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ABSTRACT

A modular k-coloring, k ≥ 2, of a graph G without isolated
vertices is a coloring of the vertices of G with the elements in
Zk (where adjacent vertices may be colored the same) having the
property that for every two adjacent vertices of G, the sums of
the colors of their neighbors are different in Zk. The minimum k

for which G has a modular k-coloring is the modular chromatic
number mc(G) of G. The modular chromatic number of a graph
is at least as large as its chromatic number. It was known that
if T is a nontrivial tree, then mc(T ) = 2 or mc(T ) = 3. A
nontrivial tree T is of type one if mc(T ) = 2 and is of type two
if mc(T ) = 3. It is shown that all nontrivial trees of diameter
at most 6 are of type one. A caterpillar is a tree of order 3
or more, the removal of whose end-vertices produces a path. A
characterization has been established for all caterpillars that are
of type two.
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1 Introduction

For a vertex v of a graph G, let N(v) denote the neighborhood of v (the
set of vertices adjacent to v). For a graph G without isolated vertices, let
c : V (G) → Zk (k ≥ 2) be a vertex coloring of G where adjacent vertices
may be colored the same. The color sum σ(v) of a vertex v of G is defined
as the sum in Zk of the colors of the vertices in N(v), that is,

σ(v) =
∑

u∈N(v)

c(u).

The coloring c is called a modular sum k-coloring or simply a modular k-

coloring of G if σ(x) 6= σ(y) in Zk for all pairs x, y of adjacent vertices of
G. A coloring c is a modular coloring if c is a modular k-coloring for some
integer k ≥ 2. The modular chromatic number mc(G) of G is the minimum
k for which G has a modular k-coloring. These concepts were introduced
and studied in [2].

It is observed in [2] that mc(G) ≥ χ(G) for every nontrivial graph G,
where χ(G) is the chromatic number of a graph G. While each nontrivial
tree has chromatic number 2, not every tree has modular chromatic num-
ber 2. It is shown in [2] that the tree T ∗ in Figure 1 has mc(T ∗) = 3 and a
modular 3-coloring of T ∗ is shown in Figure 1 (where the color of a vertex is
placed within the vertex) together with the color sum σ(v) for each vertex
v of G (where the color sum of a vertex is placed next to the vertex). On
the other hand, every nontrivial tree has modular chromatic number 2 or
3.
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Figure 1: A tree with modular chromatic number 3

Theorem 1.1 [2] If T is a nontrivial tree, then mc(T ) = 2 or mc(T ) = 3.

A nontrivial tree T is of type one if mc(T ) = 2 and is of type two if
mc(T ) = 3. In this paper, we investigate the problem of determining which
trees are of type one and which trees are of type two. We refer to the book
[1] for graph theory notation and terminology not described in this paper.
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2 Trees with Small Diameter

For vertices u and v in a connected graph G, the distance d(u, v) between
u and v is the length of a shortest u− v path in G. The diameter diam(G)
of G is the largest distance between two vertices of G. Thus the tree T ∗ in
Figure 1 has diam(T ∗) = 7. We have seen that T ∗ has modular chromatic
number 3 and so is of type two. Next, we show that every nontrivial tree
of diameter at most 6 is of type one.

Theorem 2.1 If T is a nontrivial tree with diam(T ) ≤ 6, then mc(T ) = 2.

Proof. If diam(T ) ≤ 4, then let u∗ be a central vertex of T . Then a
2-coloring c1 of T such that c1(v) = 1 if and only if v = u∗ is a modular
coloring of T . For the case where diam(T ) ∈ {5, 6}, let X be the set of
end-vertices in T .

If diam(T ) = 5, then let u∗

1 and u∗

2 be the central vertices of T . If either
deg u∗

1 or deg u∗

2 is odd, say the former, then a 2-coloring c2 of T such that
c2(v) = 1 if and only if v ∈ N(u∗

1) is a modular coloring of T . Hence,
suppose that both deg u∗

1 and deg u∗

2 are even. Let

Xi = N(u∗

i ) ∩ X and Yi = N(u∗

i ) − Xi for i = 1, 2.

Observe that each of Y1 and Y2 contains at least two vertices. If |Y1| or |Y2|
is odd, say the former, then let c3 be a 2-coloring of T such that c3(v) = 1 if
and only if v ∈ Y1. If |Y1| and |Y2| are both even, we consider the following
two cases.

Case 1. At least one of X1 and X2 is nonempty. Suppose that X1 6= ∅
and let x ∈ X1. Then a 2-coloring c4 of T such that c4(v) = 1 if and only
if v ∈ Y1 ∪ {x} is a modular coloring of T .

Case 2. Both X1 and X2 are empty. Let

Y ′

2 = Y2 − {u∗

1} = {w1, w2, . . . , wa},

where a = deg u∗

2 − 1. Furthermore, for each vertex wi ∈ Y ′

2 let xi be an
end-vertex adjacent to wi. Then a 2-coloring c5 of T given by c5(v) = 1 if
and only if v ∈ [Y1 − {u∗

2}] ∪ {x1, x2, . . . , xa} is a modular coloring of T .

Finally, if diam(T ) = 6, then let u∗ be the central vertex of T . If deg u∗

is odd, then consider a 2-coloring c6 of T such that c6(v) = 1 if and only if
v ∈ N(u∗). If deg u∗ is even, then let

P : u1, u2, u3, u4 = u∗, u5, u6, u7

be a longest path in T . Consider the set

S = [N(u5) − {u∗}] − X = {w1, w2, . . . , wa}.
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Note that S is nonempty since u6 ∈ S. For each i with 1 ≤ i ≤ a, let xi be
an end-vertex adjacent to wi. Now consider a 2-coloring c7 of T such that
c7(v) = 1 if and only if v ∈ [N(u∗) − {u5}] ∪ {x1, x2, . . . , xa} and observe
that c7 is a modular coloring of T . This completes the proof.

By Theorem 2.1, if a tree is of type two, then its diameter must be at
least 7 and so its order must be at least 8.

3 Caterpillars

A caterpillar is a tree of order 3 or more, the removal of whose end-vertices
produces a path called the spine of the caterpillar. Thus every path and
star (of order at least 3) and every double star (a tree of diameter 3) is
a caterpillar. For example, the tree T ∗ in Figure 1 is a caterpillar and
we have seen that T ∗ is of type two. In this section, we determine which
caterpillars are of type one and which caterpillars are of type two. By
Theorem 2.1, every caterpillar of diameter at most 6 is of type one and so
we consider caterpillars of diameter at least 7. It was shown in [2] that if
G is a nontrivial connected bipartite graph containing no vertex of even
degree, then any proper 2-coloring of G is a modular coloring of G. Thus
we have the following.

Theorem 3.1 [2] If G is a nontrivial connected bipartite graph containing

no vertex of even degree, then mc(G) = 2.

By Theorem 3.1, if T is a nontrivial tree containing no vertex of even
degree, then T is of type one. It turns out that for caterpillars, containing
no vertex of degree 2 guarantees that its modular chromatic number is 2
and so is of type one, which we show next.

Proposition 3.2 If no vertex of a nontrivial caterpillar T has degree 2,
then mc(T ) = 2.

Proof. By Proposition 2.1, we may assume that d = diam(T ) ≥ 7. Let
P : u1, u2, . . . , ud−1 be the spine of T and for each i (1 ≤ i ≤ d − 1) let xi

be an end-vertex adjacent to ui. Consider the coloring c : V (T ) → Z2 such
that c(v) = 1 if and only if either (i) v = ui and i is odd or (ii) v = xj

and j is even with j ≤ d − 2. Then c is a modular 2-coloring of T and so
mc(T ) = 2.

This result does not hold for general trees. For example, the tree T

of Figure 2 contains no vertex having degree 2 but mc(T ) = 3. If there
is a modular 2-coloring c of T , then, by symmetry, we may assume that
the color sums of the vertices are as shown in Figure 2. However then,
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Figure 2: A tree T with mc(T ) = 3

c(ui) = 1 for 1 ≤ i ≤ 4 and so σ(w) = 0 in Z2, which contradicts the fact
that σ(w) = 1. Therefore, mc(T ) = 3.

We now characterize all caterpillars of type two. In order to do this, we
first introduce some notation. Let T be a caterpillar having diameter d ≥ 3
and let X be the set of end-vertices. Also, let

P : u1,1, u1,2, . . . , u1,n1
, u2,1, u2,2, . . . , u2,n2

, . . . ,

us−1,1, us−1,2, . . . , us−1,ns−1
, us,1

be the spine of T . Let

U = {ui,1 : 1 ≤ i ≤ s} (1)

be the set of vertices such that u ∈ U if and only if N(u) ∩ X 6= ∅ and let

Xi = N(ui,1) ∩ X for 1 ≤ i ≤ s. (2)

Thus Xi is nonempty for 1 ≤ i ≤ s. Observe that s ≥ 2, ni = d(ui,1, ui+1,1)
for 1 ≤ i ≤ s − 1, and diam(T ) = n1 + n2 + · · · + ns−1 + 2.

Theorem 3.3 Let T be a caterpillar with diam(T ) ≥ 3. Then mc(T ) = 3
if and only if there exist integers α and β (1 ≤ α < β ≤ s − 1) such that

nα, nβ ≡ 2 (mod 4) and d(uα+1,1, uβ,1) is odd.

Proof. Suppose that nα, nβ ≡ 2 (mod 4) and D = d(uα+1,1, uβ,1) is odd
for some positive integers α and β (α + 2 ≤ β ≤ s − 1) and assume, to
the contrary, that there exists a modular 2-coloring c of T . Let xi be a
vertex in Xi for 1 ≤ i ≤ s. Since d(xα+1, xβ) = D + 2 is odd, it follows
that σ(xα+1) 6= σ(xβ). We may assume that σ(xβ) = 1. Consequently,
c(uβ,1) = 1. For each i with 1 ≤ i ≤ nβ , observe that σ(uβ,i) = 1 if and
only if i is even, implying that

c(uβ,i) =

{

1 if i ≡ 1 (mod 4)
0 if i ≡ 3 (mod 4).
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Since σ(uβ,nβ
) = 1 and c(uβ,nβ−1) = 1, it follows that c(uβ+1,1) = 0.

However, this in turn implies that

σ(xβ+1) = c(uβ+1,1) = 0 = σ(xα+1),

which is impossible since d(xα+1, xβ+1) = D + nβ + 2 is odd.
For the converse, suppose that for every two integers α and β with

1 ≤ α < β ≤ s − 1, either

(i) at least one of nα and nβ is not congruent to 2 modulo 4 or

(ii) nα, nβ ≡ 2 (mod 4) and D = d(uα+1,1, uβ,1) is even.

Let

N = {n1, n2, . . . , ns−1} and N∗ = {ni ∈ N : ni ≡ 2 (mod 4)}.

If N∗ = ∅, then let c0 be any proper 2-coloring of T . If N∗ 6= ∅, then let

N∗ = {ni1 , ni2 , . . . , nit
},

where 1 ≤ i1 < i2 < · · · < it ≤ s − 1. Consider a proper 2-coloring
c0 of T such that c0(ui1,1) = 1 and observe that c0(ui,1) = 1 for each
i ∈ {i1, i2, . . . , it}. For the tree T of Figure 3(a), such a coloring c0 is
shown in Figure 3(b). We then define a coloring c : V (P ) → Z2 as follows.
For a fixed integer i (1 ≤ i ≤ s), consider a vertex ui,j , where 1 ≤ j ≤ ni.

Case 1. c0(ui,1) = 0. Then ni 6≡ 2 (mod 4). Let c(ui,j) = 1 if and only
if j ≡ 1 (mod 4). In particular, observe that c(ui,1) = 1 6= c0(ui,1).

Case 2. c0(ui,1) = 1. If ni ≡ 1 (mod 4), then let c(ui,j) = 1 if and only
if j ≡ 2 (mod 4). Otherwise let c(ui,j) = 1 if and only if j ≡ 0 (mod 4).
In each case, observe that c(ui,1) = 0 6= c0(ui,1).

The coloring c is shown in Figure 3(c) for the tree T of Figure 3(a),
where the color assigned by c to each vertex of the spine of T is indicated
inside the vertex. For every vertex v ∈ V (P )−U where U is described in (1),
its color sum σ(v) is now determined and equal to c0(v) (which is indicated
outside the vertex v in Figure 3(c)). Furthermore, for each end-vertex
x ∈ Xi where Xi is described in (2), observe that σ(x) = c(ui,1) 6= c0(ui,1),
implying that σ(x) = c0(x).

Finally, assign an appropriate color (0 or 1) to each of the end-vertices
such that σ(u) = c0(u) for every u ∈ U . Figure 3(d) shows the color
assignments by c to the end-vertices of the tree T of Figure 3(a), which are
indicated inside the end-vertices and the color sum for each vertex u ∈ U is
indicated outside the vertex. Hence, the coloring we obtained is a modular
2-coloring of T .
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c0 is a proper coloring such that c0(u2,1) = 1 (and so c0(u4,1) = 1 as well)(b)

(c)

u1,1 u2,1 u3,1 u4,1 u5,1 u6,1 u7,1 u8,1

100

0 0 0 0 0

1 1

1

1

(d) color the end-vertices so that each vertex u ∈ U has an appropriate color sum

(a) T

Figure 3: The modular 2-coloring of a tree T

described in the proof of Theorem 3.3

By Theorem 3.3, the tree T ∗ in Figure 1 is a caterpillar of the smallest
order (namely order 10) that is of type two. In fact, more can be said.

Proposition 3.4 The tree T ∗ in Figure 1 is the tree of the smallest order

that is of type two.

Proof. Suppose that T is a tree of order at most 10 whose diameter is
at least 7. If diam(T ) ≥ 8, then T is a caterpillar and mc(T ) = 2 by
Theorem 3.3. Hence, suppose that diam(T ) = 7 and mc(T ) = 3. If T is a
caterpillar, then T = T ∗ by Theorem 3.3. Otherwise, T is either T1 or T2

shown in Figure 4. Since each tree Ti (i = 1, 2) has a modular 2-coloring
(shown in Figure 4), it follows that mc(Ti) = 2. So each of T1 and T2 are
of type one.

The following is another consequence of Theorem 3.3.

Corollary 3.5 There exists a tree T whose diameter is d and mc(T ) = 3
if and only if d ≥ 7.

We conclude with the following problem.
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Figure 4: Two trees of order 10 that are of type one

Problem 3.6 Is there a characterization of trees that are of type one (or
a characterization of trees that are of type two)?
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