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Abstract

Contextuality is a property of empirical models that shows considerable promise in our attempt to
better understand the properties of quantum mechanics that allow certain quantum algorithms to have a
computational advantage over classical computation. In this review, we focus on three recent formalisms
of contextuality, via sheaf theory, logical inequalities and graph theory. We study examples of quantum
systems that exhibit different strengths of contextuality and give equivalent proofs using these different
frameworks. We then provide an overview of some interesting results that have been proved about the role
of contextuality in quantum advantage, and suggest promising further research directions.

1 Introduction

Despite numerous examples of quantum algorithms believed to offer a (in many cases exponential) speed-up
over classical computation, we lack a general understanding of the precise features of quantum mechanics that
admit quantum computational advantage. Considerable research has been undertaken on various properties,
such as superposition [1], entanglement [2, 3, 4], discord [5] and contextuality. In this essay, we focus on this
last concept and detail three ways of defining and studying contextuality: via sheaf theory, logical inequalities
and graph theory.

Section 2 puts the study of contextuality in context by giving a brief overview of consequential work over the
last few decades. Section 3 introduces empirical models and provides three important examples. Sections 4 and
5 describe the formalisms in detail and prove key results about contextual empirical models. We explain how
these formalisms, which at first seem very different, in fact lead to equivalent descriptions of contextuality and
thus can be unified. Section 6 then explores different strengths of contextuality and the numerous equivalent
ways that each strength can be described or proved. Finally, in Sections 7 and 8 we give an overview of current
and potential future applications of contextuality to better understanding quantum advantage.

2 History

Contextuality has its origins in a 1935 argument of Einstein, Podolsky, and Rosen (EPR) [6], that quantum
theory is an ‘incomplete’ description of reality, in the sense that any complete description should, at least
theoretically, allow us to determine with certainty the value of any measurable property. In other words, there
should exist underlying local hidden variables, even if in practice they cannot be observed. Einstein had been
particularly motivated by his concern about the nature of quantum mechanics that allows ‘spooky action at
a distance’ and was skeptical that the theory truly admitted an intrinsic description of the universe. The
EPR paper inspired a great deal of discussion about whether quantum scenarios could be explained by local
hidden variable theories which, according to a certain probability distribution, admit a global assignment of
measurement outcomes to all possible measurements.

A landmark paper by Bell in 1964 [7] gave the first counterexample, showing by means of the violation of
an inequality that there are some quantum-realizable scenarios that cannot be explained by any local hidden
variable theory. This was the birth of the concept of non-locality, which countless future works elaborated on,
e.g. [8]. The term contextuality was later coined to generalize this notion to scenarios that permit non-local
measurements, including single-qubit scenarios. The 1967 Kochen–Specker theorem [9] demonstrated the
inherent contextual nature of quantum mechanics by showing that no non-contextual hidden variable theory
can reproduce the predictions of quantum mechanics whenever the dimension of the Hilbert space is at least
three. In the 2011 paper by Abramsky and Brandenburger [10], the various ideas and proofs about contextuality
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that had been floating around up until that point were formalized using sheaf theory, in such a way as to be
fundamentally independent of quantum theory.

3 Empirical models

Here, our basic setup will follow the approach of Abramsky and Brandenburger [10], which we will examine in
more detail in Section 4.1. Given an experimental scenario, let M denote the set of all measurements that
can be performed, and let O denote the set of possible outcomes of each measurement. Let C ⊂ P(M) be a
collection of contexts C ⊆ M; each context is a set of measurements that can be jointly performed. Usually
we require that the contexts are maximal and cover all measurements, i.e.

⋃
C = M. For each subset of

measurements U ⊆ M, the collection of all possible (formal) joint outcomes can be expressed as the set of
all functions mapping each measurement in U to an outcome, i.e. OU = {s : U → O}. Each s ∈ OU can be
thought of as a formal event.

In particular, when the subset of M is a context C, the formal events are physically permissible. Hence
we will simply call these events. Given a collection of formal events OU , a probability distribution on OU is
a function d : OU → R≥0 such that

∑
s∈OU d(s) = 1. To construct an empirical model, we associate to

each context C a particular distribution dC . Note that if U ′ ⊆ U ⊆ M and s ∈ OU then there is a natural
restriction s|U ′ : U ′ → O. Given a distribution dU : OU → R≥0, we define the restriction of dU to U ′ as the
function dU |U ′ : U ′ → O with action

s′ 7→
∑

s∈OU ,
s|U′=s′

dU (s). (3.1)

Intuitively, this is consistent with how we marginalize a joint probability distribution over all possible outcomes
of one part.

In the context of quantum systems, given a Hilbert space H, elements of M label observables on H. The
contexts label maximal commuting subsets of observables. A quantum state ρ on H represents an empirical
model where each probability distribution dC is given by dC(s) = Tr(ρΠs), where Πs is a rank-1 projector
onto the state that results from the event s.

Now we introduce three types of empirical models that are instructive in demonstrating different strengths
of contextuality. We will return to these examples in later sections.

3.1 Bell models

A Bell model with parameters (n, k, l) is a scenario with n spatially separated sites, k possible measurements
at each site and l possible outcomes for each measurement. An important example is the following (2, 2, 2)
model [11] that can be derived from Bell’s original paper [7]. Denote the two sites by A and B. Denote the
possible measurements at A by a and a′, and similarly for B. The possible outcomes are 0 and 1. Thus we
have M = {a, a′, b, b′} and O = {0, 1}. A valid set of measurements has precisely one measurement at each
site, so C = {a, a′} × {b, b′}. If we construct a table where rows are labelled by contexts and columns are
labelled by possible joint outcomes, each cell then corresponds to an event. The probability distribution on
each OC , C ∈ C, is given by the values of the cells in the corresponding row. See Table 3.1 for the completed
probability table. Each row has been labelled with the set of events that are represented by the cells in that
row. For example, the top-left cell corresponds to the event s ∈ O{a,b} where s(a) = 0, s(b) = 0.

We make an important observation: regardless of the measurement context, the marginal probability that
the measurement at A has outcome 0 is always 1/2; similarly, the marginal probability that the measurement at
B has outcome 0 is always 1/2. This illustrates a necessary property of all empirical models: for all C,C ′ ∈ C,
the distributions dC and dC′ must be compatible, i.e.

dC |C∩C′ = dC′ |C∩C′ , (3.2)
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A B (0, 0) (0, 1) (1, 0) (1, 1)

a b 1/2 0 0 1/2 O{a,b}

a b′ 3/8 1/8 1/8 3/8 O{a,b′}

a′ b 3/8 1/8 1/8 3/8 O{a′,b}

a′ b′ 1/8 3/8 3/8 1/8 O{a′,b′}

Table 3.1: A (2, 2, 2) Bell model

where the restriction of a distribution is defined as in Equation 3.1. For Bell models, this compatibility property
is equivalent to no-signalling: roughly, the measurement at one site cannot affect the probability distribution
over outcomes at other sites.

The (2, 2, 2) model above is an example of a quantum Bell model. In general, quantum Bell models can be
represented by an underlying composite spaceH1⊗· · ·⊗Hn and local observables Aj

i = I⊗· · ·⊗ Ai︸︷︷︸
jth site

⊗ · · ·⊗I.

This particular model can be realized by a Bell state (|00⟩+ |11⟩)/
√
2 with local spin measurements on each

qubit that are in the XY -plane of the Bloch sphere and at a relative angle of π/3 [12].
We will see in Section 4.1.1 that this (2, 2, 2) Bell model exhibits contextuality. In fact, since we have a

partitioned system with local measurements, it is a special case of contextuality known as non-locality. This
was historically the first example of contextuality.

3.2 Hardy model

Hardy devised a quantum model involving two qubits and three well-chosen bases [13]. As with the (2, 2, 2) Bell
model above, a local measurement is performed on each qubit. The precise probability distributions depend
on the choice of quantum state, but here, we consider the possibilistic version of the Hardy model, where we
take a standard Hardy model and replace all positive probabilities with 1. This results in Table 3.2. It can be
thought of as the support of the standard model.

A B (0, 0) (0, 1) (1, 0) (1, 1)
a b 1 1 1 1
a b′ 0 1 1 1
a′ b 0 1 1 1
a′ b′ 1 1 1 0

Table 3.2: The possibilistic Hardy model

In this case, rather than probability distributions that map OU into R≥0, we have ‘distributions’ d : OU →
B = {0, 1}, the Booleans. If we identify ‘addition’ with the OR operator ∨, then the distributions as given by
Table 3.2 still satisfy the compatibility property (3.2).

Later, we will see that the possibilistic Hardy model exhibits a somewhat stronger form of contextuality
than the Bell model above, but not as strong as GHZ models.

3.3 GHZ models

Greenberger, Horne and Zeilinger [14] introduced these models and used them to demonstrate an even stronger
form of contextuality [15]. For n qubits, the permissible measurements are local Pauli X and Y spin mea-
surements. For X, the eigenstates (|0⟩ + |1⟩)/

√
2 and (|0⟩ − |1⟩)/

√
2 correspond to measurement outcomes

0 and 1 respectively. For Y , the eigenstates (|0⟩+ i |1⟩)/
√
2 and (|0⟩ − i |1⟩)/

√
2 correspond to measurement

outcomes 0 and 1 respectively. We prepare the system in the GHZ state, written in the computational basis as

|0 · · · 0⟩+ |1 · · · 1⟩√
2

.
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000 001 010 011 100 101 110 111

XXX 1/4 0 0 1/4 0 1/4 1/4 0
XXY 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8
XYX 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8
XY Y 0 1/4 1/4 0 1/4 0 0 1/4
Y XX 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8
Y XY 0 1/4 1/4 0 1/4 0 0 1/4
Y Y X 0 1/4 1/4 0 1/4 0 0 1/4
Y Y Y 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8 1/8

Table 3.3: The three-qubit GHZ model

We then perform a local X or Y measurement on each qubit.
It is easy to check that the probability table for a GHZ model has a support which is characterized by

the following properties [10]. Let Ci be the context associated to the ith row of the table, and let yi be the
number of Y measurements in Ci.

• If yi is odd, the ith row has full support.

• If yi ≡ 0 (mod 4), the ith row is supported on joint outcomes that have an even number of 1s.

• If yi ≡ 2 (mod 4), the ith row is supported on joint outcomes that have an odd number of 1s.

We also have that, for each row, the distribution is uniform on the support. For example, Table 3.3 shows the
probabilities for the GHZ model on three qubits.

4 Approaches to contextuality

Now we will see how each of the above models exhibits contextuality. We begin by fleshing out the sheaf-
theoretic approach of Abramsky and Brandenburger [10]. Then we introduce an alternative, graph-theoretic
approach due to Cabello, Severini and Winter [16]. Over the next few sections of this review, we will describe
equivalent ways of expressing contextual properties using both formalisms, which provide us with an abundance
of tools for studying contextual models.

4.1 The sheaf-theoretic approach

The following formalism requires a very basic understanding of categories. Very roughly, a category is a
collection of objects and arrows between the objects. Important examples include Set, where the objects are
sets and arrows are functions between sets; and partially ordered sets (posets) (P, ≤), where the objects are
elements of P and there is a single arrow from p to q if p ≤ q, with no other arrows. Every category has
identity arrows idA that map an object A to itself. If A and B are categories, a functor F : A → B maps
every object in A to an object in B, and also maps every arrow in A to an arrow in B in a way that preserves
composition and identities.

Recall that we defined a formal event to be a function s ∈ OU , where U ⊆ M. In the language of sheaf
theory, functions U → O are known as sections over U , so that OU is the set of sections over U . Note that
the power set P(M) is a poset with partial order ⊆. We can turn P(M) into a category by drawing a single
arrow from U ′ to U if U ′ ⊆ U . We denote by P(M)op the opposite category, in which the arrows are reversed.
Consider the assignment E that maps a subset of measurements U to its set of sections OU . Furthermore,
if U ′ ⊆ U , we have the natural restriction map OU → OU ′

, s 7→ s|U ′ . This action induces a natural map
from arrows in P(M)op to arrows in {OU | U ⊆ M} ⊂ Set. (Note that we need the opposite category as
the restriction action is ‘arrow reversing’.) Thus we have a functor E : P(M)op → Set, which is known as a
presheaf.
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In order to promote a presheaf to a sheaf, the following gluing condition must hold, which is indeed the
case for E . Let U ⊆ M and suppose we have a cover of U , denoted by {Ui}i∈I . Suppose further that we
have a family of sections {si ∈ E(Ui)}i∈I , one for each Ui, which is compatible, i.e. si|Ui∩Uj = sj |Ui∩Uj for all
i, j ∈ I. Then there is a unique section s ∈ E(U) such that s|Ui = si for all i ∈ I. In fact, E trivially satisfies
this sheaf condition since the domain of any section is discrete.

In Section 3.2 we saw an example of a model that uses an alternative to probability distributions. We
now formalize this idea. A commutative semiring (R, +, 0, ·, 1) is a generalization of a commutative ring
where we do not require the existence of additive identities. For example, the non-negative reals form a
semiring (R≥0, +, 0, ·, 1). Other important examples are (trivially) the reals R and the Booleans, B =
({0, 1}, ∨, 0, ∧, 1), where ∨ is the logical OR and ∧ is the logical AND.

Let R be a semiring. Given a set X, an R-distribution on X is a function d : X → R such that d
has finite support and

∑
x∈X d(x) = 1. Thus R-distributions are a generalization of probability distributions,

which occur in the special case where R = R≥0. Denote by DR(X) the set of R-distributions on X. We can
elevate DR to a functor by considering the following action on functions. Given a function f : X → Y , let
DR(f) : DR(X) → DR(Y ) be the function with mapping

d 7→

y 7→
∑
x∈X,
f(x)=y

d(x)

 . (4.1)

Then we have a functor DR : Set → Set.
Now we can form the presheaf DRE : P(M)op → Set, which maps each measurement subset U to the

set of distributions on OU . Also, given U ′ ⊆ U ⊆ M, so that there is an arrow from U ′ to U in P(M), DRE
maps this arrow to the arrow DRE(U) → DRE(U ′), which is a function between sets. Let d ∈ DRE(U). From
(4.1), we see that d is mapped to the distribution in DRE(U ′) = DR(OU ′

) that is given by

s′ 7→
∑

s∈OU ,
s|U′=s′

d(s).

This is exactly the marginalization property (3.1)! Thus it makes sense to denote this distribution by d|U ′ , the
restriction of d to U ′.

Lastly, we formalize the definition of an empirical model. Given a set of measurements M, suppose we
have a collection C of contexts that cover M. Conventionally, we impose the condition that C contains no
nested sets, i.e. if C ′, C ∈ C and C ′ ⊆ C then C ′ = C. Then an empirical model Ω is a family of distributions,
exactly one for each context,

Ω = {dC ∈ DRE(C) | C ∈ C},

such that the distributions are compatible. (3.2) is an equivalent statement of this compatibility.

4.1.1 Contextuality as the absence of a global section

We saw above that E is always a sheaf, but for DRE the situation is more complicated. Recall that the sheaf
condition requires that a gluing condition hold for any U ⊆ M and cover {Ui}. Instead, we restrict ourselves
to asking whether a given empirical model Ω = {dC} satisfies the sheaf condition with respect to the cover C.
Since we know that the dC are already compatible with each other, this amounts to asking whether there exists
a global section d ∈ DRE(M) = DR(OM) that is compatible with this family of distributions, i.e. d|C = dC
for all C ∈ C. Recall that d is a distribution over all global sections in OM. We will call elements of OM

global assignments from now on in order to avoid confusion.
It is important to note that these global assignments correspond to canonical hidden variables, since every

measurement in M is assigned an outcome. If we take R = R≥0 and return to the familiar land of probability
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distributions, we are thus precisely asking whether there is a hidden variable model, i.e. a probability distribution
over hidden variables M → O, that is compatible with Ω.

Therefore, we finally have a formal sheaf-theoretic definition of contextuality.

Definition 4.1. An empirical model Ω defined on the presheaf DRE , with measurements M, contexts C and
outputs O, is non-contextual if it has a compatible global section d ∈ DRE(M). Otherwise, Ω is contextual.

We return to the Bell model from Section 3.1. Abramsky and Brandenburger (AB) use the following
argument to show that the model has no global section. We fix an enumeration (C, s) of the contexts C and
the sections s over C, as well as an enumeration (t) of all the global assignments t ∈ OM. Then we can define
an incidence matrix M with rows indexed by (C, s), columns indexed by t, and entries

M[(C, s), t] =

{
1 if t|C = s,

0 otherwise.

Each column corresponds to a deterministic model δt ∈ DRE(M) with global assignment t (i.e. δt(t) = 1,
δt(t′) = 0 for all t′ ̸= t), where the positions of the 1s tell us the result of restricting t to each context [12].
Thus each global section d compatible with Ω can be represented by a vector in the column span of M. We
can express this notationally as d =

∑
t∈OM ptδ

t for some pt ∈ R, which means that for all C ∈ C

d|C =
∑

t∈OM

ptδ
t|C .

In order to ensure that d is indeed a distribution, we require that
∑

t pt = 1. Now, an empirical model Ω = {dC}
can be identified with a vector v of length |(C, s)| with entries v[(C, s)] = dC(s). Putting everything together,
we have the following result.

Proposition 4.1. Ω has a compatible global section if and only if the system Mx = v has a solution over R
such that the sum of the entries of x is 1.

For our (2, 2, 2) Bell model, there are 4 contexts and 4 possible joint measurements. Thus M has 16 rows.
Since |M| = 4, we can label the global assignments by length-4 bit strings 0000, 0001, . . . corresponding to
the possible global joint outcomes. The full matrix for this model is shown in Figure 4.1. The sections are
ordered left to right, top to bottom, according to Table 3.1. Each length-4 bit string corresponds to a global
assignment with respect to the order aba′b′. With this linear-algebraic formulation of the problem, it can easily
be proved that a solution x over R≥0 does not exist (Proposition 4.2 of [10]).

In fact, since the possibilistic Hardy model (Section 3.2) has the exact same measurements and contexts
as this Bell model, the same M can be used to show that the Hardy model is also contextual. This time, we
view the system Mx = v as being over the Booleans B so that, for example, the first entry of Mx is the
expression x1 ∨ x2 ∨ x3 ∨ x4, where x = (x1, x2, . . .).

We note here that AB further show, using a more sophisticated linear-algebraic argument, that if we loosen
the semiring R to the reals R, then in fact any empirical model Ω over any measurement cover has a global
section (Theorem 5.5 of [10]). This is consistent with the long-hypothesized idea that all quantum mechanical
systems can be described by hidden variable models if we allow ‘negative probabilities’(i) [18].

4.2 CSW inequalities

Cabello, Severini and Winter (CSW) used graph theory to form inequalities that determine the existence of
contextuality. A simple, undirected graph G = (V,E) consists of a set of vertices V = {v1, . . . , vn} and edges
E ⊂ V × V such that (v, v) ̸∈ E for any v ∈ V and (v, v′) ∈ E if and only if (v′, v) ∈ E. We say that two

(i)Note however that there are contextual models that cannot be realized by a quantum system, such as the PR box [17, 10].
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0000 0001 0010 0011 · · ·



{a 7→ 0, b 7→ 0} 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1

{a 7→ 0, b′ 7→ 0} 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1

{a′ 7→ 0, b 7→ 0} 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0
0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

{a′ 7→ 0, b′ 7→ 0} 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0
0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Figure 4.1: The matrix M for our (2, 2, 2) Bell model and the possibilistic Hardy model

vertices v, v′ are adjacent if there is an edge connecting them, i.e (v, v′) ∈ E. A weighted graph (G,w) has
an associated function w : V → R≥0 that assigns a weight to each vertex [19].

Given an experimental scenario, we form an exclusivity graph, in which the vertices represent (formal) events
and two different vertices are connected by an edge if and only if they represent mutually exclusive events. For
example, a classical model on a classical sample space Λ can be represented by a graph G and probabilities
pi, where each vertex vi corresponds to an event ei ⊂ Λ, adjacent vertices correspond to disjoint events, and
there is a probability distribution on Λ such that the probability of the event ei is pi. Similarly, a quantum
model on a Hilbert space H in a pure state |ψ⟩ can be represented by a graph G and probabilites pi, where
each vertex vi corresponds to a projector Πi and adjacent vertices correspond to orthogonal projectors. The pi
then give the probability of obtaining the measurement outcome associated to each projector: pi = ⟨ψ|Πi |ψ⟩.

It is helpful to introduce the following definitions. An independent set of vertices consists of vertices none
of which are pairwise adjacent, i.e. the vertices correspond to consistent events that could occur simultaneously.
A clique consists of vertices that are all pairwise adjacent. The independence degree of a vertex v is the number
of vertices that are not adjacent to v. The independence number of a graph is the maximum independence
degree over all vertices, or equivalently the largest size of an independent set. The weighted independence
number of a weighted graph (G,w), denoted by α(G,w), is the maximum value of the sum

∑
v∈I w(v) where

I is an independent set. CSW showed that, given a classical model with graph G and probabilities pi, any
weight function w on the vertices of G satisfies∑

i

w(vi)pi ≤ α(G,w), (4.2)

and there exists a choice of w that achieves the upper bound. Therefore, if the pi violate this inequality for
some w, then they cannot arise from a classical model and hence the model is contextual.

Definition 4.2. An empirical model Ω represented by a graph G and probabilities pi is contextual if it violates
a CSW inequality (4.2) for some weight function w.

As we will see in Section 5.1, this definition is equivalent to Definition 4.1.
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11 01
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ab a′b

ab′ a′b′
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(d)(c)

Figure 4.2: Using the labelling given by (a), we can construct a general exclusivity graph G(M, C) (b) for the
measurements and contexts shared by the (2, 2, 2) Bell model and the possibilistic Hardy model. The support
graphs for the Bell model (c) and Hardy model (d) are also shown.

4.3 Bridging these approaches

De Silva showed an elegant way to construct an exclusivity graph from an empirical model as defined by AB(ii)

[19]. Given an experimental scenario with measurements M and contexts C, the vertices of the exclusivity
graph G(M, C) correspond to sections (events) s : C → O, where C ∈ C. Two vertices s1 : C1 → O and
s2 : C2 → O are adjacent if s1 and s2 are mutually exclusive, i.e. if s1|C1∩C2 ̸= s2|C1∩C2 . Note that two
different events over the same context are always mutually exclusive. Therefore, any independent set of G can
have at most one vertex for each context, so the maximum size of an independent set is |C|, the number of
contexts.

Given an empirical model Ω = {dC}, the support graph of Ω is the subgraph GΩ(M, C) obtained by
keeping only the events that are possible, i.e. events s such that dC(s) > 0 (where s ∈ OC). The probability
associated to each vertex s ∈ OC is p(s) = dC(s).

Examples of an exclusivity graph and support graphs for the (2, 2, 2) Bell model and the possibilistic Hardy
model can be found in Figure 4.2.

With this construction, we have the following equivalence involving global assignments/hidden variables
(Lemma 1 of [19]).

Proposition 4.2. Given an experimental scenario with measurements M and contexts C, there is a bijection
between canonical hidden variables t ∈ OM and independent sets I ⊂ G(M, C) of size |C|.

Proof. Using the reasoning above, an independent set I of size |C| has exactly one event over each context.
Since the set is independent, the events are consistent, i.e. they agree on common measurements. Thus we
can map the set to a global assignment t : M → O as the contexts cover M.

Conversely, given a global assignment t, the vertices given by restricting t to each context, {t|C : C → O |
C ∈ C}, are mutually consistent are thus form an independent set of size |C|. It is straightforward to see that
these two maps are inverses of one another.

(ii)We usually take the semiring R to be R≥0.
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A B (0, 0) (0, 1) (1, 0) (1, 1)

a b 1/2 0 0 1/2
a b′ 3/8 1/8 1/8 3/8
a′ b 3/8 1/8 1/8 3/8
a′ b′ 1/8 3/8 3/8 1/8

Table 5.1: The (2, 2, 2) Bell model with particular events shaded

5 Logical Bell inequalities

So far, we have seen how we can use either the sheaf-theoretic formalism or CSW inequalities to show that a
model is contextual. In fact, inequalities have been used to show non-locality, and later contextuality, since
Bell’s original paper [7]. Abramsky and Hardy developed the idea of logical Bell inequalities, which formalize
the numerous contextuality-related inequalities that had previously been constructed.

We use notation from propositional logic and consider the case where O = {0, 1}(iii). We can then form a
propositional formula for each event over a context, with Boolean variables labelled by the measurements in
that context [12, 19]. For example, referring to the Bell model in Table 3.1, the events corresponding to the
first row can be expressed as the following formulas.

¬a ∧ ¬b, ¬a ∧ b, a ∧ ¬b, a ∧ b.

In general, given an event s ∈ OC , the corresponding formula is

φs =
∧
m∈C

{
m if s(m) = 1,

¬m if s(m) = 0.

Furthermore, given a context C, we can form a formula by choosing a subset of events S ⊂ OC and
defining

φS =
∨
s∈S

φs,

which is satisfied if and only if at least one of the event formulas φs is satisfied.
Now, we derive the following general result using elementary probability theory. Suppose we have propo-

sitional formulas φ1, . . . , φN with respective truth probabilities p1, . . . , pN . Let Φ =
∧

i φi and let P be the
probability of Φ. Then we have

1− P = p(¬Φ) = p

(∨
i

¬φi

)
≤
∑
i

p(¬φi) = N −
∑
i

pi,

where pi = p(φi). This gives us
∑

i pi − P ≤ N − 1. Now, if the formulas φi are not correlated, then P = 0,
in which case we have

∑
i pi ≤ N − 1. This is an example of a logical Bell inequality.

Consider once again our (2, 2, 2) Bell model. In particular, using the shaded events in Table 5.1, we can
form the following formulas, one for each row (i.e. context) of the table:

φ1 = (¬a ∧ ¬b) ∨ (a ∧ b) = a↔ b,

φ2 = (¬a ∧ ¬b′) ∨ (a ∧ b′) = a↔ b′,

φ3 = (¬a′ ∧ ¬b) ∨ (a′ ∧ b) = a′ ↔ b,

φ4 = (¬a′ ∧ b′) ∨ (a′ ∧ ¬b) = a′ ⊕ b′.

(iii)It is easy to generalize this to other sets of outcomes; see Section VIII of [12].
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Here, ↔ means if and only if (so a ↔ b means a and b have the same logical value), and ⊕ is the logical
XOR (or equivalently addition modulo 2). The probability of φ1 is p1 = 1/2 + 1/2 = 1, and so on. It is easy
to check that, if the first three formulas are correlated, then φ4 is FALSE. Thus Φ =

∧4
i=1 φi is impossible.

Since N = 4, the associated Bell inequality is

4∑
i=1

pi ≤ 3.

However, using the probabilities in Table 5.1, the sum of the left-hand side is 13/4, so this model actually
violates the Bell inequality by 1/4. This is again evidence of contextuality: in the words of Abramsky and Hardy
(AH), ‘We simply cannot regard the variables as each representing a global, context-independent quantity.’
This corresponds to the idea of the non-existence of a global section, as previously discussed.

In general, suppose that a model has contexts C and that C1, . . . , CN is an enumeration of some contexts;
note that they are not necessarily distinct. Then the associated logical Bell inequality has the form

N∑
i=1

kip(φi) ≤ K, (5.1)

where the ki are non-negative integers and each φi is a formula whose variables are drawn from Ci. The ki
can be thought of as weights associated to the formulas φi. K is a positive integer such that any multiset of
formulas φi, where φi appears at most ki times, that has size larger than K is not completely satisfied by any
global assignment M → O. AH showed that these inequalities completely characterize contextuality given
any experimental scenario (Theorem VI.5 of [12]). An empirical model is contextual if and only if it violates
at least one associated logical Bell inequality.

5.1 Logical Bell inequalities and exclusivity graphs

We notice similarities between CSW inequalities (4.2) and logical Bell inequalities (5.1). De Silva formalized
this observation for Bell inequalities of the form

∑
i pi ≤ N − 1 (Theorem 1 of [19]). Here, we flesh out the

details that generalize this result to general logical Bell inequalities.

Theorem 5.1. Logical Bell inequalities are derived from CSW inequalities on the exclusivity graph G(M, C).

Proof. Suppose we have an empirical model with measurements M and contexts C. Let C1, . . . , CN be an
enumeration of some contexts and let φ1, . . . , φN be propositional formulas on these contexts. Now suppose
the logical Bell inequality derived from these formulas is

N∑
i=1

kip(φi) ≤ K.

For each φi, let Si ⊂ Ci be the set of events s : Ci → O that appear in φi (the support of φi). Each event
sij ∈ Si is represented by a vertex in the graph G(M, C). Note that, for each i,

∑
j p(sij) = p(φi). Thus we

can rewrite the Bell inequality as ∑
i

∑
j

kip(sij) ≤ K.

Define a weight function w on the graph such that w(sij) = ki for each sij in each Si and w(s) = 0 if s is
not in any of the supports. Then the CSW inequality in this case is∑

i,j

kip(sij) ≤ α(G,w).
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We claim that α(G,w) cannot be greater than K. Indeed, suppose it is. Since any independent set can
have at most one event over each context, it follows that there exists an independent set {siji}i∈I such that∑

i∈I w(siji) =
∑

i∈I ki > K. By Proposition 4.2, there is a global assignment that is compatible with these
events, so the formulas φi, i ∈ I are correlated. Then the multiset

{φki
i }i∈I ,

where φi appears ki times, is logically consistent. But this multiset has size
∑

i∈I ki > K, which is a
contradiction.

So, to summarize, so far we have seen three equivalent characterizations of contextuality:

• the absence of a global section with respect to the distribution presheaf DRE ,

• the violation of a CSW inequality associated to a weighted exclusivity graph,

• and the violation of a logical Bell inequality.

6 Strengths of contextuality

6.1 Logical contextuality

We return to the possibilistic Hardy model from Section 3.2. In Section 4.1.1 we discussed a linear-algebraic
way to prove contextuality by showing the non-existence of solutions to a matrix equation. We can use a
similar method for the Hardy model, except we note that this time the semiring is simply B rather than R≥0.
In general, given any empirical model over the semiring R≥0, if the corresponding system Mx = v has a
solution, then the resulting system after mapping each entry into B by the semiring homomorphism

R≥0 → B
0 ̸= x 7→ 1

has a solution over the Booleans [10]. Therefore, if the support of an empirical model is contextual, then so
is the original model. The converse is not true, e.g. the (2, 2, 2) Bell model from before has a non-contextual
support [20]. This indicates that an empirical model whose support is contextual, such as the Hardy model,
exhibits a stronger form of contextuality, which we call logical contextuality. Equivalently, a model is logically
non-contextual if and only if, for every event s ∈ OC in its support (i.e. dC(s) > 0), there is a global assignment
t ∈ OM such that t|C = s. Since logical contextuality does not involve probabilities, it admits purely logical
proofs, without the need for Bell inequalities [7].

De Silva translated the idea of logical contextuality to exclusivity graphs as follows [19].

Theorem 6.1. An empirical model Ω is logically contextual if and only if the minimum independence degree
over all vertices of the support graph GΩ is less than the number of contexts.

6.2 Strong contextuality

Now we take another look at the GHZ models from Section 3.3. It can be shown that for n ≥ 3, these
models exhibit an even stronger form of contextuality, which we call strong contextuality. A model is strongly
contextual if, given any global assignment t ∈ OM, there is some context C such that t|C is not in the support
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of the model (i.e. dC(t|C) = 0) [10]. Equivalently, a model is strongly contextual if and only if the propositional
formulas defining its support, i.e. the formulas

φC =
∨

s∈OC ,
dC(s)>0

φs

over all contexts C, are not simultaneously satisfiable [12].
If we compare this notion with that of standard contextuality, we see that this is much stronger, since it says

that any global assignment is not even consistent with the support of the model, let alone the distributions.
We also see that strong contextuality implies logical contextuality. However, the Hardy model is not strongly
contextual, as it has the global assignment {a 7→ 1, a′ 7→ 0, b 7→ 1, b′ 7→ 0} [10]. We thus have a strict
hierarchy of strengths of contextuality:

contextual < logically contextual < strongly contextual.

AB used a modular-arithmetic approach to prove that the GHZ models are strongly contextual for all n ≥ 3.
AH proved that a model is strongly contextual if and only if it maximally violates a logical Bell inequality,
which means that there is a logical Bell inequality with formulas φi such that p(φi) = 1 for all i. They then
proved the strong contextuality of GHZ models where n ≥ 3 by finding formulas that maximally violate a
logical Bell inequality.

It is worth pointing out that strong contextuality is equivalent to the notion of maximal contextuality.
Very roughly, this is the property that the model cannot be written as a convex sum of a non-contextual part
and a non-signalling part where the coefficient of the non-contextual part is non-zero [10]. Thus a model is
strongly/maximally contextual if and only if it can be written as a convex sum of contextual vertices of the
non-signalling polytope over the cover C of the underlying measurement scenario [19, 21, 22].

De Silva proved an analogous result relating strong contextuality to exclusivity graphs.

Theorem 6.2. An empirical model Ω is strongly contextual if and only if the independence number of its
support graph GΩ is less than the number of contexts.

Note that, in ascending from logical contextuality to strong contextuality, we go from looking at the
minimum independence degree, and comparing it with the number of contexts, to looking at the maximum
independence degree.

7 Applications and future work

It is remarkable that we can equivalently view contextuality in seemingly very different ways. Furthermore, such
myriad connections with other mathematical concepts allow us to borrow techniques from these areas. Sheaf
theory is a powerful tool used throughout math to formalize local-to-global connections [10, 23]. Presheaves
and global sections have also been studied in the context of the semantics of computation [24] and concurrency
[25]. Abramsky, Mansfield and Barbosa studied contextuality using abelian presheaves and Čech cohomology
[26]; AB mention that research of this nature is fairly new and there remains much to be discovered. Logical
Bell inequalities involve expressions that have a similar form to basic weight formulas, which are used in artificial
intelligence [27, 28, 12]. Furthermore, graph-theoretic methods have long had applications in quantum theory
[21, 29] and a wealth of theory is available to us. Finally, there are formalisms for contextuality that we have
not even touched on here, such as the work done by Spekkens et al. [30]. It would be useful to continue
comparing these works with other formalisms thus far developed for contextuality, in a similar spirit to how
equivalences and unifications have been described in this essay.

Research on contextuality as a resource for quantum advantage is very active. Significant progress has
been made, but plenty of open problems remain. Howard et al. [31] proved that, for a single qudit of odd prime
power dimension, contextuality with respect to stabilizer measurements is necessary for states that are suitable

12



for magic state distillation. Their method uses Wigner functions and hence is not easily adaptable to the
qubit case. De Silva commented that stronger forms of contextuality may be a useful property for identifying
higher-qudit magic states [19]. For qubits, de Silva proved that, whenever n > 1, all n-qubit states are strongly
contextual with respect to stabilizer measurements [19], extending the earlier Peres–Mermin argument for the
case n = 2 [32]. This shows that even strong contextuality is not enough for identifying qubit magic states.
However, an interesting direction could be to investigate whether it is possible to devise more specific measures
that combine strong contextuality with other, scenario-specific properties. In more recent work, for the special
case of strong non-locality, Abramsky et al. [33] found a family of three-qubit models exhibiting strong non-
locality that use states from the GHZ SLOCC (stochastic local operations, classical communication) class.
Many open problems arise from this work, such as finding an exhaustive collection of strongly non-local three-
qubit models, investigating larger numbers of qubits, and understanding what these results say about resources
for quantum speed-up.

Raussendorf [34] proved that a measurement-based quantum computer that computes a non-linear Boolean
function with high probability is contextual, which among other implications builds a connection between
contextuality and the quantum discrete logarithm algorithm, which is of significant practical interest. It would
be interesting to find further connections between contextuality and other types of quantum computation, such
as Pauli-based computation [35] or topological quantum computation [36].

8 Conclusion

We have seen elegant equivalences between logical, sheaf-theoretic and graph-theoretic formalisms for con-
textuality, standardizing the notation to allow us to seamlessly move between these frameworks. We have
described three well-defined strengths of contextuality, and we have also discussed the many exciting avenues
of investigation that can be followed in order to better understand contextuality (or non-locality) as a resource
for quantum advantage. In the introduction, we mentioned that properties such as entanglement, superpo-
sition and discord have also been studied as potential resources for quantum speed-up in specific scenarios.
To further develop the theory with a view to more applications, it would be interesting to try to marry these
various concepts and see if it is possible to define more specific strengths of contextuality in this way.
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