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The quantum approximate optimization algorithm (QAOA) has the potential to approximately
solve complex combinatorial optimization problems in polynomial time. However, current noisy
quantum devices cannot solve large problems due to hardware constraints. In this work, we develop
an algorithm that decomposes the QAOA input problem graph into a smaller problem and solves
MaxCut using QAOA on the reduced graph. The algorithm requires a subroutine that can be classi-
cal or quantum–in this work, we implement the algorithm twice on each graph. One implementation
uses the classical solver Gurobi in the subroutine and the other uses QAOA. We solve these reduced
problems with QAOA. On average, the reduced problems require only approximately 1/10 of the
number of vertices than the original MaxCut instances. Furthermore, the average approximation
ratio of the original MaxCut problems is 0.75, while the approximation ratios of the decomposed
graphs are on average of 0.96 for both Gurobi and QAOA. With this decomposition, we are able
to measure optimal solutions for ten 100-vertex graphs by running single-layer QAOA circuits on
the Quantinuum trapped-ion quantum computer H1-1, sampling each circuit only 500 times. This
approach is best suited for sparse, particularly k-regular graphs, as k-regular graphs on n vertices
can be decomposed into a graph with at most nk

k+1
vertices in polynomial time. Further reduc-

tions can be obtained with a potential trade-off in computational time. While this paper applies
the decomposition method to the MaxCut problem, it can be applied to more general classes of
combinatorial optimization problems.

I. INTRODUCTION

Current quantum devices, commonly referred to as noisy intermediate scale quantum (NISQ) devices, are limited
by lack of error correction and imperfect gate control, so shallow circuit depth implementations of algorithms are
a necessity [1–3]. Despite the limitations in this regime, a great deal of success has been witnessed in utilizing
hybrid quantum-classical algorithms. Variational quantum algorithms (VQAs) utilize a quantum computer to perform
operations that require real-valued parameters on some initial state. An outer loop optimizes the parameters via
classical optimization techniques [4, 5].

The quantum approximate optimization algorithm (QAOA) [6, 7] is a promising candidate for quantum primacy
and is universal for computation [8–11]. Since it is a VQA, it requires classical parameter input, and the parameter
choice greatly affects the solution output by the algorithm. There are several classical optimization techniques used
to find the optimal parameters, such as reinforcement learning, numerical optimization algorithms, and heuristics
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[12–15]. Typically, larger problems require deeper circuit depth, which may introduce prohibitive amounts of noise in
near-term processors and also complicates parameter optimization [13, 16–20]. QAOA variations have been introduced
that incorporate additional classical parameters and perform at least as well as the original algorithm, even strictly
better in some cases [21–23]. Previous QAOA research indicates that problem structure impacts solution quality and
parameter choice [24–27].

Classical optimization methods such as dualization and preprocessing have been studied in the context of QAOA,
both in terms of initial state preparation and solution quality [28, 29]. More closely related to the current work,
two recent approaches, QAOA-in-QAOA (denoted QAOA2) and multilevel quantum local search (ML-QLS) consider
iterative approaches to approximately solving large combinatorial problems by solving sequences of subproblems
[30, 31]. The solutions to the subgraphs are merged together, and QAOA is used to solve the resulting modified
graph. The technique introduced in this paper differs from them because it solves subgraphs of the original MaxCut
graph in series. For three-regular graphs, the solved subgraphs are used to create a modified MaxCut graph that
has the same objective as the original graph. It is unclear, however, how other methods used to solve combinatorial
optimization (CO) problems in a classical regime can be used to enhance VQAs.

In this work, we demonstrate that implementing a decomposition technique on a graph and then running QAOA
on the resulting simplified, often weighted, graph can output a solution comparable to, and possibly better than, the
original algorithm. Furthermore, in many cases, the number of qubits required to solve the decomposed problem is
significantly fewer than the number required to solve the original. The decomposition algorithm relies on calculating
cut sets of graphs, which can be found in polynomial time, and solving integer programs on small instances to create
a reweighted graph, which can be done using classical techniques. Furthermore, the decomposition method can be
used on general CO problems that can be formulated as graphs.

The rest of the paper is organized in the following manner: In Section II, we introduce terminology on graphs,
QAOA, and combinatorial optimization problems. In Section III, we describe our decomposition approach on QUBO
problem, outline an algorithmic framework, display case on applying the decomposition technique on a MaxCut
instance, and provide an example of the decomposition algorithm iterating on a single graph. We then discuss the
effect of decomposition techniques as preprocessing for QAOA in Section IV. Finally, we conclude with a discussion
in Section V.

II. BACKGROUND

We now introduce relevant graph theory, QAOA, and CO problem terminology and concepts.

A. Graph Theory

An undirected weighted graph G = (V,E, J) consists of three sets: vertices, V , edges, E, and weights, J . V is a
nonempty, typically finite set, while the set E is a collection of unordered pairs in V × V . The |V | × |V | matrix J
encodes the weights of the graph, where Jij contains the weight of edge (i, j), for i not equal to j, and Jii contains
the weight of vertex i.

A graph is said to be connected if one can traverse edges of the graph from one vertex to any other vertex in the
graph. For a given connected graph, the removal of a set of vertices can disconnect into a number of components.
A set of vertices whose removal disconnects a graph is called a vertex cut set. For example, it is possible to split
the graph in Fig. 1 into three disconnected components by removing vertex 1 and 3. A minimum vertex cut set is
the minimum number of vertices whose removal disconnects the graph into at least two nonempty components. The
minimum number of vertices needed to disconnect the graph in Fig. 1 is one: vertex 3 disconnects the graph on its
own, as does vertex 1. Let S ⊂ V (G). The induced subgraph, G[S], is a graph that has vertex set S and its edge
set consists of all edges in G that have both endpoints in S. A graph is said to be k-regular if every vertex has k
neighbors. Fig. 1 is not k-regular.

The aim of the MaxCut problem is to partition the vertex set of a graph into two disjoint sets such that the number
of edges with endpoints in each set is maximized. One application of MaxCut is finding the ground states of quantum
spin models such as spin glasses [32–34]
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FIG. 1: Left: An example of a graph. Middle: the minimum cut set K = {3} that splits the graph into two
nonempty components, purple and green. Right: The neighbors of vertex 1 are colored in orange.

B. QAOA

QAOA is a classical-quantum hybrid algorithm that requires real-valued parameters input into a parameterized
quantum circuit. It requires two unitary operators

U(β) = e−iβHB

and

U(γ) = e−iγHC ,

where HB is called a mixer Hamiltonian, HC is the cost Hamiltonian that encodes the CO problem being solved, and
γ and β are both real valued numbers between 0 and 2π. The unitary operators are applied to an initial state |s⟩,
which is an eigenstate of HB , in an alternating fashion p times to obtain a final state |γ,β⟩,

|γ,β⟩ = e−iβpHBe−iγpHC . . . e−iβ1HBe−iγ1HC |s⟩

This state is then measured to obtain the solution to the CO problem being solved.
The expected value of the cost Hamiltonian is denoted ⟨HC⟩ and is equal to

⟨HC⟩ = ⟨ψ(γ,β)|HC |ψ(γ,β)⟩.

The primary metric for success for QAOA is the approximation ratio, abbreviated A.R., which is

A.R. =
⟨HC⟩
Cmax

,

where Cmax is the optimal solution to the CO problem being solved. The value of ⟨HC⟩ relies on the choice of γ and
β, and since the approximation ratio is the primary success metric, γ and β are chosen to maximize ⟨HC⟩.

C. Combinatorial optimization problems

The goal of combinatorial optimization problems is to maximize or minimize some objective function

C(z) =
∑
a

Ca(z)

where z is a bit string of length n, and each Ca(z) in the sum is referred to as a clause. In order to solve these types
of problems with QAOA, the classical clauses Ca(z) must be converted into Hamiltonians. See [35] for a detailed
overview of how Booleans can be mapped into Hamiltonians.

The MaxCut problem [36] is an NP-complete combinatorial optimization problem that has been the focus of recent
QAOA research. In order to map the classical MaxCut formulation to a Hamiltonian, we assign a qubit to each v ∈ V .
Each clause in the classical formulation is written in terms of an edge of the graph, ei,j , and is written as

Ci,j =
1

2
(I− σz

i σ
z
j ),
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FIG. 2: A graph with cut set K of size k that splits the graph into two components, V1 and V2.

in the Hamiltonian formulation. The total cost Hamiltonian is the sum of clauses

HC =
∑
ei,j

Ci,j

where σz
i refers to the Pauli-z operator acting on qubit i, I is the 2n identity matrix, and |V | = n.

There are various classical approximate algorithms for solving the MaxCut problem such as Goemans-Williamson’s
(GW) algorithm [37], which is guaranteed to achieve an approximation ratio of 0.879. However, QAOA is guaranteed
to find the optimal solution as the number of iterations p → ∞ [7]. This work will focus on using decomposition
techniques to solve the MaxCut problem.

III. GRAPH DECOMPOSITION ON QUBO PROBLEMS

Quadratic unconstrained binary optimization (QUBO) problems are one type of CO problem. In a QUBO, the
objective function is a quadratic function over a set of binary variables,

C(z) =
∑
i

∑
j ̸=i

Jijzizj +
∑
i

Jiizi.

For these types of problems, the goal is to find a bitstring z∗ that either maximizes or minimizes C(z), that is to find

Cmax = max
z∈{0,1}n

∑
i

∑
j ̸=i

Jijzizj +
∑
i

Jiizi.. (1)

Visualize (1) as a weighted graph, G = (V,E, J), on n nodes, where node vi has node weight Jii and edge eij has
edge weight Jij . Using QAOA to solve the above problem will require, at minimum, n qubits. Furthermore, every
iteration of QAOA will require n single qubit gates and |E| two qubit gates [38].

Classical optimization techniques can be very effective at solving QUBO instances. If a quantum advantage can
be seen in QUBO, it will be on large instances (both in terms of n and |E|). Unfortunately, near-term quantum
computers do not have the hardware needed to solve these large problems (both in terms of the number of qubits and
the fidelity needed to perform p|E|-many two qubit gate operations). With that in mind, we attempt to solve a large
QUBO by instead solving many smaller QUBOs, each of these requiring far fewer qubits and fewer gates.

We can create a restriction of (1) by fixing a collection of variables to some values. Let F1 denote the collection of
variables fixed to one and F0 the set of variables fixed to zero. The restriction of (1) with respect to (F0, F1) is the
following

CmaxF0,F1 = max
z∈{0,1}n|Fk

∑
i

∑
j ̸=i

Jijzizj +
∑
i

Jiizi. (2)

Note that we use z ∈ {0, 1}n|Fk
to denote values for x such that zi = 1 for all i in F0 and zi = 1 for all i in F1. Note

that for any (F0, F1), we have that CmaxF0,F1
≤ Cmax

Let K be a cut set of G such that its removal leaves two components that have vertex sets V1 and V2 (note that
V1 ∪ V2 ∪K = V ). For any restriction (F0, F1) where F0 ∪ F1 = K, the restricted problem can be written as:

CmaxF0,F1
= max

z∈{0,1}n|Fk

2∑
l=1

(∑
i∈Vl

∑
j∈Vl\{i}

Jijzizj +
∑
i∈Vl

J iizi
)
+ c, (3)
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where Jii = Jii +
∑

j∈F1
Jij and c is the constant term

∑
i∈F1

∑
j∈F1\{i} Jij +

∑
i∈F1

Jii. When applying a restriction

(F0, F1). Note that for this restriction, the variables representing vertices in V1 are independent of those in V2,
meaning that:

CmaxF0,F1
= C1

maxF0,F1
+ C2

maxF0,F1
+ c,

where

C1
maxF0,F1

= max
z

∑
i∈V1

∑
j∈V1\{i}

Jijzizj +
∑
i∈V1

J iizi (4)

C2
maxF0,F1

= max
z

∑
i∈V2

∑
j∈V2\{i}

Jijzizj +
∑
i∈V2

J iizi. (5)

Thus, any restriction formed by fixing variables in a cut set can be decomposed into two smaller, independent
problems. If one could find the “correct” values of the variables in K, those that correspond with the optimal
solution, then solving the two subproblems would be equivalent to solving the original problem. In practice, it is
unlikely that one would be able to practically (a) find a cut set that decomposes a hard problem into two easy
problems and (b) find the correct restriction for that cut set. What is often the case is that one subproblem is very
large and difficult while the other subproblem is small and easy. Without loss of generality, we can assume that solving
for C1

maxF0,F1
is harder than solving for C2

maxF0,F1
. In order to create a new problem instance that only include the

V1 and K variables, and whose optimal solution value is identical to the original QUBO, we compute new coefficients
Ĵij and Ĵii for i, j ∈ V1 ∪K and constant ĉ such that

Cmax = max
z∈V1∪K

∑
i∈V1∪K

∑
j∈V1∪K\{i}

Ĵijzizj +
∑

i∈V1∪K

Ĵiizi + ĉ. (6)

Note that the right hand side contains just variables in V1 and K while the original problem includes all vertices. We
can interpret Ĵ as the adjacency matrix of a new, smaller, weighted graph.

We can attempt to find such values by the following. Let s ∈ {0, 1}|K| be a bit string representing the values of
variables in K, and let Cmaxs

be the optimal solution to (5) and c the constant term from 3 where the variables in K

are fixed to the value given in s. We attempt to find Ĵij , Ĵii, and ĉ that satisfy the following system of equations.

∑
{i,j|s[i]=s[j]=1}

Ĵij +
∑

{i|s[i]=1}

Ĵii + ĉ = Cmaxs + c ∀s ∈ {0, 1}|K|. (7)

If the above system of equations is not feasible, then we would like to determine values of Ĵ , Ĵii, and ĉ such that the
left hand side of (6) is approximately equal to the right hand side. We can attempt to find such values by introducing
error terms to (7) and instead finding solutions to the following system of equations:

∑
{i,j|s[i]=s[j]=1}

Ĵij +
∑

{i|s[i]=1}

Ĵii + ĉ+ es = zs ∀s ∈ {0, 1}|K|, (8)

where es indicates the error associated with the partial solution s. Note that (8) is always feasible (as es = Cmaxs

and all other variables equal to zero is a solution). With that in mind, we want to find Ĵ , Ĵii, and ĉ that minimize
the error. Note that one can use any metric to measure the error. Throughout this paper we will minimize the sum
of all the error terms with the additional constraint that each es ≥ 0. The lower bound of no error can be achieved
for graphs that have minimum cut sets of size at most three.

Theorem 1. Let G = (V,E, J) be a weighted graph with cut set K, |K| ≤ 3. Let V1 and V2 be the vertices in the
resulting connected components caused by cut K. The proposed approach generates a weighted graph G′(V1∪K,E′, w′)
such that Cmax is the value for the optimal bit string for a MaxCut solution to G if and only if C(z)G′ (the projection
of C(z) onto the vertices of G′ by deleting entries representing vertices in V2) is an optimal solution to the MaxCut
problem on G′.

Proof. It is easy to verify that the systems of equations in (7) are full rank and invertible for |K| ≤ 3, since there are

three linearly independent equations with three unknowns, giving a unique solution to the Ĵ values.

For K > 3, it is possible that es > 0.
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A. Algorithm for determining K, Ĵ and ĉ

The formal description of the algorithm is presented in Algorithms 1- 2. Note that at least one vertex is removed
from the graph at each iteration and that the algorithm terminates when either the smallest cut set is greater than
some predetermined value or if the resulting graph contains just one vertex. As a result, we know the decomposition
algorithm will require at most |V |-many iterations. In addition, finding minimum cut sets can be found in polynomial
time [39]. However, solving the MaxCut problem for each of the subproblems is exponential in the size of V2. Note,
however, that we can use heuristics to approximate the objective values for these problem instances.

The input of the Algorithm 1 is a graph (either weighted or unweighted) that contains some cut set K that splits the
graph into two components and some M , where the algorithm terminates if there are no cut sets of size smaller than
M . Its output is some weighted graph with strictly fewer vertices than the original graph that has an objective value
equal to or bounded above by the optimal objective value of the original graph. MaxCut on the resulting decomposed
graph can be solved using fewer qubits than the original problem on a quantum device. To achieve this end, there is a
subroutine Algorithm 2 that removes a set of vertices V2. By removing these set of vertices, all possible edges whose
endpoints are in K are reweighted and ĉ is obtained such that the optimal MaxCut solution of the decomposed graph
alongside ĉ is bounded above by the optimal solution of the input graph.

Algorithm 1 Decomposition Algorithm

Input: G(0) = (V (0), E(0), J(0)), M

function Decomp(G(0))

initialize i← 0 and c← 0 and G(i) ← G(0)

K(i) ← minimum cut set of G(i), V
(i)
1 , V

(i)
2 ← G\K ▷ |V (i)

1 | ≥ |V
(i)
2 |

J(i) ← adjacency matrix of G
while |K(i)| < M do ▷ M is a predetermined parameter

function Reweight(K(i) ∪ V
(i)
2 )

return Ĵ , ĉ
end function
for u ̸= v ∈ K ×K do

if uv ∈ V
(i)
1 ∪K(i) then

J
(i+1)
uv ← J

(i)
uv

else if uv ∈ K(i) ×K(i) then
J
(i+1)
uv ← Ĵuv

end if
end for
V i+1 = {V (i)

1 ∪K(i)}
E(i+1) = E(V

(i)
1 ) ∪ E(K(i) ×K(i))

G(i) = (V (i+1), E(i+1), J(i+1))

G(i+1) ← Gi
ˆc(i) ← ĉ
increment i

end while
return G, ĉ

end function
Output: G, ĉ
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FIG. 3: Left: Graph G. Middle: G is split into two components from the removal of K. Right: V2 ∪K

Algorithm 2 Reweight Algorithm

Input: G(i), K(i), J(i), J(i), V
(i)
1 V

(i)
2 , i

1: function Reweight(G)
2: H ← induced graph generated from K ∪ V2

3: Generate an array S that contains all possible s ∈ {0, 1}|K|

4: initialize ĉ← 0
5: initialize b⃗← 0⃗
6: for ind ∈ range(S) do
7: Fix the qubits in kl ∈ K to either 0 or 1 with respect to the lth entry in S[ind]
8: Cs ←MaxCut objective value with fixed qubits in set K

9: b⃗[ind] = Cs

10: end for
11: Solve for (8) to find Ĵ

12: ĉ± ĉ(i)

13: return Ĵ , ĉ
14: end function
Output: Ĵ , ĉ

B. Example: Decomposition approach

We now give an example of the decomposition approach applied to a graph, G = (V,E, J), pictured in Fig. 3. G
has a minimum cut set K = {2, 3, 4} whose removal splits the vertices of G into two nonempty sets: V1 = {5, 6} and
V2 = {1}, such that |V1| ≥ |V2|. Algorithm 1 finds this K and then calls Algorithm 2 as a subroutine to remove
all vertices in V2, add edges in K, and re-weight so the new graph has the same objective value as the original.
Algorithm 1 will iterate this process until it reaches a termination criteria.

Next (Algorithm 2), we solve the subproblem on the subgraph generated by the vertices in V2 and K for all of the
2|K| possible values of vertices in K. This is shown in Table I. Using these values, we set up the system of equations
as shown in (7) to find the weights of the new edges in K. Note that since |K| is three, we know there is an exact
solution to the reweighting problem, so we can solve the system of equations (7) instead of the linear program (8).

ĉ = 3 (s = 000) (9)

Ĵ24 + Ĵ34 + ĉ = 2 (s = 001) (10)

Ĵ23 + Ĵ34 + ĉ = 2 (s = 010) (11)

Ĵ23 + Ĵ24 + ĉ = 2 (s = 100) (12)

Solving the above system of equations gives us {Ĵ23 = −0.5, Ĵ24 = −0.5, Ĵ34 = −0.5, ĉ = 3}. We use this to modify
the original graph by removing node A and all incident edges and adding an edges 23, 24, and 34 each with weight
-0.5. The constant ĉ = 3 is added to the objective function. The new graph is shown in Figure 4. Note that the
optimal solution to the new graph (x5 = x6 = 1 and x2 = x3 = x4 = 0) has objective value of 6. That, plus the
constant term of 3 gives 9, which is the optimal solution to the original graph.
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Partial
Assignments

V2 V3 V4
Subproblem
Solution

0 0 0 3.0
0 0 1 2.0
0 1 0 2.0
1 0 0 2.0

Partial
Assignments

V2 V3 V4
Subproblem
Solution

0 1 1 2.0
1 1 0 2.0
1 0 1 2.0
1 1 1 3.0

TABLE I: All MaxCut partial assignment subproblem solutions for 3-cut example.

1

11

11

1

-0.5

-0.5

-0.5
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3

4
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FIG. 4: Graph G for 3-Cut Example

IV. IMPLEMENTATION AND RESULTS

We apply the above decomposition algorithm to twenty-five 3-regular 100-vertex MaxCut instances.

A. Algorithm implementation details

In order to implement Algorithm 1, we use max-flow implementation [40, 41] to find a minimum cut set, K, of
each input graph. The two sets into which the graph is partitioned when the cut set is removed are called V1 and V2,
where without loss of generality, |V1| ≥ |V2|. Algorithm 1 then calls on Algorithm 2. In Algorithm 2, each vertex in
K is assigned a value 0 and 1, and the MaxCut objective for V2∪K is calculated. We test two different approaches to
solving these subproblems. The purely classical approach uses Gurobi[42], a state-of-the art commercial software. We
also test using QAOA to find solutions We note that Gurobi returns an exact optimal solution while QAOA returns
a heuristic solution based on the expected cost value, as we now describe.

The expected value of general Ising problems was derived by Ozaeta, van Dam, and McMahon [43]. These formulas,
found in Appendix A, were used to calculate the expected value of the subproblem when solved with QAOA [43].
The optimal parameters were selected by maximizing the sum of the expected value terms for each problem using the
Broyden-Fletcher-Goldfarb-Shanno (BFGS) algorithm [44]. As BFGS terminates in a local minimum, we repeated
each optimization 100 times using different random starting parameters.

Once the subproblems are solved, we use Gurobi to solve equation Eq. (6), and thus calculate the changes of weights
on edges incident to K. Note that after edge-weights are updated, the graph is no longer guaranteed to remain 3-
regular. The process continues until a termination criteria is met. For our test runs, Algorithm 1 terminated when
either |N | ≤ 2 or |K| > 7.

Fig. 5 is an example of one of the graphs solved using Algorithm 1. The algorithm was applied until the termination
criteria was met, which can be easily verified since each vertex has degree at least seven, so at least seven vertices
must be removed from the graph to isolate at least one vertex. After 85 iterations, the 100 vertex graph decomposed
into a 15 vertex graph which requires substantially fewer qubits to solve.

B. Results

The primary metric of QAOA success is the approximation ratio, which is the expected value of the solution output
by QAOA divided by the optimal solution value. Fig. 6 gives the approximation ratio for 25 different 100-vertex
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FIG. 5: An example of one of the 100-vertex 3-regular graph solved using QAOA and then used in the

decomposition algorithm (left). Marked in the red (circle): K(0), in blue (upward-facing triangle): V
(0)
1 , and in

purple (down-facing triangle): V
(0)
2 . The final iteration of the decomposition before the termination criteria is met

(right). Marked in the light blue (square): K(84), in gray (circle): V
(84)
1 , and in black (rhombus): V

(84)
2 .

FIG. 6: Comparing approximation ratios for the twenty-five different 100-vertex 3-regular random graphs.

MaxCut problem instances using QAOA on the original graphs compared to using QAOA on the decomposed graphs.
We tested using both Gurobi and QAOA to solve the subproblems. On average, the approximation ratio when the
original problems are solved with QAOA is 0.758452. When the same problems are solved using decomposition to
augment QAOA, the average approximation ratio is 0.961040 for the Gurobi decomposed instances and 0.95865 for the
QAOA decomposed instances. In general, QAOA augmented with either the QAOA or Gurobi decomposition methods
outputs solutions much closer to the optimal MaxCut solution than the QAOA solution without decomposition.
Interestingly, while using Gurobi tends to produce the best approximation ratios, there is not a considerable difference
between Gurobi and QAOA decomposition.

Using decomposition techniques with QAOA not only increases the average approximation ratio for these graphs,
but it also decreases the number of qubits needed to solve the problem. Each problem originally required 100 qubits
to solve, since each graph has 100 vertices. On average, the decomposed graphs can be solved with QAOA using
9.32 qubits to solve the QAOA reduced problems and 9.28 qubits to solve the Gurobi reduced problems. This is a
90.68%(QAOA) decrease on the number of qubits in the former cases and a 90.72%(Gurobi) decrease in the latter
cases, on average. Fig. 7 shows how many qubits QAOA requires to solve MaxCut for each of the decomposed problem
instances.
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FIG. 7: The minimum number of qubits needed for each of the final decomposed graphs using QAOA and Gurobi
for the reweighting.

In the first experiment, we ran Algorithm 1 until the termination criteria that |K| > 7 was met. The number
of iterations it took to meet the criteria differed for each graph, so the impact of each decomposition iteration
was not captured. In order to determine how the number of iterations affects the approximation ratio, we ran the
decomposition algorithm on a single 3-regular graph in the above study, as well as a single 100-vertex, 4-regular graph,
and a single 100-vertex, 5-regular graph. After each iteration of Algorithm 1, we solved the MaxCut problem on the
reduced graph with QAOA and calculated the approximation ratio. This process was iterated until the termination
criteria was met. The plot of approximation ratio as a function of decomposition iterations is found in Fig. 8. The
number of decomposition iterations for the 3-regular graph was eighty-five. The 4-regular graph terminated after
eighty-seven iterations, and the 5-regular graph terminated after twenty-seven iterations. As seen in the plot, each
line is monotonically increasing, which is to be expected since the number of vertices in the graph decreases with each
iteration.

For the three-, four-, and 5-regular graphs, the termination criteria |K| > 7 was met after eighty-six, ninety-five, and
thirty iterations, respectively. The 3-regular graph reaches an approximation ratio of approximately 0.93601 after the
eighty-six iterations, where the original graph had an approximation ratio of 0.74724. The 4-regular graph originally
had an approximation ratio of 0.77559. After ninety-five iteration of the decomposition, it had an approximation
ratio of 0.92628. Originally, the 5-regular graph has an approximation ratio of 0.77533. After thirty iterations,
the decomposed graph had an approximation ratio of 0.83267. Note that the potential reduction obtained by the
algorithm can be bounded below for k-regular graphs. For any v ∈ V the nodes adjacent to v form a cut set of size
k. Using this as our cut will give V2 = {v}. The decomposition algorithm will remove vertex v and in the worst case
increase the degree of k-many neighbors by one, leaving other nodes unchanged. In aggregate, the degrees of all but
k + 1 nodes are unchanged. As a result, there will always be at least one degree-k node until ⌈ n

k+1⌉-many iterations

have been performed where one vertex is removed. As a result, there will be at most k
k+1n vertices remaining.

Finally we examine the performance of our approach in quantum computations using the Quantinuum trapped-ion
quantum computer H1-1. We selected ten 100-vertex graphs that were each reduced to between 12 and 16 qubits
following our decomposition. We ran p = 1 QAOA circuits for each of these graphs using the software tket[45] to
submit jobs to H1-1. We defined circuits in terms of CNOT, rotation, and Hadamard gates following a standard
approach [19], then optimized these circuits and compiled them to the native gate set of H1-1 using tket. We took
500 shots per instance to sample varying solutions to these combinatorial problems. Table II in Appendix B compares
the approximation ratio from the decomposition simulations to the H1-1 test runs.
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FIG. 8: Showing QAOA applied for each iteration of the decomposition algorithm.
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FIG. 9: Optimal solution probabilities for ten reduced 100-vertex problem instances. Probabilities P opt
QAOA are

sampled from the quantum computer H1-1 running p = 1 QAOA circuits with 500 shots, probabilities P opt
uniform are

from the uniform distribution on the reduced problems, and P opt
uniform × 2n/2 are probabilities when each individual

optimal solution probability is enhanced by a factor 2n/2.

Figure 9 shows the optimal solution probabilities P opt
QAOA we observed in these quantum computations (blue). In

each problem the quantum computer succeeded in observing the optimal solution within 500 shots. For comparison, we
plot the probabilities P opt

uniform that are expected from the uniform distribution (orange) on the same reduced graphs,

corresponding to the uniform superposition in the QAOA initial state. Here P opt
uniform = Nopt/2n, where Nopt is the

number of optimal solutions in the reduced problem and n is the corresponding number of qubits. In comparison,
the p = 1 QAOA circuits succeed in significantly enhancing the optimal solution probabilities. It is important to
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note that the equivalent non-reduced problems have optimal solution probabilities ∼ 2−100 ≈ 10−10 in their uniform
distributions, since they have 100 qubits. Reducing these problems considerably increases the likelihood of identifying
optimal solutions in the uniform distribution, and p = 1 QAOA gives a further significant increase to the probabilities
as observed in the quantum computations on H1-1.

For a final comparison, we computed probabilities P opt
uniform × 2n/2 (orange) in Fig. 9. Probability enhancements

∼ 2n/2 were observed numerically for a variety of p = 1 QAOA instances in previous work [46] and we find the QAOA

probabilities from H1-1 are close to the P opt
uniform×2n/2, consonant with this previous work. Overall, we conclude from

these quantum computations that our graph reductions are a powerful technique for increasing the optimal solution
probability with QAOA, and that a current quantum computer is capable of consistently finding optimal solutions
for 100-qubit problems after using our techniques to define equivalent reduced problems with fewer qubits.

V. DISCUSSION

In this work, we develop a decomposition algorithm that is able to significantly reduce the quantum hardware
required as well as increase the performance of quantum algorithms. We decompose twenty-five 3-regular, 100-vertex
MaxCut instances using Gurobi and QAOA, and then solve these decomposed problems using one iteration of QAOA.
We compare the approximation ratios of these methods to the QAOA approximation ratio when solving the original
instances. The decomposed approximation ratios are on average about 26% higher than the approximation ratio
obtained when solving the original problem with QAOA for Gurobi and QAOA decompositions, respectively. QAOA
requires 100 qubits to solve these problems on fully-connected hardware, since there are 100 vertices in each instance.
When using QAOA to solve the reduced problems on the same hardware, the algorithm requires, on average 9 qubits
for both Gurobi and QAOA reduced which represents a 90% decrease. This qubit reduction is especially significant
for current quantum devices, which have a limited number of qubits and may have architecture restrictions, and
the increase in approximation ratio indicates that fewer iterations of the algorithm will be needed to find a high-
quality solution. We confirmed this by executing p = 1 QAOA computations on a trapped-ion quantum computer,
which succeeded in finding optimal solutions with significant probability for ten 100-qubit problem instances that we
decomposed into equivalent problems with 12-16 qubits.

While these results are significant, they were obtained only on a small collection of graphs that have similar structure.
Future work includes using decomposition techniques on a wider variety of graphs and analytically determining
approximation ratio bounds for solving decomposed problems. Furthermore, it would be of interest to determine how
the decomposition techniques can be used in conjunction with QAOA variations such as ma-QAOA [21]. Additional
avenues of future work would determine if similar decomposition techniques can be applied to other combinatorial
optimization problems, and if solving the reduced problems results in similar approximation ratio increases while
requiring fewer qubits. Finally, it would be interesting to compare QAOA2 [31] and ML-QLS [30] performance to
this decomposition method the same set of test graphs to determine if one approach has an advantage over the other,
since previous QAOA2 work studied only smaller MaxCut instances and ML-QLS work studied the graph partitioning
problem and and modularity maximization problem.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work was supported by DARPA ONISQ program under award W911NF-20-2-0051. G.S. acknowledges support
by the National Science Foundation under award DGE-2152168 and the Army Research Office under award W911NF-
19-1-0397. This research used resources of the Oak Ridge Leadership Computing Facility, which is a DOE Office of
Science User Facility supported under Contract DE-AC05-00OR22725.

[1] J. Preskill, “Quantum computing in the NISQ era and beyond,” Quantum, vol. 2, p. 79, aug 2018. [Online]. Available:
https://doi.org/10.22331%2Fq-2018-08-06-79

[2] Y. Alexeev, D. Bacon, K. R. Brown, R. Calderbank, L. D. Carr, F. T. Chong, B. DeMarco, D. Englund, E. Farhi,
B. Fefferman, A. V. Gorshkov, A. Houck, J. Kim, S. Kimmel, M. Lange, S. Lloyd, M. D. Lukin, D. Maslov, P. Maunz,
C. Monroe, J. Preskill, M. Roetteler, M. J. Savage, and J. Thompson, “Quantum computer systems for scientific
discovery,” PRX Quantum, vol. 2, no. 1, feb 2021. [Online]. Available: https://doi.org/10.1103%2Fprxquantum.2.017001

[3] K. Bharti, A. Cervera-Lierta, T. H. Kyaw, T. Haug, S. Alperin-Lea, A. Anand, M. Degroote, H. Heimonen, J. S. Kottmann,
T. Menke, W.-K. Mok, S. Sim, L.-C. Kwek, and A. Aspuru-Guzik, “Noisy intermediate-scale quantum algorithms,”
Reviews of Modern Physics, vol. 94, no. 1, feb 2022. [Online]. Available: https://doi.org/10.1103%2Frevmodphys.94.015004

https://doi.org/10.22331%2Fq-2018-08-06-79
https://doi.org/10.1103%2Fprxquantum.2.017001
https://doi.org/10.1103%2Frevmodphys.94.015004


Graph decomposition techniques for solving CO problems with VQAs 13

[4] J. R. McClean, J. Romero, R. Babbush, and A. Aspuru-Guzik, “The theory of variational hybrid quantum-
classical algorithms,” New Journal of Physics, vol. 18, no. 2, p. 023023, feb 2016. [Online]. Available:
https://doi.org/10.1088%2F1367-2630%2F18%2F2%2F023023

[5] M. Cerezo, A. Arrasmith, R. Babbush, S. C. Benjamin, S. Endo, K. Fujii, J. R. McClean, K. Mitarai, X. Yuan, L. Cincio,
and P. J. Coles, “Variational quantum algorithms,” Nature Reviews Physics, vol. 3, no. 9, pp. 625–644, aug 2021. [Online].
Available: https://doi.org/10.1038%2Fs42254-021-00348-9

[6] T. Hogg, “Quantum search heuristics,” Phys. Rev. A, vol. 61, p. 052311, Apr 2000. [Online]. Available:
https://link.aps.org/doi/10.1103/PhysRevA.61.052311

[7] E. Farhi, J. Goldstone, and S. Gutmann, “A quantum approximate optimization algorithm,” 2014. [Online]. Available:
https://arxiv.org/abs/1411.4028

[8] E. Farhi and A. W. Harrow, “Quantum supremacy through the quantum approximate optimization algorithm,” 2016.
[Online]. Available: https://arxiv.org/abs/1602.07674

[9] M. E. S. Morales, J. D. Biamonte, and Z. Zimborás, “On the universality of the quantum approximate
optimization algorithm,” Quantum Information Processing, vol. 19, no. 9, aug 2020. [Online]. Available:
https://doi.org/10.1007%2Fs11128-020-02748-9

[10] S. Lloyd, “Quantum approximate optimization is computationally universal,” arXiv preprint arXiv:1812.11075, 2018.
[11] R. Herrman, “Relating the multi-angle quantum approximate optimization algorithm and continuous-time quantum walks

on dynamic graphs,” arXiv preprint arXiv:2209.00415, 2022.
[12] M. M. Wauters, E. Panizon, G. B. Mbeng, and G. E. Santoro, “Reinforcement-learning-assisted quantum optimization,”

Physical Review Research, vol. 2, no. 3, p. 033446, 2020.
[13] L. Zhou, S.-T. Wang, S. Choi, H. Pichler, and M. D. Lukin, “Quantum approximate optimization algorithm: Performance,

mechanism, and implementation on near-term devices,” Physical Review X, vol. 10, no. 2, jun 2020. [Online]. Available:
https://doi.org/10.1103%2Fphysrevx.10.021067

[14] R. Shaydulin, P. C. Lotshaw, J. Larson, J. Ostrowski, and T. S. Humble, “Parameter transfer for quantum
approximate optimization of weighted maxcut,” ACM Trans. Quantum Comp., 2023. [Online]. Available:
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3584706

[15] P. C. Lotshaw, T. S. Humble, R. Herrman, J. Ostrowski, and G. Siopsis, “Empirical performance bounds for quantum
approximate optimization,” Quantum Information Processing, vol. 20, no. 12, pp. 1–32, 2021. [Online]. Available:
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11128-021-03342-3

[16] G. G. Guerreschi and A. Y. Matsuura, “QAOA for max-cut requires hundreds of qubits for quantum speed-up,” Scientific
Reports, vol. 9, no. 1, may 2019. [Online]. Available: https://doi.org/10.1038%2Fs41598-019-43176-9

[17] M. Willsch, D. Willsch, F. Jin, H. D. Raedt, and K. Michielsen, “Benchmarking the quantum approximate
optimization algorithm,” Quantum Information Processing, vol. 19, no. 7, jun 2020. [Online]. Available:
https://doi.org/10.1007%2Fs11128-020-02692-8

[18] R. Shaydulin, I. Safro, and J. Larson, “Multistart methods for quantum approximate optimization,” in
2019 IEEE High Performance Extreme Computing Conference (HPEC). IEEE, sep 2019. [Online]. Available:
https://doi.org/10.1109%2Fhpec.2019.8916288

[19] P. C. Lotshaw, T. Nguyen, A. Santana, A. McCaskey, R. Herrman, J. Ostrowski, G. Siopsis, and T. S. Humble, “Scaling
quantum approximate optimization on near-term hardware,” Sci. Rep., vol. 12, p. 12388, 2022.

[20] P. C. Lotshaw, G. Siopsis, J. Ostrowski, R. Herrman, R. Alam, S. Powers, and T. S. Humble, “Approximate boltzmann
distributions in quantum approximate optimization,” arXiv:2212.01857, 2022.

[21] R. Herrman, P. C. Lotshaw, J. Ostrowski, T. S. Humble, and G. Siopsis, “Multi-angle quantum approximate optimization
algorithm,” Scientific Reports, vol. 12, no. 1, pp. 1–10, 2022.

[22] V. Vijendran, A. Das, D. E. Koh, S. M. Assad, and P. K. Lam, “An expressive ansatz for low-depth quantum optimisation,”
arXiv preprint arXiv:2302.04479, 2023.

[23] J. Wurtz and P. J. Love, “Classically optimal variational quantum algorithms,” IEEE Transactions on Quantum Engi-
neering, vol. 2, pp. 1–7, 2021.

[24] E. Farhi, D. Gamarnik, and S. Gutmann, “The quantum approximate optimization algorithm needs to see the whole graph:
Worst case examples,” arXiv preprint arXiv:2005.08747, 2020.

[25] R. Herrman, L. Treffert, J. Ostrowski, P. C. Lotshaw, T. S. Humble, and G. Siopsis, “Impact of graph structures for qaoa
on maxcut,” Quantum Information Processing, vol. 20, no. 9, pp. 1–21, 2021.

[26] K. Shi, R. Herrman, R. Shaydulin, S. Chakrabarti, M. Pistoia, and J. Larson, “Multi-angle qaoa does not always need all
its angles,” arXiv preprint arXiv:2209.11839, 2022.

[27] R. Shaydulin, S. Hadfield, T. Hogg, and I. Safro, “Classical symmetries and qaoa,” arXiv preprint arXiv:2012.04713, 2020.
[28] R. Herrman, L. Treffert, J. Ostrowski, P. C. Lotshaw, T. S. Humble, and G. Siopsis, “Globally optimizing qaoa circuit

depth for constrained optimization problems,” Algorithms, vol. 14, no. 10, p. 294, 2021.
[29] R. Tate, M. Farhadi, C. Herold, G. Mohler, and S. Gupta, “Bridging classical and quantum with sdp initialized warm-starts

for qaoa,” arXiv preprint arXiv:2010.14021, 2020.
[30] H. Ushijima-Mwesigwa, R. Shaydulin, C. F. Negre, S. M. Mniszewski, Y. Alexeev, and I. Safro, “Multilevel combinatorial

optimization across quantum architectures,” ACM Transactions on Quantum Computing, vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 1–29, 2021.
[31] Z. Zhou, Y. Du, X. Tian, and D. Tao, “QAOA-in-QAOA: solving large-scale MaxCut problems on small quantum ma-

chines,” Physical Review Applied, vol. 19, no. 2, p. 024027, 2023.
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Appendix A:
Closed form for the expected value of the Ci and Cij

These are the equations we use to calculate the expected energy of the objective value, which is an important step

in Alg. 2 as each possible restriction problem will need to be solved to obtain c and some b⃗ that contains the new Ĵ .

The first equation is the Ising formula for the calculating the vertex terms in the graph. The second equation is
used in calculating the edge terms in the graph[47].

⟨Ci⟩ = Jii sin(2β) sin(2γ)
∏

(ik)∈E

cos(2γJik)

and

⟨Cij⟩ =
Jij sin(4β)

2
sin(2γJij)

[
cos(2γJii)

∏
(i,j)∈E
k ̸=j

cos(2γJik) + cos(2γJjj)
∏

(j,k)∈E
k ̸=i

cos(2γJjk)
]

− Jij
2
(sin(2β))2

∏
(ik)∈E
(jk)/∈E

cos(2γJik)
∏

(jk)∈E
(ik)/∈E

cos(2γJjk)×

[
cos(2γ(Jii + Jjj))

∏
(ik)∈E
(jk)∈E

cos(2γ(Jik + Jjk))− cos(2γ(Jii − Jjj))
∏

(ik)∈E
(jk)∈E

cos(2γ(Jik − Jjk))
]
,

Appendix B:
Table for A.R. results for the Decomposition QAOA and Decomposition Gurobi Algorithms

Approximation ratio
QAOA Decomp QAOA Decomp Gurobi H1-1 Results
0.75 0.96 0.96 0.99
0.77 0.97 0.98
0.75 0.97 0.97
0.76 0.96 0.98
0.76 0.96 0.96
0.76 0.95 0.94
0.76 0.96 0.95 0.96
0.77 0.97 0.97
0.76 0.98 0.96 0.93
0.77 0.96 0.96
0.76 0.96 0.97
0.76 0.97 0.95 0.95
0.75 0.93 0.94
0.76 0.94 0.96 0.97
0.76 0.96 0.96
0.74 0.97 0.95
0.75 0.94 0.95
0.76 0.96 0.95 0.96
0.77 0.97 0.97 0.97
0.76 0.95 0.95 0.98
0.75 0.95 0.96 0.98
0.76 0.95 0.96
0.77 0.95 0.98
0.76 0.94 0.97
0.77 0.98 0.97 0.99
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TABLE II: Approximation ratios, from left to right: Simulated QAOA, simulated decomposition algorithm with
QAOA solving the decomposition, simulated decomposition algorithm with Gurobi solving the decomposition, hard-
ware test on H1-1. Only 10 randomly selected graphs were tested on H1-1: those not tested have a blank entry.
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