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When Attention Sink Emerges in Language Models: An Empirical View

Attention sink phenomena
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• QK angle matters

Massive activations
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Multi-Head Self-
Attention (MHSA)
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Optimization Data distribution

Loss function

Model architecture
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• Key of the first token is 
distributed in a different 
manifold

• Attention sink even exists in Pythia-14M
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overfitting overfitting

• Small Learning rates 
mitigate attention sink

• Attention sink emerges after training on sufficient unique training data
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L2 regularization

• Weight decay encourages 
attention sink
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More prefix tokens

• Sink token shifts from the first position to 
other positions within the prefix  

• Attention sink appears on the absolute, not 
the relative first token

Find more interesting conclusions in our paper!
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<latexit sha1_base64="t8yEiy5GTZzbVnNqBSRnoO/S8I0=">AAACAXicbVC9TsMwGHT4LeUvlJHFokJCDFGCUGGsYGEsEqWVmlA5jttadezIdiqqKK/CwgAjYuUt2HgbnDYDtJxk+XT3ffL5woRRpV3321pZXVvf2KxsVbd3dvf27YPagxKpxKSNBROyGyJFGOWkralmpJtIguKQkU44vin8zoRIRQW/19OEBDEacjqgGGkj9e2aHwoWqWlsrmySP2Zned+uu447A1wmXknqoESrb3/5kcBpTLjGDCnV89xEBxmSmmJG8qqfKpIgPEZD0jOUo5ioIJtlz+GJUSI4ENIcruFM/b2RoVgV8cxkjPRILXqF+J/XS/XgKsgoT1JNOJ4/NEgZ1AIWRcCISoI1mxqCsKQmK8QjJBHWpq6qKcFb/PIy8c8dr+E0HM91He/uot68LkupgCNwDE6BBy5BE9yCFmgDDJ7AM3gFb1ZuvVjv1sd8dMUqdw7BH1ifP2jtliE=</latexit>

v⇤

Default

Block

Attention biases

<latexit sha1_base64="VT+iunVTCDNCwulJ5I4u37i4Jhg=">AAAB83icbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0iKVI9FLx4r2FpoQtlsJ+3azW7Y3Qgl9D948aBH8eqf8ea/cdvmoK0PBh7vzTAzL0o508bzvp3S2vrG5lZ5u7Kzu7d/UD086miZKQptKrlU3Yho4ExA2zDDoZsqIEnE4SEa38z8hydQmklxbyYphAkZChYzSoyVOgFw3q/3qzXP9ebAq8QvSA0VaPWrX8FA0iwBYSgnWvd8LzVhTpRhlMO0EmQaUkLHZAg9SwVJQIf5/NopPrPKAMdS2RIGz9XfEzlJtJ4kke1MiBnpZW8m/uf1MhNfhTkTaWZA0MWiOOPYSDx7HQ+YAmr4xBJCFbO3YjoiilBjA6rYEPzll1dJUHf9httwfc9z/buLWvO6CKWMTtApOkc+ukRNdItaqI0oekTP6BW9OdJ5cd6dj0VrySlmjtEfOJ8/wa+QIQ==</latexit> ` 2
-N

or
m

 R
at

io softmax
sigmoid,.

Block

Scale up to 1B LLMs

• Large attention scores  

<latexit sha1_base64="yRGP449aaIQJ94XLnblOWJY96kQ=">AAAB8XicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0hEqseiF48VrBaaUDbbSbt0dxN3N0IJ/QtePOhRvPpvvPlv3LQ5aOuDgcd7M8zMi1LOtPG8b6eysrq2vlHdrG1t7+zu1fcP7nWSKQodmvBEdSOigTMJHcMMh26qgIiIw0M0vi78hydQmiXyzkxSCAUZShYzSkwhBRIe+/WG53oz4GXil6SBSrT79a9gkNBMgDSUE617vpeaMCfKMMphWgsyDSmhYzKEnqWSCNBhPrt1ik+sMsBxomxJg2fq74mcCK0nIrKdgpiRXvQK8T+vl5n4MsyZTDMDks4XxRnHJsHF43jAFFDDJ5YQqpi9FdMRUYQaG0/NhuAvvrxMgjPXb7pN1/c81789b7SuylCq6Agdo1PkowvUQjeojTqIohF6Rq/ozRHOi/PufMxbK045c4j+wPn8AZ/Uj4M=</latexit>

6=

important in semantic
• Attention sink adjusts dependence 

among other tokens

<latexit sha1_base64="7ifRMGmnT/79ObV3mUjh+K+cSG4="></latexit>

v†
i =

iX

j=1

sigmoid(
qik

>
jp

dh
)vj

<latexit sha1_base64="DM3QqIKKD8o4icLBBKtqJa+A4wE="></latexit>

v†
i =

iX

j=1

mlp(qi)mlp(kj)>p
dh

vj

• No normalization • Allow negative attention


