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ABSTRACT
With developments in experimental connectomics producing
wiring diagrams of many neuronal networks, there is emerg-
ing interest in theories to understand the relationship between
structure and function. Efficiency of information flow in net-
works has been proposed as a key functional in characterizing
cognition, and we have previously shown that information-
theoretic limits on information flow are predictive of behav-
ioral speed in the nematode Caenorhabditis elegans. In par-
ticular, we defined and computed a notion called effective bot-
tleneck capacity that emerged from a pipelining model of in-
formation flow. It was unclear, however, whether the particu-
lar C. elegans connectome had unique capacity properties or
whether similar properties would hold for random networks.
Here, we determine the effective bottleneck capacity for sev-
eral random graph ensembles to understand the range of pos-
sible variation and compare to the C. elegans network.

Index Terms— connectomics, graph signal processing,
information flow, random graphs

1. INTRODUCTION

With recent developments in experimental connectomics pro-
ducing complete anatomical wiring diagrams of brain regions
or whole organisms at the individual synapse level [1–4],
there is emerging interest in theoretical methods to under-
stand relationships between structure and function in the
brain. Indeed, this is the basic problem in connectomics.

One approach to analysis is discovery-oriented, where
one would simultaneously screen for several features of the
anatomical network that may be associated with cognitive,
behavioral, and psychiatric phenotype differences between
nervous systems, cf. [5]. That is, one would perform a
connectome-wide association study (CWAS). Such studies
can be done on an edge-by-edge basis over all edges in a
network [6], or for functional imaging data on a pixel-by-
pixel basis [7]. Statistical techniques for CWAS (controlling
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false discovery rate, etc.), however, have not been developed
to simultaneously screen for several interpretable network-
theoretic functionals. Backing away from such a discovery-
oriented approach, here we are in a sense inspired by graph
signal processing [8, 9] and use a hypothesis-driven approach
to study a particular network functional that may provide
insight into neural function.

Neural efficiency hypotheses of intelligence argue that in-
formation flows better in the nervous systems of bright indi-
viduals [10, 11]. Separately, we have previously argued that
information-theoretic capacity limits on information flow are
predictive of behavioral speed in the nematode Caenorhabdi-
tis elegans through a combination of theoretical development
[12] and connectome data analysis [2]. This hypothesis can
potentially be reexamined with detailed simulation [13, 14].

We specifically considered the bottleneck capacity of the
network [15, 16], a notion that emerges from a pipelining
model of information flow we defined [12]. Note that due
to the difference between the maximum capacity view of in-
formation flow [17, 18] and the widest path view of infor-
mation flow adopted herein, bottleneck capacity is related to
notions of graph diameter rather than notions of graph con-
ductance [19]. We computed the capacity of such “circuit-
switched” information flow for the C. elegans gap junction
network1 and compared to experimental measurements of be-
havioral speed in the worm, finding concordance.

An alternate question we ask here is whether the bottle-
neck capacity of the C. elegans network is significantly differ-
ent from random graphs from ensembles that match other net-
work functionals. Is the network non-random [20] in allowing
behavior that is faster or slower than other networks? Note
that this is different from asking for the capacity of random
networks under the other notion of information flow [21, 22].

This paper finds the bottleneck capacity for several ran-
dom graph ensembles. Our previous investigation showed
functional sub-circuits have certain optimality properties for
information flow [12], but now we find that the complete con-

1C. elegans has two kinds of synaptic connections: chemical synapses us-
ing neurotransmitters to pass information; and gap junctions where two neu-
rons are directly electrically connected; we focus on gap junctions. Synaptic
connection between two neurons may have more than one gap junction.
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nectome is much slower than graphs in related random ensem-
bles. This suggests that functional sub-circuits are a primary
organizational principle of the nervous system.

2. PIPELINING MODEL OF INFORMATION FLOW
AND BOTTLENECK CAPACITY

Let us think of a neuronal network as a communication net-
work where neurons are nodes and synapses are capacitated
links. Consider a network where information to be transmit-
ted from a source node to a destination node can be split into
pieces in time and sent in a pipelined fashion over (possibly)
several hops using as many time slots as needed. The infor-
mation, however, must go over a single route rather than being
split over several routes to be recombined by the destination.

In such a model, maximizing information flow requires
finding the single best route between the two nodes: the route
that minimizes the weight of the maximum-weight edge in the
route. In the context of the C. elegans gap junction network
this amounts to finding paths with bottlenecks (in terms of
inverse number of gap junctions) that are the largest. This can
be computed by taking paths in a maximum spanning tree
[16], though this may be computationally intensive.

Consider the following standard definitions of graph dis-
tance for weighted graphs.

Definition 1. Let G = (V,E) be a weighted graph. Then the
geodesic distance between nodes s, t ∈ V is denoted dG(s, t)
and is the number of edges connecting s and t in the path with
the smallest number of hops between them. If there is no path
connecting the two nodes, then dG(s, t) =∞.

Definition 2. Let G = (V,E) be a weighted graph. Then
the weighted distance between nodes s, t ∈ V is denoted
dW (s, t) and is the total weight of edges connecting s and t in
the path with the smallest total weight between them. If there
is no path connecting the two nodes, then dW (s, t) =∞.

If all edge weights are 1, then the weighted distance and
geodesic distance coincide.

An alternate notion of distance arises from the pipelining
model. We want a path between two nodes that has a small
number of hops such that the weight of the maximum-weight
edge is small. Then we measure path length weighted by this
bottleneck weight. Under this notion of distance, the space is
ultrametric rather than metric [23].

Definition 3. Let G = (V,E) be a weighted graph. Then
the bottleneck distance between nodes s, t ∈ V is denoted
dB(s, t) and is the number of edges connecting s and t, scaled
by the weight of the maximum-weight edge, in the path with
the smallest total scaled weight between them. If there is no
path connecting the two nodes, then dW (s, t) =∞.

Proposition 1 ( [12]). If weights of all actual edges are 1 or
less, geodesic distance upper bounds the bottleneck distance:

dB(s, t) ≤ dG(s, t).

Proposition 2 ( [12]). Weighted distance lower bounds the
bottleneck distance:

dB(s, t) ≥ dW (s, t).

Any of these distance functions define a diameter.

Definition 4. The graph diameter is

D = max
s,t∈V

d(s, t).

We also define a notion of effective diameter where node
pairs that are outliers in the empirical distribution of distances
do not enter into the calculation. Recall that the quantile func-
tion corresponding to cumulative distribution function (cdf)
F (·) is

Q(p) = inf{x ∈ R|p ≤ F (x)} (1)

for a probability value 0 < p < 1.

Definition 5. For a network of size n, let F (x) be the empir-
ical cdf of the distances of all

(
n
2

)
distinct node pairs. Then

the effective diameter is:

De = Q(0.95). (2)

This definition is more stringent than other definitions of
effective diameter in the literature [24]. Of course, De ≤ D.
Moving forward, we use effective diameter rather than diame-
ter since it characterizes when most of the information would
have reached its destination. Thresholds other than 0.95 can
of course be easily defined.

The notion of bottleneck capacity that we is proportional
to the diameter under bottleneck distance. The constant of
proportionality is the Shannon capacity of a single gap junc-
tion, about 1000 bits/sec as derived in [12]. We omit this
constant in the sequel since we are concerned with structural
characterization.

We wish to study whether the bottleneck capacity of the
C. elegans gap junction network is more than, less than, or
similar to the bottleneck capacity of random graphs that have
certain other network functionals fixed.

3. MAIN RESULTS

The structural properties of the gap junction connections in
the C. elegans neuronal network have been described in de-
tail in prior work [2]; there it is shown to be a small-world
network due to large clustering coefficients. The somatic net-
work consists of a giant component with 248 neurons, two
small connected components, and several isolated neurons.
Within the giant component, the average geodesic distance
between two neurons is 4.52.

Here we bound the effective diameter of the giant com-
ponent of the gap junction network, with respect to the bot-
tleneck distance using the effective diameter with respect to
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geodesic and weighted distances. Figure 1 shows the survival
function of the empirical all-pairs geodesic distance and of
the empirical all-pairs weighted distance. As can be seen, the
effective diameter for weighted distance is about 6 and for
geodesic distance is about 7. Hence the effective diameter for
bottleneck distance is between 6 and 7.

To evaluate the nonrandomness of the bottleneck capac-
ity of the C. elegans network giant component, we compare
it with the same quantity expected in random networks. We
start with a weighted version of the Erdös-Rényi random net-
work ensemble because it is a basic ensemble. Construct-
ing the topology requires a single parameter, the probabil-
ity of a connection between two neurons. There are 514 gap
junction connections over 279 somatic neurons in C. elegans,
and so we choose the probability of connection as 0.0133 =
2 × 514/279/278. After fixing the topology, we choose the
multiplicity of the connections by sampling randomly accord-
ing to the C. elegans multiplicity distribution [2, Fig. 3(B)],
which is well-modeled as a power-law with parameter 2.76.
Note that in general the giant component for such a construc-
tion will be much larger than that of C. elegans.

Figure 2 shows the survival function of the empirical all-
pairs geodesic distance and of the empirical all-pairs weighted
distance of one hundred random networks. A random exam-
ple is highlighted. As can be observed, the effective diameter
for weighted distance is about 5 and for geodesic distance is
about 6. Hence the effective diameter for bottleneck distance
is between 5 and 6, significantly less than that for the C. ele-
gans network.

Now we consider a degree-matched weighted ensemble
of random networks. In such a random network, the degree
distribution matches the degree distribution of the gap junc-
tion network; the degree of a neuron is the number of neurons
with which it makes a gap junction. Such a random ensemble
is created using a numerical rewiring procedure to generate
samples. Upon fixing the topology, the multiplicity of con-
nections is samples as for the Erdös-Rényi ensemble. Note
that in general the giant component for such a construction
will be much larger than that of C. elegans.

Figure 3 shows the survival function of the empirical all-
pairs geodesic distance and of the empirical all-pairs weighted
distance of one hundred random networks. A random exam-
ple is highlighted. As can be observed, the effective diameter
for weighted distance is about 2 and for geodesic distance is
about 5. Hence the effective diameter for bottleneck distance
is between 2 and 5, quite significantly less than that for the
C. elegans network.

These results reveal a key nonrandom feature in synap-
tic connectivity of the C. elegans gap junction network, but
perhaps contrary to expectation. The network has a non-
randomly worse bottleneck capacity compared to basic ran-
dom graph ensembles. It enables globally slower behavioral
speed than similar random networks. In contrast, we had
previously found that at the micro-level of small functional

Fig. 1. Survival function for the empirical all-pairs distance
distributions of the C. elegans gap junction neuronal network
giant component. The weighted distance is listed in terms
of inverse gap junctions. The dashed line indicates the 95th
percentile used to define effective diameter.

Fig. 2. Survival function for the empirical all-pairs dis-
tance distributions of 100 Erdös-Rényi random network giant
components; a random example is highlighted in red. The
weighted distance is listed in terms of inverse gap junctions.
The dashed line indicates the 95th percentile used to define
effective diameter.
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Fig. 3. Survival function for the empirical all-pairs distance
distributions of 100 degree-matched random network giant
components; a random example is highlighted in red. The
weighted distance is listed in terms of inverse gap junctions.
The dashed line indicates the 95th percentile used to define
effective diameter.

sub-circuits, the C. elegans gap junction network has several
hub-and-spoke structures [25,26], which are actually optimal
from an information flow perspective [12]. Thus, these re-
sults lend some greater nuance to efficient flow hypotheses in
neuroscience.

4. CONCLUSION

Our previous results had shown that the behavioral speed of
the nematode worm C. elegans is close to the lower bound
obtained from optimal information flow speed, as constrained
by the noise, signaling constraints, and topology of the net-
work [12]. Here we considered the possibility of changing the
network topology itself and discovered that the network has
much lower bottleneck capacity than similar random graphs
(whether Erdös-Rényi or degree-matched). The network does
not seem to be optimized for global information flow.

On the other hand, we had also noted the prominence of
hub-and-spoke functional sub-circuits in the C. elegans gap
junction network [25, 26] and proved their optimality proper-
ties for information flow under number of gap junctions con-
straints [12].

In terms of neural organization, this suggests that smaller
sub-circuits within the larger neuronal network are responsi-
ble for specific functional reactions, and these should have
fast information flow (to quickly achieve the computational
objective of that circuit, such as chemotaxis). Behavioral
speed of the global network may not be biologically relevant.

With the growing prevalence of theoretical connectomics,
hypotheses of neural organization according to functional

sub-circuits with large information flow capacity within them
should be investigated and further screened for to understand
phenotype differences among individuals.

Within the field of signal processing itself, it is of interest
to study the bottleneck capacity of other kinds of networks,
whether random ensembles—such as Watts-Strogatz small
worlds, Barabási-Albert scale-free networks, Kronecker ran-
dom graphs, or random geometric graphs—or networks that
arise in other application domains.
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