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1 Overview

Let’s say we want to come up with a smaller representation for a given graph G which preserves most
of the properties of G. Previously, we discussed a cut sparsifier, which provides an approximation
for all cuts in the graph. Today, we’ll generalize this to determine a spectral sparsifier for our graph
with O(ε−2n log n) edges and the same amount of time.

1.1 Notation

Unless otherwise stated, the following notation holds consistent throughout these notes.

If we have a scalar s, then ‖s‖ represents the absolute value of s.

If we have a vector v, then ‖v‖ represents the l2 norm of v.

If we have a matrix M , then ‖M‖ represents the spectral norm of M . The spectral norm is defined
below, and should not be confused with the Frobenius norm.

Given a vector x and a positive definite matrix M , we define ‖x‖M to be
√
xTMx.

Definition 1 (Spectral Norm). The spectral norm of a matrix M is the value of its largest singular
value. This can be written as:

‖M‖ = sup
‖v‖6=0

vTMv

vT v

or, equivalently:
‖M‖ = sup

‖v‖=1
vTMv

Generally, we use capital letter variables to denote matrices and lowercase letter variables to denote
vectors and scalars.

If we are discussing a graph and we use the variables n and m without prior definition, then take
n to be the number of vertices in the graph and m to be the number of edges in the graph.

2 Intuition and Problem Definition

First, recall the definition of the Laplacian.
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Definition 2 (Graph Laplacian). Suppose we have a graph G = (V,E). Further, let n = |V | and
m = |E|.

Define the matrix D ∈ Rn×n below:

Di,j =

{
deg(i) i = j

0 otherwise

and the adjacency matrix A ∈ Rn×n:

Ai,j =

{
1 (i, j) ∈ E
0 otherwise

The Laplacian Matrix is then given by:

LG = D −A

Now, suppose that we view our graph as an electrical circuit. Let’s say that the edge weights are
resistors with resistance 1/we. If set electric potentials at each node, how much power is spent?

To answer this question, recall the below fundamental equations (V represents voltages, I represents
current, P represents power, and R represents resistance):

V = IR

P = IV

And note that we can eliminate the current term by substituting the second equation into the first:

P =
V 2

R

For convenience, replace resistance with conductance, denoted as C. Note that C = 1/R, which
allows us to write:

P = V 2C

Now, define the vector x such that xi represents the electric potential at a given node in the graph.
Let we be the weight of edge e. Substituting these gives us:

P (x) =
∑

e=(u,v)∈E

we · (xu − xv)2

= xTLGx

We’d like to preserve this function while sparsifying the graph Laplacian. We now have a more
concrete way to express the objective we’d like to accomplish. If LH is our sparsified Laplacian,
then we want:

(1− ε)xTLGx ≤ xTLHx ≤ (1 + ε)xTLGx
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Note that this is equivalent to stating that the matrices

LH − (1− ε)LG

and

(1 + ε)LG − LH

are positive semidefinite (recall that a matrix is positive semidefinite if it has no negative eigenvalues;
equivalently, for any real vector x and a matrix M ∈ Sn+, we must have xTMx ≥ 0). We can thus
express the same objective in a more simpler way:

(1− ε)LG � LH � (1 + ε)LG

which is equivalent to
|xT (LH − LG)x| ≤ εxTLGx (1)

and
PH(x) ∈ (1± ε)PH(x) (2)

Before we begin, we point out a connection between a topic we covered earlier and the topic we are
covering now.

Lemma 3. Every spectral sparsifier is also a cut sparsifier.

Proof. Let H be a spectral sparsifier of G. Let S be any cut. If we define 1S to be the indicator
vector for S (1Si = 1⇔ i ∈ S), then:

1TSLG1S = PG(1S) =
∑
e∈E

we(1Su − 1Sv)2

where (1Su−1Sv)2 is 1 if (u, v) is an edge being cut from S to S. Hence, PH(1S) is the approximated
cut size of S, and PG(1S) is the true cut size. Since H is a spectral sparsifier by 2,

cutH(S, S) = PH(1S) ∈ (1± ε)PG(1S) = (1± ε)cutG(S, S)

implying that H is a cut sparsifier as well.

3 Spectral Sparsification Algorithm

When we are sparsifying our graph, we should ask ourselves the question, “what properties of the
graph would we like to preserve?” In the rest of this lecture, we’ll focus on sampling edges from the
graph with a certain probability. The hope is that our newly sparsified graph representation doesn’t
end up storing all the edge connectivity information while still retaining other key information about
the graph.

3



Intuitively, there are certain edges we care more about than others. For instance, consider a barbell
graph, examples of which are shown below.

Observe that if our sparsifier somehow drops the edge connecting the two large components on
either side, then we lose a lot more connectivity information than if we dropped some edge within
the two large components. Hence, we should try to weight some important edges more highly in
our distribution.

Our problem is now twofold. First, we have to construct a reasonable distribution over edges from
which we can sample to build our representation. Second, we have to demonstrate that such a
scheme actually attains the objective we stated earlier.

Solving the second problem is more straightforward than the first, so we do this below.

Define ue for edge e = (a, b) to be (ea− eb) where ex is the elementary vector (all zeroes except for
a 1 at the xth position). With some quick algebra, we can show that the Laplacian is equal to the
below expression:

∑
e∈E

weueu
T
e

In our algorithm, we will sample m edges with replacement from the distribution that we compute.
In particular, let the probability that we pick edge e be pe. We then add this edge to our sparsified
representation with the modified weight:

we
mpe

To analyze this algorithm, let ze =
√

we
mpe

ue with probability pe and the zero vector otherwise.
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Therefore the expectation of the Laplacian of this new graph after one round of sampling is:

E[LH ] = E

[∑
e∈E

zez
T
e

]
=
∑
e∈E

E
[
zez

T
e

]
=

∑
e=(a,b)∈E

pe

(√
we
mpe

(ea − eb)
)(√

we
mpe

(ea − eb)
)T

=
1

m

∑
e=(a,b)∈E

(
√
we(ea − eb)) (

√
we(ea − eb))T

=
1

m

∑
e∈E

ueu
T
e

=
LG
m

Over all m rounds of sampling, we have:

LH = E

[
1

m

m∑
i=1

∑
e∈E

zez
T
e

]
=

1

m

m∑
i=1

LG = LG

Note that this result tells us that we can approximate the Laplacian of the original graph using
such a scheme. However, we also want to approximate the spectral norm between the differences
of the Laplacians with high probability. Demonstrating an instantiation for the distribution over
edges and demonstrating that we can attain the desired result is the subject of the remainder of
this lecture.

3.1 Complete Graphs

To gain some intuition for solving the generalized problem, let’s solve the problem for a special case
- complete graphs.

Consider a complete graph G with weight 1 on all edges. Then:

LG =


n− 1 −1 . . . −1
−1 n− 1 . . . −1
...

...
. . .

...
−1 . . . −1 n− 1

 = nIn − 11T

Notice that

xTLGx = xT (nIn − 11T )x

= xT (nx− 11Tx)

= n ‖x‖2 − xT11Tx

≤ n ‖x‖2 because 11T is positive semidefinite
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As a result, we can claim:

xT (LH − LG)x

‖x‖2
≤ xT (LH − LG)x

xTLGx
≤ εn

Since the spectral norm is defined as sup‖x‖6=0
xT (LH−LG)x

xT x
≤ εn, we have that by 1 the condition:

‖LH − LG‖ ≤ εn.

is sufficient for LH to be a spectral sparsifier.

For complete graphs, observe that no edge is more important than another. Therefore, we should
create a uniform distribution over edges (pi = pj for all i, j ∈ E). Specifically, this yields:

pe =
1(
n
2

) = Θ

(
1

n2

)

Now, suppose we perform q = O(n logn
ε2

) rounds of sampling for some suitable parameter ε. Notice
that

‖ze‖ ≤
√
we
pe

√
ueuTe = Θ

(√
1

pe

)
= Θ(n)

To finish our proof, we need one tool introduced in the previous lecture - the Rudelson Vershynin
(RV) Lemma. The proof of this lemma was covered in the previous lecture.

Lemma 4 (Rudelson Vershynin (RV) Lemma). If x1, . . . , xm are independent and identically dis-
tributed (i.i.d) random vectors in Rn, such that they are uniformly bounded, so ‖x‖ ≤ k, and∥∥E[xxT ]

∥∥ ≤ 1, then ∥∥∥∥∥E
[

1

m

m∑
i=1

xix
T
i − E[xxT ]

]∥∥∥∥∥ ≤ k
√

log n

m
(3)

where x is any xi (since they are identically distributed).

Armed with this fact, we can now complete our proof. First, note that ze is a bounded random
variable. Now, set:

ye =
ze√
n

It thus follows that:

∥∥E[yey
T
e ]
∥∥
2

=

∥∥∥∥∥zezTe√n2
∥∥∥∥∥
2

≤ 1

and:

‖ye‖ ≤ O(
√
n)
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which gives us a setting to use the RV Lemma 3. This analysis now yields:

E

[∥∥∥∥∥ 1

m

m∑
i=1

yiy
T
i − E[yyT ]

∥∥∥∥∥
]

= E

[∥∥∥∥∥ 1

n

(
1

m

m∑
i=1

ziz
T
i − LG

)∥∥∥∥∥
]

=
1

n
E

[∥∥∥∥∥ 1

m

m∑
i=1

ziz
T
i − LG

∥∥∥∥∥
]

≤
√
n

√
log n

(n log n)/ε2

= ε

As a result, we obtain:

E

[∥∥∥∥∥ 1

m

m∑
i=1

ziz
T
i − LG

∥∥∥∥∥
]

= E[‖LH − LG‖] ≤ εn

as desired. Therefore, we have that LH is a spectral sparsifier to LG.

3.2 Non-complete Graphs

The tricky part is to now generalize our previous analysis to general graphs. A similar procedure will
work, but in order for our previous analysis to apply, we have to perform a few slight modifications.
First, we introduce some terminology and tools.

Definition 5 (Spherical Laplacian). A Laplacian for a graph G is spherical if all of the Laplacian’s
eigenvalues are within a constant factor of one another.

Intuitively, bounding the differences between spherical Laplacians will be pretty easy. In partic-
ular, if we can send all the eigenvalues to some constant range, then we can easily bound the
difference between the spectral norms. Hence, our objective is to compute some reconditioning of
the Laplacian which lends itself nicely to such a property.

Define U ∈ Rm×n to be the matrix below:

U =


uT1
uT2
...
uTm


Consider the following claims.

Claim 6. For an unweighted graph G,
LG = UTU
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Proof.

UTU =
∑
e∈E

ueu
T
e = LG

Claim 7. If LG is the Laplacian Matrix for a graph G, then LG ∈ Sn+.

Proof. xTLGx = xTUTUx = ‖Ux‖ ≥ 0 for any real vector x.

And note the following facts taken from physics:

Fact 8 (Kirchoff’s Current Law). The current entering a junction must equal the current exiting
the same junction.

Fact 9 (Ohm’s Law). Recall that V = IR. Replacing R with 1/C yields:

I = V C

Now, consider injecting a current vector x ∈ Rn where xi represents the amount of current injected
at node i. Suppose that as a result, we obtain some induced potentials v ∈ Rn at the vertices and
some induced currents y ∈ Rm across the edges. Note that the potential differences across the
edges are now given by the product Uv. Now, using these facts, we can write:

y = Uv

and:
UT y = x

Substituting the first equation into the second equation yields:

x = UT y

= UTUv

= LGv

where the last line follows from 6. Since every matrix with real entries must have a pseudoinverse,
we can write:

v = L+
Gx

Additionally, recall the definition of effective resistance.

Definition 10 (Effective Resistance). The effective resistance between two junctions is the potential
difference induced when a unit current is injected at the first junction and extracted from the second.

To inject a unit current across an edge e, we can set x = ue. Now, multiplying both sides of our
previous equation by uTe will give us the effective resistance across an edge:

re = uTe v = uTe L
+
Gue

8



To generalize, note that:

R = UL+
GU

T

has the values of the effective resistances down the major diagonal. We are now ready to make our
central claim.

Theorem 11 (Suitable probabilities for a spectral sparsifier). If we set pe ∝ re, then we can obtain
a Laplacian LH which approximates the original Laplacian LG with high probability. In our case,
we can use pe = re/(n− 1).

Proof. Our proof will roughly proceed as follows. We will first show that our sampling method
doesn’t distort the matrix of effective resistances by too much. More precisely, we’ll show that the
sampling method results in an effective resistance matrix which is reasonably close to the original
effective resistance matrix, where we measure “reasonably close” in terms of the spectral norm of
the difference between the two matrices. We can then use this to show that the sparsifier preserves
the norm with respect to its Laplacian. This final result is exactly what we are aiming for.

To prove this theorem, we need a few more tools. First, let’s explore some of the helpful properties
of R.

Lemma 12. R is a projection matrix.

Proof. Set M below: M = UL+
GU

T . Then

M2 = UL+
GU

TUL+
GU

T

= UL+
GLGL

+
GU

T

= UL+
GU

T

The second line follows from the fact that UTU = LG and the last line follows from the definition
of the pseudoinverse.

Lemma 13. The eigenvalues of R consist of only 0s and 1s with appropriate multiplicity.

Proof. Use the above. If λ is an eigenvalue, then we have:

Rv = λv

R2v = Rλv

= λRv

= λ2v

Thus, λ2 must be the same eigenvalue as λ, and we have:

λ2 = λ
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This has restricted our space of possible eigenvalues to 0 and 1. Now, we can prove that there
exists at least one positive eigenvalue via contradiction. Suppose that R has only 0 eigenvalues. It
thus follows that R is nilpotent. Then, there exists some n for which:

Rn = 0

Furthermore, note that as a result of R being a projection matrix, we have:

R2 = R

and therefore:
Rn = R = 0

However, it is clearly untrue that R = 0. We may therefore conclude that R has at least one
positive eigenvalue. In particular, R has at least one eigenvalue of 1 and the remaining eigenvalues
must be 0.

Let’s determine the multiplicity of these eigenvalues. Observe that if an eigenvalue has value 0,
then its associated eigenvector is in the nullspace of R. Furthermore, note that every vector in the
nullspace is an eigenvector associated with eigenvalue 0:

Rv = λv = 0v = 0

Furthermore, if an eigenvalue has value 1, then its associated eigenvector is in the span of R:

Rv = λv = v

Now, recall the rank-nullity theorem. Apply it to our case:

rk(R) + nul(R) = m

Observe that R is a projection matrix to a space of size n− 1. From this, it follows that the size of
the nullspace of R is m−n+1. Hence, we have that the multiplicity of the 0 eigenvalue is m−n+1
and the multiplicity of the 1 eigenvalue is n− 1.

We also need the following fact:

Lemma 14 (Foster’s Theorem). The sum of the effective resistances on a connected graph is exactly
n− 1.

Proof. ∑
e∈E

Reff (e) =
∑
e∈E

uTe L
+
Gue

=
∑
e∈E

(UL+
GU

T )e,e

= Tr(UL+
GU

T )
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Observe that our problem is now equivalent to showing Tr(R) = n − 1. However, previously, we
showed that there are only n − 1 eigenvalues with value 1 in R, and the rest are equal to 0. The
desired result immediately follows (recall the well-known fact that states that the trace of a matrix
is equal to the sum of its eigenvalues).

Observe that Foster’s Theorem immediately validates our probability distribution. To see this,
consider adding the selection probabilities of each edge. Note that the numerator evaluates to
n− 1.

Now, let S ∈ Rm×m be the matrix defined below:

Sij =

{
(number of times edge i is sampled if i = j) /(mpe)

0 otherwise

Our sampling method yields an effective resistance matrix RSR. We’d like to show that this isn’t
too far from the original effective resistance matrix R. More precisely:

Lemma 15 (Sparsification Process Preserves Spectral Norm of Effective Resistance Matrices).

‖RSR−R‖ ≤ ε

for a suitable ε.

Proof. Rewrite RSR:

RSR =
∑
e

ReSeeR
T
e where Re is the eth column.

=
∑
e

SeeReR
T
e

Let se be the number of times edge e was sampled. We can rewrite the above equations now:

RSR =
∑
e

SeeReR
T
e

=
∑
e

se
mpe

ReR
T
e

=
∑
e

se
m
· Re√

pe
· R

T
e√
pe

=
1

m

m∑
i=1

yiy
T
i

where yi is a vector drawn independently with replacement from the distribution:

y = Re/
√
pe
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which implies:

E[yyT ] =
∑
e

1

pe
ReR

T
e pe

=
∑
e

ReR
T
e

= RR

= R

where the last line follows from R being a projection matrix. Since ‖R‖ = 1 (a result arising
directly from our analysis of the eigenvalues of R), we must have E[yyT ] = 1. Additionally, we can
prove an upper bound on ‖y‖:

‖y‖ ≤
∥∥∥∥ 1
√
pe
Re

∥∥∥∥
=

1
√
pe
‖Re‖

=
1
√
pe

√
re

=

√
re
pe

=
√
n− 1

Note that we’ve satisfied the conditions to apply the RV Lemma. We now have:

E [‖RSR−R‖] = E

[∥∥∥∥∥ 1

m

m∑
i=1

yiy
T
i − E[yyT ]

∥∥∥∥∥
]

≤
√
n− 1 ·

√
logm

m

=
ε

2

By Markov’s Inequality, we have that

P [‖RSR−R‖ ≥ ε] ≤ E [‖RSR−R‖]
ε

≤ 1

2

which implies that we’re pretty close no less than half the time. To characterize this “pretty close”,
we can set ε below:

ε = 2

√
(n− 1) logm

m

which concludes the proof of this lemma.

12



Observe that the below will now allow us to complete the proof of our main theorem entirely.

Lemma 16 (Small Spectral Norm Deviation Between Effective Resistance Matrices Implies Spar-
sifier). Suppose that:

‖RSR−R‖ ≤ ε

Then:
(1− ε)LG � LH � (1 + ε)LG

Proof. First, note that LH = UTSU , which is a minor extension of 6.

Observe:

‖RSR−R‖ = ‖RSR−RR‖
= ‖R(S − I)R‖

= sup
‖y‖6=0

∥∥yTR(S − I)Ry
∥∥

yT y

≤ ε

First, restrict the above to only consider vectors for which Ry = y (clearly, such vectors exist since
we demonstrated earlier that R has eigenvalues of 1). Then, further restrict our attention to those
vectors y that can be expressed as Ux for some vector x:

‖RSR−R‖ = sup
‖y‖6=0

∥∥yTR(S − I)Ry
∥∥

yT y

≥
∥∥yT (S − I)y

∥∥
yT y

≥
∥∥xTUT (S − I)Ux

∥∥
xTUTUx

=

∥∥xTUTSUx− xTUTUx∥∥
xTUTUx

=

∥∥xTLHx− xTLGx∥∥
xTLGx

Since we are given ‖RSR−R‖ ≤ ε, we have:

ε ≥
∥∥xTLHx− xTLGx∥∥

xTLGx

which immediately yields the desired inequality.

13



Notice that the proof of the above lemma concludes the proof of our central theorem, so we’re
finally done!
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