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Abstract 

Blockchain technology has garnered significant attention for its potential to revolutionize 

various industries. However, one of the primary challenges facing blockchain adoption is 

scalability. As the number of transactions on blockchain networks increases, the scalability of 

these networks becomes a critical issue. Layer 2 protocols and sharding are two key scalability 

solutions that aim to address this challenge. Layer 2 protocols, such as the Lightning Network, 

enable off-chain transactions, reducing the burden on the main blockchain. Sharding, on the 

other hand, partitions the blockchain into smaller shards, allowing for parallel transaction 

processing. This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of layer 2 protocols and sharding 

techniques, discussing their advantages, limitations, and potential impact on blockchain 

scalability. By examining these scalability solutions, this paper aims to provide insights into 

how blockchain networks can achieve higher transaction throughput without compromising 

decentralization and security. 
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I. Introduction 

Blockchain technology, initially popularized by Bitcoin, has emerged as a disruptive force 

with the potential to transform various industries. Its decentralized and immutable nature 
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offers new possibilities for secure and transparent transactions. However, as blockchain 

networks gain traction and transaction volumes increase, scalability has become a pressing 

concern. The ability to process a high number of transactions per second (TPS) is essential for 

blockchain to fulfill its promise as a mainstream technology. 

Scalability in blockchain refers to the ability to handle a growing number of transactions 

efficiently. Traditional blockchain networks, such as Bitcoin and Ethereum, face scalability 

challenges due to their design limitations. The original Bitcoin blockchain, for example, can 

process only around 7 transactions per second, while Ethereum's capacity is slightly higher at 

around 15 transactions per second. These limitations are far below the transaction throughput 

of traditional payment systems like Visa, which can process thousands of transactions per 

second. 

To address these scalability challenges, various solutions have been proposed, including layer 

2 protocols and sharding. Layer 2 protocols, such as the Lightning Network, enable off-chain 

transactions, reducing the burden on the main blockchain. Sharding, on the other hand, 

divides the blockchain into smaller shards, allowing for parallel transaction processing. These 

scalability solutions aim to increase the transaction throughput of blockchain networks while 

maintaining decentralization and security. 

This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of layer 2 protocols and sharding techniques, 

discussing their advantages, limitations, and potential impact on blockchain scalability. By 

examining these scalability solutions, this paper aims to provide insights into how blockchain 

networks can achieve higher transaction throughput without compromising decentralization 

and security. 

 

II. Scalability Challenges in Blockchain 

The scalability of blockchain networks is a critical issue that has become more pronounced 

with the increasing adoption of blockchain technology. As the number of transactions on a 

blockchain network grows, the network's capacity to process these transactions in a timely 

manner becomes a significant concern. This challenge is exacerbated by the inherent design 
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of blockchain, which requires each node in the network to process and validate every 

transaction. 

One of the primary scalability challenges facing blockchain networks is the increase in 

transaction volume. As more users join the network and more transactions are initiated, the 

network can become congested, leading to delays and higher transaction fees. This issue is 

particularly problematic for popular blockchain networks like Bitcoin and Ethereum, which 

have seen a surge in transaction volume in recent years. 

Scalability is often seen as a trade-off with decentralization and security. Blockchain networks 

aim to be decentralized by design, meaning that no single entity has control over the network. 

However, achieving decentralization can come at the cost of scalability, as the need for every 

node to process and validate every transaction can lead to bottlenecks. Similarly, maintaining 

a high level of security in a decentralized network can be challenging, as the network must be 

resilient to attacks and tampering attempts. 

To address these scalability challenges, various approaches have been proposed, including 

layer 2 protocols and sharding. These solutions aim to increase the transaction throughput of 

blockchain networks without compromising decentralization or security. By exploring these 

scalability solutions, blockchain networks can potentially achieve higher levels of scalability, 

making them more suitable for mainstream adoption. 

 

III. Layer 2 Protocols 

Layer 2 protocols are a category of scalability solutions that aim to improve the performance 

of blockchain networks by moving certain transactions off-chain. These protocols work by 

creating an additional layer on top of the main blockchain, where transactions can be 

conducted more quickly and with lower fees. The most well-known example of a layer 2 

protocol is the Lightning Network, which is designed to enable fast and cheap transactions 

for Bitcoin. 

Definition and Purpose 
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Layer 2 protocols are designed to address the scalability limitations of blockchain networks 

by allowing for off-chain transactions. By moving transactions off-chain, layer 2 protocols can 

increase the transaction throughput of a blockchain network without requiring changes to the 

underlying blockchain protocol. 

Examples 

The Lightning Network is one of the most prominent examples of a layer 2 protocol. It is a 

payment protocol that operates on top of the Bitcoin blockchain and enables instant, low-cost 

transactions. Other examples of layer 2 protocols include Raiden Network for Ethereum and 

state channels for various blockchains. 

How They Work 

Layer 2 protocols work by creating a separate network on top of the main blockchain, where 

transactions can be conducted off-chain. These transactions are then settled on the main 

blockchain periodically, reducing the burden on the main blockchain and increasing the 

overall transaction throughput of the network. 

Advantages and Limitations 

One of the main advantages of layer 2 protocols is their ability to significantly increase the 

transaction throughput of blockchain networks. By moving transactions off-chain, layer 2 

protocols can enable faster and cheaper transactions, making blockchain more scalable and 

user-friendly. However, layer 2 protocols also have limitations, such as the need for users to 

lock up funds in payment channels and the complexity of managing off-chain transactions. 

Case Studies and Real-world Applications 

The Lightning Network has been successfully deployed on the Bitcoin blockchain and has 

demonstrated significant improvements in transaction speed and cost. Other layer 2 protocols, 

such as state channels, have also shown promise in increasing the scalability of blockchain 

networks. These case studies highlight the potential of layer 2 protocols to address the 

scalability challenges facing blockchain technology. 
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IV. Sharding Techniques 

Sharding is a scalability technique that involves partitioning a blockchain network into 

smaller segments called shards. Each shard is responsible for processing a subset of the 

network's transactions, allowing for parallel transaction processing and increasing the overall 

transaction throughput of the network. Sharding can significantly improve the scalability of 

blockchain networks by distributing the transaction processing load across multiple shards. 

Definition and Purpose 

Sharding is designed to address the scalability limitations of blockchain networks by enabling 

parallel transaction processing. By dividing the blockchain into smaller shards, sharding can 

increase the transaction throughput of a blockchain network without requiring changes to the 

underlying blockchain protocol. 

How Sharding Works 

Sharding works by dividing the blockchain into smaller segments, or shards, each of which is 

responsible for processing a subset of the network's transactions. Transactions are assigned to 

shards based on certain criteria, such as the transaction sender's address or the transaction 

hash. Each shard maintains its own ledger, and transactions are processed in parallel across 

multiple shards. 

Types of Sharding 

There are several types of sharding, including network sharding and state sharding. Network 

sharding involves dividing the network into shards based on the network topology, while 

state sharding involves dividing the network into shards based on the state of the network. 

Each type of sharding has its own advantages and limitations, and the choice of sharding 

approach depends on the specific requirements of the blockchain network. 

Advantages and Limitations 

https://thesciencebrigade.com/btds/?utm_source=ArticleHeader&utm_medium=PDF
https://thesciencebrigade.com/btds/?utm_source=ArticleHeader&utm_medium=PDF


Blockchain Technology and Distributed Systems  
By The Science Brigade (Publishing) Group  6 
 

 

Blockchain Technology and Distributed Systems  

Volume 3 Issue 1 
Semi Annual Edition | Jan - June, 2023 

This work is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. 

One of the main advantages of sharding is its ability to significantly increase the transaction 

throughput of blockchain networks. By enabling parallel transaction processing, sharding can 

reduce the time and cost associated with transaction processing, making blockchain more 

scalable and efficient. However, sharding also has limitations, such as the increased 

complexity of managing multiple shards and the potential for security vulnerabilities if not 

implemented correctly. 

Case Studies and Real-world Applications 

Sharding has been proposed as a scalability solution for various blockchain networks, 

including Ethereum 2.0. Ethereum 2.0 is a major upgrade to the Ethereum blockchain that 

includes a sharding mechanism to improve scalability. Other blockchain networks, such as 

Zilliqa, have also implemented sharding to increase their transaction throughput. These case 

studies demonstrate the potential of sharding to address the scalability challenges facing 

blockchain technology. 

 

V. Comparative Analysis 

Both layer 2 protocols and sharding are promising scalability solutions for blockchain 

networks, each with its own strengths and limitations. In this section, we will compare the 

two approaches based on several key criteria to understand their relative advantages and 

disadvantages. 

Scalability Improvements 

Layer 2 protocols primarily improve scalability by moving transactions off-chain, reducing 

the burden on the main blockchain. This can lead to significant improvements in transaction 

throughput, as transactions can be processed more quickly and with lower fees. Sharding, on 

the other hand, improves scalability by enabling parallel transaction processing across 

multiple shards. This allows for a higher overall transaction throughput compared to a non-

sharded blockchain. 

Trade-offs 
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One of the main trade-offs with layer 2 protocols is the need for users to lock up funds in 

payment channels, which can be inconvenient and potentially risky. Additionally, managing 

off-chain transactions can be complex and require specialized software. Sharding also has 

trade-offs, such as the increased complexity of managing multiple shards and the potential 

for security vulnerabilities if not implemented correctly. 

Compatibility 

Layer 2 protocols are generally more compatible with existing blockchain networks, as they 

can be implemented on top of the existing blockchain without requiring major changes to the 

underlying protocol. Sharding, on the other hand, often requires more significant changes to 

the blockchain protocol, making it less compatible with existing networks. 

Security and Decentralization 

Both layer 2 protocols and sharding aim to maintain a high level of security and 

decentralization. However, layer 2 protocols can introduce new security risks, such as the 

potential for fraud in payment channels. Sharding also has security risks, such as the potential 

for a majority attack on a single shard. 

Performance 

In terms of performance, both layer 2 protocols and sharding can significantly improve the 

transaction throughput of blockchain networks. However, layer 2 protocols may offer faster 

transaction speeds, as off-chain transactions can be processed more quickly than on-chain 

transactions. Sharding, on the other hand, may offer more consistent performance, as the 

transaction processing load is distributed across multiple shards. 

 

VI. Challenges and Future Directions 

While layer 2 protocols and sharding show promise in addressing the scalability challenges 

facing blockchain networks, there are several challenges and considerations that must be 

addressed for these solutions to be widely adopted. 
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Adoption Challenges 

One of the main challenges facing layer 2 protocols and sharding is adoption. Implementing 

these scalability solutions requires coordination among network participants and changes to 

the underlying blockchain protocol. This can be a complex and time-consuming process, 

requiring buy-in from developers, miners, and other stakeholders. 

Security Considerations 

Both layer 2 protocols and sharding introduce new security considerations that must be 

addressed. Layer 2 protocols, for example, introduce the risk of fraud in payment channels, 

while sharding introduces the risk of a majority attack on a single shard. Addressing these 

security risks will be essential for ensuring the long-term viability of these scalability 

solutions. 

Potential for Further Scalability Improvements 

While layer 2 protocols and sharding offer significant improvements in scalability, there is 

still room for further scalability improvements. Research into new scalability solutions, such 

as cross-chain interoperability and more efficient consensus algorithms, could further enhance 

the scalability of blockchain networks. 

User Experience 

Another challenge facing layer 2 protocols and sharding is user experience. Layer 2 protocols, 

in particular, can be complex for users to understand and use, requiring specialized software 

and knowledge. Improving the user experience of these scalability solutions will be crucial 

for their widespread adoption. 

Environmental Impact 

Scalability solutions such as sharding may also have environmental impacts, as they can 

increase the energy consumption of blockchain networks. Addressing these environmental 

impacts will be important for ensuring that scalability improvements do not come at the cost 

of increased energy consumption. 
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VII. Conclusion 

Scalability is a critical challenge facing blockchain networks, but layer 2 protocols and 

sharding offer promising solutions to address this challenge. Layer 2 protocols, such as the 

Lightning Network, enable off-chain transactions, reducing the burden on the main 

blockchain and increasing transaction throughput. Sharding, on the other hand, partitions the 

blockchain into smaller shards, enabling parallel transaction processing and further 

increasing scalability. 

Both layer 2 protocols and sharding have their own strengths and limitations, and the choice 

between the two depends on the specific requirements of the blockchain network. Layer 2 

protocols are more compatible with existing blockchain networks and can offer faster 

transaction speeds, but they may introduce new security risks and require changes to user 

behavior. Sharding, on the other hand, can offer more consistent performance and scalability 

improvements, but it may require more significant changes to the underlying blockchain 

protocol. 

Overall, layer 2 protocols and sharding represent important steps forward in addressing the 

scalability challenges facing blockchain technology. By continuing to research and develop 

these scalability solutions, blockchain networks can achieve higher transaction throughput 

and become more suitable for mainstream adoption. 
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