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Abstract. We study the minimum diameter color-spanning set problem
which has recently drawn some attention in the database community.
We show that the problem can be solved in polynomial time for L1

and L∞ metrics, while it is NP-hard for all other Lp metrics even in
two dimensions. However, we can efficiently compute a constant factor
approximation.

1 Introduction

Assume we have a set of resources of one of several different types, or colors. We
want to solve a task that requires simultaneous use of one resource of each color.
There is a communication delay between any pair of resources. How should we
allocate the resources so as to minimize the maximum delay between any two
of our selected resources? We call this the minimum diameter color-spanning
set problem (MDCS). It arises in large computer networks with different types
of servers (think of a large company trying to pool resources to solve a certain
computational task). It also arises in spatial databases, where it has recently been
studied by Zhang et al. [7]. For example, we may search for a holiday location
that features skiing, sailing, golfing, and shopping, all within short distance of
each other and of our hotel.

Modeling the Problem. We model MDCS as follows. We are given a set S of n
points in d-dimensional space IRd. We measure distances in the Lp metric, for
some 1 ≤ p ≤ ∞. Each point is colored in one of k colors, where k ≥ 1. S
may be a multiset, which means we can have scenarios where a point is colored
simultaneously with several colors. We call a subset of k points of distinct colors
a rainbow set. MDCS is the problem of finding a rainbow set of smallest diameter.
If we want to emphasize the dimension and metric, we write MDCS(d, p). We
denote the smallest diameter of a rainbow set of S in Lp metric by rp(S). See
Fig. 1 for an example.
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Fig. 1. An instance of MDCS(2, 2) with 3 colors. The smallest color-spanning disc B,
enclosing the dashed triangle, does not minimize the diameter of a rainbow set, but it
is a good approximation (Lemma 4). The solid triangle spans the minimum-diameter
rainbow set.

Previous Work. Zhang et al. proposed an O(nk)-time algorithm for MDCS(2, 2)
based on a brute-force enumeration of all possible rainbow sets. Their algorithm
was implemented in a geographical tagging system named MarcoPolo by Chen
et al. [3]. They also list several other applications of this problem.

Our Results. It is straightforward to solve the problem for d = 1 in O(n log n)
time. On the other hand, we show that MDCS(2, 2) is NP-hard for d ≥ 2 and
1 < p < ∞. We do not know whether the problem is W [1]-hard or APX-
hard for these metrics, but there are efficient approximation algorithms. For
example, we can approximate r2(S) by a factor of 1.154 in time O(n log n) in two
dimensions. For p ∈ {1,∞}, we can solve MDCS(2, p) optimally in time O(n log n),
and MDCS(3, p) in time O(k1+εn2), for any ε > 0. In IRd, the running time is
O(nd+2).

Related Work. To the best of our knowledge, this problem has not been studied
from a theoretical point of view. Several other color-spanning set problems have
been studied by Abellanas et al. They called rainbow sets color-spanning sets.
They gave efficient algorithms in two dimensions for the smallest color-spanning
disc problem [1] (finding a smallest disc containing at least one point of each
color) and the smallest color-spanning rectangle problem [2] (finding a smallest
rectangle containing at least one point of each color). We denote the diameter of
a smallest color-spanning disc (or ball in higher dimensions) of a k-colored set
S by bp(S).
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In two dimensions, the smallest color-spanning disc for any Lp metric can be
computed in time O(kn log n) [1]. This algorithm uses a farthest color Voronoi
diagram which can be computed using an algorithm for the computation of
the upper envelope of Voronoi surfaces in one dimension higher [5, Theorem 8].
In three dimensions, the running time becomes O(k1+εn2), for any ε > 1 [5,
Theorem 19]. To generalize these algorithms to higher dimensions would require
to bound the complexity of the envelopes of higher-dimensional Voronoi surfaces,
which required considerable effort even in two and three dimensions. However,
we can always find the smallest enclosing ball in time O(nd+2) by brute-force
enumeration of all balls with some subset of d + 1 points on their boundary.

Structure of the Paper. In Section 2, we state a few facts about smallest en-
closing balls in higher dimensions. In Section 3, we present efficient algorithms
for MDCS(d, 1) and MDCS(d,∞) and approximation algorithms for the other Lp

metrics. In Section 4, we show that MDCS(2, p) is NP-complete for 1 < p < ∞.
We conclude the paper in Section 5.

2 Preliminaries

We first state a few facts about smallest enclosing balls of point sets in higher
dimensions. For a point set S, we denote its diameter in Lp metric by diamp(S)
and its smallest enclosing ball by Bp(S).

As we will see later, the worst case ratio of the diameter of the smallest
enclosing ball of a point set and the diameter of the point set determines the ap-
proximation ratio of our algorithms. We denote this ratio by αd

p in d-dimensional
space with Lp metric. The following proposition is illustrated in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2. The smallest spanning-color discs in L1 metric (left) and L∞ metric (right)
for three-colored point sets. In both cases, the length of the dashed line (the distance
of the two points on the boundary of the square) is equal to the diameter of the disc.
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Proposition 1. Let S be a point set in IRd. For p ∈ {1,∞}, Bp(S) is a hyper-
cube, and diamp(S) = diamp(Bp(S)), i.e., αd

1 = αd
∞ = 1. ��

Proposition 2. For 1 < p < ∞, any two points on the boundary of a ball B in
Lp metric have distance at most diamp(B), with equality if and only if the two
points are antipodal. ��
Corollary 3. Let S be a k-colored point set in IRd. For any p, rp(S) ≤ bp(S).

��

3 Approximating MDCS

Let S be a k-colored set of points in IRd with Lp metric. In this section we will
show that the minimum diameter rainbow set can be approximated by computing
the minimum color-spanning ball. Since we can compute bp(S) efficiently, this
gives us polynomial-time approximation algorithms for MDCS(d, p).

Lemma 4. In any dimension d with any Lp metric, the smallest color-spanning
ball is an αd

p-approximation for the minimum diameter rainbow set.

Proof. Let R be a minimum diameter rainbow set of S. Let B be a smallest
enclosing ball of R. Then, by Cor. 3,

bp(S) ≥ rp(S) = diamp(R) ≥ diam(B)
αd

p

≥ bp(S)
αd

p

. ��

We can therefore now focus on determining better bounds for αd
p. We have

already seen in Prop. 1 that αd
1 = αd

∞ = 1. We can therefore solve MDCS optimally
by computing a smallest color-spanning ball.

Theorem 5. We can solve MDCS(d, 1) and MDCS(d,∞) by computing a smallest
color-spanning ball of S. ��
For other Lp metrics, the minimum-color spanning ball is at least a 2-
approximation for the minimum diameter rainbow set. It does not necessarily
minimize the diameter, as can be seen in Fig. 1.

Theorem 6. For any d and p, αd
p ≤ 2.

Proof. Let B be a smallest enclosing ball of a point set R. Then there must
be two points in R with distance at least 1

2diamp(B). Otherwise, R would be
completely contained in a half-ball of B, but then B would not be the smallest
enclosing ball of R. ��
For L2 metric, we have a stronger bound.

Theorem 7. αd
2 ≤

√
2d

d+1 . ��
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Proof. In L2 metric, the smallest enclosing ball B of a regular simplex in IRd

with unit edges is a universal cover [6], i.e., it contains any point set of diameter

1. B has diameter
√

2d
d+1 . ��

Corollary 8. In two dimensions with L2 metric, we can find a 2√
3
≈ 1.154-

approximation to diamp(S) in time O(kn log n). In three dimensions, we can find

a
√

3
2 ≈ 1.225-approximation to diamp(S) in time O(k1+εn2), for any ε > 1. In

higher dimensions, the approximation factor is never more than
√

2 ≈ 1.414. ��
In two dimensions, we can improve the bound for α2

p.

2y

1 x

y

2y

Fig. 3. An equilateral triangle with side length 2y in Lp metric in a ball of diameter 2

Theorem 9. For 2 ≤ p ≤ ∞, α2
p < 4

3 .

Proof. By Prop. 1, αd∞ = 1, so we can assume that 2 ≤ p < ∞. It is straightfor-
ward to adapt the proof in [6] to Lp metrics to show that the smallest enclosing
ball B of a regular simplex in IRd with unit edges is a universal cover. But we
do not have a closed formula for the diameter of that ball. Fig. 3 shows a ball
of diameter 2 in IR2 with an inscribed equilateral triangle of side length 2y (the
figure assumes L2 metric, but the figure would be simular for any Lp metric,
2 ≤ p < ∞). We have two constraints for x and y:

xp + yp = 1 (1)
and (1 + x)p + yp = (2y)p . (2)
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Substituting yp = 1 − xp in Eq. (2) yields

(1 + x)p + (2p − 1)xp = 2p − 1 .

Note that the left-hand side of this equation is monotone increasing in x. If p ≥ 2,
then it is not larger than the right-hand-side if we set x = 1

2 . Thus, x ≥ 1
2 . Then,

Eq. 2 implies

yp =
(1 + x)p

2p − 1
>

(
3
4

)p

.

Thus, α2
p = 1

y < 4
3 . ��

4 Hardness of MDCS

We do not know whether the approximation algorithms in the previous section
are optimal (we suspect they are not) or whether there exists a PTAS, but we
cannot hope to solve the problem exactly in polynomial time because we will
now show that MDCS is NP-hard.

We first give the decision version of MDCS: Given an instance of MDCS and
a positive number d, decide whether there exists a rainbow set of diameter at
most d. Clearly, this problem is in NP (we can compare the square of all pairwise
point distances to d2, avoiding costly square root calculations). Hardness of the
decision problem implies hardness of the optimization problem.

Theorem 10. The decision version of MDCS is NP-hard for Lp metric, for 1 <
p < ∞, in two or higher dimensions.

Proof. We prove the hardness of MDCS by reduction from 3SAT . We give the
proof for L2 metric in two dimensions and then show how to extend it to other
Lp metrics. This implies hardness for higher dimensions.

We first sketch the proof under the assumption that we can easily compute
coordinates of points on a circle. We will then show how to approximate these
coordinates with low precision rational numbers.

Let F be a Boolean formula in conjunctive normal form with n variables
x1, . . . , xn in m clauses c1, . . . , cm of size at most three. To construct an instance
I of MDCS, we draw a circle C with diameter 1. For each variable xi, we define
two antipodal slots si and s̄i on C, corresponding to the positive literal xi and
the negative literal x̄i, respectively. These slots should be pairwise distinct, but
otherwise they can be placed arbitrarily; for example, we could create 2n equally-
spaced slots on C.

For each clause cj we create a new color colj . If xi appears in cj , we place a
point of color colj at slot si Similarly, if x̄i appears in cj, we place a point of
color colj at slot s̄j . Note that several points can coincide if a literal appears in
several clauses. Finally, we set d = 1− ε for some ε defined below. See Fig. 4 for
an example of the construction.
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Fig. 4. An example for the construction in the NP-hardness reduction. Let F =
(x1 ∧ x̄2 ∧ x̄4)∨ (x2 ∧x3 ∧x4)∨ (x̄1 ∧ x̄3 ∧ x̄4). The literals of the first clause are colored
white, the second clause colored cyan, and the third clause colored black. Note that a
white and black point share slot s̄4.

If I has a solution, then there is a rainbow set R of m points with diameter
at most d = 1 − ε. In particular, R cannot contain both si and s̄i, for any i.
Therefore, R induces a truth assignment for the variables xi. If si ∈ R, we set
xi = 1, otherwise we set xi = 0. Since R contains one point of each color, each
clause will contain at least one true literal, i.e., F will be satisfied.

If F admits a satisfying assignment, then each clause cj contains at least one
true literal xij (or x̄ij ). We add the corresponding point of color colj at slot sij

(or s̄ij ) to the set R. Then, R is a rainbow set of diameter at most d. Thus, I
has a solution.

We now discuss the problem of approximating the slot coordinates with low
precision rationals. For example, if the slots are evenly spaced around the circle,
we can set ε to be any value strictly smaller than π

n . If we chose ε < π
2n , we

can approximate the slot positions by choosing an arbitrary point inside a ball
centered at the slot with diameter at most ε

2 .
For other Lp metrics, 1 < p < ∞, observe that any two points on the boundary

of a unit disc will have distance at most 1, with equality if and only if the two
points are antipodal. Therefore, the proof above also works for arbitrary Lp

metrics, except if p = 1 and p = ∞, since for these metrics the discs are actually
squares and any two points on opposite sides of the square have distance equal
to the diameter of the disc. ��
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5 Conclusions

We have shown that MDCS can easily be solved for L1 and L∞ metrics, while
it is NP-hard for other Lp metrics. Unfortunately, the approximation ratio of
the smallest color-spanning disc deteriorates if the dimension increases. It would
therefore be interesting to find better approximation algorithms for MDCS, in par-
ticular in higher dimensions. It may also be worthwhile to study FPT algorithms
for MDCS, for example with parameter k, the number of colors. The problem is
clearly polynomial-time for two colors, and our NP-hardness reduction required
a large number of colors.
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die reine und angewandte Mathematik 123, 232–257 (1901)

7. Zhang, D., Chee, Y.M., Mondal, A., Tung, A.K.H., Kitsuregawa, M.: Keyword
search in spatial databases: Towards searching by document. In: Proceedings
of the 25th IEEE International Conference on Data Engineering (ICDE 2009),
pp. 688–699 (2009)


	Computing Minimum Diameter Color-Spanning Sets
	Introduction
	Preliminaries
	Approximating MDCS
	Hardness of MDCS
	Conclusions
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 149
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 149
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 599
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /DEU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




