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Everyone who does not already know the solution, and has not worked on the problem
already, is welcome to jump in and participate, regardless of mathematical level.
However, in order not to spoil the experiment, | would ask that those of you who have
already found a solution not to give any hint of the solution here until after the
collaborative effort has found its solution. (At that point, everyone is welcome to
give out their solutions here.) For instance, | will not be participating in the project
except as a moderator.

For similar reasons, | would ask that competitors at the actual 2009 IMO refrain from
commenting substantively on the problem on this thread until after the collaborative
effort has succeeded. (I know this may require some significant restraint, but |
suspect the problem will become too easy if we get comments along the lines of “This
was a tough problem! I tried X and Y and Z, and they didn’t work; I tried W also but
ran out of time. I hear that someone solved the problem using U, though.” Of
course, after the collaborative effort has succeeded, you are more than welcome to
share your own experiences with the problem.)

Participants should avoid explicitly searching for solutions to this problem on the
internet (I would imagine spoilers would become available in a few days). If you do
accidentally find such a solution online, | would ask that you recuse yourself from the
rest of the collaboration, until after they have found a solution also. (In particular,
posting links to a solution is strongly discouraged until after the collaborative effort
has succeeded.)

In a similar vein, extensive searching of the mathematical literature should only be
undertaken if there is a consensus to do so on this thread.

Participants are also discouraged from working too hard on this problem “offline”; if
you have a potentially useful observation, one should share it with the other
collaborators here, rather than develop it further in private, unless it is “obvious” how
to carry the observation further.

Actually, even “frivolous” observations can (and should) be posted on this thread, if
there is even a small chance that some other participant may be able to find it helpful
for solving the problem.

Similarly, “failed” attempts at a solution are also worth posting; another participant
may be able to salvage the argument, or else the failure can be used as a data point to
eliminate some approaches to the problem, and to isolate more promising ones.
Participants should view themselves as contributing to a team effort, rather than
competing with each other (in contrast to the actual IMO). The point is not to obtain
bragging rights for being the first or quickest to solve the problem (which has, after all,

21



already been solved), but instead to experimentally test the hypothesis that a
mathematical problem can be solved by a massive collaboration, without requiring
serious effort on behalf of any one of the participants. (See Tim Gowers’ essay “?”
for more discussion.)

To make it easier to reference comments in this thread, | would ask commenters to
number their comments (so that the first comment be labeled 1., the second comment
be labeled 2., and so forth.)

Unlike the actual IMO, there is no artificial time limit on this exercise, though if there
is insufficient participation, or the collaborative effort grinds to a halt, I may at my
discretion close the experiment and give out solutions after a reasonable time period.

RE5% 15p » Bop At
http://terrytao.wordpress.com/2009/07/20/imo-2009-q6-as-a-mini-polymath-project/
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