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Abstract
Rank aggregation seeks a representative permutation for a collection of rankings and plays a central
role in areas such as social choice, information retrieval, and computational biology. Two fundamental
aggregation tasks are the center and median problems, which minimize the maximum and the total
distance to the input permutations, respectively. While these problems are well understood under
Kendall’s tau and related distances, their parameterized complexity under the Ulam metric, an
edit-distance-based metric on permutations, has remained largely unexplored.

In this work, we initiate a systematic study of the parameterized complexity of rank aggregation
under the Ulam metric. We consider both the center and median problems, as well as their
generalizations to the k-center and k-median clustering settings, parameterized by the number of
centers k and the distance budget d (corresponding to the maximum distance for center variants and
the total distance for median variants). Both problems are known to be NP-hard already for k = 1.

We show that the Ulam k-center problem remains NP-hard when d = 1, but is fixed-parameter
tractable when parameterized by k + d. Our algorithm is based on a novel local-search framework
tailored to the non-local nature of Ulam distances. We complement this by proving that no
polynomial kernel exists for the k + d parameterization unless NP ⊆ coNP/poly. For the Ulam
k-median problem parameterized by the total distance d, we establish W[1]-hardness and provide an
XP algorithm. We also provide a polynomial kernel for the parameter k + d, which in turn yields a
fixed-parameter tractable algorithm.
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1 Introduction

Rank aggregation is the problem of computing a representative ranking from a collection of
permutations representing the preferences of individual voters. The roots for a mathematical
investigation of this problem can be traced back to early studies of social choice theory
and voting systems like Borda (1781) and Condorcet (1785), as well as later seminal works
such as those by Arrow [4] or Diaconis and Graham [20]. Rank aggregation constitutes
a fundamental task with broad applications in social choice theory, information retrieval,
computational biology, and database systems [1, 4, 21, 30, 19]. Algorithmically, two canonical
rank aggregation tasks are to compute the center and the median of permutations. Given a
distance function dist(·, ·) on the space Sn of permutations over n symbols, the center of a
permutation set Π ⊆ Sn is a permutation σ ∈ Sn minimizing

max
π∈Π

dist(π, σ),

whereas the median of Π is a permutation σ ∈ Sn minimizing∑
π∈Π

dist(π, σ).

Among distance measures for rank aggregation, Kendall’s tau and the Ulam metric
are the two most natural and fundamental metrics, extensively studied in both theory and
applications [14]. Kendall’s tau distance counts the number of pairwise disagreements between
two permutations, thereby capturing local inconsistencies in ranking order. In contrast,
the Ulam metric is an edit distance that measures the minimum number of element move
operations (deletion and insertion) required to transform one permutation into another. This
metric captures global structural differences by isolating the longest common subsequence
(the elements that are not moved) and quantifying how many elements must be relocated to
achieve alignment.

The tasks of computing centers and medians under Kendall’s tau metric are well un-
derstood from different computational perspectives [2, 10, 21, 22, 27, 30, 33]. Finding the
optimal center or median under Kendall’s tau is NP-hard already if there are just four input
permutations [10, 21]. Additionally, the median under Kendall’s tau, also known as Kemeny
rankings, admits a polynomial-time approximation scheme (PTAS) [27]. Both versions of
rank aggregation under Kendall’s tau admit fixed-parameter tractable (FPT) algorithms
parameterized by the solution cost [5, 7], and other natural parameters [8, 9, 16, 17, 23].

In contrast, the study of rank aggregation under the Ulam metric is relatively unexplored,
especially from the perspective of parameterized complexity. A key reason is that Ulam
distance is a global measure whose combinatorial structure is inherently harder to exploit
algorithmically than the local nature of Kendall’s tau. Consequently, some algorithmic
work has focused on estimating the distance itself. Andoni and Nguyen [3] and Naumovitz
et al. [29] developed sublinear-time approximation schemes to estimate the Ulam distance
between two permutations, using connections to calculate the longest common subsequence.

Finding an optimal center under the Ulam metric was shown to be NP-hard over a
decade ago [5], while the median problem was only recently proven NP-hard [24]. A folklore
2-approximation exists for both the median and center variants under the Ulam metric.
Recently, Chakraborty et al. [15] obtained a (1.5− ε)-approximation (with any ε > 0) for
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the center problem with running time exponential in the number of input permutations m.
At a similar time, the first approximation algorithm to break the barrier of 2 for the median
problem appeared [12]. The subsequent work [13] extends the approximation framework
to the setting of finding k medians, achieving a similar approximation guarantee in time
(k log(mn))O(k)mn3, where n is the size of the alphabet and m is the number of input
permutations. Very recently, Jaiswal et al. [26] improved on this work and provided a
randomized algorithm running in Õ((2k)knd) time. All three works on the median problem
provide guarantees close to but below an approximation factor of 2.

To the best of our knowledge, no prior work has considered Ulam-based aggregation
through parameterized exact algorithms, despite the metric’s intimate connection to edit
distance and longest common subsequence – domains where parameterized techniques have
proven highly effective. The clustering problems under the Ulam metric seem more challenging,
as the Ulam metric is a more complex and less local measure than Kendall’s tau, which may
suggest that the computational landscape of Ulam-based aggregation could be significantly
different. One may notice that the Ulam distance is a smaller parameter than Kendall’s
tau, as every permutation can be transformed into the other by only moving the elements
that are in a different order in the two permutations. It may happen that two permutations
with Ulam distance 1 could differ in the relative order of an unbounded number of pairs
of elements. This highlights a fundamental structural disparity between the two distance
measures, which leads to the following natural question:

What is the parameterized complexity of rank aggregation under the Ulam metric?

1.1 Clustering Under the Ulam Metric: Definitions and Main Results

In this work, we initiate a systematic study of the parameterized complexity of rank aggrega-
tion under the Ulam metric. Beyond the classical parameter d, which captures the solution
cost (the maximum distance or the sum of distances, respectively), we consider substantially
more general variants of the problem: k-center and k-median clustering under the Ulam
metric [13]. These extensions, denoted by Ulam Metric k-Center and Ulam Metric
k-Median, are both natural and well established in the rank aggregation literature. In these
problems, one seeks k representative permutations that minimize, respectively, the maximum
distance to any assigned permutation (k-center) or the total sum of distances (k-median).

Formally, let Sn(Σ) be the set of all permutations over an alphabet Σ of size n, and let
distU (π, σ) be the Ulam distance between π and σ in Sn(Σ) (see Section 2 for the formal
definitions). We define our problems of interest as follows.

Input: An alphabet Σ of size n, a set of permutations Π = {π1, π2, . . . , πm} ⊆ Sn(Σ), and
integers k and d.

Task: Decide whether there exists a set S = {σ1, σ2, . . . , σk} ⊆ Sn(Σ) of k centers such that

max
π∈Π

min
σ∈S

distU (π, σ) ≤ d.

Ulam Metric k-Center

ICALP 2026



19:4 Clustering Permutations Under the Ulam Metric

Input: An alphabet Σ of size n, a multiset of permutations Π = {π1, π2, . . . , πm} ⊆ Sn(Σ),
and integers k and d.

Task: Decide whether there exists a set S = {σ1, σ2, . . . , σk} ⊆ Sn(Σ) of k medians such that∑
π∈Π

min
σ∈S

distU (π, σ) ≤ d.

Ulam Metric k-Median

We remark that, in both clustering problems, the centers or medians are not required to
belong to the input set of permutations Π. Hence, we consider variants of the problems that
are referred to as continuous in some literature. Both problems are known to be NP-hard
already for k = 1: hardness for the center variant was shown by Bachmaier et al. [5] and for
the median by Fischer et al. [24].

We summarize our main results in Table 1. Most notably, we establish fixed-parameter
tractability for both problems when parameterized simultaneously by k and d. Prior to our
work, the parameterized complexity of these two clustering problems with respect to d was
not even settled for the much simpler case k = 1.

We contrast this tractability result by establishing hardness for parameterization by d

alone: Ulam Metric k-Center is already NP-hard on instances with d = 1. In contrast,
Ulam Metric k-Median is in XP parameterized by d (that is, solvable in polynomial time
for each fixed d), but is W[1]-hard for parameter d, ruling out fixed-parameter tractability
under well-established complexity assumptions. Finally, we discover yet another difference in
the tractability landscapes of Ulam Metric k-Center and Ulam Metric k-Median.
While the latter admits a polynomial-sized kernel, we rule out the existence of such a kernel
for Ulam Metric k-Center under established complexity assumptions. Our results for
the Ulam metric complement the mature theory developed for Kendall’s tau. We also hope
that they provide rigorous foundations for consensus ranking in applications where global
structural coherence under the Ulam metric is essential.

In the following, we provide a detailed overview of our results and the techniques employed.
Formal proofs are deferred to Sections 3 and 4. Some details and proofs marked by (⋆) are
omitted due to space constraints.

Table 1 Summary of our results.

Parameters k-center k-median

k NP-hard even if k = 1 [5] NP-hard even if k = 1 [24]
d NP-hard even if d = 1 (Thm. 1) W[1]-hard, XP (Thms. 4 and 5)
k + d FPT (Thm. 2) FPT (Cor. 7)

no polynomial kernel (Thm. 3) polynomial kernel (Thm. 6)

1.2 Contributions and Techniques for Ulam Metric k-Center
The first group of results in our work concerns Ulam Metric k-Center. As previous
work already established that it is unlikely to obtain polynomial time algorithms even for
instances aiming for k = 1 center, it is natural to ask for the tractability on instances where
we instead restrict the radius of the centers to d = 1. We answer this question negatively by
establishing the NP-hardness of Ulam Metric k-Center for d is any positive constant at
least 1. This hardness result is established via a reduction from the Vertex Cover problem
on triangle-free graphs.
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v w x

y z

Σ = {v, v̄, w, w̄, x, x̄, y, ȳ, z, z̄}

Π = {πvw, πwx, πwy, πxz}

S = {σw, σx}

πvw = v̄ v w̄ w x x̄ y ȳ z z̄

πwx = v v̄ w̄ w x̄ x y ȳ z z̄

πwy = v v̄ w̄ w x x̄ ȳ y z z̄

πxz = v v̄ w w̄ x̄ x y ȳ z̄ z

σw = v v̄ w̄ w x x̄ y ȳ z z̄

σx = v v̄ w w̄ x̄ x y ȳ z z̄

Figure 1 Exemplary vertex cover instance with solution {w, x} (black vertices) and the constructed
instance of Ulam Metric k-Center with solution S = {σw, σx}.

▶ Theorem 1 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Center is NP-hard even if d is fixed to any positive
constant at least 1.

The construction for d = 1 is relatively straightforward but closes an important gap: it
establishes that parameterization by d alone cannot yield fixed-parameter tractability under
standard complexity assumptions. The main idea of the reduction is to construct an alphabet
consisting of two symbols v, v̄ per vertex v in the vertex cover instance. The input set Π
contains one permutation per edge, all sharing a common base ordering except that the
symbol pairs of the two endpoints of the edge are swapped in the respective permutation. A
vertex cover then corresponds to a set of center permutations, each encoding a vertex by
swapping the respective symbol pair in the base ordering. Then each permutation encoding
an edge has Ulam distance 1 to only those permutations encoding vertices to which the
edge is incident, which ensures an equivalence between the vertex cover instance and the
Ulam Metric k-Center instance. We defer a formal proof to Section 3, but provide an
exemplary reduction in Figure 1.

A nontrivial challenge is that a single permutation – swapping symbol pairs of multiple
vertices – might cover several edges without corresponding to any single vertex in a cover.
We circumvent this problem by basing our reduction on triangle-free instances of Vertex
Cover, so this case will never occur. Furthermore, a direct reduction from the d = 1 case
to general d is non-trivial; we overcome this by augmenting the d = 1 construction with
additional corresponding symbols for each vertex.

The NP-hardness of Ulam Metric k-Center even if d = 1 or if k = 1 naturally raises
the question of the parameterized complexity of the problem with the combined parameter
k + d. The following theorem establishes fixed-parameter tractability with respect to this
combined parameter.

▶ Theorem 2. Ulam Metric k-Center can be solved in 2O(d2k(d+k)) · mn1+o(1) time,
where m := |Π| and n := |Σ|.

On first glance, it may seem that the finite number of permutations in our space would allow
for an approach based on some simple branching and local search around some permutation
π ∈ Π. This approach is infeasible, however, as for a permutation π of length n≫ d, there
are nΩ(d) permutations within Ulam distance d from π, each of which is a potential candidate
for the center. This lower bound follows from a simple counting argument. One can choose d

symbols from the first half of π in
(

n/2
d

)
ways and insert them into the second half in at least

(n/2)d distinct ways, yielding a unique permutation at Ulam distance at most d from π.

ICALP 2026



19:6 Clustering Permutations Under the Ulam Metric

A natural alternative is to adapt techniques from string-based clustering, which typically
perform bounded local search around a candidate solution and iteratively improve it by
resolving “dissimilarities” with inputs that exceed the target distance d. Such a paradigm is
well-known and has been highly successful for problems such as Closest String [25] where
the “dissimilarities” correspond to bits contributing to the Hamming distance. However, two
permutations can admit Ω((n/d)d) distinct LCSs of the same maximum length, making it
impossible to pinpoint a canonical set of elements to guide local improvements. Thus, such
techniques from string-based clustering cannot directly apply to the Ulam metric, and more
involved methods are required. Our algorithm embarks on a similar approach as the one
by Gramm et al. [25]. Rather sooner than later, however, the issue of not having a unique
witness LCS requires much more involved techniques and branching procedures tailored to
the Ulam metric to establish fixed-parameter tractability.

In our algorithm, we construct a family of candidate permutations that are at bounded
Ulam distances from hypothetical centers. These permutations will eventually converge
towards the center permutations. If k = 1, then such a candidate can be initially chosen as
an arbitrary permutation from Π; note that it should be at the Ulam distance at most d from
a center in any YES-instance of the problem. For k ≥ 2, we initiate the set of candidates
using the idea behind the standard 2-approximation for the k-Center problem. On each
step, we either conclude that the current set of candidates can serve as centers, that is,
each permutation in Π is at distance at most d from one of the candidates, or find a guide
permutation πg at distance at least d + 1 from all the candidates. Then we can guess a
candidate permutation πc that should be transformed to a center for the cluster containing
the guide. Our crucial result (Lemma 16) shows that, given πc and πg, we can efficiently
(in FPT time) enumerate a set of permutations with distance one to πc such that for any
hypothetical center, there is a permutation in the set that is closer to the center than πc was,
see Figure 2 for a visualization of this idea. The proof of Lemma 16 is rather sophisticated
and combines the random separation [11] and branching techniques. The random separation
is used to highlight elements of πc and πg that should be moved to make these permutations
closer to the center and the neighbors of these elements that are not moved. Then we identify
an element of πc that should be moved and, after that, find an appropriate place for this
element using branching. Repeatedly invoking Lemma 16, we ensure that the candidate
permutations converge to the centers.

The fixed-parameter tractability of Ulam Metric k-Center with parameter k + d

established in Theorem 2 immediately leads to the question about the existence of a polynomial
kernel for this problem. The following theorem provides a negative answer to this question.

▶ Theorem 3 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Center does not admit a polynomial-sized kernel for
the parameter k + d unless NP ⊆ coNP/poly.

The lower bound of Theorem 3 holds already for k = 1. The proof is based on a Polynomial
Parameterized Transformation (PPT) reduction from the classical Closest String problem
to Ulam Metric k-Center. To build such a transformation, we employ a distance-
preserving transformation between binary strings and permutations, where for every pair
of binary strings, their Hamming distance is the same as the Ulam distance between the
permutations to which they translate. The reduction establishes that from the perspective
of parameterized complexity with respect to the radius d, Ulam Metric k-Center is at
least as hard as Closest String. Theorem 3 then follows by pipelining the PPT with
established lower bounds on the kernelization of Closest String by Basavaraju et al. [6].
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πc πg

σ

p1 p2

p4 p3

d2d

Figure 2 Illustration of the key idea behind our FPT algorithm for the k-center problem under
Ulam distance. πc denotes a candidate center, πg a guide permutation with distance between d and
2d from πc, and σ represents the true (optimal) center that covers both πc and πg. We enumerate
in FPT time a set of permutations (shown as {p1, p2, p3, p4}) at distance 1 from πc. Among these
candidates, at least one candidate (shown as p3) reduces the Ulam distance to σ and thus corresponds
to a correct branch.

1.3 Contributions and Techniques for Ulam Metric k-Median
The second group of results is concerned with Ulam Metric k-Median. Recall that the
problem is NP-hard for k = 1 [5]. While Ulam Metric k-Center is also NP-hard for d = 1,
this is not the case for Ulam Metric k-Median. It is easy to obtain a polynomial-time
algorithm for this problem for each fixed value of d.

▶ Theorem 4 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Median can be solved in O((mn)2d) time, where
m := |Π| and n := |Σ|.

The algorithm builds on a simple branching technique, where we observe that the medians
can be obtained by applying a total of d move-operations on the input set, and we branch on
these d moves by brute-force. The result in Theorem 4 is tight in the sense that the existence
of an FPT-algorithm for the parameterization by d is unlikely due to the following lower
bound.

▶ Theorem 5. Ulam Metric k-Median is W[1]-hard parameterized by d.

Our proof of Theorem 5 relies on a careful reduction from Multicolored Clique. The
instance is designed in a way that all but one of the medians in any hypothetical solution are
already present in the input set Π. The challenge is to find that additional median in a way
that it is sufficiently close to a number of input permutations. Crucially, the permutations
are designed in such a way that this is only possible if all edges covered by the median form a
clique, see Figure 3 for a schematic example. On a high level, we construct the instance such
that there is one special symbol per color, and the position of that symbol in the additional
median encodes which vertex of that color is selected for the multi-colored clique.

Interestingly, our proof indicates that the hardness of the problem does not so much
depend on identifying which symbols need to be moved but also importantly on deciding
where to move these symbols.

In contrast to the lower bound on the polynomial kernel for Ulam Metric k-Center
obtained in Theorem 3, Ulam Metric k-Median admits a polynomial kernel.

ICALP 2026
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w x

y z

y′
z′Q

πwy′ = σwy′

πyz′ = σyz′

πwy πwy

πwz πyy

πyz πyz

σQ

Figure 3 Illustration of the reduction from Multicolored Clique to Ulam Metric k-Median.
Left shows an instance of Multicolored Clique with four color classes ({w}, {x}, {y, y′}, and
{z, z′}) and a colorful clique Q = {w, x, y, z}. Right shows the schematic solution to the constructed
Ulam Metric k-Median instance. Each edge is encoded as an input permutation; edges whose
endpoints form a multicolored clique are covered by a single external median σQ (underlined), while
all other edges each serve as their own median in singleton clusters (also underlined).

▶ Theorem 6 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Median admits a kernel with O(d2 + dk) permutations
over an alphabet of size O(d4 + d2k2), computable in O(m2n log n) time, where m := |Π| and
n := |Σ|.

Our kernelization result is based on the observation that for any YES-instance of Ulam
Metric k-Median, Π contains at most k + d distinct permutations. This allows us to
reduce the size of Π. Then we reduce the size of the alphabet Σ by making replacements of
identical subpermutations by shorter ones. Here, we use the fact that two permutations at
Ulam distance at least d + 1 cannot belong to the same median in any solution. Thus, we can
identify some sets of permutations such that every set of permutations that shares a median
in a hypothetical solution is a subset to one of the sets. We show that the pairwise Ulam
distance within each set are small. Combined with the fact that there are only few distinct
permutations, this implies that in each set there are many (or long) identical subpermutations,
which we can then shorten to reduce the size of the alphabet Σ.

Combining Theorems 4 and 6, we immediately obtain an FPT-algorithm with the following
running time.

▶ Corollary 7. Ulam Metric k-Median can be solved in (kd)O(d) +O(m2n log n) time,
where m := |Π| and n := |Σ|.

2 Preliminaries

Basic notation. We use [n] to denote the set {1, 2, . . . , n}. Let Σ be a finite alphabet with
|Σ| = n. A permutation of length n over Σ is a bijection π := [n]→ Σ. We write Sn(Σ) for
the set of all permutations of length n over Σ. Thus, each π ∈ Sn(Σ) is an ordering of the
symbols of Σ. We often write a permutation as a sequence π = π(1)π(2) · · ·π(n).

A subsequence of a permutation π is obtained by deleting zero or more elements from π

while maintaining the relative order of the remaining elements. A common subsequence of
two permutations π1 and π2 is a subsequence that appears in both permutations. We denote
by LCS(π1, π2) the length of the longest common subsequence of π1 and π2.
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Ulam distance. A move operation on a permutation π removes one element from its current
position and inserts it at another position, while maintaining the relative order of all other
elements.

For two permutations π, σ ∈ Sn(Σ), the Ulam distance distU (π, σ) is the minimum number
of move operations needed to transform π into σ:

distU (π, σ) = min{ d : π can be turned into σ using d moves }.

A classical identity characterizes this metric in terms of the longest common subsequence:

distU (π, σ) = n− LCS(π, σ).

Thus, the Ulam distance measures the minimum number of elements that must be
relocated to make the permutations consistent in relative order. We remark that a longest
common subsequence, and thereby the Ulam distance, between two permutations of length
n can be computed in time in O(n log n) by relabeling the alphabet such that the first
permutation has increasing order and then finding a longest increasing sequence in the other
(relabeled) permutation. The Ulam distance on permutations is analogous to the Levenshtein
edit distance on strings in the following sense: both distances identify a longest common
subsequence and keep it untouched while performing edit operations on the remaining
symbols.

For a set S ⊆ Sn(Σ) of permutations and π ∈ Sn(Σ), we write distU (π,S) to denote the
minimum distance from π to any permutation in S, that is, distU (π,S) = minσ∈S distU (π, σ).

For two strings s, t of equal length over an alphabet, the Hamming distance distH(s, t)
counts the number of positions where the corresponding symbols differ.

Graphs. We work with simple undirected graphs. For a graph G, we denote by V (G) its
vertex set and by E(G) its edge set. A vertex cover of a graph G is a subset X ⊆ V (G) such
that every edge in E(G) has at least one endpoint in X. A clique in a graph G is a subset of
vertices such that every pair of vertices in the subset is connected by an edge. A graph is
triangle-free if it contains no clique of size 3. A proper vertex coloring of a graph G assigns
colors to vertices such that no two adjacent vertices share the same color.

Parameterized Complexity. A parameterized problem is a language L ⊆ Σ∗ × N where Σ∗

is a set of strings over a finite alphabet Σ. An input of a parameterized problem is a pair
(x, k) where x is a string over Σ and k ∈ N is a parameter. A parameterized problem is
fixed-parameter tractable (or FPT) if it can be solved in f(k)·|x|O(1) time for some computable
function f . The complexity class FPT consists of all fixed-parameter tractable parameterized
problems. A parameterized problem is in the class XP if it can be solved in |x|f(k) time for a
computable function f(·). The standard way to rule out the existence of an FPT-algorithm
for a parameterized problem under the standard parameterized complexity assumption that
FPT ≠ W[1] is to show that it is W[1]-hard, that is, at least as hard as any problem in the
class of parameterized problems W[1]. A problem is para-NP-hard if it is NP-hard even when
the parameter k is a constant.

A kernelization algorithm or kernel for a parameterized problem L is a polynomial-time
algorithm that takes as its input an instance (x, k) of L and returns an instance (x′, k′) of
the same problem such that (i) (x, k) ∈ L if and only if (x′, k′) ∈ L and (ii) |x′|+ k′ ≤ f(k)
for some computable function f : N→ N. The function f(·) is the size of the kernel; a kernel
is polynomial if f is a polynomial. A decidable parameterized problem is FPT if and only if it
admits a kernel. However, up to some standard complexity-theoretic assumptions, there are

ICALP 2026



19:10 Clustering Permutations Under the Ulam Metric

FPTproblems that have no polynomial kernels. One of the ways to exclude a polynomial kernel
for a parameterized problem is to show that there is a polynomial parameter transformation
from a parameterized problem for which the existence of a polynomial kernel does not exist
unless NP ⊆ coNP/poly, where a polynomial parameter transformation is a polynomial-time
reduction such that the parameter in the new instance is bounded by a polynomial in the
original parameter.

3 The Complexity of Ulam Metric k-Center

In this section, we study the Ulam Metric k-Center problem. We first show that the
problem is already NP-hard for d = 1. Our main result in this section is the fixed-parameter
tractability of the problem parameterized by k + d. Nevertheless, under standard complexity
assumptions, the problem does not admit a polynomial kernel parameterized by k + d.

3.1 Lower Bound for Constant Radius d

We prove that Ulam Metric k-Center is NP-hard when the radius is fixed to the constant
d, via a reduction from Vertex Cover. Notice that Vertex Cover remains NP-hard
in triangle-free graphs [32]. This follows from a standard 2-subdivision transformation:
replacing each edge by a path of length 3 eliminates all triangles and increases the size of
a minimum vertex cover by exactly one per original edge. We may thus assume without
loss of generality that the input graph is triangle-free, which suffices to prove Theorem 1.
The idea of the reduction is to have two symbols per vertex. All permutations relevant to
the reduction look almost entirely the same, except that only the pair of symbols for one or
two vertices are swapped to encode that respective vertex or edge. If we let the input set of
permutations encode all edges of the graph this way, then a vertex cover corresponds to a set
of permutations encoding vertices. This holds as each permutation encoding an edge has
Ulam distance 1 to only those permutations encoding vertices to which the edge is incident.

▶ Theorem 1 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Center is NP-hard even if d is fixed to any positive
constant at least 1.

3.2 Fixed-Parameter Tractability by k + d

Since the problem is NP-hard even for constant d or k, neither parameter yields tractability
on its own. We therefore consider the combined parameter k + d, and show that the Ulam
center problem is fixed-parameter tractable under this parameterization.

Our algorithm relies on iteratively updating candidate permutations to eventually con-
verge towards the center permutations by moving one symbol in a candidate in each step.
Specifically, given a candidate permutation πc and a guide permutation πg, we can enumerate
(in FPT time) a set P of permutations that differ from πc by one move. Among them, at least
one gets closer to any true center that covers both πc and πg. The key technical ingredient
is captured in Lemma 16.

Our approach is based on the 2-colorings of the symbols in πg and πc. The 2-colorings
encode which symbols are allowed to be moved toward a specific permutation σ ∈ P . We
formalize when such a 2-coloring is fitting with respect to σ, an exemplary coloring is
visualized in Figure 4.

▶ Definition 8 (d-fitting coloring and witness). Let d ∈ N, π ∈ Sn(Σ), and col : Σ→ {red,blue}
be a coloring function of π. We say col is a d-fitting coloring (of π) with respect to some
permutation σ ∈ Sn(Σ), if there is a subset of symbols Σπ ⊆ Σ such that
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A 1 B 2 3 C D 4 E J 5 K O P W X Y Z
π

2 A 5 B C 3 D E J 1 K O 4 P W X Y Z
σ

> 3d> 3d > d + 1

Figure 4 A permutation π with a d-fitting coloring with respect to a permutation σ, with witness
Σπ = {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}. Substrings highlighted in red form blocks. The rightmost block contains more
than d red symbols, meaning that it cannot contain any moved symbol.

|Σπ| = distU (π, σ) and σ can be obtained from π by moving the symbols in Σπ;
for every symbol in x ∈ Σπ, we have col(x) = red; and
for every symbol x ∈ Σ \Σπ, if x appears in π within 3d symbols (before or after) of some
symbol in Σπ, then col(x) = blue.

Moreover, such a subset of symbols Σπ is called a witness of the coloring col to be d-fitting.

Intuitively, red symbols are candidates for being moved (i.e., they may or may not actually
be moved), but blue symbols are definitely not moved. Moreover, if a red symbol is indeed
one of the moved symbols (i.e., it belongs to Σπ), then all symbols within distance 3d of
it must be correctly colored blue (if they are not moved) or red (if they are moved). In
other words, whenever the coloring correctly identifies a moved symbol as red, it must also
correctly color its entire 3d-neighborhood.

Consequently, the red symbols in a d-fitting coloring col of π w.r.t. σ that are not separated
by 3d consecutive blue symbols are tied to each other in the sense that either both or none
of them belong to any witness Σπ. This motivates the following definitions of blocks.

▶ Definition 9 (Blocks). Let d ∈ N, π ∈ Sn(Σ) and col : Σ → {red,blue}. A block is a
maximal substring (i.e., consecutive sequence) β of π such that

the first and last symbols of β are colored red; and
β contains no 3d consecutive blue symbols.

See also Figure 4 for a visualization of blocks. By definition, any two blocks are disjoint
and separated by at least 3d blue vertices in π. We immediately obtain the following
observation by recoloring all symbols in a block blue if it contains more than d red symbols.

▶ Observation 10. Let d ∈ N, π ∈ Sn(Σ). Suppose col is a d-fitting coloring of π w.r.t.
some permutation σ ∈ Sn(Σ). If distU (π, σ) ≤ d, there is a d-fitting coloring col′ of π w.r.t.
σ such that there are at most d red symbols in each block. Moreover, such a coloring col′ can
be obtained from col in O(n) time.

We next argue how the notion of d-fitting colorings and that of witnesses provide a means
to find a permutation that is one step closer to any true center σ than the candidate πc.

▶ Lemma 11. Let d ∈ N, πc, πg ∈ Sn(Σ). Let colc and colg be d-fitting colorings of πc and πg

w.r.t. some permutation σ ∈ Sn(Σ) with 1 ≤ distU (πc, σ) ≤ d and distU (πg, σ) ≤ d. Consider
any symbol x ∈ Σ such that there are witnesses Σc and Σg of colc and colg, respectively, with
x ∈ Σc \ Σg. Then in time O(dn) we can compute and enumerate a set P with |P | ≤ 6d + 2
and there is π̃ ∈ P with distU (π̃, σ) = distU (πc, σ)− 1. The computation does not require the
sets Σc and Σg as input.
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Proof. Consider an arbitrary pair Σc and Σg of witnesses. Intuitively, x ∈ Σc means that by
moving x to a specific new location in πc, we make πc closer to σ. As x /∈ Σg, the position of
x in πg gives an indication for that location.

To see where to move x in πc, let bl be the closest symbol to the left of x in πg that is
still blue in both permutations, and let br be the closest such symbol to the right of x in πg.
If there is no such symbol on the right and/or left, consider bl or br to be a phantom blue
symbol before/after the first/last symbol of the permutation, respectively. As Σg does not
contain any blue symbols, it does not contain any of x, bl, and br. Thus, as x lies between
bl and br in πg, it lies between them in σ as well. As bl and br are blue in colc as well,
they do not change their position between πc and σ. We add all permutations to P that
are obtained by moving x in πc to some location between bl and br. This ensures that we
consider all possible ways of moving x closer to its position in σ, leading to the fact that P

always contains a permutation π̃ that is one step closer to σ than πc.
We argue that we only need to add at most 6d + 2 such permutations to P . Consider the

next 2d + 1 symbols to the left of x in πg. Note that they belong to at most one block in
πg. In each block, there are at most d red symbols, and at least d + 1 of these symbols are
blue in colg. Thereby, these symbols do not appear in any witness Σg of colg. Let L be the
set of these blue symbols (select the closest d + 1 to x, if there are more than d + 1). As
distU (πg, σ) ≤ d, the symbols in L appear as a subsequence of σ which is interrupted only
by at most d other symbols. Call the set of these interrupting symbols I. As the symbols
in L ∪ I occur consecutively in σ, the symbols in (L ∪ I) \ Σc appear consecutively in πc,
except some potential interruptions by symbols in Σc. Thus, the symbols in L \ Σc have a
pairwise maximal distance of at most |L|+ |I|+ |Σc| − 1 ≤ 3d in πc. Thus, they belong to
at most one block in πc and so at most d of them are red in colc. Hence, there is a symbol
bl ∈ L which is blue in both colg and colr. The same line of argument shows that a suitable
symbol br exists among the 2d + 1 symbols to the right of x in πg.

As the distance between bl and br is at most 4d + 2 in πg and distU (πc, πg) ≤ 2d, the
distance between bl and br in πc is at most 6d + 2, giving that many possibilities on where
to insert x. If one or both of bl and br are phantom symbols at the beginning/end of a
permutation, the same upper bound applies.

We can find bℓ and br in time O(d) by starting a search outwards from x in πc. Listing
all obtained permutations takes time in O(dn). ◀

It remains to show how to find such a symbol x. For technical reasons, we require a
weak notion of consistency between two d-fitting colorings, which motivates the following
definition.

▶ Definition 12 (Consistent d-fitting colorings). Let d ∈ N, πc, πg ∈ Sn(Σ), and colc, colg be
d-fitting colorings of πc and πg with respect to some permutation σ ∈ Sn(Σ), respectively.
We say that colc and colg are consistent d-fitting with respect to σ if there are respective
witnesses Σc, Σg ⊆ Σ, such that for every symbol x ∈ Σc ∪ Σg, we have colg(x) = red if and
only if x ∈ Σg, and colc(x) = red if and only if x ∈ Σc.

We first show how to enumerate a set of candidate pairs of colorings to be consistent
d-fitting with respect to any σ.

▶ Lemma 13. Let d ∈ N and πc, πg ∈ Sn(Σ). There is a set C of 2-coloring pairs such that
the size of C is bounded by |C| ≤ 2O(d2) log n; and
for every σ ∈ Sn(Σ) with distU (πc, σ) ≤ d and distU (πg, σ) ≤ d, C contains a consistent
d-fitting coloring pair of πc and πg w.r.t. σ.

Moreover, such a set can be computed and listed in 2O(d2)n log n time, where n := |Σ|.
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Proof. We construct the collection C using the notion of (a, b)-universality. An (a, b)-universal
set U ⊆ {0, 1}a is a set of bitstrings of length a, such that for each subset S ⊆ [a] of size
b, the projection of U onto the coordinates in S yields all 2b possible bitstrings of length b.
Equivalently, if we restrict each string in U to any fixed set of b coordinates, all possible 2b

binary patterns appear. Naor, Schulman, and Srinivasan [28] showed that such a set exists
with size at most 2bbO(log b) log a, and can be listed in time 2bbO(log b)a log a.

In our setting, we take a = 2n and b = 12d2 + 4d. Applying the above, we obtain an
(a, b)-universal set C ⊆ {0, 1}a of size

2bbO(log b) log(a) = 2O(d2+log2 d) log n = 2O(d2) log n,

which can be listed it in time 2O(d2)n log n. Each bitstring in {0, 1}2n naturally defines a
pair of 2-colorings of the symbols in Σ: the first n bits define the coloring colc of πc and the
last n bits define a coloring colg of πg.

Now, consider any permutation σ with distU (πc, σ) ≤ d and distU (πg, σ) ≤ d. Let Σc

and Σg be minimum-sized sets of moved symbols in πc and πg, respectively, to obtain σ. By
Definitions 8 and 12, the 2-colorings colc and colg are consistent d-fitting w.r.t. σ if

(i) every symbol in Σc (resp., Σg) is colored red in colc (resp., colg);
(ii) every symbol in Σ \ Σc (resp., Σ \ Σg) within distance 3d of a moved symbol in Σc

(resp., Σg) is colored blue in colc (resp., colg); and
(iii) every symbol in Σg \ Σc (resp., Σc \ Σg) is colored blue in colg (resp., colc).

Recall that both sets have size at most d. The number of symbols involved in these
conditions is at most

(|Σc|+ |Σg|) + 2 · 3d(|Σc|+ |Σg|) + (|Σc|+ |Σg|) ≤ 12d2 + 4d = b.

Because our (a, b)-universal set contains all possible pairs of colorings on any set of b positions,
it must contain a pair that assigns suitable colors to all b involved symbols. Hence, this pair
is consistent d-fitting w.r.t. σ. ◀

Given a guide πg and the candidate πc, Lemma 13 allows us to guess a consistent d-fitting
coloring pair (colc, colg) w.r.t. some center σ within distance d of both. We now use the
colorings colc and colg to capture the structural relationship between the two permutations.
To this end, we consider a certain vertex cover of their permutation graph. Here, a permutation
graph Gπc,πg of two permutations πc, πg ∈ Sn(Σ) is the graph whose vertex set is the alphabet
Σ and its edges are exactly the (unordered) pairs of vertices whose order is reversed between
πc and πg. For each edge in Gπc,πg

, exactly one of πc and πg has the two incident symbols
in the same order as the center σ. A vertex cover of Gπc,πg

thus gives an indication of which
symbols need to be moved to transform πg and πc into σ.

▶ Lemma 14. Let d ∈ N, πc, πg ∈ Sn(Σ). Let colc and colg be consistent d-fitting colorings
of πc and πg w.r.t. some permutation σ ∈ Sn(Σ). For every pair of witnesses Σc, Σg for colc
and colg there is an inclusion-wise minimal vertex cover X of Gπc,πg

with X ⊆ Σc ∪ Σg.

Proof. We begin by showing that Σc ∪ Σg is a vertex cover of Gπc,πg . Consider an edge xy

in Gπc,πg
. By definition of the permutation graphs, x and y appear in reversed order in πc

and πg. Since σ is obtained from πc (resp., πg) by moving symbols in Σc (resp., Σg), at least
one of x and y must be moved in one of the two permutations. Hence, at least one of x and
y belongs to Σc ∪ Σg, showing that Σc ∪ Σg is a vertex cover of Gπc,πg

.
The lemma follows by exhaustively removing elements from Σc ∪ Σg upon whose removal

all edges are still covered. ◀
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Such a vertex cover indeed suffices to find a suitable vertex x as required for Lemma 11.

▶ Lemma 15. Let d ∈ N, πc, πg ∈ Sn(Σ). Let colc and colg be consistent d-fitting colorings
of πc and πg w.r.t. some permutation σ ∈ Sn(Σ) with distU (πc, σ) ≤ d and distU (πg, σ) ≤ d.
Consider an inclusion-wise minimal vertex cover X of Gπc,πg

with X ⊆ Σc ∪ Σg for a pair
of witnesses Σc, Σg for colc and colg. Then in time O(|X|) we can find a symbol x ∈ Σ with
x ∈ Σc \ Σg. The computation does not require the sets Σc and Σg as input.

Proof. Observe that πg can be transformed into πc by deleting and reinserting the symbols
in X, so distU (πg, πc) > d implies that |X| > d. As distU (πg, σ) = |Σg| ≤ d, we have that
there is a symbol x ∈ X such that x ∈ Σc \ Σg. As colg and colc are consistent d-fitting, we
have that colc(x) = red and colg(x) = blue. It suffices to consider any such colored symbol
x′, as colg(x′) = blue implies x′ /∈ Σg and thus, by X ⊆ Σc ∪ Σg we have x′ ∈ Σc \ Σg. ◀

With this, we are ready to forge our central tool:

▶ Lemma 16. Let d ∈ N, and πg, πc ∈ Sn(Σ) be two permutations with d < distU (πg, πc) ≤ 2d.
There exists a set of permutations P ⊆ Sn(Σ) satisfying

the size of P is bounded by |P | ≤ 2O(d2) log n; and
for each permutation σ ∈ Sn(Σ) with distU (πg, σ) ≤ d and distU (πc, σ) ≤ d, P contains a
permutation π̃ ∈ P that is one step closer to σ than πc, i.e., distU (π̃, σ) = distU (πc, σ)−1.

Furthermore, such a set can be computed in 2O(d2)n log n time.

Proof. We compute a collection C of pairs of 2-colorings of Σ according to Lemma 13. For
each σ ∈ Sn(Σ) with distU (πg, σ) ≤ d and distU (πc, σ) ≤ d, there exists a consistent d-fitting
pair of colorings (colc, colg) ∈ C w.r.t. σ. Thus, for each pair in C we perform the following
procedure, adding permutations to P as we go along.

Based on Observation 10, we can assume that both colc and colg have at most d red
symbols in each block (if not, we recolor some blocks blue accordingly). We list all inclusion-
wise minimal vertex covers of Gπc,πg that have size at most 2d. We can do so by a simple and
well-known branching technique: Start with an empty cover, iteratively take any uncovered
edge vw and create two branches where you add v or w to the vertex cover, respectively, and
repeat this procedure 2d times (or until all edges are covered). This list of at most 22d = 4d

covers may contain some that are not inclusion-wise minimal, but these can be filtered out
in time O(4d · |V (Gπc,πg

)|) = O(4dn).
By Lemma 14 and as every witness for colc or colg has size at most d, at least one of the

listed vertex covers consists only of vertices in Σc∪Σg, where Σc and Σg are witnesses for the
respective colorings. This holds true for every permutation σ for which the current colorings
are consistent d-fitting. Using Lemma 15 on each of the vertex covers, we obtain a set of
at most 4d symbols, and for every suitable σ at least one of these symbols is included in
Σc \Σg for respective witnesses. We note that applying Lemma 15 to vertex covers containing
vertices which do not stem from union of witnesses might yield incorrect symbols, but for
each of the vertex covers we still add at most one symbol. We apply Lemma 11 to each of
the 4d symbols, thereby producing a set of 4d · (6d + 2) permutations, which we all add to
P . Note that the lemmas guarantee that for every σ for which the colorings are consistent
d-fitting, we added at least one permutation which is one step closer to σ than the current
candidate πc.

The final size of P is bounded by

|P | ≤ |C| · 4d(6d + 2) ≤ 2O(d2) log n.
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The runtime estimate is based on combining the size of C from Lemma 13 with the
time to find the unique vertex cover respecting a given pair of colorings. All other steps,
like processing the blocks, are asymptotically dominated by that time. There are at most
2O(d2) log n pairs of colorings to enumerate. For each pair, the branching procedure on the
vertex covers takes O

(
4d · (|E(Gπc,πg

)|+ |V (Gπc,πg
)|)

)
= O(4ddn) time as |V (Gπc,πg

)| = n

and the existence of a vertex cover of size 2d implies that |E(Gπc,πg )| ≤ 2dn. Thus, the total
time to compute P is in

2O(d2) log n · O(4ddn) = 2O(d2)n log n. ◀

Now we are ready to prove Theorem 2.

▶ Theorem 2. Ulam Metric k-Center can be solved in 2O(d2k(d+k)) · mn1+o(1) time,
where m := |Π| and n := |Σ|.

Proof. We may assume without loss of generality that any YES-instance admits a solution
with exactly k centers. Indeed, if a solution exists with fewer than k centers, we can always
add arbitrary permutations as centers until we reach exactly k centers. In addition, we
exclude the trivial YES-instances where k > m. Now, consider a hypothetical solution
S∗ = {σ∗

1 , σ∗
2 , . . . , σ∗

k} consisting of k centers. For each i ∈ [k], let the ith cluster be the set
of permutations in Π with distance at most d to σ∗

i . If a permutation would fit into multiple
clusters, we assign it to only one of them arbitrarily.

We describe our algorithm as a branching procedure. It maintains a candidate set
S ⊆ Sn(Σ) of size at most k along with a budget bi for each candidate σi ∈ S. Here, S

is intended to evolve into a solution to the Ulam Metric k-Center instance, and each
budget bi indicates how many modifications to σi remain (or have been used so far). In each
branch, the algorithm checks whether the current candidate set S covers all permutations in
Π within distance d. The algorithm halts and accepts the instance if and only if at least one
branch finds a valid solution. We now describe the procedure in detail; see Algorithm 1 for a
high-level overview.

In the course of the algorithm, we one by one initialize each candidate σi as a permutation
from Π, and evolve it into the ith center. Initially, pick the permutation π1 ∈ Π and set the
first candidate σ1 to equal this permutation: σ1 := π. Then, the algorithm adds it as the
first candidate to S and initializes its budget as b1 := d.

Next, the algorithm branches on a permutation π ∈ Π that has distance more than d to
each of the candidates in S. If there is none, then the current candidates form a solution, and
we accept the instance. Otherwise, the permutation π either belongs to one of the existing
clusters or to a new cluster.

Existing cluster: For each candidate σi ∈ S with remaining budget bi > 0 and distance
at most 2d to π, we consider the case where π belongs to the ith cluster. We invoke
Lemma 16 with d, guide πg = π, and πc = σi to obtain the set P of permutations. For
each permutation σ′

i ∈ P , we create a new branch where we replace σi by σ′
i and decrease

its budget by one.
New cluster: If |S| < k, we create a branch where π belongs to a new cluster. Specifically,
we let σ|S|+1 = π as a new candidate, initialize its budget as b|S|+1 = d, and add it to S.

If none of the two above cases applies, we reject the branch. We accept the instance if and
only if at least one branch accepts it. If none of the branches accepts the instance, we reject
the branch.

Observe that if the algorithm accepts an instance, it indeed finds a solution. Conversely,
consider a YES-instance of Ulam Metric k-Center witnessed by some solution S∗ =
{σ∗

1 , σ∗
2 , . . . , σ∗

k}. When branching on a permutation π ∈ Π not covered by the current
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Algorithm 1 Solving Ulam Metric k-Center for radius d on permutations Π.

Input: An alphabet Σ of size n, a set of permutations Π if size m, integers k and d.
Output: Decide the whether there exist S ⊆ Sn(Σ) of size k such that for each

π ∈ Π, there exists σ ∈ S with distU (π, σ) ≤ d.
1 σ1 ← π1 ∈ Π; // Initialize the first candidate center
2 b1 ← d; // Initialize the budget of σ1
3 return Alg

(
Σ, Π, k, d, {σ1}, {b1}

)
;

4 Procedure Alg
(
Σ, Π, k, d, S = {σ1, . . . , σ|S|}, {bi}|S|

i=1
)

5 if for every π ∈ Π there is σi ∈ S such that distU (π, σi) ≤ d then accept
instance;

6 Pick arbitrary π ∈ Π with distU (π, σi) > d for all σi ∈ S;
// Branching on how a permutation not yet covered by S is covered

7 for each σi ∈ {σi ∈ S : bi > 0, distU (π, σi) ≤ 2d} do
// The case that π is in the ith cluster.

8 P ← invoke Lemma 16 with (d, πg, πc), where πg ← π and πc ← σi;
9 for each σ′

i ∈ P do
10 σi ← σ′

i; // Modify the candidate σi

11 bi ← bi − 1; // Update the budget of σi

12 accept instance if Alg
(
Σ, Π, k, d, S, {bi}|S|

i=1
)

accepts;
13 end
14 end
15 if |S| < k then

// The case that π belongs to a new cluster.
16 σj ← π, where j = |S|+ 1; // Add π as a new candidate center
17 bj ← d; // Initialize the budget of π.
18 accept instance if Alg

(
Σ, Π, k, d, S ∪ {σj}, {bi}j

i=1
)

accepts;
19 end
20 reject branch;

candidates S, there exists a branch where π is assigned to the cluster to which it belongs
in S∗. Moreover, when π is assigned to the ith cluster from the current candidates S, by
Lemma 16, there is a permutation σ′

i ∈ P that is one step closer to σ∗
i than σi. Thus, in the

respective branch, we replace σi by σ′
i, moving it one step closer to σ∗

i . Since each candidate
starts with the distance at most d to its respective center in S∗, after receiving at most d

updates, it will have converged to that center. From this point on, it will not receive any
more updates since there are no permutations assigned to that cluster with a distance of
more than d. Therefore, there is a branch in which the algorithm finds the solution S∗ and
accepts the instance.

Finally, we analyze the running time of the algorithm. Recall that the input of the
branching procedure contains a set of candidates S along with their budgets {bi : σi ∈ S}.
Define the measure of the current input of a branch as

µ := (k − |S|)(d + 1) +
|S|∑
i=1

bi.

and denote by T (µ) the worst-case running time of the algorithm on inputs with measure µ.
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Observe that each time we add a new candidate to S or modify an existing candidate in
S, the measure µ decreases by one. On the one hand, when we add a new candidate to S,
the size of S increases by one while the budget of the new candidate is initialized to d. Thus,
the measure decreases by (d + 1)− d = 1 and there is at most one such branch. On the other
hand, when we modify a candidate to a permutation from P , its budget decreases by one
while the size of S remains unchanged. Thus, the measure decreases by 1 as well, and there
are at most |S| · |P | ≤ k · 2O(d2) log n such branches by Lemma 16. Moreover, computing P

takes time in 2O(d2)n log n, and the remaining time spend on this iteration is dominated by
the computation of all Ulam distances to the current candidates (achievable in O(kmn log n)
time). Therefore, we have the recurrence

T (µ) ≤ 2O(d2)n log n +O(kmn log n) +
(
1 + k · 2O(d2) log n

)
· T (µ− 1).

Notice that the measure satisfies µ ≤ k(d + 1) and the algorithm halts when µ = 0. Solving
the recurrence yields

T (k(d + 1)) =
(
1 + k · 2O(d2) log n

)k(d+1) · (2O(d2)n log n + kmn log n)

= 2O(d3k) · kO(dk) · (log n)k(d+1) · O(mn log n).

Observe that

(log n)k(d+1) = 2k(d+1) log log n ≤ 2k2(d+1)2+(log log n)2
= 2k2(d+1)2

· n(log log n)2/ log n,

which bounds the total running time by

2O(d3k+d2k2) · kO(dk) · O
(
mn1+(log log n)2/ log n log n

)
= 2O(d2k(d+k)) ·mn1+o(1).

This shows that Ulam Metric k-Center is in FPT by k + d. ◀

We prove that the fixed-parameter tractability of Ulam distance with respect to k + d

does not extend to a polynomial kernel via a reduction from a problem on binary strings.

▶ Theorem 3 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Center does not admit a polynomial-sized kernel for
the parameter k + d unless NP ⊆ coNP/poly.

4 The Complexity of Ulam Metric k-Median

This section studies the parameterized complexity of Ulam Metric k-Median with re-
spect to the parameters d and k + d. We first prove that Ulam Metric k-Median is
W[1]-hard parameterized by d but is in XP for this parameterization. Then we show a
polynomial kernel parameterized by both k and d, implying fixed-parameter tractability for
this parameterization.

We first rule out fixed-parameter tractability by d alone under established complexity
assumptions. We then contrast it with a simple XP-algorithm for Ulam Metric k-Median.

For the hardness result, we give a reduction from Multicolored Clique. An instance of
Multicolored Clique consists of a graph G with a proper vertex coloring using k′ colors,
and asks whether G contains a clique of size k′. The problem is known to be W[1]-hard when
parameterized by k′ [31]. For clarity, we here describe the reduction and then separately
prove that it preserves YES-instances and NO-instances.

Let C = {c1, c2, . . . , ck′} denote the color set, let V (G) = {v1, v2, . . . , vn′} be the vertex
set of G and let E(G) = {e1, e2, . . . , em′} be the edge set of G, where n′ = |V (G)| and
m′ = |E(G)|. Without loss of generality, we assume that k′ ≥ 4, as instances with smaller
values can be solved in polynomial time by brute-force.
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We construct an instance (Π, k, d) of Ulam Metric k-Median with k = m′ −
(

k′

2
)

+ 1.
The idea of the reduction is to create one permutation for each edge in G. We build the
instance in a way such that the existence of a multicolored clique Q ⊆ V (G) allows the
construction of a center permutation σQ such that edges with both endpoints in Q have
small total distance to σQ, while every other edge can take itself as its center. Consequently,
the number of centers required is m′ −

(|Q|
2

)
+ 1 = k, and the median distance is entirely

contributed by the edges inside Q. It remains to choose a suitable value for d.
Formally, let q =

(
k′

2
)
(k′ − 2) + 1. Furthermore, we define the alphabet as the union

of the color set, some v-symbols representing the vertices, and some x-, y-, and z-symbols
representing the edges:

Σ = C ∪
{

vi
j : i ∈ [q], vj ∈ V (G)

}
∪

{
xi

j , yi
j , zi

j : i ∈ [q], ej ∈ E(G)
}

.

We have n = |Σ| = k′ +n′q +3m′q. We first construct a base permutation πbase ∈ Sn(Σ) that
starts with alternating between the x- and y-symbols, followed by the v- and the z-symbols,
and finally the color-symbols:

πbase := x1
1 y1

1 · · ·x
q
1 yq

1 x1
2 y1

2 · · ·x
q
2 yq

2 · · · x1
m′ y1

m′ · · ·xq
m′ yq

m′

v1
1 v2

1 · · · v
q
1 v1

2 v2
2 · · · v

q
2 · · · v1

n′ v2
n′ · · · vq

n′

z1
1 z2

1 · · · z
q
1 z1

2 z2
2 · · · z

q
2 · · · z1

m′ z2
m′ · · · zq

m′

c1 c2 · · · ck′ .

For each edge ej = vavb ∈ E(G) with a < b, we introduce a permutation πej obtained from
πbase as follows. Suppose va has color cα and vb has color cβ . Swap xi

j and yi
j for each i ∈ [q];

move cα to the right of vq
a; move cβ to the right of vq

b ; and move the remaining color-symbols
to the right of zq

j without changing their relative order. That is,

πej
:= x1

1 y1
1 · · ·x

q
1 yq

1 · · · y1
j x1

j · · · y
q
j xq

j · · · x1
m′ y1

m′ · · ·xq
m′ yq

m′

v1
1 · · · v

q
1 · · · v1

a · · · vq
a cα · · · v1

b · · · v
q
b cβ · · · v1

n′ · · · vq
n′

z1
1 · · · z

q
1 · · · z1

j · · · z
q
j χα,β z1

j+1 · · · z
q
j+1 · · · z1

m′ · · · zq
m′ ,

where χα,β = c1 · · · cα−1 cα+1 · · · cβ−1 cβ+1 · · · ck′ . Finally, recall that k = m′ −
(

k′

2
)

+ 1.
We set d =

(
k′

2
)
(q + (k′ − 2)), and let the set of permutations consist of all permutations for

edges in the graph, i.e., Π = {πej
: ej ∈ E(G)}.

▶ Lemma 17. The stated reduction from MultiColoredClique to Ulam Metric k-
Median preserves YES-instances.

Proof. Assume that G contains a clique Q of size at least k′, which contains exactly one
vertex of each color. We prove that there is a set S of size k that is a solution for the Ulam
Metric k-Median instance (Π, k, d). For each vertex vj ∈ Q, let cφ(j) be the color of vj .
Define σQ to be the permutation obtained from πbase by moving each symbol cφ(j) ∈ C

right after the symbol vq
j ∈ Q. (There is no color-symbol after vq

j if vj ̸∈ Q.) That is, if
Q = {vj1 , vj2 , . . . , vjk′} with j1 < j2 < · · · < jk′ , then
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σQ := x1
1 y1

1 · · ·x
q
1 yq

1 x1
2 y1

2 · · ·x
q
2 yq

2 · · · x1
m′ y1

m′ · · ·xq
m′ yq

m′

v1
1 · · · v

q
1 · · · v1

j1−1 · · · v
q
j1−1 v1

j1
· · · vq

j1
cφ(j1) v1

j1+1 · · · v
q
j1+1

· · · v1
ji−1 · · · v

q
ji−1 v1

ji
· · · vq

ji
cφ(ji) v1

ji+1 · · · v
q
ji+1

· · · v1
jk′ −1 · · · v

q
jk′ −1 v1

jk′ · · · v
q
jk′ cφ(jk′ ) v1

jk′ +1 · · · v
q
jk′ +1

· · · v1
n′ · · · vq

n′ z1
1 · · · z

q
1 z1

2 · · · z
q
2 · · · z1

m′ · · · zq
m′ .

We then let S = {σQ} ∪Π \ΠQ, where ΠQ ⊆ Π is the set of
(

k′

2
)

permutations associated
with an edge that has both endpoints covered by Q. Observe that |S| = m′−

(
k′

2
)

+1 = k and
the sum of distances of each permutation to its closest median is at most

∑
π∈ΠQ

distU (π, σQ).
Any permutation in ΠQ can be transformed into σQ by moving the k′ − 2 color-symbols that
are not yet at the correct position as well as the q symbols of the form xi

j with i ∈ [q]. Thus,
the total sum of distances is at most

(
k′

2
)
(q + (k′ − 2)) = d. ◀

▶ Lemma 18. The stated reduction from MultiColoredClique to Ulam Metric k-
Median preserves NO-instances.

Proof. We prove by showing that the existence of a solution to the constructed Ulam
Metric k-Median instance implies the existence of a solution to the MultiColoredClique
instance.

Assume the Ulam Metric k-Median instance is solved by a set S of permutation
medians which minimize the sum of distances. Consider the clustering of Π described by S,
where we have one cluster per median permutation in S and each permutation in Π is assigned
to the cluster of the closest median under Ulam metric (breaking ties arbitrarily). For ease of
presentation, we partition the alphabet Σ into two parts: Σ′ is the set of x- and y-symbols;
and Σ′′ is the set of v-, z-, and color-symbols. By construction, any permutation πe in Π
is a concatenation of two substrings π′

e ∈ S2m′q(Σ′) and π′′
e ∈ Sk′+n′q+m′q(Σ′′). It is easy

to see that distU (πe1 , πe2) = distU (π′
e1

, π′
e2

) + distU (π′′
e1

, π′′
e2

) for any pair of permutations
πe1 , πe2 ∈ Π. We further define C ′ = {π′

e : πe ∈ C} and C ′′ = {π′′
e : πe ∈ C} for any cluster

C in the clustering.
Clearly, there exists a cluster of size at least two as k < m′. Consider a cluster C of size

|C| ≥ 2. We first argue that C is the unique cluster of size more than one. Let σ be its median
with optimal total distance to the permutations in C. By the optimality of σ, the center σ

starts with a substring σ′ ∈ S2m′q(Σ′) and end with a substring σ′′ ∈ Sk′+n′q+m′q(Σ′′). It is
easy to see that distU (πe, σ) = distU (π′

e, σ′)+distU (π′′
e , σ′′) for any permutation πe ∈ C. This

means that we can optimize σ′ and σ′′ independently to minimize the total distance. First,
restrict our attention to the x- and y-symbols. For any pair of permutations π′

e1
, π′

e2
∈ C ′,

we have distU (π′
e1

, π′
e2

) ≥ 2q as they have swapped the x- and y-symbols for distinct edges.
Thus, we can derive that∑

π′
e∈C′

distU (π′
e, σ′) = 1

|C ′| − 1
∑

{π′
e1 ,π′

e2 }⊆C′

(distU (π′
e1

, σ′) + distU (π′
e2

, σ′))

≥ 1
|C ′| − 1

∑
{π′

e1 ,π′
e2 }⊆C′

distU (π′
e1

, π′
e2

)

≥ 1
|C ′| − 1 ·

(
|C ′|

2

)
· 2q = |C ′|q = |C|q.
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Suppose for the contraction that there were r clusters C1, C2, . . . , Cr (r ≥ 2) of size at least
two with respective medians σ′

1, σ′
2, . . . σ′

r. Summing over all these clusters yields

(|C ′
1|+|C ′

2|+· · ·+|C ′
r|)q ≤

∑
i∈[r]

∑
π′

e∈C′
i

distU (π′
e, σ′

i) ≤ d =
(

k′

2

)(
q+(k′−2)

)
<

((
k′

2

)
+1

)
q,

which implies that |C1|+ |C2|+ · · ·+ |Cr| ≤
(

k′

2
)
. By the definition of k we have

m′ + r − (|C1|+ |C2|+ · · ·+ |Cr|) ≤ k = m′ −
(

k′

2

)
+ 1,

leading to r ≤ 1, a contradiction. Hence, we conclude that C is the unique cluster of size
more than one, which indicates |C| ≥ m′ − k′ + 1 =

(
k′

2
)
.

Since (Π, k, d) is a YES-instance, we have d is at least∑
πe∈C

distU (πe, σ) =
∑

π′
e∈C′

distU (π′
e, σ′)+

∑
π′′

e ∈C′′

distU (π′′
e , σ′′) ≥ |C ′|q+

∑
π′′

e ∈C′′

distU (π′′
e , σ′′).

Since d =
(

k′

2
)
(q + (k′ − 2)) and |C ′| = |C| ≥

(
k′

2
)
, we derive that∑

π′′
e ∈C′′

distU (π′′
e , σ′′) ≤

(
k′

2

)
(k′ − 2) = q − 1.

This implies that only color-symbols can be moved from σ′′ to each permutation π′′
e in C ′′:

there are q copies of each v- and z-symbol in Σ′′ and they are ordered the same way in all
permutations. Suppose C̄ ⊆ C is the set of colors located before z1

1 in σ′′, and let k̄ = |C̄|.
Recall that each permutation πe has two of the k′ ≥ 4 color-symbols placed before z1

1 ; one
each after the symbols for its incident vertices. Thus, for at most

(
k̄
2
)

of the permutations
in C ′′, both of these color-symbols are in C̄. All other permutations have to move at least
one of the two symbols, which requires a total of at least

(
k′

2
)
−

(
k̄
2
)

units of the budget.
Additionally, for each permutation in C ′′, all k′ − 2 color-symbols after z1

1 have to be moved,
except a total of at most k′ − k̄ symbols across all permutations. As a result, the total
number of required move operations is at least∑

π′′
e ∈C′′

distU (π′′
e , σ′′) ≥

(
k′

2

)
−

(
k̄

2

)
+

(
k′

2

)
(k′ − 2)−

(
k′ − k̄

)
=

(
k′

2

)
(k′ − 2) + 1

2

(
k′(k′ − 3)− k̄

(
k̄ − 3

))
≥

(
k′

2

)
(k′ − 2).

Combine this with the bound on
∑

π′
e∈C′ distU (π′

e, σ′), and we finally have∑
πe∈C

distU (πe, σ) =
∑

π′
e∈C′

distU (π′
e, σ′) +

∑
π′′

e ∈C′′

distU (π′′
e , σ′′)

≥
(

k′

2

)
q +

(
k′

2

)
(k′ − 2) = d.

Hence, all inequalities above are in fact equalities, which yields |C ′| = k′ and k̄ = k′. In other
words, all color-symbols are placed somewhere before z1

1 in σ. Note further that the budget
d is only sufficient if for every permutation πe ∈ C both color-symbols “incident” to e are
located between the same substrings of v-symbols as in σ. Hence, the union of all endpoints
of the

(
k′

2
)

distinct edges described by C has size |C ′| = k′, implying that these edges form a
k′-clique in G. ◀
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The W[1]-hardness of Ulam Metric k-Median immediately follows from Lemmas 17
and 18 and the facts that the described reduction can be computed in polynomial time and
determines d by a computable function of k′.

▶ Theorem 5. Ulam Metric k-Median is W[1]-hard parameterized by d.

We contrast this lower bound by designing a simple XP-algorithm for Ulam Metric
k-Median.

▶ Theorem 4 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Median can be solved in O((mn)2d) time, where
m := |Π| and n := |Σ|.

Last, we find a polynomial-sized kernel with respect to k + d, which also establishes the
fixed-parameter tractability Ulam Metric k-Median by k + d.

▶ Theorem 6 (⋆). Ulam Metric k-Median admits a kernel with O(d2 + dk) permutations
over an alphabet of size O(d4 + d2k2), computable in O(m2n log n) time, where m := |Π| and
n := |Σ|.

5 Conclusion

We initiated the study of the parameterized complexity of the Ulam Metric k-Center and
Ulam Metric k-Median problems. Prior to our work, even the parameterized complexity
for the case k = 1 with parameter d was unknown for these problems.

It is known [18] that Closest String cannot be solved in 2o(d log d) · (nm)O(1) time
unless the Exponential Time Hypothesis (ETH) fails (we refer to [18] for the formal definition
of ETH). Then the Polynomial Parameter Transformation from Theorem 3 implies the same
computational lower bound for Ulam Metric 1-Center. Is it possible to solve Ulam
Metric 1-Center for k = 1 in dO(d) · (nm)O(1) time similarly to Closest String?

For Ulam Metric k-Median, it is shown that the problem is W[1]-hard when paramet-
erized by d but is in XP under the same parameterization. Furthermore, the problem admits
a polynomial kernel for the parameterization by both k and d. The latter result together with
an XP-algorithm implies that Ulam Metric k-Median can be solved in (kd)O(d) · (mn)O(1)

time. Is it possible to improve this running time? Similarly to Ulam Metric k-Center,
we find that this question is interesting even for k = 1. Is there a single-exponential (or even
subexponential) in d algorithm?
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