
An End-to-End Attention-Based Approach for Learning on Graphs 
 

The general topic of this paper is graph representation-learning with transformer-style 
architectures. More specifically, whether a purely attention-based graph architecture can 
overcome common weaknesses of traditional message-passing GNNs and more complex graph 
transformers while remaining both scalable and competitive in terms of downstream 
performance. The specific research question could be described as such: how can we gain the 
benefits from global attention/graph transformers, while still keeping or improving upon  the 
scalability and performance of traditional GNNs? 

The authors argue that traditional message-passing GNNs, while extremely successful, 
suffer from practical and architectural limitations, noting that designing stronger aggregation 
layers is often difficult and dependent on simple non-learnable graph-level readout functions that 
require permutation invariance to node order. Furthermore, the authors highlight over-squashing 
and computational complexity as limitations of GNNs, while also criticizing the expensive 
helper mechanisms commonly used to make graph transformers feasible. 

The central claim of this paper is that their edge-set attention (ESA) architecture provides 
a much simpler and more effective alternative to GNNs and other graph transformer models. 
ESA represents graphs as sets of edges, uses masked attention to preserve graph-structural 
locality, and combines this with vanilla self-attention to expand beyond the local prior and 
handle possible graph misspecification.  The authors claim that this design is both 
general-purpose and scalable, and that “despite its apparent simplicity, ESA-based learning 
overwhelmingly outperforms strong and tuned GNN baselines and much more involved 
transformer-based models.”  

The study performs a comprehensive evaluation of ESA over 70 different tasks, 
including domains such as molecular property prediction and vision graphs, as well as different 
aspects of representation learning on graphs ranging from node-level tasks to long-range 
dependencies. The performance of ESA is quantified relative to 6 GNN baselines and 3 graph 
transformer baselines. An ablation test is also done in regards to the interleaving operator, with 
different numbers of layers and layer orderings, and time/memory scaling studies.  

The paper uses task-appropriate performance metrics such as Matthews correlation 
coefficient for classification, RMSE/MAE/R2 for regression, as well as the Gini coefficient to 
measure how concentrated or dispersed learned attention scores are across nodes. Mean +/- 
standard deviations are also reported when appropriate.  
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