
MAXIMIZING SPECTRAL RADIUS OF GRAPHS IS AN OPTIMIZATION PROBLEM
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Abstract: Threshold graphs (TGs) are important in graph theory for their special structure and numerous appli-
cations. Especially interesting are the TGs that maximize the index, i.e., the largest eigenvalue. Characterization
of radius maximizers among connected TG with a given number of vertices and edges in the general case is still
an open problem. Therefore, computer enumeration that would help researchers make and prove hypotheses
about such graphs’ structure seems promising. We consider this enumeration a combinatorial optimization
problem and address it using metaheuristic methods, General Variable Neighborhood Search (GVNS) and
improvement-based Bee Colony Optimization (BCOi). Preliminary results on moderate-sized examples showed
that more systematic searches performed by GVNS performed slightly better than the random modifications
utilized within BCOi.

Our methodology defines the considered problem as an optimization task and utilizes two metaheuristic
methods, Variable Neighborhood Search (VNS), which relies on iterative improvements of a single current best
solution, and Bee Colony Optimization (BCO), a population-based metaheuristic from the Swarm Intelligence
(SI) class. We use compact solution representation and several auxiliary data structures that should enable an
efficient search of the solution space. In addition, we define several types of transformations that preserve the
feasibility of the resulting solution. The proposed methods are compared on the graphs with a moderate number
of vertices. Preliminary results are in favor of the VNS approach, however, we believe that both methods could
be improved.

Keywords: Spectral Graph Theory, Largest Eigenvalue, Building Hypothesis, Combinatorial Optimization,
Metaheuristic Methods

1. INTRODUCTION

Graph theory is a very important discipline of discrete mathematics that studies the mathematical objects (graphs)
used to model various problems in medicine, engineering, science, industry, etc. Graphs can be represented
in several ways, the most commonly used being the Adjacency matrix A [6]. It is a squared binary matrix of
dimension n representing the number of vertices with elements ai j = 1 if vertices i and j are connected by an
edge, and ai j = 0 otherwise. Graphs can be studied from the structural or spectral perspective. Spectral graph
theory (SGT) [7, 15] studies spectral properties of graphs based on their adjacency matrix. More precisely, SGT
investigates the eigenvalues and eigenvectors of adjacency matrix, defined in the following way. Eigenvalues λi,
i = 1,2, . . . ,n for the graph G are the roots of its characteristic polynomial PG(x) = det(xI −A). The set of all
eigenvalues of graph G is called spectrum and it contains real numbers if G is undirected. The largest eigenvalue
of graph G is called index or radius. An array x such that Ax = λx is known as eigenvector (corresponding
to the eigenvalue λ) of graph G. It is important to note that some other matrices associated with graphs are
defined and analyzed in recent literature, such as Laplacian matrix and signless Laplacian matrix ([7], section
1.3). However, they will not be considered in this paper. SGT has important applications in various domains [9],
in particular in computer science [8]. Majority of them include finding extremal graphs, i.e., the graphs that
minimize (maximize) some invariant or even the combination of several invariants [1, 3, 5, 11].

The problem considered in this study is referred to as Maximization of Spectral Radius (MSR). Its objective
is to identify, among all connected graphs with given numbers of vertices n and edges m, the ones that maximize
spectral radius (the largest eigenvalue, index). The problem for a general class of graphs (not necessarily
connected) was defined in 1976 [2], (p. 438). The first theoretical characterisation results were related to the
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disconnected graphs. On the other hand, the problem of characterizing connected extremal graphs is still open in
the general case. Brualdi and Solheid [4] showed that the adjacency matrix of a connected extremal graph must
have a stepwise form, in the sense that its vertices can be ordered in such a way that Ai j = 1 (with i < j) implies
Ahk = 1 for all h ≤ i, k ≤ j and h < k. An alternative reasoning, showing that a connected extremal graph cannot
have either the path P4, the cycle C4 or the pair of independent edges 2K2 as an induced subgraph, was suggested
in [14]. This actually implies that a connected extremal graph has to be a threshold graph. Threshold graphs are
attractive for investigation due to their numerous application, especially in medicine, psychology, computer
science and many other fields [13].

Threshold graphs can be described iteratively as it is proposed in [13]. We start with a single vertex and, in
each step, add a new vertex that is either isolated or adjacent to all already included vertices. This process of
sequentially building a threshold graph may be written in a more formal way as:

Gp1 = Kp1 (1)

Gp1,p2,...,pk = Gp1,p2,...,pk−1 ∨Kpk (2)

where p1, p2, . . . , pk, are positive integers, G denotes the complement of G and ∨ denotes the join of two graphs.
This notation compresses successive additions of p1 vertices of one type (each isolated or each adjacent to
all previous vertices), p2 vertices of the opposite type, p3 vertices of the first type, etc. Here the complement
changes the types of previous vertices, while the join ensures that the pk vertices added at the last step are
adjacent to all previous vertices. Fig. 1 illustrates an example of threshold graph with n = 8 vertices and m = 15
edges. Given is also the corresponding value of its radius. However, this is not the extremal graph with respect
to the radius value, the graph with maximum radius is presented in Fig. 2.

A =



0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1
0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1
0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1
1 1 1 0 0 1 0 1
0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0


n = 8, m = 15, λ1 = 4.37

Figure 1 An example of threshold graph

A =



0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1
1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1
0 0 0 1 1 0 0 1
1 1 1 0 1 0 0 1
1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0


n = 8, m = 15, λ1 = 4.52

Figure 2 Extremal threshold graph with respect to the radius

Although we know that only threshold graphs are valid candidates for the spectral radius maximizer, the the-
oretical results in a general case are still missing. Exhaustive enumeration of all threshold graphs with a given n
and m is an NP-hard problem, especially for the medium number of edges, i.e., for m close to n(n−1)/4. There-
fore, the application of some incomplete search methods is more than welcome. One of the possible approaches
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is to use some general purpose software developed for generating conjectures in graph theory, such as GRAPH,
1984 (https://www.mi.sanu.ac.rs/novi_sajt/research/projects/GRAPH.zip), the three versions of AutoGraphiX,
1997, 2009, 2015 (https://www.autographix.ca), newGraph 2004 (https://www.mi.sanu.ac.rs/newgraph/), or
maybe PHOEG 2008 (https://phoeg.umons.ac.be/phoeg), to mention a few. Another popular approach is to
develop metaheuristic (MH) method, tailored for each particular optimization problem. We illustrate the appli-
cation of Variable Neighborhood Search (VNS) and Bee Colony Optimization (BCO) metaheuristics. These
two methods are representative of two distinct classes of algorithms, mathematical-based singe-solution and
nature-inspired population-based, developed by Serbian scientists.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. MSR is described as a combinatorial optimization prob-
lem in Section 2. The implementation details about developed MH methods, the General Variable Neighborhood
Search (GVNS) and Improvement-Based Bee Colony Optimization (BCOi), are given in Section 3.Experimental
evaluation and comparison of the proposed methods are presented in Section 4. We provide results obtained by
applying the implemented methods to some medium-sized threshold graphs. Concluding remarks and guidelines
for future work are given in Section 5.

2. DESCRIPTION OF SPECTRAL RADIUS MAXIMIZATION PROBLEM

MSR can be considered as an optimization problem and treated by various optimization methods. The objective
function to be maximized is maxλi, i= 1,2, . . . ,n. To calculate the objective function value is not straightforward,
we fist need to determine the spectrum of a given graph (which requires a polynomial number of operations)
and then to identify its largest element. The constraints that need to be fulfilled involve the graph connectivity
and a threshold property. These may also not be easy to verify.

Although, this problem cannot be formulated as a Mixed-Integer Program (MIP), it is easy to consider it as
an combinatorial optimization problem and apply the metaheuristic methods. We decided to apply GVNS and
BCOi, as they belong to different classes of algorithms and both have been mostly developed by researches
from Serbia.

3. METAHEURISTIC APPROACH TO MSR

This section contains the implementation details of the General Variable Neighborhood Search (GVNS) [12]
and Improvement-Based Bee Colony Optimization (BCOi) [10] that we consider the most suitable for the
application to the considered problem. To implement any metaheuristic method as efficient as possible, it is
necessary to use adequate data structures and to carefully design each step. The main steps in implementing
MH methods are the definition of solution representation, auxiliary data structures, procedure for generation of
initial solution and rules for transformation of solutions that actually represent neighborhoods of each particular
feasible solution.

3.1. Solution representation

We use a compact binary representation for the solution of MSR problem, i.e., we represent a threshold graph
on n vertices and m edges by a binary sequence R = {r1,r2, . . . ,rn}. Here, ri = 0 means that node i is not
connected to any vertex with index smaller than i, (type 0 vertex), while ri = 1 denotes a vertex i that is adjacent
to all vertices with index smaller than i (type 1 vertex). The value for r1 can take both binary values and we
decided to set it to 1. On the other hand, the last vertex should be connected to all the remaining vertices, and
therefore, rn = 1, because only connected threshold graphs are considered. To control the number of edges in
the represented threshold graph, it is necessary that our binary sequence fulfills the following equality

n

∑
i=1

(i−1) · ri = m. (3)

The representation of graph from Fig. 1 is R1 = {1,0,0,1,0,1,0,1}, while the graph from Fig. 2 is repre-
sented by the sequence R2 = {1,1,0,1,1,0,0,1}.

3.2. Initial solution generation

The initial solution/population for our MH methods are generated in a greedy manner. We first initialize the
solution sequence: The first element by 1, while all remaining elements by 0. In addition, the number of
remaining edges is initialized to m. Then we perform a loop that starts from the last element (vertex), and
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adds edges connecting that vertex to all previous if possible. If it is possible to add these edges, value of the
corresponding element of R is changed to 1 and the number of remaining edges is updated properly. Otherwise,
the value of sequence element and the number of remaining edges are not changed. The search continues from
the previous vertex, i.e., the vertex with smaller index. When this loop is completed, a feasible solution of MSR
problem is generated.

As BCOi is a population-based method, it is necessary to generate a set of feasible solutions at the beginning
of each iteration. This is easily done by performing a random number of stochastic transformations described in
the next subsection. However, our preliminary experiments showed such an initial solution is not appropriate.
As the elements equal to 1 are concentrated at the end of sequence R, the number of possible transformation is
small, and therefore, we always obtain similar solutions. A simple modification of the initialization procedure
that moves twice across the binary sequence by the increment of 2 resolves this problem.

3.3. Solution transformations

Four transformations yielding to a feasible solution can be defined on the proposed solution representation.
1. Each combination {1...01...10...1} can be replaced with {1...10...01...1}
2. Analogously, {1...10...01...1} could be replaced with {1...01...10...1}
3. If ri = 1, r j = rk = 0, and i = j+ k, then it is possible to modify this solution in such a way that ri = 0,

r j = rk = 1
4. Analogously, if ri = 0, r j = rk = 1, and i = j+ k, then it is possible to modify this solution in such a way

that ri = 1, r j = rk = 0

The first two transformations preserve the number of elements having values 0 and 1 in the resulting
sequences. Therefore, we need also the transformations of the second type (the last two) that enable to modify
(increase or decrease) the number of 0 and 1 elements in R. As can be noticed from the definition of these
transformations, they do not violate the number of edges. To simplify the implementation, the first two
transformations are grouped into a single neighborhood, and the remaining two into the second neighborhood.
This means that in the implemented GVNS, local improvement procedure, i.e., Variable Neighborhood Descent
(VND) uses two neighborhoods. On the other hand, BCOi has a possibility to randomly select among the two
types of transformations when it attempts to modify any solution from the population.

The main steps of GVNS and BCOi are performed while the stopping criterion is not fulfilled. The output is
the Adjacency matrix (reconstructed from the R sequence corresponding to the identified threshold graph with
maximum radius) and the spectrum of that graph. As both MH methods are stochastic search methods, it is
necessary to repeat executions at least 30 (preferably 100) times (with different seed value) for each particular
graph with fixed values for n and m and perform the statistical analysis of the obtained results.

4. COMPUTATIONAL EXPERIMENTS

Our MH methods are implemented in C++, executed on Intel Xeon E5-2620 v3, 2.40GHz, 32 GB RAM Under
Linux 4.19.12, and compiled with GCC 4.8.3. To be able to control the experiment and to replicate the results,
in the i-th execution we used seed value n∗ i+m. In the preliminary results presented here, 30 repetitions are
performed as it is enough to reason about the performance of the proposed MH methods. Stopping criterion is
set to 2000 evaluations of the objective function value. Each evaluation assumes the calculation of spectrum
for currently examined graph. In every iteration of BCOi, the spectrum is calculated NC×B times, while the
number of objective function calculation in GVNS depends on the number of neighbors in each examined
neighborhoods and the search strategy (First- or Best-Improvement). This is the reason to use the number of
function evaluations as the stopping criterion.

By the preliminary experimental evaluations we determine the parameter values for both methods as follows.
In GVNS kmax = n/2. It is important to note that it is not always possible to perform the desired number of
transformations and the actual distance between the starting and resulting binary sequence after the Shaking step
may be smaller than expected. In Shaking, both neighborhood types are applied with the probability 0.5, the
Local Search strategy in VND is First-Improvement. In BCOi, B = 5, NC = 10, o = rnd(n/3,2n/3). Here, o
determines the number of transformations of a single solution in each forward pass and it is determined randomly
from the given interval. Note that the distance between the initial and final solution of each transformation
can be less than o. The initial population in each (except the first) iteration contains 2 best-so-far solutions (to
attempt additional improvements and ensuring intensification of the search) and 3 completely new randomly
generated solutions (for the diversification of the search process).
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As the test examples we used some medium-size instances with 30 and 50 vertices. Having in mind that, for
a fixed value of n, the number of connected (threshold) graphs with respect to m is a bell-shape function, we
select the number of edges randomly from the middle of valid interval as we expect there the largest search
space.

4.1. Results of experimental evaluation

The obtained results on larger graphs are presented in Table 1:. This table is organized as follows. The names
of instances (containing the numbers of vertices and edges) are given in the first column. The second column
contains the objective function value (spectral radius) of the initial solution. The next three columns contain
the results provided by GVNS, number of best graphs (out of 30 repetitions), the objective function value
corresponding to the best graph, and average value of the spectral radius (over 30 trials), respectively. The same
data related to the execution of BCOi is provided in the remaining three columns of Table 1:.

Table 1: Comparing the results obtained by GVNS and BCOi on graphs with 30 and 50 vertices

Graph Init.sol. GVNS BCOi
Obj.val. #bests best obj. av. obj. #bests best obj. av. obj.

G30,100 10.96 30 12.34 12.34 13 12.34 12.10
G30,220 18.12 30 20.03 20.03 30 20.03 20.03
G30,300 22.16 30 23.65 23.65 26 23.65 23.64
G30,400 27.04 30 27.58 27.58 30 27.58 27.58
G50,100 10.38 30 10.87 10.87 30 10.38 10.38
G50,300 19.58 30 22.89 22.89 25 22.50 22.19
G50,500 26.80 30 30.33 30.33 1 30.18 30.08
G50,1000 41.87 30 44.02 44.02 30 44.02 44.02

Comparing the preliminary results from Table 1: we can conclude that GVNS exhibits stable performance as
it obtains the same result in all 30 repetitions. It outperforms the best BCOi results in 3 out of 8 tested graph
examples. It is also evident that for small and large enough number of edges both algorithms perform equally
good, which confirms our assumption that those are the easiest cases. When the number of edges approaches the
middle of the examined interval, the search space becomes larger and systematic search performed by GVNS
yields better results that the random perturbations among population members in BCOi.

The binary sequences that correspond to the best obtained solutions are as follows.

R(G30,100) = {111111101111100000000000000001}
R(G30,220) = {111111111111111111101000000001}
R(G30,300) = {111110111111111111111111000001}
R(G30,400) = {111111101111111111111111111101}
R(G50,100) = {11110111111000000000000000000000000000000000000001}
R(G50,300) = {11011111111111111111111000000000000000000000000001}
R(G50,500) = {11111111111111011111111111111110000000000000000001}
R(G50,1000) = {11111111111111111111111111111111111111101111100001}
Analyzing the structure of final solution, the hypothesis can be stated that the largest spectral radius have

graphs whose binary sequences contains 1s concentrated at the beginning. This contrasts the greedy procedure
for creating initial solution.

5. CONCLUSION

We considered the maximization of spectral radius (MSR) as the combinatorial optimization problem and
applied GVNS and BCOi as the incomplete search procedures. Preliminary results on medium-sized graphs are
promising, however, they revealed the main challenges that need to be resolved for the application to large test
examples. These issues are a large computational complexity of objective function value and a large memory
requirements to store complex data structures needed to increase the efficiency of our search procedures. As the
possible directions for future research may inclued the additional optimization of our implementation, increasing
the set of possible neighborhoods/transformations, the analysis of previously visited solutions and its utilization
for learning how to reduce the search space, and careful tuning of metaheuristic parameters.
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