the encoder-
decoder model Flan-T5g,s as our source LM is
also robust to augment decoder-only models. We
will explore new methods to annotate LM-preferred
documents of decoder-only models based on their
inherent signals.
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A Experimental Settings

In this section, we discuss additional experimental
setup, as a supplement of Section 4.

A.1 Training Hyperparameters

We take the ANCE initialized from T5pase” (Xiong
et al., 2021; Ge et al., 2023) and Contriever® (Izac-
ard et al.,, 2021)’s hyperparameters in the
augmentation-adapted training. Specifically, we fix
batch size as 8, learning rate as Se-6, and epochs as
6 for ANCE while taking batch size as 8, learning
rate as le-5, and epochs as 3 for Contriever. We
choose their best checkpoints based on the perfor-
mance of the development set. The statistics about
our source and target tasks are in Table 6.

A.2 Number of Augmentation Documents

For MMLU, we analyze how the number of aug-
mentation documents affects LMs’ performance.
As illustrated in Figure 9, we discover that LMs of
larger capacity generally benefit more from more
augmentation documents. A possible explanation
is that larger LMs are more capable of integrating
information from multiple documents and perform-
ing complicated reasoning based on them.

For PopQA, using 3 augmentation documents
achieves the best performance across all LMs.

A.3 Prompt Templates

The prompt template for MMLU is:

Here’s a problem to solve: {question}

Among the 4 following options, which is
the correct answer?

- A: {choice_A}

- B: {choice_B}

- C: {choice_C}

- D: {choice_D}

The prompt template for PopQA is:

Q: {question} A:

B Selection of Source Task

We provide a detailed selection of the source tasks
here, using a variety of source and target tasks to an-
alyze. MSMARCO QA, KILT-TriviaQA, and NQ
belong to Open Domain QA, while KILT-T-REx
and zsRE belong to Slot Filling. MMLU belongs
to Multi-task Language Understanding, which is
closer to the Open Domain QA in terms of the task
objective. As shown in Table 5, when we align the

3https://huggingface.co/OpenMatch/t5-ance
“https://huggingface.co/facebook/contriever-msmarco

T. T; | MMLU | NQ | zsRE
MSMARCO QA | 44.8 | 46.7 | 75.1
KILT-TriviaQA 436 | 464 | 74.9
KILT-T-REx 4.1 | 459 | 772

Table 5: Relationship between the selection of source
task T and the performance of target task 7;. The
model is Flan-T5g,sc W/ AARANcE. As NQ and zsRE
are included in the Flan-T5 training data, we only report
their F1 results here for reference.
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Figure 8: AAR’s improvements on PopQA, using Flan-
T5gase (250M), Flan-T5y 4pe (780M), Flan-T5x1. (3B),
InstructGPT (175B) as target LMs.

category of the source task with the target task, the
LM w/ AAR can generally achieve the best results.
We suppose that this is because LM may share sim-
ilar document preferences on the tasks from the
same dataset category, making AAR easier to gen-
eralize. Furthermore, taking MSMARCO QA as
the source task performs the best on MMLU. This
validates the rationality to set 75, as MSMARCO
QA in our main experimental settings.

C AAR’s Improvements on PopQA

We show AAR’s improvements on PopQA in Fig-
ure 8. The observations are similar to Figure 4a.

D Fine-tuning Results

We also report the fine-tuning results of Flan-
T5Base and Flan-T5p ype on MMLU auxiliary train-
ing data (Hendrycks et al., 2021) in Table 7. Due to
the limitation of the computational resources, we
do not include the fine-tuning result of Flan-T5xy .
We take batch size as 32, learning rate as Se-5, and
epochs as 3 in fine-tuning. In general, the LM that
has already been massively multi-task instruction-
finetuned, such as Flan-T5, improves little from
fine-tuning on extra tasks but benefits greatly from
our AAR. The results further validate the power of
zero-shot retrieval augmentation.
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Figure 9: Relationship between LM’s performance and the number of augmentation documents.

Source/target Task Category # Queries
MSMARCO QA Open Domain QA 148122
KILT-FEVER Fact Checking 10444

T KILT-WNED Entity Linking 3396
®  KILT-T-REx Slot Filling 5000
KILT-TriviaQA Open Domain QA 5359
KILT-Wizard of Wikipedia Dialogue 3054
T MMLU Multi-task Language Understanding 1531
Y PopQA Open Domain QA 14267
Table 6: Statistics of source and target tasks.
MMLU
Methods Al Hum. Soc.Sci. STEM Other
Flan-T5p ¢ 36.1 404 39.8 27.0 40.6
Flan-T5p,4 Fine-tuning 36.1 389 41.2 27.9 39.9
Flan-T5g,sc W/ Contriever 437 444 45.0 36.4 51.1
Flan-T5p,s5c W/ ANCE 43.0 442 44.3 34.5 519

Flan-T5g,se W/ AARContriever (Ours) | 44.4  44.7 47.7 35.8 52.2
Flan-T5g,sc W/ AARANCE (Ours) 44.8 422 46.4 39.0 53.2

Flan-T5p arge 45.1 47.7 53.5 34.4 49.2
Flan-T5y arge Fine-tuning 453 47.6 54.1 35.2 48.7
Flan-T5y 3 W/ Contriever 50.7 50.5 56.4 38.9 61.1
Flan-T5p aree W/ ANCE 492 493 56.7 38.1 57.2

Flan-T5paree W/ AARCongriever (Ours) | 51.8  50.8 59.7 394 61.8
Flan-T5 arge W/ AARANCE (Ours) 50.4 48.0 58.1 39.3 60.2

Flan-T5x;, 512 555 57.4 38.1 58.7
Flan-T5x;, w/ Contriever 564 57.3 66.1 43.9 63.2
Flan-T5x;, w/ ANCE 553 559 64.0 41.5 64.9
Flan-T5x1, w/ AARcontriever (OUrS) 56.7 57.7 65.4 43.6 65.1
Flan-T5x;, w/ AARancE (Ours) 56.2 594 64.8 41.5 64.9
InstructGPT 60.2 65.7 68.0 46.1 66.5
InstructGPT w/ Contriever 60.5 62.0 71.8 443 70.1
InstructGPT w/ ANCE 61.6 624 73.4 47.6 68.6

InstructGPT w/ AARcontriever (Ours) | 61.5  64.5 73.1 45.0 69.9
InstructGPT w/ AARancE (Ours) 62.2 62.0 72.0 49.2 70.7

Table 7: Fine-tuning results on MMLU. We use the official auxiliary training data of MMLU to fine-tune the LM.
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