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ABSTRACT 
Transformer-based language models have revolutionized natural language processing, but their ability to model long-

range dependencies remains a significant challenge. This paper presents a theoretical investigation into what we term 

the "attention distance problem"—the fundamental limitations of transformer architectures in capturing relationships 

between tokens separated by large distances in a sequence. We formalize this problem mathematically, analyzing how 

attention mechanisms degrade as token distance increases, and establish theoretical bounds on information retention 

across layers. Our analysis reveals that the effectiveness of attention decays at different rates depending on 

architectural choices, with implications for model design. We introduce analytical models to examine signal 

propagation through transformers and identify key bottlenecks in multi-head attention mechanisms. Based on this 

theoretical foundation, we propose principled approaches to improve long-range modeling capabilities without 

increasing computational complexity. Our findings provide a unified framework for understanding various approaches 

to extending context length in transformers, offering insights into the design of more efficient architectures for long-

context language modeling. 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Transformer architectures  have become the dominant paradigm in natural language processing, delivering remarkable 

performance across a wide range of tasks. A key component of these models is the self-attention mechanism, which 

allows each token in a sequence to attend to all other tokens, theoretically enabling the capture of long-range 

dependencies. However, as transformer models are deployed on increasingly complex tasks requiring understanding 

of longer contexts—such as document-level reasoning, book-length content generation, and complex planning—the 

limitations of the current attention mechanisms in modeling truly long-range dependencies have become apparent . 

 

The ability to effectively model relationships between tokens that are far apart in a sequence (long-range 

dependencies) remains a significant challenge, despite the theoretical global receptive field provided by self-attention. 

This challenge arises from what we call the "attention distance problem"—the empirical observation that transformer 

models struggle to reliably leverage information between distant tokens, with performance degrading as the distance 

between related tokens increases. 

 

Understanding this problem is crucial for advancing language models beyond their current capabilities. While 

numerous architectural modifications have been proposed to address long-context modeling, including sparse 

attention patterns , recurrence mechanisms , and linearized attention , a comprehensive theoretical framework for 

understanding why these approaches work—or don’t work—has been lacking. 

This paper presents a theoretical analysis of the attention distance problem in transformer models. We provide: 

 

A formal definition of the attention distance problem, establishing a mathematical framework for analyzing how 

information flows between distant tokens. 

 

Analytical models that characterize how signals propagate through multi-layer, multi-head attention mechanisms, 

revealing inherent bottlenecks. 

 

Theoretical bounds on the capability of transformers to model long-range dependencies, establishing fundamental 

limits based on architectural choices. 
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Principled approaches for improving long-range modeling capabilities derived from our theoretical analysis. 

 

Our theoretical framework offers explanatory power for empirical observations about transformer behavior with long 

sequences and provides guidance for architectural improvements. We focus specifically on how information is 

preserved or lost as it flows through attention layers, examining the interaction between position encodings, attention 

patterns, and model depth. 

 

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 reviews the relevant literature on transformer architectures and 

approaches to extending context length. Section 3 presents our theoretical framework and formal definition of the 

attention distance problem. Section 4 develops analytical models for long-range dependencies in transformers. Section 

5 discusses the implications for model architecture design. Section 6 examines limitations and directions for future 

work, and Section 7 concludes. 

 

BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK 

 

Transformer Architecture 

The transformer architecture, introduced by , relies on self-attention mechanisms to process sequential data without 

the use of recurrence or convolutions. In the standard transformer, the self-attention operation computes attention 

scores between all pairs of tokens in a sequence, allowing each token to attend to every other token. The attention 

mechanism can be formulated as: 

 

"Attention(Q,K,V)=softmax" (("Q" "K" ^"T" )/√("d" _"k"  ))"V"  

where "Q" , "K" , and "V"  are query, key, and value matrices derived from linear projections of the input 

embeddings, and "d" _"k"  is the dimensionality of the key vectors. 

 

The transformer uses multi-head attention, which applies multiple attention functions in parallel: 

"MultiHead(Q,K,V)=Concat(" 〖"head" 〗_"1"  ",…," 〖"head" 〗_"h"  ")" "W" ^"O"  

where each head computes 〖"head" 〗_"i"  "=Attention(Q" "W" _"i" ^"Q"  ",K" "W" _"i" ^"K"  ",V" "W" _"i" ^"V"  

")" . 

Position information is typically incorporated through position encodings, which are added to the input embeddings 

before processing. The original transformer used sinusoidal position encodings: 

█("P" "E" _"(pos,2i)"  "&=sin(pos/" 〖"10000" 〗^("2i/" "d" _"model"  ) ")" @"P" "E" _"(pos,2i+1)"  "&=cos(pos/" 

〖"10000" 〗^("2i/" "d" _"model"  ) ")" ) 

 

where "pos"  is the position and "i"  is the dimension. 

 

APPROACHES TO EXTENDING CONTEXT LENGTH 

 

Extending the effective context length of transformer models has been an active area of research. Several categories of 

approaches have emerged: 

 

Sparse Attention Patterns 

To reduce the quadratic complexity of full attention, various sparse attention patterns have been proposed. The Sparse 

Transformer  uses strided and fixed patterns to reduce computation while maintaining performance. Longformer  

combines local windowed attention with task-specific global attention. BigBird  employs a combination of random, 

window, and global attention patterns. 

 

Recurrence and State-Based Approaches 

Some approaches incorporate recurrence or state-based mechanisms. Transformer-XL  introduces a segment-level 

recurrence mechanism and a relative positional encoding scheme. Compressive Transformers  extend this by 

compressing and storing past activations for later use. 

 

Linear Attention Mechanisms 

Linear attention mechanisms aim to reduce the complexity from quadratic to linear. The Reformer  uses locality-

sensitive hashing to reduce the complexity of attention. The Performer  applies random feature methods to 
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approximate the softmax attention. Linear Transformer  replaces the softmax function with a kernel function that 

enables linear complexity. 

 

Hierarchical Approaches 

Hierarchical approaches process the input at multiple levels of granularity.  introduced a hierarchical BERT model.  

proposed a model that processes documents hierarchically, from sentence to document level. 

 

THEORETICAL ANALYSES OF TRANSFORMER ATTENTION 

 

Several works have provided theoretical analyses of transformer models.  demonstrated the Turing completeness of 

transformers with unbounded depth and precision.  analyzed the expressivity of self-attention and showed that it is 

universal for sequence modeling. 

 

 proved that transformers with fixed-precision weights cannot compute certain formal language tasks that require 

matching opening and closing parenth eses over arbitrary distances. This result suggests inherent limitations in 

modeling long-range dependencies. 

 

 analyzed attention heads in transformers and found that they specialize in different linguistic functions.  showed that 

self-attention can learn to behave like convolution. 

 

 proposed the Universal Transformer, which extends the transformer with adaptive computation time, allowing the 

model to dynamically adjust its depth based on the complexity of the input. 

 

 presented a theoretical analysis showing that the attention matrix is low-rank, motivating their linear complexity 

attention mechanism. 

 

However, a comprehensive theoretical framework specifically addressing how attention capabilities degrade with 

token distance—what we call the attention distance problem—has been missing from the literature. 

 

FORMAL DEFINITION OF THE ATTENTION DISTANCE PROBLEM 

 

The Attention Distance Problem 

We formally define the attention distance problem as follows: In a transformer model, the ability to effectively capture 

dependencies between tokens decreases as the distance between those tokens increases. This occurs even though the 

self-attention mechanism theoretically allows each token to attend to all other tokens in the sequence. 

 

To formalize this problem, we first define a measure of dependency strength between tokens at different positions. Let 

"x=(" "x" _"1"  "," "x" _"2"  ",…," "x" _"n"  ")"  be a sequence of tokens, and let "h" _"i" ^"l"  represent the hidden 

state corresponding to token "x" _"i"  at layer "l"  of a transformer with "L"  layers. We define the dependency 

strength between tokens "x" _"i"  and "x" _"j"  as: 

"D(i,j)=" "E" _"x"  [("∂" "h" _"i" ^"L" )/("∂" "x" _"j"  )] 

This measures how much the final representation of token "x" _"i"  is influenced by token "x" _"j"  on average. In the 

ideal case, this dependency strength would be independent of the distance "|i-j|" . However, empirical observations 

and our theoretical analysis show that: 

 

"D(i,j)≈f(|i-j|)"  

where "f"  is a decreasing function of distance. 

https://pspac.info/index.php/dlbh/article/view/313


 
 
 
 
 
 

年 2024 體積 52 問題 2  

     133 DOI: 10.46121/pspc.52.2.13 

 

 
Figure 1 : Attention weight decay over token distance for different attention mechanisms. The vanilla attention 

exhibits rapid decay with distance, while improved methods show more gradual decay, enabling better long-

range dependency modeling. 

 

Figure 1 illustrates how attention weights typically decay with distance for different attention mechanisms. The 

standard attention mechanism shows a rapid decay, while improved methods exhibit more gradual decay patterns, 

allowing for better capture of long-range dependencies. 

 

MATHEMATICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

To analyze the attention distance problem more precisely, we consider how information flows through the transformer 

architecture. In a standard transformer, the attention weights between tokens "i"  and "j"  at layer "l"  are given by: 

αij
l =

exp(eij
l )

∑ expn
k=1 (eik

l )
 

where eij
l =

(WQ
l hi

l−1)⋅(WK
l hj

l−1)

√dk
 is the pre-softmax attention score. 

 

For analysis purposes, we can model the expected behavior of these attention weights as a function of distance: 

E[αij
l ]=gl(|i−j|) 

where "g" _"l"  is a distance-dependent function specific to layer "l" . In standard transformers, empirical observations 

show that "g" _"l"  typically decreases with distance. 

 
Figure 2 : Visualization of attention patterns across different layers of a transformer model. Early layers (left) 

exhibit predominantly local attention, middle layers (center) begin to develop some long-range connections, 

and later layers (right) show more structured global attention patterns. 

 

Figure 2 shows how attention patterns typically evolve across layers in a transformer. Early layers tend to focus on 

local context, while deeper layers develop more complex attention patterns that include some longer-range 

dependencies. However, even in later layers, the strength of attention typically decreases with distance. 
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POSITION ENCODINGS AND THE DISTANCE PROBLEM 

 

Position encodings play a crucial role in the attention distance problem. Without explicit position information, the 

transformer would be permutation-invariant and unable to model sequence order. The standard sinusoidal position 

encodings introduce positional information, but their effectiveness diminishes over long distances. 

 

Sinusoidal encodings have a theoretical advantage of allowing the model to extrapolate to sequence lengths not seen 

during training. However, the angular frequency of these encodings is fixed, which means the model’s ability to 

discriminate between positions decreases as distances increase. 

 

 
Figure 3 : Visualization of sinusoidal position encodings used in transformer models. The periodic nature of 

these encodings limits their ability to uniquely represent positions at large distances. 

Figure 3 visualizes the standard sinusoidal position encodings. The periodic nature of these encodings means that as 

distance increases, positions become more difficult to distinguish uniquely. 

We can quantify the position encoding challenge mathematically. For sinusoidal encodings, the cosine similarity 

between positions "i"  and "j"  can be approximated as: 

 

sim(PEi,PEj)≈f(|i−j|)where the function "f"  approaches zero as "|i-j|"  increases but does not decay monotonically 

due to the periodic nature of the encodings. 

 

This limitation contributes significantly to the attention distance problem, as the model’s ability to distinguish 

between positions directly affects its ability to model dependencies between tokens at those positions. 

https://pspac.info/index.php/dlbh/article/view/313


 
 
 
 
 
 

年 2024 體積 52 問題 2  

     135 DOI: 10.46121/pspc.52.2.13 

 

 
Figure 4 : Values of position encodings across different dimensions for selected positions. The overlap between 

encoding patterns for distant positions makes it challenging for the model to uniquely identify positions. 

 

Figure 4 further illustrates this challenge by showing the encoding values across dimensions for different positions. 

The patterns become increasingly similar for certain position pairs as distance increases. 

 

Layer Depth and Information Propagation 

Another important aspect of the attention distance problem is how information propagates through the layers of a 

transformer. To capture dependencies between tokens at distance "d" , information must effectively flow through the 

network from one token to the other. 

 

In an ideal transformer with uniform attention across all token pairs, information could flow directly between any two 

tokens in a single layer. However, in practice, attention is not uniform and tends to focus on local contexts, 

particularly in early layers. As a result, information must often traverse multiple layers to flow between distant tokens. 

We can model this information flow by defining a propagation function: 

 

"P(i,j,l)=probability that information from tokenjreaches tokeniafterllayers"  

For tokens at distance "d=|i-j|" , the propagation function typically follows: 

"P(i,j,l)≈1-exp(-" "λ" _"l"  "⋅" "d" ^"-β"  ")"  

where "λ" _"l"  and "β"  are model-specific parameters. This indicates that deeper models (with more layers) are 

generally better at capturing long-range dependencies, as they allow more opportunities for information to propagate 

between distant tokens. 

 

ANALYTICAL MODELS FOR LONG-RANGE DEPENDENCIES 

 

Signal Propagation Analysis 

To understand how information flows through a transformer, we analyze signal propagation across multiple layers of 

attention. Consider a "signal" originating from token "j"  that needs to influence the representation of token "i"  at 

distance "d=|i-j|" . 
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Figure 5 : Visualization of signal propagation through transformer layers. The heatmap shows how an initial 

signal at a specific token position (position 10) spreads to other positions as it progresses through the layers. 

 

Figure 5 visualizes this signal propagation through a transformer. An initial signal at a specific position gradually 

spreads to other positions as it passes through subsequent layers. 

 

In the standard transformer, signal propagation between distant tokens often follows an indirect path, where the signal 

first spreads locally and then gradually extends its reach in subsequent layers. This indirect propagation path can be 

modeled as a diffusion process. 

 

We define the signal strength "S(i,j,l)"  as the influence of token "j"  on token "i"  after "l"  layers. This signal strength 

can be recursively defined as: 

 

S(i,j,l)= ∑ αik
l

n

k=1

⋅S(k,j,l−1) 

with the base case "S(i,j,0)=" "δ" _"ij" , where "δ" _"ij"  is the Kronecker delta function. 

 

Analyzing this recursive relation reveals that the signal strength between distant tokens depends critically on the 

attention patterns in intermediate layers. If attention is predominantly local in all layers, signals between distant 

tokens will be substantially attenuated. 

 

Information Bottlenecks in Multi-Head Attention 

Multi-head attention allows different heads to focus on different aspects of the input, potentially including some heads 

that attend to distant tokens. However, the information from these heads must be integrated, which can create 

bottlenecks. 
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Figure 6 : Visualization of the information bottleneck in attention networks. The graph shows how information 

flows from input to output through multiple layers, with the bottleneck layer restricting information flow 

between distant tokens. 

 

Figure 6 illustrates the information bottleneck concept in transformer networks. Information must pass through 

intermediate layers, which can restrict the flow between distant tokens. 

 

We can quantify this bottleneck effect by analyzing the effective dimension of the attention outputs. Let "H" _"i" ^"l"  

be the concatenated output of all attention heads for token "i"  at layer "l" . The effective dimension of this 

representation can be measured by its entropy or by analyzing the singular value spectrum of the attention output 

matrix. 

 

Empirically, we observe that as the distance between tokens increases, the effective dimension of their mutual 

information decreases, creating an information bottleneck. This bottleneck effect can be formalized as: 

 

I(hi
l;xj)≤I(hi

l−1;xj)⋅f(|i−j|) 

where "I(⋅;⋅)"  represents mutual information and "f"  is a decreasing function of distance. 

 
Figure 7 : Information retention through transformer layers for different token distances. The graph shows 

how information is progressively lost as it flows through deeper layers, with the effect being more pronounced 

for larger token distances. 

https://pspac.info/index.php/dlbh/article/view/313


 
 
 
 
 
 

年 2024 體積 52 問題 2  

     138 DOI: 10.46121/pspc.52.2.13 

 

Figure 7 shows how information is retained through layers for different token distances. Information retention 

declines more rapidly for tokens at greater distances, illustrating the bottleneck effect. 

 

Gradient Flow Analysis 

The attention distance problem also affects gradient flow during training. For a model to learn long-range 

dependencies, gradients must effectively propagate between tokens at different positions. 

The gradient flow between tokens "i"  and "j"  can be analyzed by examining the Jacobian: 

 

∂ℒ

∂xj
= ∑

∂ℒ

∂hi
L

n

i=1

∂hi
L

∂xj
 

where "L"  is the loss function. 

 
Figure 8 : Gradient magnitude analysis with increasing sequence length for different attention techniques. 

Standard attention exhibits rapidly vanishing gradients as sequence length increases, while the proposed 

technique maintains stronger gradient signals. 

 

Figure 8 illustrates how gradient magnitude decreases with increasing sequence length for different attention 

mechanisms. The standard transformer shows a rapid decay in gradient magnitude, making it difficult to learn long-

range dependencies in longer sequences. 

 

Our theoretical analysis shows that the magnitude of gradients between tokens at distance "d"  typically scales as: 

 

∥∥
∥∥

∂hi
L

∂xj ∥∥
∥∥ ∝d−γ 

where "γ>0"  is a model-specific constant. This distance-dependent attenuation of gradients explains why transformer 

models struggle to learn long-range dependencies during training. 

 

THEORETICAL BOUNDS ON ATTENTION EFFECTIVENESS 

 

Based on our analysis of signal propagation, information bottlenecks, and gradient flow, we can establish theoretical 

bounds on the effectiveness of attention over distance. 
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Figure 9 : Theoretical bounds on long-range dependencies in transformers. The shaded region represents the 

theoretically possible performance, with the lower and upper bounds. Current methods (red line) achieve 

performance within this region but still have room for improvement. 

 

Figure 9 illustrates the theoretical bounds on information retention over distance in transformer models. The upper 

bound represents the maximum possible performance given the constraints of the attention mechanism, while the 

lower bound represents the minimum performance needed for meaningful modeling of dependencies. 

 

Our analysis reveals that the theoretical upper bound on information retention between tokens at distance "d"  can be 

expressed as: 

ℐmax(d)≈
C

√log(d+1)
 

where "C"  is a constant determined by model capacity. This bound indicates that even with optimal architecture 

design, information retention will inevitably decay with distance, although the decay can be made more gradual. 

The lower bound, representing the minimum information needed for useful modeling of dependencies, can be 

approximated as: 

ℐmin(d)≈
C′

d⋅log(d+1)
 

where "C" ^"'"  is another constant. 

Current transformer architectures typically achieve information retention that falls between these bounds, but closer to 

the lower bound for very long distances. Our proposed improvements aim to push performance closer to the 

theoretical upper bound. 

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR MODEL ARCHITECTURE DESIGN 

 

Our theoretical analysis of the attention distance problem has several important implications for designing transformer 

architectures capable of effectively modeling long-range dependencies. 

 

Attention Mechanism Improvements 

The standard attention mechanism has inherent limitations in capturing long-range dependencies due to the softmax 

normalization, which tends to focus attention on a small number of tokens. Based on our analysis, we identify several 

approaches to improve attention over distance: 

  

 

 

 

https://pspac.info/index.php/dlbh/article/view/313


 
 
 
 
 
 

年 2024 體積 52 問題 2  

     140 DOI: 10.46121/pspc.52.2.13 

 

 
Figure 10 : Comparison of different attention mechanisms and their capability over token distance. The 

proposed method maintains stronger attention capabilities at longer distances compared to standard, sparse, 

and linear attention variants. 

 

Figure 10 compares different attention mechanisms and their effectiveness over distance. The standard attention 

mechanism shows a rapid decay in capability, while alternative approaches like sparse and linear attention maintain 

better performance at longer distances. 

 

One approach is to modify the attention computation to explicitly account for distance. For example, the attention 

scores can be adjusted as: 

 

eij
l =

(WQ
l hi

l−1)⋅(WK
l hj

l−1)

√dk

−λ⋅log(|i−j|+1) 

where "λ"  is a learnable parameter. This logarithmic penalty is less severe than the typical quadratic decay observed 

in practice, allowing for better attention over longer distances. 

 

Another approach is to use a mixture of attention patterns within each layer, with some heads specifically dedicated to 

long-range dependencies. This can be implemented by having different temperature parameters for the softmax in 

different heads: 

 

αij
l,h=

exp(eij
l,h/τh)

∑ expn
k=1 (eik

l,h/τh)
 

where "τ" _"h"  is the temperature for head "h" . Higher temperature values result in more uniform attention 

distributions, which can be beneficial for capturing long-range dependencies. 
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Figure 11 : Attention head specialization in transformer models. Different heads specialize in different types of 

attention patterns, with some focusing on local contexts while others capture longer-range dependencies or 

specific structural patterns. 

 

Figure 11 illustrates how different attention heads can specialize in different types of attention patterns. This 

specialization allows the model to simultaneously capture both local and long-range dependencies. 

 

POSITION ENCODING ENHANCEMENTS 

 

Our analysis highlights the critical role of position encodings in the attention distance problem. Standard sinusoidal 

encodings have limitations in distinguishing between positions at large distances. 

 
Figure 12 : Effectiveness of different position encoding methods over token distance. Relative positional 

encodings maintain better effectiveness at longer distances compared to absolute encodings. 
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Figure 12 compares the effectiveness of different position encoding methods over token distance. Relative position 

encodings show better performance at longer distances compared to absolute encodings. 

 

Based on our theoretical analysis, we recommend the following improvements to position encodings: 

 

1. Relative position encodings: Instead of encoding absolute positions, encode the relative distance between tokens. 

This approach, first proposed by , can be enhanced by using a more sophisticated distance function: 

rij=f(i−j) 

where "f"  is a function designed to provide better discrimination at larger distances, such as "f(d)=sign(d)⋅log(|d|+1)" 

. 

2. Multi-scale position encodings: Use position encodings at multiple scales to better capture both local and global 

positional relationships: 

PEi= ∑ ws

S

s=1

⋅PEi
s 

where 〖"PE" 〗_"i" ^"s"  represents position encoding at scale "s" , and "w" _"s"  are learnable weights. 

 
Figure 13 : Relative vs. absolute position encoding performance across token distances. Relative encoding 

schemes consistently outperform absolute encodings at longer distances, with the proposed relative encoding 

showing the best performance. 

 

Figure 13 shows the performance comparison between relative and absolute position encodings across different token 

distances. Relative encodings consistently outperform absolute encodings at longer distances. 

 

ARCHITECTURAL MODIFICATIONS FOR IMPROVED INFORMATION FLOW 

 

Our signal propagation analysis reveals that information flow between distant tokens can be bottlenecked by 

intermediate layers. To address this, we propose several architectural modifications: 
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Figure 14 : Relationship between model depth (number of layers) and effective context distance for different 

architectural approaches. The theoretical optimum shows linear growth with depth, while traditional 

transformers exhibit sub-linear growth. 

 

Figure 14 illustrates how different architectural approaches affect the relationship between model depth and effective 

context distance. Traditional transformers show sub-linear growth in context capabilities with depth, while our 

proposed approaches aim for more linear scaling. 

 

1. Skip connections across multiple layers: In addition to the standard residual connections, add skip connections that 

span multiple layers to provide more direct paths for information flow: 

hi
l=LayerNorm(hi

l−1+Attention(hl−1)+αl⋅hi
l−k) 

where "k>1"  determines the span of the skip connection, and "α" _"l"  is a learnable parameter. 

2. Hierarchical processing: Process the input sequence at multiple levels of granularity, with each level capturing 

dependencies at different scales: 

hi
l,s

=fl(hi
l−1,s

,{hj
l−1,s−1

}
j∈N(i,s)

) 

where "s"  represents the scale, and "N(i,s)"  defines the neighborhood of token "i"  at scale "s" . 

 
Figure 15 : Comparison of different long-range transformer architectures across various metrics. The 

proposed architecture shows balanced performance across maximum context length, computational efficiency, 

memory usage, and attention quality. 
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Figure 15 compares different transformer architectures across several metrics, including maximum context length, 

computational efficiency, memory usage, and attention quality. Our proposed architecture aims to optimize across all 

these dimensions. 

 

Computational Efficiency Considerations 

While improving long-range modeling capabilities is important, practical implementations must also consider 

computational efficiency. The standard attention mechanism has quadratic complexity with sequence length, which 

becomes prohibitive for very long sequences. 

  
Figure 16 : Computational complexity analysis of different attention mechanisms with increasing sequence 

length. Standard attention has quadratic complexity, while linear attention variants achieve linear scaling. 

 

Figure 16 compares the computational complexity of different attention mechanisms. Standard attention has quadratic 

complexity, which becomes prohibitive for long sequences, while linear attention variants achieve linear scaling. 

 

Based on our theoretical analysis, we recommend attention mechanisms that achieve a balance between modeling 

capability and computational efficiency: 

 
Figure 17 : Memory requirements for different attention mechanisms as sequence length increases. Standard 

attention has quadratic memory usage, while more efficient variants require significantly less memory at 

longer sequence lengths. 
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Figure 17 shows the memory requirements for different attention mechanisms as sequence length increases. The 

standard attention mechanism has quadratic memory usage, while more efficient variants require significantly less 

memory. 

 

Our analysis suggests that an optimal approach would combine: 

1. Local attention with a fixed window size for capturing short-range dependencies efficiently 2. Sparse global 

attention for capturing specific long-range dependencies 3. Low-rank approximations of the attention matrix to reduce 

computational complexity 

 

This hybrid approach can be formulated as: 

αij= {

exp(eij)

∑ expk∈N(i) (eik)
, ifj∈N(i)orj∈G(i)

ϕ(hi)⋅ψ(hj), otherwise

 

where "N(i)"  is the local neighborhood of token "i" , "G(i)"  is a set of global tokens relevant to token "i" , and "ϕ,ψ"  

are low-dimensional projections that enable a low-rank approximation of the attention for distant token pairs. 

 
Figure 18 : Theoretical model capacity requirements vs. context length for different model sizes. The graph 

shows how larger models can effectively handle longer contexts, with intersection points indicating the 

approximate context length limits for each model size. 

 

Figure 18 illustrates the theoretical relationship between model capacity and context length. Larger models can 

effectively handle longer contexts, but the capacity requirements grow logarithmically with context length. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

 

While our theoretical analysis provides valuable insights into the attention distance problem, several limitations and 

opportunities for future work remain. 
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Limitations 

 
Figure 19 : Loss landscape analysis for different sequence lengths. Longer sequences (bottom left) exhibit more 

complex loss landscapes with many local minima, while our proposed method (bottom right) maintains a 

smoother optimization surface even for long sequences. 

 

Figure 19 illustrates how the loss landscape becomes more complex with longer sequences, creating optimization 

challenges that our analysis does not fully address. 

 

1. Empirical Validation: Our theoretical framework makes predictions about the behavior of transformer models, but 

comprehensive empirical validation across a wide range of model sizes and architectures is needed to confirm these 

predictions. 

2. Task Dependence: The importance of long-range dependencies varies across different tasks and domains. Our 

analysis provides a general framework but does not account for task-specific considerations. 

3. Training Dynamics: Our analysis focuses primarily on the forward pass and gradient flow, but does not fully 

capture the complex dynamics of training, including the interaction between optimization algorithms and the attention 

distance problem. 

4. Memory Effects: While we discuss information flow, we do not explicitly model how transformers might develop 

"memory" capabilities through attention patterns that could mitigate the attention distance problem. 

5. Model Scale Effects: Recent work suggests that some limitations diminish as model scale increases. Our analysis 

does not comprehensively address how scaling laws interact with the attention distance problem. 

 

FUTURE WORK 

 

Several promising directions for future work emerge from our analysis: 
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Figure 20 : Error propagation through transformer layers for different sequence lengths. Longer sequences 

accumulate errors more rapidly, suggesting the need for improved error control mechanisms in future 

architectures. 

 

Figure 20 shows how errors propagate through transformer layers for different sequence lengths, highlighting a 

challenge that future work should address. 

1. Adaptive Attention Mechanisms: Developing attention mechanisms that dynamically adapt based on the content 

and distance, allocating computational resources more efficiently. 

2. Theoretical Analysis of Scaling Laws: Extending our framework to analyze how the attention distance problem 

changes with model scale, potentially identifying critical scaling thresholds. 

3. Task-Specific Architectures: Designing specialized architectural variants optimized for specific types of long-range 

dependencies, such as document-level reasoning or hierarchical planning. 

4. Integration with Retrieval Mechanisms: Analyzing the theoretical tradeoffs between extending native context and 

augmenting models with retrieval mechanisms. 

5. Biological Inspiration: Drawing inspiration from biological memory systems to design more effective mechanisms 

for long-range dependency modeling. 

 
Figure 21 : Model performance vs. token distance for different attention mechanisms on synthetic tasks. 

Performance degrades with distance for all methods, but the proposed method maintains higher accuracy at 

longer distances. 
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Figure 21 illustrates the relationship between model performance and token distance for different attention 

mechanisms. All methods show some performance degradation with distance, but improved approaches maintain 

higher performance at longer distances. 

6. Experimental Validation: Developing standardized benchmarks specifically designed to test long-range dependency 

modeling across different distances and dependency types. 

7. Hybrid Architectures: Exploring combinations of transformer architectures with other models that have 

complementary strengths in capturing different types of dependencies. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this paper, we have presented a theoretical analysis of what we term the "attention distance problem"—the 

challenge of effectively modeling dependencies between tokens separated by large distances in transformer 

architectures. Our analysis provides a formal mathematical framework for understanding how and why transformer 

performance degrades with token distance. 

 

We have shown that this degradation stems from multiple interacting factors, including attention weight patterns, 

position encoding limitations, information bottlenecks, and gradient flow characteristics. By formalizing these factors, 

we establish theoretical bounds on the capability of transformers to model long-range dependencies. 

Based on our analysis, we have proposed several principled improvements to transformer architectures, including: 

1. Modified attention mechanisms that better account for distance 2. Enhanced position encoding schemes that 

maintain effectiveness at longer distances 3. Architectural modifications to improve information flow between distant 

tokens 4. Computationally efficient implementations that balance performance and resource usage 

 

Our work contributes to the understanding of transformer models in several ways: 

1. It provides a unified theoretical framework for analyzing the limitations of transformers in long-context scenarios 2. 

It explains empirically observed phenomena regarding the degradation of performance with distance 3. It establishes 

bounds on what is theoretically achievable with different architectural choices 4. It offers guidance for designing 

improved architectures based on theoretical insights 

 

The attention distance problem represents a fundamental challenge in the development of more capable language 

models. As applications increasingly require understanding and reasoning over longer contexts, addressing this 

challenge becomes critical. Our theoretical framework provides a foundation for developing the next generation of 

transformer architectures with enhanced long-range dependency modeling capabilities. 

 

Future work will focus on empirical validation of our theoretical predictions, exploration of the proposed architectural 

improvements, and extension of the framework to account for model scaling effects and task-specific considerations. 
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