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Applied Combinatorics by Alan Tucker: A Comprehensive Guide

In the expansive field of combinatorics, finding a textbook that balances rigorous theory with practical application 

can be challenging. Applied Combinatorics by Alan Tucker fills that niche, offering readers a clear, engaging,

and thorough exploration of combinatorial principles and their real-world uses. Whether you’re a mathematics

student, a computer scientist, or a data analyst, this book provides the tools to tackle combinatorial problems that

arise in algorithms, network design, cryptography, and beyond.

Below, we delve into the book’s structure, key themes, and why it stands out among its peers. We’ll also provide

practical study tips and resources to help you maximize your learning experience.

1. Overview of the Book

1.1 Author and Publication Context

Alan Tucker, a respected mathematician and educator, brings decades of teaching experience to his writing.

Published by McGraw-Hill, the book first appeared in 2008 and has since become a staple in undergraduate and

graduate combinatorics courses. Its approachable style and extensive problem sets make it ideal for both self-study

and classroom use.

1.2 Target Audience

•  Undergraduate students studying discrete mathematics or computer science.

•  Graduate students needing a solid foundation for research in combinatorial optimization.

•  Professionals in fields like operations research, data science, and software engineering who encounter 

combinatorial challenges.

1.3 Structure and Format

The book is divided into 12 chapters, each focusing on a core area of combinatorics. Chapters are organized

logically, starting with basic counting principles and advancing to sophisticated topics such as generating functions,

graph theory, and design theory. Each chapter concludes with a set of exercises ranging from routine practice

problems to open-ended research questions.

2. Key Themes and Topics

2.1 Counting Principles

Every combinatorial journey begins with the fundamentals: the rule of sum, rule of product, permutations,

combinations, and the inclusion–exclusion principle. Tucker’s explanations are clear, with illustrative examples that

connect abstract concepts to everyday scenarios.

2.2 Generating Functions

Generating functions are a powerful tool for encoding sequences and solving recurrence relations. The book

introduces ordinary and exponential generating functions, demonstrates their use in solving combinatorial

problems, and provides visual intuition through coefficient extraction.



2.3 Graph Theory Basics

From simple paths and cycles to complex network structures, the graph theory chapter covers essential topics such

as connectivity, bipartite graphs, and planar graphs. Tucker emphasizes algorithmic aspects, illustrating how

combinatorial insights inform efficient graph traversal and coloring algorithms.

2.4 Design Theory and Block Designs

Design theory explores how to arrange elements into structured subsets. The book covers balanced incomplete

block designs, Latin squares, and Steiner systems, providing both theoretical background and practical applications

in experimental design and cryptography.

2.5 Probabilistic Methods

Combinatorial probability bridges counting with randomness. Tucker discusses the probabilistic method, random

graphs, and concentration inequalities, demonstrating how probabilistic reasoning can prove the existence of

combinatorial structures.

2.6 Advanced Topics

For readers ready to push beyond the basics, the final chapters touch on topics such as the theory of partitions,

integer compositions, and the asymptotic analysis of combinatorial sequences.

3. Detailed Review of Chapters

3.1 Chapter 1: Foundations of Counting

This introductory chapter sets the stage by revisiting the counting principles that underpin the entire discipline.

Tucker includes numerous examples, such as counting the number of ways to seat people at a table or distribute

identical objects among distinct boxes. The exercises reinforce understanding through hands-on practice.

3.2 Chapter 2: Permutations and Combinations

Delving deeper, the book examines permutations with restrictions—derangements, permutations with repeated

elements, and permutations of multisets. The combination of theory and problem sets ensures readers grasp both

the “how” and the “why” behind each formula.

3.3 Chapter 3: Inclusion–Exclusion Principle

One of the most versatile tools in combinatorics, the inclusion–exclusion principle is explored through classic

problems such as the “hat-check” problem and the “birthday paradox.” Tucker’s step-by-step derivations help

demystify the technique.

3.4 Chapter 4: Generating Functions

Here, the book introduces the concept of encoding sequences into power series. Tucker explains how to

manipulate generating functions algebraically to solve counting problems, including the enumeration of integer

partitions and the analysis of Fibonacci numbers.

3.5 Chapter 5: Graph Theory Essentials

Graph theory is presented with an emphasis on real-world applications. From the analysis of social networks to the

design of communication systems, the chapter demonstrates how combinatorial reasoning underlies many graph

algorithms.

3.6 Chapter 6: Trees and Spanning Trees

Spanning trees are fundamental in network design. Tucker discusses Cayley’s formula, Kirchhoff’s theorem, and



the enumeration of labeled trees, providing both theoretical insights and computational techniques.

3.7 Chapter 7: Matching and Covering

Matching theory is essential for scheduling and resource allocation. The chapter covers Hall’s marriage theorem,

augmenting paths, and the Hungarian algorithm, illustrating their use in bipartite matching problems.

3.8 Chapter 8: Design Theory

Design theory’s applications span experimental design, error-correcting codes, and cryptographic protocols. Tucker

explains the construction of block designs and Latin squares, offering readers a glimpse into the elegance of

combinatorial design.

3.9 Chapter 9: Probabilistic Combinatorics

Probability adds a layer of depth to combinatorial analysis. The book covers the probabilistic method, random

graphs, and the use of expectation to bound combinatorial quantities.

3.10 Chapter 10: Advanced Enumerative Techniques

Advanced enumerative methods such as recurrence relations, the Lagrange inversion formula, and the use of

generating functions for complex sequences are explored.

3.11 Chapter 11: Asymptotic Analysis

Asymptotic behavior is crucial in algorithm analysis. Tucker introduces Stirling’s approximation, the saddle point

method, and the application of asymptotics to combinatorial enumeration.

3.12 Chapter 12: Applications and Open Problems

The final chapter ties together the concepts covered, presenting real-world case studies and open research

problems. This section encourages readers to apply combinatorial thinking to new challenges.

4. Applications and Real-World Examples

4.1 Algorithm Design

Combinatorial optimization is at the heart of many algorithms. The book’s coverage of graph theory and matching

provides the theoretical foundation for algorithms like Dijkstra’s, Bellman–Ford, and the Hungarian algorithm, all of

which are widely used in routing, scheduling, and resource allocation.

4.2 Network Reliability

Using spanning trees and reliability polynomials, combinatorics helps model the resilience of communication

networks. The book’s discussion of Kirchhoff’s theorem offers a practical method for calculating network reliability.

4.3 Cryptography

Block designs and Latin squares play a role in constructing cryptographic primitives such as block ciphers and

hash functions. Tucker’s exploration of design theory shows how combinatorial structures can enhance security.

4.4 Data Science

In clustering and feature selection, combinatorial techniques help identify optimal subsets and patterns. The book’s

discussion of inclusion–exclusion and probabilistic methods provides tools for handling combinatorial explosion in

high-dimensional data.

5. Why It Matters for Students and Professionals



5.1 Building a Strong Foundation

Combinatorics is the backbone of discrete mathematics, a prerequisite for many advanced topics in computer

science and engineering. Mastery of the principles in Tucker’s book equips readers with the analytical skills needed

for further study.

5.2 Enhancing Problem-Solving Skills

The book’s problem sets encourage creative thinking and algorithmic reasoning. By tackling a variety of problems,

readers develop a flexible approach to problem solving that is valuable in research and industry.

5.3 Bridging Theory and Practice

Through real-world examples, the book demonstrates how abstract combinatorial concepts translate into tangible

solutions. This bridging of theory and practice is essential for professionals who must apply mathematics to solve

practical problems.

6. Comparison with Other Textbooks

6.1 Strengths of Tucker’s Approach

•  Clear exposition with minimal jargon.

•  Balanced mix of theory, proofs, and applications.

•  Extensive exercise collection with varying difficulty levels.

•  Practical examples that illustrate relevance to technology and science.

6.2 Areas for Improvement

•  Some advanced topics could benefit from deeper exploration.

•  The book assumes a solid background in calculus; readers new to analysis may need supplementary 

resources.

6.3 How It Stands Out

While other combinatorics texts focus heavily on theory, Applied Combinatorics by Alan Tuckerdistinguishes

itself by weaving in application-oriented content throughout. This makes it a unique resource for those who want to

see the immediate impact of combinatorial reasoning.

7. Study Tips and Resources

7.1 Effective Reading Strategies

1.  Preview chapters by reading introductions and summaries.

2.  Work through examples first before attempting exercises.

3.  Use the index to locate key concepts quickly.

7.2 Complementary Materials

•  Online lecture series on discrete mathematics.

•  Interactive graph visualization tools such as Gephi.

•  Software libraries like SageMath for experimenting with generating functions.

7.3 Collaborative Learning

Form study groups to discuss challenging problems. Teaching concepts to peers reinforces understanding and

uncovers new perspectives.

8. Conclusion



In the landscape of combinatorial literature, Applied Combinatorics by Alan Tuckerstands out as a

comprehensive, accessible, and application-driven resource. Its thoughtful organization, clear explanations, and

practical examples make it an invaluable companion for students, educators, and professionals alike. By mastering

the concepts in this book, readers gain not only a solid mathematical foundation but also the analytical tools to

tackle complex real-world problems across science, technology, and industry.
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