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The race for efficient Large Language Model (LLM) serving has driven the industry toward
aggressive approximation techniques—including quantization, pruning, speculative decoding,
and KV cache compression. While these methods promise significant latency reductions
essential for applications like autonomous driving and real-time agents, they often come with a
hidden cost: safety. This article argues that approximation is not a free lunch; it essentially
discards "long-tail" information where crucial safety guardrails reside. We present evaluations
using our research tool, Jailbreak Oracle (JO), a tree-search-based evaluation tool,
demonstrating that approximated models exhibit higher vulnerability to unsafe prompts. We
conclude that the community must pivot from "lossy" approximations toward robust hardware-
software co-design to ensure speed does not compromise the fundamental safety of Al
systems.

The Need for Speed and Approximation

As LLMs transition from chatbots to critical infrastructure—powering autonomous vehicles,
financial agents, and real-time translation —latency and throughput have become the primary
bottlenecks. Users demand millisecond-level responsiveness; a delay in an autonomous
driving decision or a conversational agent can be catastrophic or simply unusable.

To make these huge models run fast, the industry uses various approximation techniques:
+  Speculative Decoding: Drafting with a smaller model and verifying with the larger one.
*  Quantization: Reducing precision (e.g., FP16 to INT4).
. Pruning (Sparsity): Removing "unimportant" weights or attention heads.
. KV Cache Compression: Reducing the memory footprint of the context window.

While benchmarks often report massive speedups (sometimes claimed up to 10x) and high
accuracy on standard benchmarks, these metrics usually focus on standard benchmarks (e.g.,
MMLU accuracy or perplexity). They rarely measure the safety integrity of the model under
these transformations.

The Safety Gap: Findings from JO

To validate our hypothesis, we conducted a preliminary case study comparing Qwen/
Qwen3-8B (Original) against its quantized variant “Qwen/Qwen3-8B-AWQ” using our Jailbreak
Oracle (JO). The logs reveal a drastic degradation in safety stability.

1. The "Score Explosion" (1400 vs. 9000)

¢ Original Model (Stable): The search tree shows controlled exploration with moderate
heuristic scores peaking at 1400. The model maintains a coherent probability



landscape, requiring complex social engineering (e.g., framing requests as a "school
project") to even attempt a bypass.

* Quantized Model (Broken): The search scores exhibit a catastrophic spike to 9000.
This 6x increase indicates that quantization created "high-confidence cracks" in the
model's manifold, where the model assigns irrational certainty to unsafe paths.

2. Semantic vs. Structural Collapse

. Original: Fails only under sophisticated semantic manipulation (complex context
injection).

*  Quantized: Fails under simple structural noise. A mere open parenthesis ( triggered a
high-probability (-0.55) deviation, causing the model to abandon its refusal guardrails
and leak system-level context.

Conclusion: Approximation didn't just reduce precision; it made the safety boundary brittle.
The model "forgot" how to refuse simple syntactic perturbations, confirming that safety
neurons are among the first casualties of compression.

Acceleration? | doubt it

Beyond the safety risks, we must also scrutinize the claimed benefits of these approximation
techniques. Are they truly as efficient as advertised in production environments?

The Batching Bottleneck. Many pruning and compression techniques (such as certain sparse
attention patterns or Position Interpolation variants) are optimized for single-stream inference
(Batch Size = 1). However, In real-world serving, throughput relies on large batch sizes to
saturate GPU memory bandwidth. If an approximation technique breaks memory coalescing or
requires unique control flows per request, the effective speedup diminishes rapidly at scale.

The Speculative Decoding Paradox. Speculative decoding relies on a small "draft" model to
predict tokens. However, if the draft model is too weak, the acceptance rate drops, adding
computational overhead. While modern techniques can ensure the output is mathematically
lossless compared to the 70B model's distribution, a draft model that is "too good" at general
language often achieves this by sacrificing the sparse, long-tail safety alignment neurons.
Since the 70B target model remains highly aligned, this "alignment gap" causes the system to
frequently reject the draft's proposals and revert to original speeds when encountering
sensitive prompts. Ultimately, this fails to provide the intended acceleration in critical scenarios
and exposes a "Slow-down Attack" surface, where adversaries can intentionally control and
tank the system's inference speed.

KV Cache Limitations. Compression techniques for KV cache often assume repeated access
to the exact same long context. In dynamic agentic workflows where the system prompt
evolves slightly or context shifts, these cache hits drop, rendering the compression ineffective
while still incurring the precision loss.

Why Safety is Lost in Approximation?

Why does making a model faster make it unsafe? The answer lies in the distribution of safety
representations. Current research suggests that safety mechanisms in LLMs (learned via
RLHF) often rely on "sparse" or "long-tail" neurons.



The Long-Tail Hypothesis: Core language capabilities (grammar, facts) are encoded in high-
frequency, robust neurons. Safety refusals, however, are often encoded in specific, lower-
frequency activation patterns triggered only by adversarial inputs.

The Pruning Effect: Approximation techniques prioritize retaining weights that contribute most
to average perplexity. Since safety-critical neurons are rarely active in general text, they are
statistically classified as "unimportant" and are the first to be pruned or quantized out.

Consequently, the approximation acts as a filter that preserves general capability but erodes
the fine-tuned safety boundaries.

Toward Lossless Acceleration

The demand for low-latency Al is undeniable. However, the current trend of "approximate first,
fix later" is dangerous. Since current acceleration techniques have not yet hit a hard physics
wall, we should not resort to sacrificing safety and precision so easily.

We propose a shift in research focus a System/Hardware Co-design: Accelerate inference
through better memory management (e.g., PagedAttention), kernel fusion, and hardware-aware
optimizations that do not alter model weights.

We must build engines that are fast because they are efficient, not fast because they are
cutting corners on safety.
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