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Abstract

The problem of identifying a planted assignment given a random k-SAT formula consistent
with the assignment exhibits a large algorithmic gap: while the planted solution can always
be identified given a formula with O(nlogn) clauses, there are distributions over clauses for
which the best known efficient algorithms require n*/2 clauses. We propose and study a unified
model for planted k-SAT, which captures well-known special cases. An instance is described by
a planted assignment o and a distribution on clauses with £ literals. We define its distribution
complezity as the largest r for which the distribution is not r-wise independent (1 < r < k for
any distribution with a planted assignment).

Our main result is an unconditional lower bound, tight up to logarithmic factors, of Q(n"/ 2)
clauses for statistical (query) algorithms [Kea98, [FGR™12|, matching the known upper bounds
(which, as we show, can be implemented using a statistical algorithm). Since known approaches
for problems over distributions have statistical analogues (spectral, MCMC, gradient-based,
convex optimization etc.), this lower bound provides a rigorous explanation of the observed
algorithmic gap. The proof introduces a new general technique for the analysis of statistical
algorithms. It also points to a geometric paring phenomenon in the space of all planted assign-
ments.

We describe consequences of our lower bounds to Feige’s refutation hypothesis [Fei02] and
to lower bounds on general convex programs that solve planted k-SAT. Our bounds also extend
to other planted k-CSP models, and, in particular, provide concrete evidence for the security
of Goldreich’s one-way function and the associated pseudorandom generator when used with a
sufficiently hard predicate [Gol00].
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1 Introduction

Boolean satisfiability and constraint satisfaction problems are central to complexity theory; they
are canonical NP-complete problems and their approximate versions are also hard. Are they easier
on average for natural distributions? An instance of random satisfiability is generated by fixing
a distribution over clauses, then drawing i.i.d. clauses from this distribution. The average-case
complexity of satisfiability problems is also motivated by its applications to models of disorder in
physical systems, and to cryptography, which requires problems that are hard on average.

Here we study planted satisfiability, in which an assignment is fixed in advance, and clauses
selected from a distribution defined by the planted assignment. Planted satisfiability and, more
generally, random models with planted solutions appear widely in several different forms such as
network clustering with planted partitions (the stochastic block model and its variants), random
k-SAT with a planted assignment, and a proposed one-way function from cryptography [Gol00].

It was noted in [BHL'02| that drawing satisfied k-SAT clauses uniformly at random from
all those satisfied by an assignment o € {£1}" often does not result in a difficult instance of
satisfiability even if the number of observed clauses is relatively small. However, by changing
the proportions of clauses depending on the number of satisfied literals under o, one can create
more challenging distributions over instances. Such “quiet plantings” have been further studied in
[JMS05, [AJMO5], [KZ09, [KMZ12]. Algorithms for planted 3-SAT with various relative proportions
were given by Flaxman [Fla03] and Coja-Oghlan et al. [COCF10], the first of which works for
©(nlogn) clauses but excludes distributions close to 3-XOR-SAT, and the second of which works
for all planted 3-SAT distributions but requires ©(n*21n'’n) clauses (note that a satisfiable k-
XOR-SAT formula can be viewed as a satisfiable k-SAT formula with the same literals since XOR
implies OR). As k increases, the problem exhibits a larger algorithmic gap: the number of clauses
required by known algorithms to efficiently identify a planted assignment is Q(n*/2) while the
number at which the planted assignment is the unique satisfying assignment is O(nlogn).

We give a simple model for producing instances of planted k-SAT that generalizes and unifies
past work on specific distributions for planted satisfiability. In this model, each clause C, a k-tuple
of the 2n literals (variables and their negations), is included in the random formula with probability
proportional to Q(y) where y € {£1}* is the value of the literals in C' on the planted assignment
o. Here Q can be an arbitrary probability distribution over {#1}*. By choosing @Q supported only
on k-bit strings with at least one true value, we can ensure that only satisfiable k-SAT formulas
will be produced, but the model is more general and allows “noisy” versions of satisfiability. We
refer to an instance obtained by taking @) to be uniform over k-bit strings with an even number of
1’s as k-XOR-SAT (since each clause also satisfies an XOR constraint).

We identify the parameter of @ that determines (up to lower order terms) the number of clauses
that existing efficient algorithms require. It is the largest r such that the distribution @ is (r — 1)-
wise independent but not r-wise. Equivalently, it is the size of the smallest non-empty subset of k
indices for which the discrete Fourier coefficient of () is nonzero. This is always an integer between
1 and k for any distribution besides the uniform distribution on all clauses. Known algorithms for
special cases use O(n'/?) clauses to identify the planted solution (with the exception of k-XOR-SAT
which can be solved using Gaussian elimination from O(n) clauses but has distribution complexity
k). In [FPV14] we gave an algorithm based on a subsampled power iteration that uses O(n'/?)
clauses to identify the planted assignment for any Q).

Our general formulation of the planted k-SAT problem and the notion of distribution complexity
reveal a connection between planted k-SAT and the problem of inverting a PRG based on Goldre-



ich’s candidate one-way function [Gol00]. In this problem for a fixed predicate P : {£1}* — {—1,1},
we are given access to samples from a distribution P,, for a planted assignment o € {£1}". A ran-
dom sample from this distribution is a randomly and uniformly chosen ordered k-tuple of variables
(without repetition) z;,, ..., x;, together with the value P(oy,,...,0;,). As in the problem above,
the goal is to recover o given m random and independent samples from P, or at least to be able
to distinguish any planted distribution from one in which the value is a uniform random coin flip
(in place of P(0y,,...,0,)). The number of evaluations of P for which the problem remains hard
determines the stretch of the pseudo-random generator (PRG). We note that despite the similarities
between these two types of planted problems, we are not aware of any reductions between them (in
Appendix [6] we show some relationships between these models and an even more general planted
CSP model of Abbe and Montanari [AM15]).

Bogdanov and Qiao [BQ09] show that an SDP-based algorithm of Charikar and Wirth [CW04]
can be used to find the input (which is the planted assignment) for any predicate that is not
pairwise-independent using m = O(n) such evaluations. The same approach can be used to recover
the input for any (r — 1)-wise (but not r-wise) independent predicate using O(n'/2) evaluations
(the folklore birthday “paradox”-based reduction to r = 2 is described in [OW14]). Nearly optimal
integrality gaps for LP and SDP hierarchies were recently given for this problem [OW14] (and
references therein) for Q(n"/27¢) evaluations of the predicate. The assumption that recovering the
planted assignment in this problem is hard has been used extensively in complexity theory and
cryptography [Alelll [Gol00, TKOS08, [ABW10, [App12], and the hardness of a decision version of
this planted k-CSP is stated as the DCSP hypothesis in [BKS13].

Goldreich’s PRG is shown to be an e-biased generator in [MSTO06, [ABR12], and lower bounds
against DPLL-style algorithms are given in [CEMTQ09].

1.1 Summary of results

For the planted k-SAT problems and the planted k-CSPs arising from Goldreich’s construction we
address the following question: How many random constraints are needed to efficiently recover the
planted assignment?

For these problems we prove unconditional lower bounds for a broad class of algorithms. Statis-
tical (query) algorithms, defined by Kearns in the context of PAC learning [Kea98] and by Feldman
et al. [FGRT12| for general problems on distributions, are algorithms that can be implemented
without explicit access to random clauses, only being able to estimate expectations of functions of
a random constraint to a desired accuracy. Such algorithms include most algorithmic approaches
used in practice and in theory on a wide variety of problems, including Expectation Maximization
(EM) [DLR77], MCMC optimization [TW8&T, [GS90], (generalized) method of moments [Hanl2],
simulated annealing [KJV83, [C85], linear/convex optimization [DV08, BEV09, FGV15], and many
others (see [CKL™06, BDMNO5, FGR™12| for proofs and other examples).

The simplest form of statistical algorithms are algorithms that can be implemented using eval-
uations of Boolean functions on a random sample. Formally, for a distribution D over some domain
(in our case all k-clauses) 1-STAT oracle is the oracle that given any function h : X — {0, 1} takes
a random sample x from D and returns h(x). While lower bounds for this oracle are easiest to
state, the strongest form of our lower bounds is for algorithms that use VSTAT oracle defined in
[FGR™12]. VSTAT(t) oracle captures the information about the expectation of a given function
that is obtained by estimating it on ¢ independent samples.

Definition 1.1. Let D be the input distribution over the domain X. For an integer parameter



t > 0, for any query function h : X — [0,1], VSTAT(t) returns a value v € [p — T,p + 7| where
p = Eplh(z)] and 7 = max {1, \/P(ltip)}.

This oracle is a strengthening of the standard oracle defined by Kearns [Kea98| that uses the
same tolerance 7 for all query functions.

We show that the distribution complexity parameter r characterizes the number of constraints
(up to lower order terms) that an efficient statistical algorithm needs to solve instances of either
problem. For brevity we state the bound for the planted k-SAT problem but identical bounds
apply to Goldreich’s k-CSP. Our lower bound shows that any polynomial time statistical algorithm
needs Q(n'") constraints to even distinguish clauses generated from a distribution with a planted
assignment from random and uniform k-SAT clauses. In addition, exponential time is required if
Q(n"~¢) clauses are used for any € > 0.

More formally, for a clause distribution ) and an assignment o let (), denote the distribution
over clauses proportional to @ for the planted assignment o (see Sec. [2| for a formal definition). Let
U} denote the uniform distribution over k-clauses.

Theorem 1.2. Let Q be a distribution over k-clauses of complexity r. Then any (randomized) sta-
tistical algorithm that, given access to a distribution D that equals Uy, with probability 1/2 and equals
Qo with probability 1/2 for a randomly and uniformly chosen o € {£1}", decides correctly whether
D = Q, or D = Uj, with probability at least 2/3 needs either (1) Q(q) calls to VSTAT(+2~) for

(log q)”
any ¢ = 1 or (2) Q(1555)") calls to 1-STAT.

It is easy to see that this lower bound is essentially tight for statistical algorithms using VSTAT
oracle (since noisy r-XOR-SAT can be solved using a polynomial (in n") number of queries to
VSTAT(O(n")) that can determine the probability of each clause). Surprisingly, this lower bound is
quadratically larger than the upper bound of O(nr/ 2) that can be achieved using samples themselves
[FPV14]. While unusual, this is consistent with a common situation where an implementation using
a statistical oracle requires polynomially more samples (for example in the case of algorithms for
learning halfspaces). Still this discrepancy is an interesting one to investigate in order to better
understand the power of statistical algorithms and lower bounds against them. We show that there
exists a natural strengthening of VSTAT and 1-STAT oracles that bridges this gap. Specifically,
we extend the oracle to functions with values in a larger discrete range {0,1,...,L — 1} for L > 2:
1-MSTAT(L) oracle is the oracle that given any function h : X — {0,1,..., L — 1} takes a random
sample x from D and returns h(z) and VSTAT is extended similarly to MVSTAT (we postpone
the formal details and statements for this oracle to Section . This strengthening interpolates
between the full access to samples which corresponds to L = |Xj| and the standard statistical
oracles (corresponding to L = 2) and hence is a natural one to investigate.

We prove nearly matching upper and lower bounds for the stronger oracle: (a) there is an
efficient statistical algorithm that uses O(n’/2) calls to 1-MSTAT(O(n!"/21)) and identifies the
planted assignment; (b) there is no algorithm that can solve the problem described in Theorem
using less than O(n'/2) calls to 1-MSTAT(n"/?). We state the upper bound more formally:

Theorem 1.3. Let Q be a clause distribution of distribution complexity r. Then there exists an
algorithm that uses O(n"/?log® n) calls to 1-MSTAT(n["/?1) time linear in this number and identifies
the planted assignment with probability 1 — o(1).

We prove this bound by showing that the algorithm from [FPV14] based on a subsampled power



iteration can be implemented statistically. The same upper bound holds for Goldreich’s planted
k-CSP.

In addition to providing a matching lower bound, the algorithm gives an example of statistical
query algorithm for performing power iteration to compute eigenvectors or singular vectors. Spec-
tral algorithms are among the most commonly used for problems with planted solutions (including
Flaxman’s algorithm [Fla03] for planted satisfiability) and our lower bounds can be used to derive
lower bounds against such algorithms. The alternative approach for solving planted constraint
satisfaction problems with O(n’/?) samples is to use an SDP solver as shown in [BQ09] (with the
“birthday paradox” as shown in [OW14]). This approach can also be implemented using statistical
queries, although a direct implementation using a generic SDP solver such as the one we describe in
Section [4] will require quadratically more samples and will not give a non-trivial statistical algorithm
for the problem (since solving using O(n") clauses is trivial).

The lower bound for 1-MSTAT (n"/?) follows from a general reduction from lower bounds for
1-MSTAT(L) with any L to lower bounds for 1-MSTAT which can be applied to other known lower
bounds.

We now briefly mention some of the corollaries and applications of our results.

Evidence for Feige’s hypothesis: A closely related problem is refuting the satisfiability of a
random k-SAT formula (with no planting), a problem conjectured to be hard by Feige [Fei02]. A
refutation algorithm takes a k-SAT formula ® as an input and returns either SAT or UNSAT. If
® is satisfiable, the algorithm always returns SAT and for ® drawn uniformly at random from all
k-SAT formulae of n variables and m clauses the algorithm must return UNSAT with probability at
least 2/3. For this refutation problem, an instance becomes unsatisfiable w.h.p. after O(n) clauses,
but algorithmic bounds are as high as those for finding a planted assignment under the noisy XOR
distribution: O(n*/?) clauses suffice[FGK05, [COGLS04, [HPS09, [GL03, [FO04, AOWTH].

To relate this problem to our lower bounds we define an equivalent distributional version of
the problem. In this version the input formula is obtained by sampling m i.i.d. clauses from some
unknown distribution D over clauses. The goal is to say UNSAT (with probability at least 2/3)
when clauses are sampled from the uniform distribution and to say SAT for every distribution
supported on simultaneously satisfiable clauses.

In the distributional setting, an immediate consequence of Theorem[I.2]is that Feige’s hypothesis
holds for the class of statistical query algorithms. The proof (see Thm. follows from the fact
that our decision problem (distinguishing between a planted k-SAT instance and the uniform k-SAT
instance) is a special case of the distributional refutation problem.

Hard instances of k-SAT: Finding distributions of planted k-SAT instances that are algorith-
mically intractable has been a pursuit of researchers in both computer science and physics. The
distribution complexity parameter defined here generalizes the notion of “quiet plantings” studied
in physics [BHL™02, [JMS05| [KZ09, KMZ12] to an entire hierarchy of “quietness”. In particular,
there are easy to generate distributions of satisfiable k-SAT instances with distribution complexity
as high as k — 1 (r = k can be achieved using XOR constraints but these instances are solvable by
Gaussian elimination). These instances can also serve as strong tests of industrial SAT solvers as
well as the underlying hard instances in cryptographic applications. In recent work, Blocki et al.
extended our lower bounds from the Boolean setting to Z; and applied them to show the security
of a class of humanly computable password protocols [BBDV14].

Lower bounds for convex programs: Our lower bounds imply limitations of using convex
programs to recover planted solutions. For example, any convex program whose objective is the



sum of objectives for individual constraints (as is the case for canonical LPs/SDPs for CSPs) and
distinguishes between a planted CSP instance and a uniformly generated one must have dimension
at least Q(nr/ 2). In particular, this lower bound applies to lift-and-project hierarchies where the
number of solution space constraints increases (and so does the cost of finding a violated constraint),
but the dimension remains the same. Moreover, since our bounds are for detecting planted solutions,
they imply large integrality gaps for convex relaxations of this dimension. These bounds follow from
statistical implementations of algorithms for convex optimization given in [FGV15]. We emphasize
that the lower bounds apply to convex relaxations themselves and make no assumptions on how the
convex relaxations are solved (in particular the solver does not need to be a statistical algorithm).
An example of such lower bound is given below. Roughly speaking, the corollary says that any
convex program whose objective value is significantly higher for the uniform distribution over
clauses, Uy, compared to a planted distribution @, must have a large dimension, independent of
the number of constraints.

Corollary 1.4. Let Q be a distribution over k-clauses of complexity r. Assume that there exists
a mapping M that maps each k-clause C' € X, to a convex function fc : K — [—1,1] over some
bounded, conver and compact N-dimensional set K. Further assume that for some e > 0, a € R

and m = Q(n/e?):
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In Section [4] we also prove lower bounds against convex programs in exponentially high dimen-
sion as long as the norms of points in the domain and gradients are not too large. We are not
aware of this form of lower bounds against convex programs for planted satisfiability stated before.
We also remark that our lower bounds are incomparable to lower bounds for programs given in
[OW14] since they analyze a specific SDP for which the mapping M maps to functions over an
O(nF)-dimensional space and constraint set K is defined using a high level of Sherali-Adams or
Lovasz-Schrijver hierarchy. Further details are given in Section

1.2 Overview of the technique

Our proof of the lower bound builds on the notion of statistical dimension given in [FGR™ 12| which
itself is based on ideas developed in a line of work on statistical query learning [Kea98|, [BF.J™94.
Fell2].

Our primary technical contribution is a new, stronger notion of statistical dimension and its
analysis for the planted k-CSP problems. The statistical dimension in [FGR™12] is based on
upper-bounding average or maximum pairwise correlations between appropriately defined density
functions. While these dimensions can be used for our problem (and, indeed, were a starting point
for this work) they do not lead to the tight bounds we seek. Specifically, at best they give lower
bounds for VSTAT (n'/2), whereas we will prove lower bounds for VSTAT(n") to match the current
best upper bounds.



Our stronger notion directly examines a natural operator, which, for a given function, evaluates
how well the expectation of the function discriminates different distributions. We show that a norm
of this operator for large sets of input distributions gives a lower bound on the complexity of any
statistical query algorithm for the problem. Its analysis for our problem is fairly involved and a
key element of the proof is the use of concentration of polynomials on {+1}" (derived from the
hypercontractivity results of Bonami and Beckner [Bon70l Bec75]).

We remark that the k-XOR-SAT problem is equivalent to PAC learning of (general) parity
functions from random k-sparse examples. While superficially the problem is similar to learning of
k-sparse parities from random uniform examples for which optimal statistical query lower bounds
are well-known and easy to derive, the problems, techniques and the resulting bounds are qualita-
tively different. One significant difference if that the correlation between parity functions on the
uniform distribution is 0, whereas in our setting the distributions are not uniform and pairwise
correlations between them are relatively large. Further, as mentioned earlier, the techniques based
on pairwise correlations do not suffice for the strong lower bounds we give.

Our stronger technique gives further insight into the complexity of statistical algorithms and
has a natural interpretation in terms of the geometry of the space of all planted assignments with
a metric defined to capture properties of statistical algorithms. As the distance in this metric
increases, the fraction of solutions that can be discarded goes up rapidly from exponentially small
to a polynomial fraction. We call this a ‘paring’ transition as a large number of distributions
become amenable to being separated and discarded as possible solutions.

We conjecture that our lower bounds hold for all algorithms with the exception of those based
on Gaussian elimination. Formalizing “based on Gaussian elimination” requires substantial care.
Indeed, in an earlier version of this work we excluded Gaussian elimination by only excluding density
functions of low algebraic degree. (Here algebraic degree refers to the degree of the polynomial over
Zé“ required to represent the function. For example, the parity function equals to z1 +xo+-- -+ x%
and therefore has algebraic degree 1). This resulted in a conjecture that was subsequently disproved
by Appelbaum and Lovett [AL15] using an algorithm that combines Gaussian elimination with
fixing some of the variables. An alternative approach to excluding Gaussian elimination-based
methods is to exploit their fragility to even low rates of random noise. Here random noise would
correspond to mixing in of random and uniform constraints to the distribution. In other words for

€ [0,1], @ becomes Q = (1 — a)Q + aUy. Observe that for all constant « < 1, the complexity
of Q% is the same as the complexity of Q).

Conjecture 1.5. Let Q be any distribution over k-clauses of complexity r and o € (0,1). Then any
polynomial-time (randomized) algorithm that, given access to a distribution D that equals either Uy,
or Q% for some o € {£1}", decides correctly whether D = Q% or D = Uy, with probability at least
2/3 needs at least Qn'/?) clauses.

We conjecture that an analogous statement also holds for Goldreich’s k-CSP. Note that in
this case mixing in an a-fraction of random and uniform constraints can be equivalently seen as
flipping the given value of the predicate with probability «//2 randomly and independently for each
constraint.

1.3 Other related work

Hypergraph Partitioning. Another closely related model to planted satisfiability is random
hypergraph partitioning, in which a partition of the vertex set is fixed, then k-uniform hyperedges



added with probabilities that depend on their overlap with the partition. To obtain a planted
satisfiability model from a planted hypergraph, let the vertex set be the set of 2n literals, with the
partition given by the planted assignment o. A k-clause is then a k-uniform hyperedge.

The case k = 2 is called the stochastic block model. The input is a random graph with different
edge probabilities within and across an unknown partition of the vertices, and the algorithmic task
is to recover partial or complete information about the partition given the resulting graph. Work
on this model includes Bopanna [Bop87], McSherry’s general-purpose spectral algorithm [McS01],
and Coja-Oghlan’s algorithm that works for graphs of constant average degree [CO06].

Recently an intriguing threshold phenomenon was conjectured by Decelle, Krzakala, Moore, and
Zdeborova [DKMZ11]: there is a sharp threshold separating efficient partial recovery of the partition
from information-theoretic impossibility of recovery. This conjecture was proved in a series of works
IMNS12| Mas14, [MNS13|. In the same work Decelle et al. conjecture that for a planted g-coloring,
there is a gap of algorithmic intractability between the impossibility threshold and the efficient
recovery threshold. Neither lower bounds nor an efficient algorithm at their conjectured threshold
are currently known. In our work we consider planted bipartitions of k-uniform hypergraphs, and
show that the behavior is dramatically different for k& > 3. Here, while the information theoretic
threshold is still at a linear number of hyperedges, we give evidence that the efficient recovery
threshold can be much larger, as high as (:)(nk/ 2). In fact, our lower bounds hold for the problem
of distinguishing a random hypergraph with a planted partition from a uniformly random one and
thus give computational lower bounds for checking hypergraph quasirandomness (see [Tre08] for
more on this problem). Throughout the paper we will use the terminology of planted satisfiability
(assignments, constraints, clauses) but all results apply also to random hypergraph partitioning.

Shattering and paring. Random satisfiability problems (without a planted solution) such as
k-SAT and k-coloring random graphs exhibit a shattering phenomenon in the solution space for
large enough k [KMRT 07, [ACO0§]|: as the density of constraints increases, the set of all solutions
evolves from a large connected cluster to a exponentially large set of well-separated clusters. The
shattering threshold empirically coincides with the threshold for algorithmic tractability. Shattering
has also been used to prove that certain algorithms fail at high enough densities [GS14].

Both the shattering and paring phenomena give an explanation for the failure of known algo-
rithms on random instances. Both capture properties of local algorithms, in the sense that in both
cases, the performance of Gaussian elimination, an inherently global algorithm, is unaffected by
the geometry of the solution space: both random k-XOR-SAT and random planted k-XOR-SAT
are solvable at all densities despite exhibiting shattering and paring respectively.

The paring phenomenon differs from shattering in several significant ways. As the paring
transition is a geometric property of a carefully chosen metric, there is a direct and provable link
between paring and algorithmic tractability, as opposed to the empirical coincidence of shattering
and algorithmic failure. In addition, while shattering is known to hold only for large enough k, the
paring phenomenon holds for all £, and already gives strong lower bounds for 3-uniform constraints.

One direction for future work would be to show that the paring phenomenon exhibits a sharp
threshold; in other words, improve the analysis of the statistical dimension of planted satisfiability
in Section [5| to remove the logarithmic gap between the upper and lower bounds. An application
of such an improvement would be to apply the lower bound framework to the planted coloring
conjecture from [DKMZ11]; as the gap between impossibility and efficient recovery is only a constant
factor there, the paring transition would need to be located more precisely.



2 Definitions

2.1 Planted satisfiability

We now define a general model for planted satisfiability problems that unifies various previous ways
to produce a random k-SAT formula where the relative probability that a clause is included in the
formula depends on the number of satisfied literals in the clause [Fla03] [IMS05] [ATMO05, [KV0OG6D),
KZ09, [COCF10, KMZ12].

Fix an assignment o € {£1}". We represent a k-clause by an ordered k-tuple of literals from
T1,...Tn,T1,... Ty With no repetition of variables and let X} be the set of all such k-clauses. For a
k-clause C' = (I1,...,1;) let 0(C) € {#£1}* be the k-bit string of values assigned by o to literals in C,
that is o(ly),...,0(lx), where o(l;) is the value of literal [; in assignment o with —1 corresponding
to TRUE and 1 to FALSE. In a planted model, we draw clauses with probabilities that depend on
the value of o(C).

A planted distribution Q, is defined by a distribution Q over {£1}*, that is a function Q :

{£1}* — RT such that
Y Q=1

ye{£1}*k

To generate a random formula, F(Q, o, m) we draw m i.i.d. k-clauses according to the probability
distribution @),, where
Q(e(C))

Y crex, Qo(C)

By concentrating the support of Q only on satisfying assignments of an appropriate predicate we
can generate satisfiable distributions for any predicate, including k-SAT, k-XOR-SAT, and k-NAE-
SAT. In most previously considered distributions () is a symmetric function, that is ), depends
only on the number of satisfied literals in C. For brevity in such cases we define () as a function
from {0,...k} to R*. For example, the planted uniform k-SAT distribution fixes one assignment
o € {£1}" and draws m clauses uniformly at random conditioned on the clauses being satisfied by
o. In our model, this corresponds to setting Q(0) = 0 and Q(i) = 1/(2¥ — 1) for s > 1. Planted
k-XOR-SAT, on the other hand, corresponds to setting Q(i) = 0 for i even, and Q(i) = 1/2F for
1 odd.

Problems. The algorithmic problems studied in this paper can be stated as follows: Given a
sample of m independent clauses drawn according to ()., recover o, or some 7 correlated with o.
Note that since unsatisfiable clauses are allowed to have non-zero weight, for some distributions
the problem is effectively satisfiability with random noise. Our lower bounds are for the potentially
easier problem of distinguishing a randomly and uniformly chosen planted distribution from the
uniform distribution over k-clauses. Namely, let Dy denote the set of all distributions @), where
o € {£1}* and U}, be the uniform distribution over k-clauses. Let B(Dg,Uy) denote the decision
problem in which given samples from an unknown input distribution D € Dg U {Uj} the goal is to
output 1 if D € Dg and 0 if D = Uy,

In Goldreich’s planted k-CSP problem for a predicate P : {£1}* — {—1,1}, we are given access
to samples from a distribution P,, where o is a planted assignment in {£1}". A random sample
from this distribution is a randomly and uniformly chosen ordered k-tuple of variables (without
repetition) z;,, ..., x;, together with the value P(0;,,...,0;,). To allow for predicates with random
noise and further generalize the model we also allow any real-valued P : {£1}* — [~1,1]. For such
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P, instead of the value P(o;,,...,0;,), a randomly and independently chosen value b € {—1,1}
such that E[b] = P(0y,,...,04,) is output.

As in the problem above, the goal is to recover ¢ given m random and independent samples
from P, or at least to be able to distinguish any planted distribution from one in which the value is
a uniform random coin flip (or, equivalently, the distribution obtained when the function P’ = 0).
Our goal is to understand the smallest number m of k-clauses that suffice to find the planted
assignment or at least to distinguish a planted distribution from a uniform one.

For a clause distribution @, we define its distribution complexity r(Q) as the smallest integer
r > 1 for which there exists a set S C [k] of size r and

9= 3 X |owTlu 40 W

ye{£1}k €S

Q(S) is the Fourier coefficient of the function Q on the set S (see Sec. |5/ for a formal definition). For
a symmetric function the value of Q(S) depends only on |S| and therefore we refer to the value of
the coefficient for sets of size £ by Q(f). To see the difference between a hard and easy distribution
Q, first consider planted uniform k-SAT: Q(0) = 0, Q(i) = 1/(2¥ — 1) for i > 1. The distribution
complexity of @ is 7 = 1. Next, consider the noisy parity distribution with Q(0) = Q(2) = §/2F 1,
Q1) = Q) = (2—6)/2F1, for § # 1. In this case, we have Q(1) = 0 and Q(2) = 0. The
distribution complexity of @ is therefore r = 3. We will see that such parity-type distributions are
in fact the hardest for algorithms to detect.

2.2 Statistical algorithms

We can define planted satisfiability as the problem of identifying an unknown distribution D on a
domain X given m independent samples from D. For us, X is the set of all possible k-clauses or
k-hyperedges, and each partition or assignment ¢ defines a unique distribution D, over X.

Extending the work of Kearns [Kea98] in learning theory, Feldman et al. [FGRT12| defined
statistical algorithms for problems over distributions. Roughly speaking, these are algorithms that
do not see samples from the distribution but instead have access to estimates of the expectation of
any bounded function of a sample from the distribution. More formally, a statistical algorithm can
access the input distribution via one of the following oracles.

Definition 2.1 (1-MSTAT(L) oracle). Let D be the input distribution over the domain X. Given
any function h : X — {0,1,...,L—1}, I-MSTAT(L) takes a random sample x from D and returns
h(x).

This oracle is a generalization of the 1-STAT oracle from [FGR™12] and an equivalent oracle
was defined by Ben-David and Dichterman in the context of PAC learning [BD9S§|. For the planted
SAT problem this oracle allows an algorithm to evaluate a multi-valued function on a random
clause. By repeating the query, the algorithm can estimate the expectation of the function as its
average on independent samples. The multiple values gives the algorithm considerable flexibility,
e.g., each value could correspond to whether a clause has a certain pattern on a subset of literals.
With L = n*, the algorithm can identify the random clause. We will therefore be interested in the
trade-off between L and the number of queries needed to solve the problem.

The next oracle is from [FGR™12).
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Definition 2.2 (VSTAT oracle). Let D be the input distribution over the domain X . For an integer
parameter t > 0, for any query function h : X — [0,1], VSTAT(t) returns a value v € [p — T,p + 7]

where p = Ep[h(z)] and T = max {%, M .

The definition of 7 means that VSTAT(¢) can return any value v for which the distribution
B(t,v) (outcomes of ¢ independent Bernoulli variables with bias v) is close to B(t, E[h]) in total
variation distance [FGR™12]. In most cases p > 1/t and then 7 also corresponds to returning the
expectation of a function to within the standard deviation error of averaging the function over ¢
samples. However, it is important to note that within this constraint on the error, the oracle can
return any value, possibly in an adversarial way.

In this paper, we also define the following generalizationlﬂ of the VSTAT oracle to multi-valued
functions.

Definition 2.3 (MVSTAT oracle). Let D be the input distribution over the domain X, t,L > 0
be integers. For any multi-valued function h : X — {0,1,...,L — 1} and any set S of subsets of
{0,...,L — 1}, MVSTAT(L,t) returns a vector v € R satisfying for every Z € S

1 1-—
S Sma"{t’ pz<pz>}

t
lez

where pz = Prplh(x) € Z]. The query cost of such a query is |S|.

We note that VSTAT(¢) is equivalent to MVSTAT(2,¢) (the latter only allows Boolean queries
but that is not an essential difference) and any query to MVSTAT(L,t) can be easily answered
using L queries to VSTAT(4 - Lt) (see Thm. for a proof). The additional strength of this oracle
comes from allowing the sets in S to depend on the unknown distribution D and, in particular, be
fixed but unknown to the algorithm. This is useful for ensuring that potential functions behave in
the same way as expected when the algorithm is executed on true samples. Another useful way
to think of L-valued oracles in the context of vector-based algorithms is as a vector of L Boolean
functions which are non-zero on disjoint parts of the domain. This view also allows to extend
MVSTAT to bounded-range (non-Boolean) functions.

An important property of every one of these oracles is that it can be easily simulated using ¢
samples (in the case of VSTAT/MVSTAT the success probability is a positive constant but it can
be amplified to 1 — § using O(tlog(1/9)) samples). The goal of our generalization of oracles to
L > 2 was to show that even nearly optimal sample complexity can be achieved by a statistical
algorithm using an oracle for which a nearly matching lower bound applies.

3 Results

We state our upper and lower bounds for the planted satisfiability problem. Identical upper and
lower bounds apply to Goldreich’s planted k-CSPs with r being the degree of lowest-degree non-
zero Fourier coefficient of P. For brevity, we omit the repetitive definitions and statements in this
section. In Section [6] we give the extension of our lower bounds to this problem and also make the
connections between the two problems explicit.

!For simplicity, this definition generalizes VSTAT only for Boolean query functions.
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3.1 Lower bounds

We begin with lower bounds for any statistical algorithm. For a clause distribution @ let B(Dg, Uy)
denote the decision problem of distinguishing whether the input distribution is one of the planted
distributions or is uniform.

Theorem 3.1. Let Q be a distribution over k-clauses of complexity r. Then any (randomized)
statistical algorithm that, given access to a distribution D that equals Uy with probability 1/2 and
equals Q, with probability 1/2 for a randomly and uniformly chosen o € {£1}", decides correctly
whether D € Dg or D = Uy, with probability at least 2/3 (over the choice of D and randomness of
the algorithm) needs either

1. m calls to the 1-MSTAT(L) oracle with m - L > ¢; (%)T for a constant c; = Qi(1), OR

2. q queries to MVSTAT(L, % . @) for a constant co = Qi (1) and any q¢ > 1.

The first part of the theorem exhibits the trade-off between the number of queries m and the
number of values the query can take L. It might be helpful to think of the latter as evaluating L
disjoint functions on a random sample, a task that would have complexity growing with L. The
second part of the theorem is a superpolynomial lower bound if the parameter ¢ (recall the oracle
is allowed only an error equal to the standard deviation of averaging over ¢t random samples) is less
than n"/(logn)?".

3.2 Algorithms

We next turn to our algorithmic results, motivated by two considerations. First, the O(n"/?)-clause
algorithm implicit in [BQO9] does not appear to lead to a non-trivial statistical algorithm. Second,
much of the literature on upper bounds for planted problems uses spectral methods.

The algorithm we present is statistical and nearly matches the lower bound. It can be viewed
as a discrete rounding of the power iteration algorithm for a suitable matrix constructed from the
clauses of the input.

Theorem 3.2. Let Zg be a planted satisfiability problem with clause distribution Q) having distri-
bution complexity r. Then Z¢q can be solved using O(n’“/2 logn) random clauses and time linear in
this number and can be implemented statistically in any of the following ways.

1. Using O(n"/?log®n) calls to 1-MSTAT(n["/21);
2. For even r: using O(logn) calls to MVSTAT(n"/?, n"/?loglogn);
3. For odd r: using O(logn) calls to MVSTAT(O(n!"/?1),0(n"/?logn));

Thus for any r, the upper bound matches the lower bound up to logarithmic factors for sample
size parameter ¢ = n'/2, with L = nl"/2 being only slightly higher in the odd case than the L = n"/2
that the lower bound implies for such t. The algorithm is a discretized variant of the algorithm
based on power iteration with subsampling from [FPV14]. The upper bound holds for the problem
of finding the planted assignment exactly, except in the case r = 1. Here Q(nlogn) clauses are
required for complete identification since that many clauses are needed for each variable to appear at
least once in the formula. In this case O(n'/?logn) samples suffice to find an assignment with non-
trivial correlation with the planted assignment, i.e. one that agrees with the planted on n/2 +t\/n
variables for an arbitrary constant ¢.

12



3.3 Statistical dimension

For a domain X, let D be a set of distributions over X and let D be a distribution over X which is
not in D. For simplicity we will focus on decision problems in this section and present extensions
to general search problems in Sec. |7l For ¢ > 0, the distributional decision problem B(D, D) using ¢
samples is to decide, given access to t random samples from an unknown distribution D’ € DU{D},
whether D’ € D or D' = D. Lower bounds on the complexity of statistical algorithms use the notion
of statistical dimension introduced in [FGR™12], based on ideas from [BF.JT94, [Fel12].

To prove our bounds we introduce a new, stronger notion which directly examines a certain norm
of the operator that discriminates between expectations taken relative to different distributions.
Formally, for a distribution D’ € D and a reference distribution D we examine the (linear) operator
that maps a function h : X — R to Eps[h] —Ep[h]. Our goal is to obtain bounds on a certain norm
of this operator extended to a set of distributions. Specifically, the discrimination norm of a set of
distributions D’ relative to a distribution D is denoted by x2(D’, D) and defined as follows:

2% i B 3-8}

D’ D
where the norm of h over D is ||h||p = v/Ep[h?(z)] and D’ ~ D’ refers to choosing D’ randomly
and uniformly from the set D’.
Our concept of statistical dimension is essentially the same as in [FGR™12| but uses ko(D’, D)
instead of average correlations.

K9 (D/

Definition 3.3. For k > 0, domain X and a decision problem B(D, D), let d be the largest integer
such that there exists a finite set of distributions Dp C D with the following property: for any subset
D' C Dp, where |D'| > |Dp|/d, ko(D',D) < k. The statistical dimension with discrimination
norm k of B(D, D) is d and denoted by SDN(B(D, D), k).

The statistical dimension with discrimination norm x of a problem over distributions gives a
lower bound on the complexity of any statistical algorithm.

Theorem 3.4. Let X be a domain and B(D, D) be a decision problem over a class of distributions
D on X and reference distribution D. For k > 0, let d = SDN(B(D, D), k) and let L > 2 be an
nteger.

o Any randomized statistical algorithm that solves B(D, D) with probability > 2/3 requires
Q(d/L) calls to MVSTAT(L,1/(12 - k2 - L)).

e Any randomized statistical algorithm that solves B(D, D) with probability > 2/3 requires at
least m calls to 1-MSTAT(L) for m = Q (min {d,1/x?} /L).

Further, the lower bound also holds when the input distribution D' is chosen randomly as follows:
D' = D with probability 1/2 and D' equals to a random and uniform element of Dp with probability
1/2, where Dp is the set of distributions for which the value of d is attained.

We prove this theorem in a slightly more general form in Section[7] Our proof relies on techniques
from [FGR™12| and simulations of MVSTAT and 1-MSTAT using VSTAT and 1-STAT, respectively.

In our setting the domain Xj is the set of all clauses of k ordered literals (without variable
repetition); the class of distributions D¢ is the set of all distributions (), where o ranges over all
2™ assignments; the distribution D is the uniform distribution over Xj, referred to as Uy.

In the Section [5| we prove the following bound on the statistical dimension with discrimination
norm of planted satisfiability.
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Theorem 3.5. For any distribution QQ over k-clauses of distributional complexity r, there exists a
constant ¢ > 0 (that depends on Q) such that for any q > 1,

c(log q)7/?
SDN (B(DQ, Us), (71‘9’72)) >q

For an appropriate choice of ¢ = n?(°%8™) we get, SDN(B(Dg, Uy), M) = n(ogn)  Similarly,

nr/2

for any constant € > 0, we get SDN(B(Dg, Uy),n"/?>¢) = n ) By using this bound in Theorem
[3.4] we obtain our main lower bounds in Theorem [B.11

In Section [6.1| we prove the same lower bound for the generalized planted k-CSP problem. Our
proof is based on a reduction showing that any statistical query for an instance of the k-CSP problem
of complexity r can be converted to a query for a planted k-SAT instance of distribution complexity
r. The reduction ensures that the resulting query is essentially as informative in distinguishing the
planted distribution from the reference one as the original query. As a result it reduces a bound on
ko of a planted k-CSP problem to an almost equivalent bound on k2 of the corresponding planted
k-SAT problem.

3.4 Corollaries and applications
3.4.1 Quiet plantings

Finding distributions of planted k-SAT instances that are algorithmically intractable has been a
pursuit of researchers in both computer science and physics. It was recognized in [BHL™ 02, [TMS05]
that uniform planted k-SAT is easy algorithmically due to the bias towards true literals, and so
they proposed distributions in which true and false literals under the planted assignment appear
in equal proportion. Such distributions correspond to distributions with distribution complexity
r > 2 in our terminology. These distributions have been termed ‘quiet plantings’ since evidence of
the planting is suppressed.

Further refinement of the analysis of quiet plantings was given in [KMZ12], in which the authors
analyze belief propagation equations and give predicted densities at which quiet plantings transition
from intractable to tractable. Their criteria for a quiet planting is exactly the equation that
characterizes distribution complexity r > 2, and the conditions under which the tractability density
diverges to infinity corresponds to distribution complexity r > 3.

The distribution complexity parameter defined here generalizes quiet plantings to an entire
hierarchy of quietness. In particular, there are distributions of satisfiable k-SAT instances with
distribution complexity as high as k — 1 (r = k can be achieved using XOR constraints but these
instances are solvable by Gaussian elimination). Our main results show that for distributions with
complexity r > 3, the number of clauses required to recover the planted assignment is super-linear
(for statistical algorithms). Thus these distributions are intractable over a very wide range of
densities.

For examples of such distributions, consider weighting functions Q(y) that depend only on the
number of true literals in a clause under the planted assignment o. We will write Q(j) for the
value of @ on any clause with exactly j true literals. Then setting Q(0) = 0,Q(1) = 3/32,Q(2) =
1/16,Q(3) = 1/32,Q(4) = 1/8 gives a distribution over satisfiable 4-SAT instances with distribution
complexity r = 3, and an algorithmic threshold at (:)(n?’/ 2) clauses. Similar constructions for higher
k yield distributions of increasing complexity with algorithmic thresholds as high as C:)(n(k_l)/ 2).
These instances are the most ‘quiet’ proposed and can serve as strong tests of industrial SAT
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solvers as well as the underlying hard instances in cryptographic applications. Note that in these
applications it is important that a hard SAT instance can be obtained from an easy to sample
planted assignment . Our lower bounds apply to the uniformly chosen ¢ and therefore satisfy this
condition.

3.4.2 Feige’s Hypothesis

As a second application of our main result, we show that Feige’s 3-SAT hypothesis [Fei02] holds
for the class of statistical algorithms. A refutation algorithm takes a k-SAT formula ® as an input
and returns either SAT or UNSAT. The algorithm must satisfy the following:

1. If ® is satisfiable, the algorithm always returns SAT.

2. If ® is drawn uniformly at random from all k-SAT formulae of n variables and m clauses,
where m/n is above the satisfiability threshold, then the algorithm must return UNSAT with
probability at least 2/3 (or some other arbitrary constant).

As with planted satisfiability, the larger m is the easier refutation becomes, and so the challenge
becomes finding efficient refutation algorithms that succeed on the sparsest possible instances. Effi-
cient 3-SAT refutation algorithms are known for m = Q(n?/?) [COGL04, [FO04]. Feige hypothesized
1) that no polynomial-time algorithm can refute formulas with m < An clauses for any constant
A and 2) for every € > 0 and large enough constant A, there is no polynomial-time algorithm
that answers UNSAT on most 3-SAT formulae but answers SAT on all formulae that have assign-
ments satisfying (1 — €)-fraction of constraints. Hypothesis 2 is strictly weaker than hypothesis 1.
Based on these hypotheses he derived hardness-of-approximation results for several fundamental
combinatorial optimization problems.
To apply our bounds we need to first define a distributional version of the problem.

Definition 3.6. In the distributional k-SAT refutation problem the input formula is obtained by
sampling m i.i.d. clauses from some unknown distribution D over clauses. An algorithm success-
fully solves the distributional problem if:

1. The algorithm returns SAT for every distribution supported on simultaneously satisfiable
clauses.

2. The algorithm returns UNSAT with probability at least 2/3 when clauses are sampled from
the uniform distribution and m/n is above the satisfiability threshold.

Proposition 3.7. The original refutation problem and distributional refutation problem are equiv-
alent: a refutation algorithm for the original problem solves the distributional version and vice
Versa.

Proof. The first direction is immediate: assume that we have a refutation algorithm A for a fixed
formula. We run the refutation algorithm on the m clauses sampled from the input distribution
and output the algorithm’s answer. By definition, if the input distribution is uniform then the
sampled clauses will give a random formula from this distribution. So A will return UNSAT with
probability at least 2/3. If the clauses in the support of the input distribution can be satisfied then
the formula sampled from it will be necessarily satisfiable and A must return SAT.

In the other direction, we again run the distributional refutation algorithm A on the m clauses
of ® and output its answer (each clause is used as a new sample consecutively). If ® was sampled
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from the uniform distribution above the satisfiability threshold, then the samples we produced
are distributed according to the uniform distribution. Therefore, with probability at least 2/3 A
returns UNSAT. If ® is satisfiable then consider the distribution D¢ which is uniform over the m
clauses of ®. ® has non-zero probability to be the outcome of m i.i.d. clauses sampled from Dg.
Therefore A must output SAT on it since otherwise it would violate its guarantees. Therefore the
output of our algorithm will be SAT for . O

In the distributional setting, an immediate consequence of Theorems [1.2| and [3.1]is that Feige’s
hypothesis holds for the class of statistical algorithms.

Theorem 3.8. Any (randomized) statistical algorithm that solves the distributional k-SAT refuta-
tion problem requires:

1. q queries to MVSTAT(L, % . ﬁ) for a constant co = Qx(1) and any q¢ > 1.

k
2. m calls to the 1-MSTAT(L) oracle with m - L > ¢; (&) for a constant ¢; = Q(1).

Proof. The decision problem in Theorems|[I.2]and [3.]is a special case of the distributional refutation
problem. Specifically, say there is such a refutation algorithm. Let @ be a fully satisfiable clause
distribution with distribution complexity k. Then consider a distribution D so that either D = Uy
or D = Q, € Dg for a uniformly chosen o € {£1}". Then run the refutation algorithm on D. If
D € Dg, then the algorithm must output SAT, and so we conclude D € Dq. If D = Uy, then with
probability 2/3 the algorithm must output UNSAT in which case we conclude that D = Uy. This
gives an algorithm for distinguishing Uy, from D¢ with probability at least 2/3, a contradiction to
Theorem 3.1 O

If » > 3 then the lower bound on the number of clauses m is Q(n"/?) and is much stronger than
An conjectured by Feige. Such stronger conjecture is useful for some hardness of learning results
based on Feige’s conjecture [DLSSI3]. For k = 3, Q(n*?) lower bound on m essentially matches
the known upper bounds [COGL04, [FO04].

We note that the only distributions with » = k are noisy k-XOR-SAT distributions. Such
distributions generate satisfiable formulas only when the noise rate is 0 and then formulas are
refutable via Gaussian elimination. Therefore if one excludes the easy (noiseless) k-XOR-SAT
distribution then we obtain only the stronger form of Feige’s conjecture (e > 0) with r = k = 3. For
the case when ¢ = 0 one can easily obtain satisfiable distributions with » = k& — 1 that are different
from (k — 1)-XOR-SAT and cannot be solved via Gaussian elimination. We note that Gaussian
elimination can be foiled by addition of even small amount of noise. Therefore by mixing the k-
XOR-SAT distribution over clauses with an n~!/2-fraction of clauses from a satisfiable distribution
having » = k — 1 as described above, we can obtain a satisfiable distribution for which the lower
bound is Q(nk/ 2) clauses yet it can no longer be solved using Gaussian elimination. This observation
implies the weaker form of Feige’s conjecture (the analysis of the lower bound for such a mixture
follows easily from the definition of discrimination norm and is omitted).

3.4.3 Hardness of approximation

We note finally that optimal inapproximability results can be derived from Theorem as well,
including the fact that pairwise independent predicates (as studied in [AMQ9]) are approximation-
resistant for the class of statistical algorithms.
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Our work provides a means to generate candidate distributions of hard instances for approxi-
mation algorithms for CSP’s: find a distribution @ on {£1}* supported only on vectors that satisfy
the CSP predicate with high distribution complexity (as in the example of 4-SAT above). Then any
statistical algorithm cannot efficiently distinguish the planted distribution (all constraints satisfied)
from the uniformly random distribution (eg. (1 — 27*)-fraction of constraints satisfied in the case
of k-SAT).

4 Convex Programs and SQ Algorithms for Solving CSPs

In this section we show how our lower bounds for planted k-SAT together with general statistical
query algorithms for solving stochastic convex programs from [FGV15] imply lower bounds on
convex programs that can be used to solve planted k-SAT (analogous results also hold for Goldreich’s
k-CSP but we omit them for brevity).

4.1 Canonical LPs/SDPs for k-CSPs

We first describe the standard way to relax Boolean constraint satisfaction problems to an LP or
SDP. The classic SDP for a constraint satisfaction problem is the MAX-CUT SDP of Goemans and
Williamson [GW95]. In this program the goal is to maximize ), ., lei; (1 — i ;)], where €;; € Ris
the indicator of an edge presence in the graph and x, viewed as an n X n matrix, is constrained to
be in the PSD cone with some normalization. This SDP is also applied to solve instances of MAX-
CUT in which constraints are sampled from a distribution such as in the case of a stochastic block
model. Standard concentration bounds imply that the maximum achieved on randomly sampled
edges is very close to the maximum achieved for the expectation Ee,,~plei;(1— ;i ;)], where e;; is a
randomly sampled edge from some distribution over edges D and x is as before. In fact, maximizing
Ee;;~p[eij(1 — ;)] is the true objective of such SDPs for which it suffices to maximize it on the
random samples.

More generally, the canonical LP relaxation of a k-CSP with m constraints results in the follow-
ing program (see [O’D11] for a textbook version or [Rag08, BKS13l [OW14] for some applications):

maximize [E Z Tviy|
i~[m)] .
ye{+}*ky satisfies R;

subject to & € K. Here, R; denotes the k-ary Boolean predicate of the i-th constraint, V; denotes
the k-tuple of variables of i-th constraint and xy; , is the variable that tells whether variables in V;
are assigned values y (its constrained to be in [0, 1] and interpreted as probability). The set K is
an Oy (n¥)-dimensional convex set that makes sure that zy; ,’s are consistent (with additional PSD
cone constraints in the case of SDPs).

If the constraints (R, V') are sampled randomly from some distribution D then this gives the
following convex program:

max [E Z Ty | - (2)

zeK (R,V)~D .
"V) ye{+}*y satisfies R

Note that if the distribution D is uniform over some (arbitrarily chosen) set of m constraints then
we get a convex program that is identical to the regular (non-distributional version). And in the
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other direction, solving a (non-distributional) instance obtained by i.i.d. sampling of constraints
from D gives a solution with a value close to the optimal one for the distributional problem (this
normally happens after seeing a linear in n number of constraints and hence applies to our setting).
This distributional formulation allows using statistical algorithms for solving worst-case CSPs.
Our lower bounds apply to distributional CSPs in which constraints are sampled from a dis-
tribution D. As can be seen from the example and the general form, to solve such CSPs we need
to solve the following class of convex programs minge g Ew~p[f(x,w))], where K is a fixed convex
N-dimensional set (that is not dependent the distribution D) and f(z,w) is a bounded convex
function (in the examples above the objective was a linear function, its negation gives a convex
function that we need to minimize). More generally, such formulations arise whenever the objective
function in the convex relaxation is a sum of objectives for individual constraints and the domain
does not depend on the Boolean constraints. Such programs are referred to as stochastic convex
programs and are well-studied in machine learning and optimization (e.g. [NJLS09, [SSSS09]).

4.2 Statistical Query Algorithms for Stochastic Convex Optimization

We now describe several results from [FGV15] giving upper bounds on solving various stochastic
convex programs by statistical query algorithms. Bounds for a number of additional types of convex
programs are given in [FGV15] and can be applied in this context in a similar way.

Center-of-gravity: For general convex functions with range scaled to [—1,1], Feldman et al.
[FGVT5] describe two statistical query algorithms that both require VSTAT(O(N?/€2?)) to find
an e-approximate solution to the stochastic convex program. The first algorithm is based on the
random walk approach from [KV06al, [LV06] with a small extension. The second algorithm is based
on the classic center-of-gravity method [Lev65] and requires fewer queries.

Theorem 4.1. [[FGV15]] Let K C RY be a convex body and W any set. Assume that a family
of functions {f(x,w)}wew satisfies that Yw € W and x € K,|f(x,w)| < 1. Then there is an
algorithm that for every distribution D over W and ¢ > 0 outputs a point x* € K such that

Ew~p[f(x*, )] < minge g Ewplf(z,w)] + € using O(N?log(1/€)) queries to VSTAT(O(N?/e?)).

The theorem above ignores computational considerations since those do not play any role in our
information-theoretic lower bounds. An efficient version of this algorithm is also given in [FGV15].

Mirror descent: In most practical cases the objective function given in formulation is opti-
mized using simpler methods such as gradient-descent based algorithms. It is easy to see that such
methods fit naturally into the statistical query framework. For example, gradient descent relies
solely on knowing V F'(z;) approximately, where F' is the optimized function and x; is the solution
at step ¢t. By linearity of expectation, we know that VEp[f(z¢, w)] = Ep[V f(z+, w)]. This means
that we can approximate V Ep[f(x¢, w)] using queries to VSTAT with sufficiently large parameter.
In particular, as shown in [FGV15], the classic mirror-descent method [NY83] can be implemented
using a polynomial number of queries to VSTAT(O((L - R - log(N)/¢)?)) to e-approximately solve
any convex program whenever K is contained in ¢, (for any p € [1,2]) ball of radius R and ¢,
(for g =1/(1 —1/p)) norm of Vf is bounded by L. Note that in this case the dependence on the
dimension is just logarithmic. We denote B)(R) = {z | ||lz|, < R}.

Theorem 4.2. Let p € [1,2], L,R > 0, and K C BIJDV(R) be a convexr and compact set and W
be any set. Assume that a family of functions {f(x,w)}wew satisfies that for all w € W, and
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z € K,||V(f(z,w)|lq £ L. Then there is an algorithm that for every distribution D over W
and € > 0 outputs a point z* € K such that Ey~p|f(z*,w)] < mingex Ew~p[f(x,w)] + € using
O (NlogN - (LR/e)?) queries to VSTAT(O((log N-LR/€)?)). Forp € {1,2}, VSTAT(O((LR/€)?))
suffices.

4.3 Corollaries for Planted k-CSPs

The significance of these theorems for solving planted k-CSPs is the following. Consider a convex
program (e.g. LP/SDP) in the above general form and dimension N. By our upper bounds such con-
vex program can be solved to accuracy e using a polynomial number of queries to VSTAT(O(N?/€?))
(in the case of the Center-of-Gravity or Random Walk based algorithm). For small enough constant
€ the value of the solution for a planted k-CSP would be different from a solution for the uniform
distribution over constraints, solving our decision problem. This would contradict our lower bound
for any N < c(n/log>n)"/2. We now make these statements formally. First we will define an
appropriate measure of complexity of convex optimization problems.

Definition 4.3. For a convex set K and a family F of convex functions over K, ¢ > 0 and a
statistical oracle O (such as VSTAT(t) for some t) we say that optimization of objectives in F over
K up to e with O has complexity q if, q is the smallest such that for every distribution D over F,
there exists an algorithm that uses q queries to O for distribution D and outputs, with probability
at least 2/3, x* such that for E¢~p[f(2*)] < mingex Ef~p[f(x)] + €.

Using this definition and our lower bounds for planted satisfiability we can directly obtain lower
bounds on the complexity of convex programs that can be used for solving instances of planted
satisfiability.

Theorem 4.4. Let Q be a distribution over k-clauses of complexity r. Assume that there exists
a mapping M that maps each k-clause C' € X, to a convex function fc : K — [—1,1] over some
convexr N -dimensional set K that for some ¢ > 0 and « satisfies:

o mingex{Ec~v,[fc(z)]} > a+¢€;
° Prae{il}" [minxeK {EC’NQU [fc(l‘)]} < a] = 2/3'

Then for every q > 1, optimization of objectives in M(Xy) over K up to € using VSTAT(@)

has complezity Q2(q).

Naturally, when given random clauses C1, Cs, . . ., Cr, & convex relaxation will optimize ;¢ r,,, [fc; ()]
instead of Ec~p|fc(x)]. However, a standard application of Hoefdding’s concentration inequality
with the union bound implies that if m > mg = O(nlog(1/6)/e?) then, with probability at least
1 -6, for every D € {Up} U{Q, | 0 € {£1}"},

E [fo(@)] = > [fe,(@)]| < /4,

o~D 1€[m]
where C;’s are drawn i.i.d. from D. This implies that optimization relative to the true expectation

and optimization on m > mg random samples are equivalent (up to €¢/2). We can therefore deduce
a version of Theorem [£.4] for convex relaxations applied to random clauses.
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Theorem 4.5. Let Q be a distribution over k-clauses of complexity r. Assume that there exists
a mapping M that maps each k-clause C € X, to a convex function fc : K — [—1,1] over some
convex N-dimensional set K that for some € >0, a € R and m = Q(n/e?) satisfies:

min >a+e€
C1,.. ,CmNUk [IEK {ch }

> 5/6

and

>5/6.

P : ‘ <
ce{£1}n, clr,...,cmNQg [ﬁ% {Z fo; (36)} <a

Then for every q > 1, optimization of objectives in M(Xy) over K up to €/2 using VSTAT((
has complezity Q(q).

log q)r)

Theorem can be combined with upper bounds on the complexity of solving stochastic convex
programs we gave above to obtain lower bounds on the types of convex relaxations that can be
used to solve planted satisfiability problems. For example the algorithm described in Theorem
leads to the following lower bound.

Corollary 4.6. Let QQ be a distribution over k-clauses of complexity r. Assume that there exists
a mapping M that maps each k-clause C' € X to a convex function fc : K — [—1,1] over some
bounded, convex and compact N-dimensional set K. Further assume that for some ¢ > 0, a € R

and m = Q(n/e?):
o 70 U [I;él}t{l{z:fc } >a+e€

P : ' <
oe{£1}", Clr,...,meQo [;%% {Zl: fe, (37)} <«

Then N = Q (nr/2 . e").

> 5/6

and

> 5/6.

Next we state a corollary obtained from Theorem It excludes convex relaxations even in
exponentially high dimension as long as the convex set is bounded in £, norm and functions satisfy
a Lipschitz condition. For simplicity we take these constraints to be 1 (a more general statement
can be obtained easily by rescaling).

Corollary 4.7. Let Q be a distribution over k-clauses of complexity r. Forp € [1,2], let K C B;,V(l)
be convex and compact set and Fp = {f(:) | Ve € K,|Vf(z)|l; < 1}. Assume that there exists a
mapping M that maps each k-clause C € Xy, to a convex function fc € Fp. Further assume that
for some € >0, a € R and m = Q(n/e?):

>
o B [ { et o

>5/6

and

Pr : , <al| >5/6.
O’E{:l:l}” Clyeesy Cm~Qo [}Brélﬁ {zl:fCZ(x)} - a] - 5/6

Then log N = (nr/(’””) : 62/(T+2)). If p e {1,2} thenlog N = Q (n . 62/’").
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Note that these corollaries give concrete lower bounds on the dimension of a convex program
(in the general form given above) that can be used to solve an average-case k-CSP that does not
make any assumptions about how the convex program is solved. In particular, it does not need to
be solved via a statistical algorithm or even computationally efficiently. We are not aware of this
form of lower bounds against convex programs stated before.

Remark 4.8. We observe that standard lift-and-project procedures (Sherali-Adams, Lovdsz-Schrijver,
Lasserre) for strengthening LP/SDP formulations do not affect the analysis above. While these pro-
cedures add a large number of auziliary variables and constraints the resulting program is still a
convex optimization problem in the same dimension (although implementation of the separation
oracle becomes more computationally intensive). Hence the use of such procedures does not affect
the bounds on the number of queries and tolerance we gave above. In other words, for the purposes
of our bounds only the number of variables used in the objective matters.

It is important to note that the many standard SDPs for k-CSPs (e.g. [Rag08,[BKS13|) optimize
over K in n*-dimensional space which has ¢; radius on the order of n*. Our lower bounds cannot
rule out the use of such programs. Indeed lift-and-project hierarchies imply that for any k-CSP
there exists a convex program of dimension n* whose optimum would give an optimal solution.
Therefore our lower bounds are incomparable to those known for lift-and-project hierarchies.

Finally, we make the observation that for instances of planted satisfiability there is a constant
gap between the fraction of clauses that can be satisfied in a formula sampled from U, and the
fraction of clauses that can be satisfied in a formula sampled from Q.. For convex relaxations that
satisfy the conditions of Corollary or the lower bounds imply a large integrality gap.

5 Statistical Dimension of Planted Satisfiability

In this section, we prove our lower bound on the statistical dimension with discrimination norm of
the planted satisfiability problem (stated in Theorem [3.5]).

Proof overview: We first show that the discrimination operator corresponding to @ applied to a
function h : X — R can be decomposed into a linear combination of discrimination operators for
£-XOR-SAT. Namely, if we denote by Z, the /- XOR-SAT clause distribution, then we show that.

E (b~ E[h] = 2" S%jk] QS)- (E lhs] ~ Elhs]).

where Z; , is the /~-XOR-SAT distribution over ¢-clauses with planted assignment o.

The two key properties of this decomposition are: (i) the coefficients are Q(S )’s which determine
the distribution complexity of @ and (ii) ||hs||y, is upper-bounded by ||2||y7,.. This step implies that
the discrimination norm for the problem defined by @ is upper bounded (up to constant factors)
by the discrimination norm for r(Q)-XOR-SAT.

In the second step of the proof we bound the discrimination norm for the r(Q)-XOR-SAT
problem. Our analysis is based on the observation that Ez, , [hs] — Ey,[hs] is a degree-¢ polynomial
as a function of 0. We exploit known concentration properties of degree-¢ polynomials to show
that the function cannot have high expectation over a large subset of assignments. This gives the
desired bound on the discrimination norm for the r(Q)-XOR-SAT problem.

We now give the formal details of the proof. For a distribution @), and query function h : X3 —
R, we denote by A(o,h) = Eq, [h] — Ey,[h]. We start by introducing some notation:
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Definition 5.1. For ¢ € [k],

o Let Zy be the (-XOR-SAT distribution over {£1}, that is a distribution such that Z,(i) =
1/21 if i is odd and 0 otherwise.

e For a clause C € Xy and S C [k] of size £, let C|s denote a clause in Xy consisting of literals
of C at positions with indices in S (in the order of indices in S).

o forh: X, — R, S CIk] of size £ and Cy € Xy, let

hs(Cy) = 1Xd (e}
|Xk’ ceXy, C‘SZC[

o Forg: X, — R, let I'y(o,9) = Ez,,[9] — Ev,lg]-

Recall the discrete Fourier expansion of a function @ : {+1}¥ — R:

Q) = Y QS)xs(x),

SCIk]

where x5(x) = [[;cg i is a parity or Walsh basis function, and the Fourier coefficient of the set S
is defined as:

Q) =5 Y. Qxs(y)

ye{£1}k
We show that A(c,h) (as a function of h) can be decomposed into a linear combination of
F((O’, h’S)

Lemma 5.2. For every o in {£1}" and h: X; — R,

Alo,h) = =25 " Q(S)-Ty(o,hs).

SC[k],S#0

Proof. Recall that for a clause C' we denote by o(C) the vector in {£1}* that gives evaluation of
the literals in C' on o with —1 corresponding to TRUE and 1 to FALSE. Also by our definitions,

Qs (C) = % Now, using ¢ to denote |S|,

k
El = 3 h(C)-Q,(C) = pQH 3" h(C) - Qo(C))
Qo CeXi, k CceX,
k N
_ \§<| Q) Y- xs((C)) - h(C)
lscim Cex;
k A
2309 Y Y xsle(@)-h©) ()
| k| Sg[k] CreXy CGXk,C\S:CZ

Note that if C|5 = Cy then for £ > 1,
xs(a(C)) = xg(a(Ce)) = 1 — Zy(a(Cy))
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and for £ =0, x¢(c(C)) = 1. Therefore,
S xs(0(0)-h(C) = (1-Z(o(C) - S h(C) and

CeXy,Cls=C; CeXy,Cls=C;
Qk ; = k . ) . p—
X4 C;{JQ(@)}L(C)] =2"-Q(0) lI%[h(C’)] = £[h(c)],

where Q(@) = 27" follows from @ being a distribution over {+1}*. Plugging this into eq. we
obtain

A(o,h) = E[h] — E[h]

QU Uk
k A~
=|f(, . QW) Y. [(1@(0(@)))- Y. o)
k1 scir], 50 CreX, CEX,,Cls=Cy

k A
= > LQ(S) > (1= Zu(o(Cr))) - hs(Co)]
SCk], 50

‘X@‘ CreXy

=2 Y Q9) (E[hs} - E [h5]>

SC[k],S#0 Ue 2o
= 9ok Z Q(S) -Ty(o, hs)
SC[k],S#0

O

We now analyze I'y(0, hs). For a clause C' let I(C) denote the set of indices of variables in the
clause C and let #(C) denote the number of negated variables is C. Then, by definition,

_ Zi(o(C)) 1= (=1)FO - xyc(0)
A= TR T T X

This implies that I'y(o, hg) can be represented as a linear combination of parities of length /.

Lemma 5.3. Forg: Xy — R,

Mog) =11 O ( > g(Ce)-(l)#(C”)'XA(U)-

| Z’AQ[R]JA\:@ CreXy,1(Cp)=A

Proof.

-1 > ( > g(Ce)-(l)#(C“)>'XA(U)

X
| Z|A§[n]7\f4|=f CreXy,I(Cp)=A
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For § C {£1}" we now bound E,~s[|I'¢(c, g)|] by exploiting its concentration properties as a
degree-¢ polynomial. To do this, we will need the following concentration bound for polynomials
on {£1}". It can be easily derived from the hypercontractivity results of Bonami and Beckner
[Bon70l Bec75] as done for example in [Jan97, DFKOOQT].

Lemma 5.4. Let p(x) be a degree £ polynomial over {£1}". Then there is constant ¢ such that for
all t > 0,

. S [lp(x)| = tlpll2] <2 exp(—c )
where |lpllz is defined as (Exnginy» ()22

In addition we will use the following simple way to convert strong concentration to a bound on
expectation over subsets of assignments.

Lemma 5.5. Let p(x) be a degree £ > 1 polynomial over {£1}", let S C {£1}" be a set of
assignments for which d = 2"/|S| > e'. Then Eo~s||p(o)|] < 2(Ind/(ct))"/? - ||p|l2, where c is the
constant from Lemma[5.4)

Proof. Let ¢y = £ - c. By Lemma|[5.4 we have that for any ¢ > 0,

xwﬂl}}n [Ip(x)| > tllpl2] < 2 exp(—co - t/°).

The set S contains 1/d fraction of points in {£1}" and therefore

P [[p(e)] > tlplla] < 2+ d- exp(—co - £2°).
For any random variable Y and value a € R,
o0
ElY]<a +/ Pr[Y > t]dt.
a

Therefore, for Y = |p(o)|/||pll2 and @ = (Ind/cp)*/? we obtain

o~ 00 3 0-d 00 B B
E SHP(U)H < (lnd/CO)Z/Q _|_/ d-e COt2/€dt _ (]nd/CQ)z/Q + s / e zZE/Q Ldz
Ipll2 (Ind/co)t/? 2.c/? Jia
f-d o o0
— (Ind £/2 = £/2—1 /2 —1 / —z Z/272d - .
(Ind/cp) +2‘c€/2 ( e’z )lnd+(/ ) lnde z z
[¢/21-1 s
£-d [¢/21! _,
< (Ind/e)"/? + (/2 Z (_ m © # >
2 M CO 4/11/2 ° h’ld
[e/21-1
1 /21! /
= (Ind/c)"? + 7 > [ é,ﬂ (Ind)" < 2(Ind/co)"’?,
2-¢g" v=o '
where we used the condition d > ef to obtain the last inequality. O

We can now use the fact that I'y(o,g) is a degree-¢ polynomial of o to prove the following
lemma:
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Lemma 5.6. Let S C {£1}" be a set of assignments for which d = 2"/|S|. Then
B [IPe(o.g)l| = Or ()"’ lgllo/v/IXi])

where |92 = v/Ev,[9(Cr)?]-

Proof. By Lemma [5.5| we get that

E [[Telo,9)l] < 2(Ind/(ct))"? - |ITe 2,

g

where I'y (o) = TI'¢(0, g). Now, by Parseval’s identity and Lemma we get that

E  [Ceg(0)?] = Y Trg(A)?

o~ AC[]

2
-5F > ( > g(@)-(l)#(@))

AC|[n],|Al=t \CreX,,I(Cr)=A

S|X14|2 3 {CZI(CZ)A}'( ) g@)?)
_ Y=A

CoeXy,1(Cy

4
— TP > g(C)? = IQXi'! %[Q(Ce)Q]-

We are now ready to bound the discrimination norm.

Lemma 5.7. Let Q be a clause distribution of the distributional complexity r = r(Q), let D' C
{Qo}oeqaiyn be a set of distributions over clauses and d = 2" /|D'|. Then (D', Uy) = Oy, ((In d/n)"/?).

Proof. Let S = {0 | Q, € D'} and let h : X} — R be any function such that Eg, [h?] = 1. Let ¢
denote |S|. Using Lemma [5.2{ and the definition of r,

Al =25 > QS)-Tulohs) <25 3T |QS)|- Ielovhs)

SCIK\{0} SCk.L=1S|2r

Hence, by Lemma [5.6| we get that,

: nd)t/2 .
EllA@n]<2t 3 Q(S)-ES[Fg(a,hS)]Ok( 3 { d)mh“) )

SCIK], |S|>r o SCIK], |S|>r
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By the definition of hg,

Ihsl3 = E[hs(Cr)?]
U,

| X|?
X g7 2, MO
¢ \CeXy, Cs=Cy
| X2 | X | 2
< ‘K . h(C
P el WP SR

CeXy, C|S:C£
= E[h(C)") = ||hl3 =1,
Uy

where we used Cauchy-Schwartz inequality together with the fact that for any Cp,

|Xk:|

CeXp|Cg=C

By plugging this into eq.(4)) and using the fact that Ind < n we get,

(Ind)*/? (Ind)"/?
Ao, h)] =0k | Y — ‘

>r

onrv

By the definition of ko(D’, Uy) we obtain the claim. O
We are now ready to finish the proof of our bound on SDN.

Proof. (of Theorem Our reference distribution is the uniform distribution Uy and the set of
distributions D = Dg = {Qo },cf+1}» is the set of distributions for all possible assignments. Let
D' C D be a set of distributions of size |D|/q and S = {0 | @, € D'}. Then, by Lemma 5.7, we get

r/2
52D, U) = O (““” ) .
nr/2

By the definition of SDN, this implies the claim. O

6 Planted £-CSPs

While the focus of our presentation is on planted satisfiability problems, the techniques can be
applied to other models of planted constraint satisfaction. Here we describe describe how to apply
our techniques to prove essentially identical lower bounds for the planted k-CSP problem. Recall
that our generalization of this planted k-CSP problem is defined by a function P : {£1}¥ — [—1,1]
and we are given access to samples from a distribution P,, where ¢ is a planted assignment in
{£1}™. A random sample from this distribution is a randomly and uniformly chosen ordered k-
tuple of variables (without repetition) x;,,...,x;, together with a randomly and independently
chosen value b € {—1, 1} such that E[b] = P(0y,,...,04,) (or Prjb =1] = (1 + P(0y,,...,0i,))/2).
This captures the important special case when P is a Boolean predicate.
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Before going into the proof of the lower bound for this model we show two additional connections
between this model and our planted satisfiability model. First we show that planted satisfiability can
be easily reduced to the planted k-CSP above while preserving the complexity parameter (we remark
that the reduction will always produce a non-boolean P and hence requires our generalization).
The second connection is that both of these models can be seen as special cases of a more general
model of planted constraint satisfaction introduced by Abbe and Montanari [AM15].

To describe the first reduction we start with some notation. Let Y} denote the set of all k-tuples
of variables without repetition and let X, = Y} x {—1,1}. For a function P : {#1}* — R we use
r(P) to denote the degree of the lowest-degree non-zero Fourier coefficient of P and refer to it as
the complexity of P. For a clause C' = (1, ...,l;) € Xj we denote by v(C) the k-tuple of variables
in C (in the same order). For j € [k] let s; be the sign of literal I; (with 1 meaning not negated
and —1 meaning negated) and let s(C) = s1,...,s,. We use 1; to denote the k-dimensional vector
(1,1,...,1).

Lemma 6.1. There exists an algorithm that for every distribution Q over {£1}* of complexity r,
and any o € {£1}", given a random sample distributed according to Q, outputs a random sample
distributed according to P,, where P = Q — 27F. Further, r(Q) = r(P).

Proof. Given a random clause C' the algorithm outputs the tuple of variables v(C) together with
a bit b chosen according to the following rule. With probability 1/2: if s(C') = 1x then output 1,
otherwise —1; with probability 1/2 — 27%=1 output 1 and —1 with probability 2751

Let us analyze the resulting distribution. First we note that the output distribution is uniform
over Yi. This follows from the fact that for every u € Yi, }-, 012, @o(C) = 20 crinye Qy) = 1.
We now evaluate the expectation of the bit b produced by our reduction as a function of o(u) (the
values assigned by o to variables in u). From the definition of @, for every u € Y}, and z € {#1}*,

Pr [s(C) =z | v(C) = u] = Q(a(C)) = Qo (u) © 2), (5)

C~Qq

where we use o to denote the element-wise product of two vectors. In particular, Prc~g,[s(C) =
1% | v(C) = u] = Q(o(u)). This means that

Bl = 5 (Qlotu) - (- Qo) + (5 - 277 =27 = Qlo(w) -2

This means that the reduction produces a random sample from P, for P(y) = Q(y) — 27%. Note
that P()) = 0 and hence this reduction satisfies r(Q) = r(P).
O

We now show how both of these models can be seen as special cases of the model in [AMI5]. The
model is specified by a collection of distributions {®(- | y)},c(413x over some output alphabet Z.
For a planted assignment o € {£1}" (their model allows a more general alphabet for each variable
but {£1} suffices to subsume the models discussed in this paper) the planted distribution ®, is
defined as follows. A random sample from this distribution is a randomly and uniformly chosen
ordered k-tuple of variables u € Y} together with value z chosen randomly and independently
according to ®(- | o(u)). We first observe that for any P : {£1}* — [~1,1], setting Z = {£1} and
having ®(b | y) = (1 +b- P(y))/2 recovers exactly the generalized Goldreich’s planted k-CSP for
function P.
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To recover the planted satisfiability model for distribution @, we let Z = {£1}* and then define
®(z | y) = Q(y o z). Here the output alphabet represents the negation signs of variables. A k-tuple
of variables u € Y with k negation signs z € {£1}¥ uniquely describes a clause C' € X}, such that
v(C) = v and s(C) = z. Further, by Eqn. (f]), we get that ®, for ® defined as above is exactly
Q.. It is not hard to see that the techniques in this work can also be applied to characterize the
SQ complexity of solving planted k-CSPs in this more general model.

6.1 Lower Bounds for Planted k-CSPs

We prove the analogue of Theorem for the planted k-CPS, which, in turn, immediately implies
that the lower bounds stated in Theorem apply to this problem verbatim. We first note that the
reduction in Lemma implies the desired lower bound for all functions P such that P = Q — 2~
for some distribution @ over {#1}*. Unfortunately, this is not sufficient to obtain a lower bound
for all functions P : {1}~ — [~1,1]. Indeed, this does not give a lower bound for any Boolean
P. At the same time, we show that the reduction in Lemma can be used to reduce bounds on
the discrimination norm of the planted k-CSP problem to the bounds on the discrimination norm
for planted satisfiability that we gave in Section m We are not aware of similar reductions in the
literature and our technique might be useful for relating the complexity of other problems for which
standard reductions are not known.

We now give the formal details. Let P : {#1}* — [~1,1] be a function on k-bits. Let Dp
denote the set of all distributions P,, where o € {£1}" and U}, be the uniform distribution over
X, =Y, x {—1,1}. Let B(Dp,U},) denote the decision problem in which given samples from an
unknown input distribution D € Dp U {U} the goal is to output 1 if D € Dp and 0 if D = Uj.
Our goal is to prove the following results.

Theorem 6.2. For any function P : {£1}* — [—1,1] of complexity r, there exist a constant ¢ > 0
(that depends on P) such that for any q > 1,

1 r/2
so sor. . 20 ) >

nr/2 -

As in the case of Theorem it suffices to prove the following analogue of Lemma

Lemma 6.3. Let P : {+1}F — [—1,1] be any function of complexity r = r(P), let D' C {Po}oeqsiyn
be a set of distributions over clauses and d = 2"/|D'|. Then r2(D',U}) = Oy ((Ind/n)"/?).

Proof. We first note that this bound does not say anything non-trivial for » = 0 (and, indeed, the
label distribution is biased in this case and can be distinguished from U, using a constant number
of samples). Therefore, from now on we assume that r > 1. Let S = {0 | P, € D'} and let
K+ Xj — R be any function such that ||A[ly; = 1 and Eg~s HEpo[h/} — EUIQ[h/]H = ko(D', U}).
We define a function h on Xj as follows. If for C' € Xi, s(C) = 1 then h(C) = K (v(C),1),
otherwise h(C) = W' (v(C), —1). We now claim that for every o € {+1}",

~—

ED) - B =2 ( Ei]-F w) , (6

2A direct proof of this bound can be found in an earlier version of this work [FPVT3] v5].
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where Q = (P + 1)/2*. Note that @ defined in this way is a distribution since for all y € {£1}*,
Qy) > 0and 3 cripye Qy) =27 - P(0) + 1= 1.

Distributions Qq,P; Uy and U}, are uniform over k-tuples of variables and therefore to prove
eq. @, it suffices to prove that for every u € Y,

E Wb |v=u~- E [F(v,b)|v=1]
(v,b)~Ps (v,b)~U],

zfmk<G%Jmcﬂum»=m—CEJMCHvKUzM). (7)

The left hand side of this equality is equal to

1+ P(o() 1 - P(o(w) 1
T (0, —1) R

By equation , the right side of eq. [7]is equal to
227k N R(C) - (Q(O) - 1)) =

Cw(C)=u

e (h,(u, Y PO s, ) Plee s<c>>)

2k
Co(C)=u,s(C)#L

§-h’(u, 1)—|—%h'(u, _1) _ P(U(U)) ) (h/(u7 1) - h/(u? _1))

W (u, 1
(u,1) 2

1 P (W (u,1) = b (u, -1
=3 (W(1) - Plo(u) =K', ~1) - Plo(u))) = (ofu))  { Wé) w 1)
where we used the fact that }° o qy6 P(y) = 2% . P()) = 0 to obtain the equality of the second
line to the third one.
Now all we need to bound ko(D',U},) is an upper bound on ||h||y,. First, note that by our
assumption,

) 1 1., ,
%[h ] = v Z 3 (W (u,1)* + 1 (u,—1)?) = 1. (8)

For every v € Y,

JE ()R [0(0) = 1) = g - (W17 + (28 = D/ (u,=1)%) >

Using eq. we get that,

1 1
1B, = o D (W D)2 4 W (u,~1)%) = o
|Yk| 2 u€Yy ?

Using this bound on the norm and eq. @ we can now bound ko (D’,U}) as follows. Let D’Q =
{Qo | 0 €S}

D UL) = R — E[R]|| =221 [ h] — hH
(D, U} 0@8[1@;[ - Bl E[|zm-gm
D, U,
< 921, r2(Dg, Uk) < W12 (DL UL = O, ((ln d/n)T/Q) ’
([
where we used Lemma to obtain the last bound. O
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7 Lower Bounds using Statistical Dimension

7.1 Lower bound for VSTAT

We first prove an analogue of lower-bound for VSTAT from [FGRT12| but using the statistical
dimension based on discrimination norm instead of the average correlation. It is not hard to see
that discrimination norm is upper-bounded by the square root of average correlation and therefore
our result subsumes the one in [FGR™12].

Theorem 7.1. Let X be a domain and B(D, D) be a decision problem over a class of distributions D
on X and reference distribution D. Let d = SDN(B(D, D), k) and let Dp be a set of distributions for
which the value d is attained. Consider the following average-case version of the B(D, D) problem:
the input distribution D’ equals D with probability 1/2 and D' equals a random uniform element
of Dp with probability 1/2. Any randomized statistical algorithm that solves B(D, D) with success
probability v > 1/2 over the choice of D' and randomness of the algorithm requires at least (2y—1)d
calls to VSTAT(1/(3k?)).

Proof. We prove our lower bound for any deterministic statistical algorithm and the claim for
randomized algorithms follows from the fact that the success probability of a randomized algorithm
is just the expectation of its success probability for a random fixing of its coins.

Let A be a deterministic statistical algorithm that uses ¢ queries to VSTAT(1/(3x2)) to solve
B(D, D) with probability v over a random choice of an input distribution described in the statement.
Following an approach from [Fell2], we simulate A by answering any query h : X — [0,1] of A
with value Ep[h(x)]. Let hy, ho, ..., hy be the queries asked by A in this simulation and let b be the
output of A. A is successful with probability v > 1/2 and therefore b = 0, that is A will certainly
decide that the input distribution equals to D.

Let the set Dt C Dp be the set of distributions on which A is successful (that is outputs
b = 1) and we denote these distributions by {D1, Ds, ..., D, }. We recall that, crucially, for A to
be considered successful it needs to be successful for any valid responses of VSTAT to A’s queries.
We note that the success probability of A is § + %IDL;l and therefore m > (2 — 1)|Dp|.

For every k < g, let A be the set of all distributions D; such that

' 1 (1 — ps
i (o)] - Ellu()]| > 7 = max{, “(“)}
D D; t t

where we use ¢ to denote 1/(3x?) and p; j to denote Ep,[hr(z)]. To prove the desired bound we
first prove the following two claims:

1. Zkgq ‘Ak‘ > m;
2. for every k, |Ax| < |Dpl/d.

Combining these two implies that ¢ > d - m/|Dp| and therefore ¢ > (27 — 1)d giving the desired
lower bound.

In the rest of the proof for conciseness we drop the subscript D from inner products and norms.
To prove the first claim we assume, for the sake of contradiction, that there exists D; & Uj<qAg.
Then for every k < ¢, | Ep[hx(x)]—Ep, [hi(x)]| < 7;x. This implies that the replies of our simulation
Ep[hk(x)] are within 7 of Ep, [hx(x)], in other words are valid responses. However we know that
for these responses A outputs b = 0 contradicting the condition that D; € D+.
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To prove the second claim, suppose that for some k € [d], |Ax| > |Dp|/d. Let pr = Ep[hi(x)]
and assume that py < 1/2 (when py > 1/2 we just replace hy by 1 — hy in the analysis below). We
will next show upper and lower bounds on the following quantity

o= ) [ }Z > ok —pik

DieAk DieAk

Elhy(2)] — (@)

. (9)

By our assumption for D; € Ay, |pir — pr| > Tix = max{1/t, /pir(1 —pix)/t}. If pi > 2pi/3

then
2 1
Pik(l —pik) Pk 3 Dk
>/ > = /2.
t - t 3t

Otherwise (when p;r < 2pr/3), pr — Pik > Pk — 2pk/3 = pr/3. We also know that |p; , — pi| >
ik > 1/t and therefore |p;, — px| > |/%%. Substituting this into eq. (EI) we get that

DK — Dik

> ][5 = Akl Vi - . (10)

Now, by the definition of discrimination norm and its linearity we have that

> [|aeton - gl

DiEAk *

|-z, [fgmen- g

] < | Ayl - K2(Ap D) - [l

We note that, hy is a [0, 1]-valued function and therefore ||ht||? = Ep[he(2)?] < Eplhe(z)] = p.
Also by definition of SDN, k2(Ay, D) < k. Therefore ® < |Ay|- k- /pg. This contradicts the bound
on ® in eq. and hence finishes the proof of our claim. O

7.2 General Search Problems

We now show how the statistical dimension and lower bounds can be applied to a broad class of
problems referred to as distributional search problems [FGR™12]. For a domain X, let D be a set
of distributions over X let F be a set of solutions and Z : D — 27 be a map from a distribution
D € D to a subset of solutions Z(D) C F that are defined to be valid solutions for D. For ¢ > 0 the
distributional search problem Z over D and F using t samples is to find a valid solution f € Z(D)
given access to t random samples from an unknown D € D. With slight abuse of notation, for a
solution f € F, we denote by Z71(f) the set of distributions in D for which f is a valid solution.

The statistical dimension for general search problems effectively reduces a general search prob-
lem to a hard instance of decision problem.

Definition 7.2. For k > 0, n > 0, domain X and a search problem Z over a set of solutions F
and a class of distributions D over X, let d be the largest integer such that there exists a reference
distribution D over X and a finite set of distributions Dp C D with the following property: for
any solution f € F the set Dy = Dp \ Z7(f) has size at least (1 —n) - |Dpl| and for any subset
D' C Dy, where |D'| > |Dsl/d, ko(D',D) < k. The statistical dimension with discrimination
norm k and error parameter 1 of Z is d and we denote it by SDN(Z, k,n).

We now state and prove the generalization of Thm. to search problems.
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Theorem 7.3. Let X be a domain and Z be a search problem over a set of solutions F and a
class of distributions D over X. For k > 0 and n € (0,1) let d = SDN(Z,k,n). Let D be the
reference distribution and Dp be a set of distributions for which the value d is achieved. Any
randomized statistical algorithm that, given access to VSTAT(1/(3k2)) oracle for a distribution
chosen randomly and uniformly from Dp, succeeds with probability v > n over the choice of the
distribution and internal randomness requires at least Hd calls to the oracle.

Proof. As before it suffices to restrict our attention to deterministic algorithms. Let A be a de-
terministic statistical algorithm that uses ¢ queries to VSTAT(1/(3x?)) to solve Z with probabil-
ity v over a random choice of a distribution from Dp. We simulate A by answering any query
h : X — [0,1] of A with value Ep[h(x)]. Let hy,hg,...,hq be the queries asked by A in this
simulation and let f be the output of A.

By the definition of SDN, for Dy = Dp \ Z7(f) it holds that |Dy¢| > (1 —n)|Dp| and for every
D' C Dy, either ko(D', D) < k or |D'| < |Dy|/d. Let the set DT C Dp be the set of distributions on
which A is successful. Let D} = Dy ND* and we denote these distributions by {D1, Ds, ..., Dp,}.

We note that D}F =Dt \ (Dp \ Dy) and therefore

v|Dp| - |Dp \ Dy|
|Dp| — |Dp \ Dyl

Y=
m = |Df| > |D¥| — |Dp \ Dy| > 4|Dp| - |Pp \ Dy| = Dyl = ﬂlpfl- (11)

For every k < g, let Ay be the set of all distributions D; such that

t t

' 1 (1 — ps
(o)) - Efin(ol] > 7 = max{ “(“)} 7
D D;
where we use ¢ to denote 1/(3x?) and p; . to denote Ep,[hr(z)]. To prove the desired bound we
first prove the following two claims:

1. Zkgq ‘Ak‘ > m;
2. for every k, |Ag| < |Dyl/d.

Combining these two implies that ¢ > d-m/|Dy|. By inequality , q> A{f_z -d giving the desired
lower bound.

To prove the first claim we assume, for the sake of contradiction, that there exists D; € Ugp<qAg.
Then for every k < ¢, | Ep[hr(x)]—Ep, [hi(x)]| < 7; k. This implies that the replies of our simulation
Eplhi(z)] are within 7; ;, of Ep,[hi(z)]. By the definition of A and VSTAT(t), this implies that f
is a valid solution for Z on Dj;, contradicting the condition that D; € D}*‘ CDp\ Z7Hf).

The proof of the second claim is identical to the proof of the analogous claim in Thm. where
we use Dy in place of Dp (note that in the decision problem Dp is precisely the set of distributions
for which the output of A is not a valid solution). O

This generalization allows us to view decision problems as search problems where the solution
set size parameter is 1 = 1/2 (to make this entirely formal we would need to view the set of input
distributions as a multiset in which one half of the distributions is D and the other half is D).
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7.3 Lower bounds for MVSTAT and 1-MSTAT

We now describe the extension of our lower bound to MVSTAT and 1-MSTAT(L) oracles. For
simplicity we state them for the worst case search problems but all these results are based on a
direct simulation of an oracle using a VSTAT oracle and therefore they equivalently apply to the
average-case versions of the problem defined in Theorems [7.1] and [7.3]

Given the lower bound VSTAT we can obtain our lower bound for MVSTAT via the following
simple simulation. For conciseness we use Lo to denote {0,1,...,L — 1}.

Theorem 7.4. Let D be the input distribution over the domain X, t,L > 0 be integers. For any
multi-valued function h : X — Lo and any set S of subsets of Lo, L queries to VSTAT(4L - t) can
be used to give a valid answer to query h with set S to MVSTAT(L,t).

Proof. For i € Ly we define h;(x) as h;(x) = 1 if h(x) =i and 0 otherwise. Let v; be the response
of VSTAT(4L - t) on query h;. For any Z C Ly,

> w—pz| <Y |vi - pil

lez lez

1 ‘(1—pz‘)
<Zmax{4Lt }

‘Z‘ pz pz
<
StV am

lez

‘Z| \/ZZGZPZ pz)
< \/
— 4Lt +
1Z| pz)
< V2 PZ\~-— Pz)
— 4Lt +
1 pz(1 *pz)

at + 4t

1 1—
<max{t, pz( t pz)}’

where pz = Prp[h(z) € Z]. O

| /\

We now describe our lower bound for 1-MSTAT(L) oracle.

Theorem 7.5. Let X be a domain and Z be a search problem over a set of solutions F and a class of
distributions D over X. For k >0 andn € (0,1), let d = SDN(Z, k,n). Any (possibly randomized)
statistical algorithm that solves Z with probability v requires at least m calls to 1-MSTAT(L) for

L . fdly=n) (v—n)?
== ‘
m=a (g { G
In particular, if n < 1/2 then any algorithm with success probability of at least 2/3 requires at least
Q (% - min{d, 1/Ii2}) samples from 1-MSTAT(L).

The proof of this result is based on the following simulation of 1-MSTAT(L) using VSTAT.
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Theorem 7.6. Let Z be a search problem and let A be a (possibly randomized) statistical algorithm
that solves Z with probability at least v using m samples from 1-MSTAT(L). For any 6 € (0,1/2],
there exists a statistical algorithm A’ that uses at most O(m - L) queries to VSTAT(L - m/§?) and
solves Z with probability at least v — 6.

A special case of this theorem for L = 2 is proved in [FGR™12]. Their result is easy to generalize
to the statement of Theorem but is it fairly technical. Instead we describe a simple way to
simulate m samples of 1-MSTAT (L) using O(mL) samples from 1-STAT. This simulation (together
with the simulation of 1-STAT from [FGR™12|) imply Theorem It also allows to easily relate
the powers of these oracles. The simulation is based on the following lemma (proof by Jan Vondrak).

Lemma 7.7. Let D be the input distribution over X and let h : X — Lg be any function. Then
using L + 1 samples from 1-STAT it is possible to output a random variable Y € Lo U {L}, such
that

o Pr[Y # 1] >1/(2e),
o foreveryi € Lo, Pr[Y =i | Y # 1] =

Proof. Y is defined as follows. For every ¢ € Ly ask a sample for h; from 1-STAT and let B;
be equal to the outcome with probability 1/2 and 0 with probability 1/2 (independently). If the
number of B;’s that are equal to 1 is different from 1 then Y = L. Otherwise let j be the index
such that B; = 1. Ask a sample for h; from 1-STAT and let B; be the outcome with probability
1/2 and 0 with probability 1/2. If B;- =01let Y = j, otherwise Y = L. From the definition of Y,
we obtain that for every ¢ € Ly,

Py =i =5 Il0 =505 =5 105

k#i keLg

This implies that for every i € Lo, Pr[Y =i | Y # 1] = p;. Also

PrlY # 1] = sz Hl—— 7Hefpi:e*1/2,

i€Lg i€Lg keLg
where we used that for a € [0,1/2], (1 —a) < e~24. O

Given this lemma we can simulate 1-MSTAT(L) by sampling Y until Y # L. It is easy to see
that simulating m samples from 1-MSTAT (L) will require at most 4e - m(L + 1) with probability
at least 1 — § for § exponentially small in m.

We now combine Theorems and to obtain the claimed lower bound for statistical algo-
rithms using MVSTAT.

Proof of Theorem [7.5, Assuming the existence of a statistical algorithm using less than m samples
we apply Theorem for 6 = (v —n)/2 to simulate the algorithm using VSTAT. The bound on

m ensures that the resulting algorithm uses less than Q(%) queries to VSTAT(S ) and has
success probability of at least (v + n)/2. By substituting these parameters into Theorem we
obtain a contradiction. O

Finally we state an immediate corollary of Theorems and that applies to general
search problems and generalizes Theorem
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Theorem 7.8. Let X be a domain and Z be a search problem over a set of solutions F and a class
of distributions D over X. For k > 0, let d = SDN(Z,k,1/2) and let L > 2 be an integer. Any
randomized statistical algorithm that solves Z with probability > 2/3 requires either

e Q(d/L) calls to MVSTAT(L,1/(12- k% - L));
e at least m calls to 1-MSTAT(L) for m = Q (min {d,1/x*} /L).

8 Algorithmic Bounds

In this section we prove Theorem The algorithm is a variant of the subsampled power iteration
from [FPV14] that can be implemented statistically. We describe the algorithm for the planted
satisfiability model, but it can be adapted to solve Goldreich’s planted k-CSP by considering only
the k-tuples of variables that the predicate P evaluates to 1 on the planted assignment o.

8.1 Set-up

Lemma 1 from [FPV14] states that subsampling r literals from a distribution @), on k-clauses with
distribution complexity r and planted assignment o induces a parity distribution over clauses of
length 7, that is a distribution over r-clauses with planting function Q° : {#1}" — R of the form
Q°(x) = §/2" for |x| even, Q°(x) = (2 — §)/2" for |z| odd, for some & € [0,2] , § # 1, where |z| is
the number of +1’s in the vector z. The set of r literals to subsample from each clause is given by
the set S C {1,...,k} so that Q(S’) £ 0.

From here on the distribution on clauses will be given by Q2 for § # 1 and planted assignment o.
For ease of analysis, we define ), as the distribution over k-clause formulae in which each possible
k-clause with an even number of true literals under o appears independently in @), ;, with probability
dp, and each clause with and odd number of true literals appears independently with probability
(2 — &)p, for an overall clause density p. We will be concerned with p = ©(n"%/2). Note that it
suffices to solve the algorithmic problem for this distribution instead of that of selecting exactly
m = (:)(nk/ 2) clauses independently at random. In particular, with probability 1 — exp(—0(n)), a
sample from @, will contain at most 2p - % = O(n*p) clauses.

We present statistical algorithms to recover the partition of the n variables into positive and
negative literals. We will recover the partition which gives o up to a sign change.

The algorithm proceeds by constructing a generalized adjacency matrix M of size N1 x Ny with
Ny = ﬂk/ﬂﬁﬁ/zm Ny = 2%/%%, and N = /N7 Ns. For even k, we have N = Ny = N
and thus M is a square matrix. The rows of the matrix are indexed by ordered subsets S1, ..., 5N,
of [k/2] literals and columns by subsets 71, ..., Ty, of |k/2] literals. For a formula F, we construct
a matrix M(F) For each k-clause (I1,la,...,I;) in F, we put a 1 in the entry of M whose row is
indexed by the set (I1,...,l;/21) and column by the set (I 2141, -+, k)

We define the distribution M, , on random N; X Nz matrices induced by drawing a random
formula according to @, and forming the associated matrix M(Q,,) as above.

For k even, let u € {£1}"V be the vector with a +1 entry in every coordinate indexed by subsets
containing an even number of true literals under o, and a —1 entry for every odd subset.

For k odd, we define the analogous vectors u, € {+1}"1 and u, € {+1}""2, again with +1’s for
even subsets and —1 for odd subsets.

The algorithm will apply a modified power iteration procedure with rounding to find w or u,.
From these vectors the partition into true and false literals can be determined.
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For even k, the discrete power iteration begins by sampling a random vector z° € {+1}" and
multiplying by a sample of M, ,. We then randomly round each coordinate of M, ,x° to &1 to get
z!, and then repeat. The rounding is probabilistic and depends on the value of each coordinate
and the maximum value of all the coordinates. For odd k, we begin with a random 2° € {£+1}/2
then form y° by deterministically rounding Mavpxo to a vector with entries —1,0, or +1. Then we
form 2! by a randomized 41 rounding of M;;C pyo, and repeat. There is a final rounding step to find
a £1 vector that matches u or u,.

We will prove that this algorithm can be implemented statistically in any of the following ways:

1. Using O(n"/?1og?n) calls to 1-MSTAT(n!"/21);
2. For even r: using O(logn) calls to MVSTAT(n"/2,n"/?loglog n);
3. For odd r: using O(logn) calls to MVSTAT(O(n["/21), O(n"/? log n)); with O(n["/21) subsets;

4. For odd r: using O(logn) calls to MVSTAT(O(nl"/2)), O(nl"/?11og n)).

8.2 Algorithm Discrete-Power-Iterate (even k).

1. Pick 2° € {£1}" uniformly at random. For i = 1,...log N, repeat the following:

(a) Draw a sample matrix M ~ Mg ,,.
(b) Let x = Ma*~ 1.

(c) Randomly round each coordinate of x to £1 to get 2* as follows: let

ax; [z

; {sign(xj) with probability 1 + Qmm‘
:L‘ [p—

—sign(x;) otherwise.

2. Let x = Mz'°¢ "N and set u* = sign(x) by rounding each coordinate to its sign.

3. Output the solution of the parity equations defined by u* using Gaussian elimination.

Lemma 8.1. Ifp = gj% for a sufficiently large constant K, then with probability 1 — o(1) the

above algorithm returns the planted assignment.

The main idea of the analysis is to keep track of the random process (u - 2%). It starts at
O(v/N) with the initial randomly chosen vector z¥, and then after an initial phase, doubles on
every successive step whp until it reaches N/9.

We will use the following Chernoff bound several times (see eg. Corollary A.1.14 in [AS11]).

Proposition 8.2. Let X =", &Y; and Y = >_" | Y;, where the Y;’s are independent Bernoulli
random variables and the &;’s are fixed +1 constants. Then

Pr[|X — E[X]| > aE[Y]] < e EN/3

Proposition 8.3. If |2 - u| = BN > v/Nloglog N, then with probability 1 — O(1/N (%),

‘ N .
|zt ] > min{9,2|x’ . u\} .
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Proof. We assume for simplicity that § > 1 and 2°-u > 0 in what follows. Let Ut = {i : u; = +1},
U ={i:u=-1}, XT ={i:2; = +1},and X~ = {i : 2 = +1}. For a given j € [N], let
A; = {i :sets ¢ and j share no variables}. We have |4;| = N* for all j.

Let z = Mz'. Note that the coordinates z,...zy are independent and if j € U™,

2j~ Ly + Ly — Zp — Z— —p(|XT| = |X7))
where

~ Bin(JlUT N X1 N A,|,ép)
Z_ ~ Bin(JlU- NXTNA2-9p)

_ ~Bin(lUTNX~ N A, dp)
_~Bin(lUTNX" NA;,(2-90)p)

We can write a similar expression if j € U™, with the probabilities swapped. For j € Ut we
calculate,

Elz] =plUTNXTNA;|+2-0)plU NXTNA;|—dplUTNX NA;|—(2-8)plU" NX~ N A
—p (X = 1X7])
=plUTNXT|+2-380)plU NXT|—6plUTNX"|
—@2=0plU" N X" |=p (X[~ [X7[) + O((N - N")p)
= (8 — Dp(u- ) + O(n*/*'p)

For j € U™ we get E[zj] = (1 — 8)p(u - z) + O(nF/>~1p).

To apply Proposition note that there are N entries in each row of M half with probability
dp and half with probability (2 — d)p of being a 1, so E[Y] = Np. Using the proposition with
a = (6§ — 1)/26 and union bound, we have that with probability 1 — o(N~1),

max ol < (5= Dp- (u-2) + CZPE o) 12
<(@-1)p-(u-x)+ = DNp —Qé)Np (13)

For each ordered set of k/2 literals indexed by j € U™, there is a set indexed by j' € U~ that
is identical except the first literal in j’ is the negation of the first literal in j. Note that A; = Aj,
and so if we can calculate:

Elzj] — Elzp] =200 — Dp[[lUTNXTNA;|+ U NX NA| - U NXTNA;|— Ut NX™ N A4

which is simply the 2(§ — 1)p times the dot product of v and x restricted to the coordinates A;.
Summing over all j € [N] an using symmetry we get

Elu- 2] = 4,16 - p(u- o)
— N*(5 - plu- x)
— N3 - pu-2)(1+o(1))
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Applying Proposition [8.2[to (u - 2z) (with E[Y] = N?p, and o = W), we get

20005 — 1)2(u - 2)2
Prl(u-2) < N(8 — D)p(u-2)/2] < exp [N pl0 1222( ) } (14)
Klog N(u-x)? 1

Now we round z to a 41 vector x’ as above. Let Z be the number of j’s so that x; = u;. Then,
conditioning on u - z and max |z;| as above,

Bz =3 (L
B 2 2max|zj|

j=1
N, uwes
2 2max|z]
LN, NG bpluca)

4((0 — Dp(u - z) + E102)

If(6—plu-z) < %, we have

N N -p(u- )
— 2 8(0—1p(u-x)
5N
8

Note that the variance of Z is at most N/4. By Chebyshev, with probability 1 — O(N/(u - x)?),

N 5N
ZZmin{2—|—(u-:U),9}.
which completes the proof of Proposition (8.3 O

Finishing: We consider two phases. When |u - x| < VN loglog N, with probability at least 1 /2,
lu - 2" > max{v/N/10,2|u - 2*|}. This follows from Berry-Esseen bounds in the central limit
theorem: Z is the sum of N independent 0,1 random variables with different probabilities, and
we know at least 9N/10 have a probability between 2/5 and 3/5 (comparing a typical |z;| with
max |z;|). This shows the variance of Z is at least N/5 when u - x is this small.

Now call a step ‘good’ if |u - 21| > max{v/N/10,2|u - 2*|}. Then in log N steps whp there
is at least one run of loglog N good steps, and after any such run we will have with certainty
|u - 2| > v/Nloglog N, completing the first phase.
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Once we have |u - z| > v/Nloglog N, then according to Proposition after O(log N) steps
the value of |z" - u| successively doubles with error probabilities that are geometrically decreasing,
and so whp at the end we have a vector z € {£1}" so that |u-z > [ In the positive case, when
we multiply « once more by M ~ M, ,, we have for i : u; = 1, E[(Mx);] > (6 — 1)pN/9. Using
Proposition (with E[Y] = Np and a = (6 — 1)/10),

Pr[(Mz); < 0] < e NP = o(N7?)

Similarly, if u; = —1, Pr[(Mz); > 0] = o(N~2), and thus whp rounding to the sign of x will give
us u exactly. The same holds in the negative case where we will get —u exactly.

8.3 Algorithm Discrete-Power-Iterate (odd k)

1. Pick 2% € {£1}"2 uniformly at random. For i = 1,...log N, repeat the following:

(a) Draw a sample matrix M ~ M.

(b) Let 7 = Mz'~!; round ¥’ to a vector y* with entries 0, +1, or —1, according to the sign
of the coordinates.

(c) Draw another sample M ~ M, .

(d) Let ¥ = M™y’. Randomly round each coordinate of Z to £1 to get 2’ as follows:

ax; [T

; {sign(:vj) with probability 1 + 2m‘§j‘
x .=

—sign(Z;) otherwise.

2. Set u* = sign(2'°¢ V) by rounding each coordinate to its sign.

3. Output the solution of the parity equations defined by u* using Gaussian elimination.

Klog N

Lemma 8.4. Setp = 12N -

Then whp, the algorithm returns the planted assignment.

We will keep track of the inner products z* - u, and y* - uy as the algorithm iterates.
Proposition 8.5. If [2° - u,| = BNa > +/No/loglog N, then with probability 1 — o(1/log N),

1. |yt u,| > NBlog N and

2.y Hh = N2p(1 +o(1))
Proof. Let x € {£1}M2 and M ~ M,,. Let y = Mx. We will assume § > 1 and = - u, > 0 for
simplicity.

Ifje U;, then

Prly; > 1] = 0p|XT NUS |+ (2= 8)p|X T NU, |+ O((N2 — N3)p) + O(p*Na)
and
Prly; < —1] = 6p|X NUS |+ (2—6)p| X~ NU; |+ O((N2 — N3)p) + O(p°Ny)
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and similarly for j € Uy

Prly; > 1] = 6p|X T NU, |+ (2 - §)p|X T NU, | + O(N2 — N3)p) + O(p*Na)
and
Prly; < —1] = 0p| X~ NU, |+ (2= 0)p| X~ NUF|+ O((N2 = N3)p) + O(p°N2)
Rounding y by the sign of each coordinate gives a 0,+1, —1 vector 3'. Let Y+ be the set of
+1 coordinates of 3/, and Y~ the set of —1 coordinates. An application of Proposition with

E[Y] = N%p and o = 1/ log N immediately gives ||y/||1 = N?p(1+o0(1)) with probability 1—o(N~1).
We can write

Y uy = YTNUS |+ Y nU =Y NU, |- Y U/

and

*

Ely - uy] = % (26 =2)(IXTNUS |+ |X NU; | = |XTnU;| =X NUS])] + O(N1Nap?)
= Nip(d — 1)(2 - uz)(1 +o(1))

Another application of Proposition with E[Y] = N1 Nop and o = % shows that with
probability 1 — o(N~2),

y - uy > Nip(6 —1)(z - uy)/2 (16)
NpClog N

ECETR )

> NBlog N (18)

O

Proposition 8.6. If |y’ - u,| = YN > \/Njlog N/loglog N with ||y|1 = N*p(1 + o(1)), then with
probability 1 — o(1/log N),

; Ny N
|xz-ux]2min{2 299 }

9 Vlog v

for some constant ¢ = ¢(0, K).

Proof. As in the proof of Proposition
For j € U as above we calculate,

Elz;] = 0p|U," N Y[+ (2= d)p|U, NY | —dp|U; NY"|
—@2=0plU, NY [ =p (YT = [Y7]) + O((N1 — NY)p)
= (6 = 1)p(uy - y) + O((N1 — N{)p)
= (0 = Dp(uy - y) + O(Nop)

And for j € U, E[zj] = —(6 — 1)p(uy - y) + O(Nap). We also have E[u, - 2] = (§ — 1) Nyp(uy - y).
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Proposition [8.2 with E[Y] = Nip and a = —322 shows that with probability 1 — o(N 1),

Vieg N
N2p2
and applied with E[Y] = NyN2p? and o = W shows that with probability 1 — o(N~1),
N2p2 /Ng
2 x) > (6 —1)N: YY) — ——
(u l‘) = ( ) 2p(“y y) \/m

= (6 = 1)Nap(uy - y)(1 +o(1))

for (uy-y) > +/Nilog N/loglog N. Again we randomly round to a vector «*, and if Z is the number
of of coordinates on which z* and u, agree,

N .
E[Z] = 2 Uy - T

2 2max|z]
SN2 Na(0— Dp(uy - y)

2 4((5 - Dpluy - y) + JEE5)

Ny No(6 — Dp(uy - y)

-2 8N2p?/\/log N
N2 NQ’Y((S - 1)3

2 8K+/log N

Ny No(6 — Dp(u-x)
=5 T RE - p(u- )

A . . o . . o (0-1)3y .
nother application of Proposition |8.2| with E[Y] = E[Z] and a = shows that with

100K +/log N
probability 1 — o(1),
7> mi { 2 27( ) 2}

2 9KIogN ~ 9
which shows that z* - u, > min { \/]\1%’ ]g?} for some constant ¢ = ¢(4, K) O

Finishing: Choosing #° at random gives |2° - u,| > % whp. After a pair of iterations,
Propositions and guarantee that whp the value of x’ - u, rises by a factor of v/log N/K, so
after at most log N steps we have a vector € {+1}V2 with |x-u,| > %. One more iteration gives a
vector y with |u,-y| > W. Now consider (MTy). In the positive case (when uy -y > Nl%gN), we
have for i inU;", E[(M7Ty);] > (§—1)Nplog N/9. Using Proposition Pr[(MTy); < 0] = o(N~2).
Similarly, if i € U, ", Pr[(MTy); > 0] = o(N~2), and thus whp rounding to the sign of the vector
will give us u, exactly. The same holds in the negative case where we will get —u, exactly.
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8.4 Implementing the algorithms with the statistical oracle

We complete the proof of Theorem by showing how to implement the above algorithms with
the statistical oracles 1-MSTAT and MVSTAT.

Lemma 8.7 (Even k). There is a randomized algorithm that makes O(Nlog? N) calls to the
1-MSTAT(N) oracle and returns the planted assignment with probability 1 — o(1). There is a
randomized algorithm that makes O(log N) calls to the MVSTAT(t,L) oracle with L = N and
t = Nloglog N, and returns the planted assignment with probability 1 — o(1).

Proof. We can run the above algorithm using the 1-MSTAT(N) oracle. Given a vector x € {1}V,
we compute 2/, the next iteration, as follows: each j € [IN] corresponds to a different value of the
query functions A" and h~ defined as h*(X) = i if the clause X = (i, ) for j : z; = +1 and zero
otherwise, and similarly h=(X) =i if X = (i,j) for j : ; = —1 and zero otherwise. For use in
the implementation, we define the Boolean functions b} as b (X) = 1 iff A7 (X) =i. Let v;",v;
denote the corresponding oracle’s responses to the two queries, and v; = vi+ —wv; . Now to compute
2/, for each coordinate we sum v; over all samples and subtract p>_ x;. We use O(log N) such
iterations, and we use O(N log N) clauses per iteration (corresponding to p = (?_10%).

To use the MVSTAT oracle, we note that for each query function v, we make ¢ = O(N log N)
calls to 1-MSTAT(N). We can replace each group of ¢ calls with a one call to MVSTAT(N, t). Let
the response be a vector p in [0, 1]”, with L+2 subsets, namely singleton subsets for each coordinate
as well as for the subsets with positive parity and with negative parity on the unknown assignment
o. For each coordinate [, we set v; = Binom(1, p;), the output of an independent random coin toss
with bias p;. The guarantees on MVSTAT imply that the result of this simulation are equivalent
for our purposes with directly querying 1-MSTAT. Here we give a direct simulation with smaller ¢.

For t = Nloglog N, versions of equations and (properly scaled) hold due to the oracle’s

bound on |v;| and the bound on )y, v;.

In particular, we can calculate that E[h — h; — & > = W +0 (W) where
u-x = BN. The oracle bounds then give max; |v;| < (5;\})’8 + \/% = (5;\})5 + N\/lozlogN since
t > (N — N*). The oracle also guarantees that |u-v— (6 — 1)5] < % and so for § > ﬁ,

u-v>(6—1)8/2.

Now we do the same randomized rounding as above, and we see that

1 u;v;
2 + 2 max vﬂ)

&=
N
I
+
—

7=1
N u-v
T2 2max vy
N (6—1)p
>
-2 +4((5—1)ﬁ_|_ 2 )
N N+/loglog N
(6-1)8 2
If =+ < Nlelos Ve have

AN

N (6-1)8 N N Vioglog N(§ — 1)
Ny/loglog N 2 16
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5—1)8
1f =08 >

2
> Nioelosw: We have

N  (5-18 5N
2T 8G-DEN 8

BlZ) = (6-1B/N 8

The variance of Z is at most N/4, and with probability 1 — o(1) we start with |20 - u| >
VN /logloglog N. Then successive applications of Chebyshev’s inequality as above show that whp

after at most log N steps, we have |z% - u| > %.
]

Lemma 8.8 (Odd k). There is a randomized algorithm that makes O(n*/?log?n) calls to the
1-MSTAT(L) oracle for L = Ny, and returns the planted assignment with probability 1 — o(1).
There is a randomized algorithm that makes O(log N) calls to the MVSTAT(N2, NilogN) oracle
and returns the planted assignment with probability 1 — o(1).

Proof. We run the algorithm using 1-MSTAT, we alternately query Nj-valued functions and No-
valued functions, each with ¢ = O(N log N) samples per iteration. Since there are O(log V) itera-
tions in all, this gives the claimed bound of O(N log? N) calls to 1-MSTAT(Ny).

To implement using MVSTAT, we do as described in proof for the even case. Evaluation of an L-
valued query h with ¢ samples via ¢ calls to 1I-MSTAT(L) is replaced by one call to MVSTAT(L, t)
and this response is used to generate a 0/1 vector, each time with subsets corresponding to all
singletons and the two subsets with different parities according to the planted assignment o. This
gives the bounds claimed in the first part of Theorem [3.2(4). To see that the algorithm converges
as claimed we note that Prop. continues to hold, with a lower order correction term in Equation
for the difference when 3’ - u, when y' is obtained by the above simulation. This difference is
small as guaranteed by the MVSTAT oracle on the subsets corresponding to the positive support
and negative support of u,.

To obtain the second implementation with smaller value of ¢ - L, we use a direct argument. For
the step M Ty = x, we proceed exactly as above. The queries are of length No.

For the step Mz = y, we break the queries into N;/No = ©(n) blocks of length Ny each. For a
block B we define the restricted inner product (uy - v); := ;e p, (uy); - v;. We have the following

bounds:
R 1 [1
il < =24/ =
il < Ny +min t Nit
60—1 1
_G-vs,
N1 Nyt
and

t’ t

(uy -v); > M —min{1 NZ/Nl}

< (5— 1)ﬁ L0 1
- Nl/NQ n(k+3)/k\/10gN



for g > m. And so summing over all blocks By, (uy - v) = (6 — 1)5(1 + o(1)).

Now we randomly round v to a £1 vector yas follows: let y; = sign(v;) with probability % +

ﬁjlw‘ and —sign(v;) otherwise. If Z is the number of coordinates on which y and u, agree, we
J 177
have E[Z] > Moy — (-1)8 . For =18 < 2_ we have
2 2((6N1>B+N1 zlogN> N1 Ni1yTog N
N 0—1 N 0 —1)B+/log N
Nivlog N
(6-1)8 2
And for N2 Nyvlog N Ve have
N 0—1 3N
Elz)> M, _(O-L8 3N
2 4(0—-1)8/Ny 4
The proof is then completed as in the even case. O

9 Discussion and open problems

By querying well-chosen sequences of functions, statistical algorithms can be efficient and just as
powerful as unconstrained algorithmic approaches, in spite of not being able to directly examine
samples from an input distribution. As far as we know, there is only one counterexample, namely
solving equations over finite fields, which can be done easily by Gaussian elimination but not with
any efficient statistical query algorithm. Here we have characterized the SQ complexity of planted
constraint satisfaction problems and demonstrated that our bounds correspond closely to known
upper bounds for unconstrained algorithms.

Our work also gives a new technique for proving lower bounds on SQ algorithm that strengthens
and generalizes previous techniques. It has already been applied in the context of understanding
the SQ complexity of stochastic optimization and mean estimation [FGV15]. It was also recently
shown that the statistical dimension with discrimination norm that we introduced characterizes the
SQ complexity of solving problems over distributions [Fell.

We conclude with some candidate directions for future research.

1. A long-standing and intriguing question is to find an additional example (besides solving
equations over finite fields) of a natural problem over distributions for which there exists an
efficient algorithm that beats the lower bound for statistical algorithms, and disproves our
conjecture.

2. Which additional problems can be addressed using the methods of this paper? One interesting
candidate is the problem of detection in a stochastic block model with k& > 2 blocks? There is
currently a gap between the information-theoretic and algorithmic thresholds for the number
of edges needed for detection, but the gap is only a factor of roughly k/logk. A special case
of this problem is planted k-coloring.

3. It would be interesting to better understand the relationship of our lower bounds for convex
program relaxations to those known for hierarchies of LP and SDP relaxations. Does there
exist a unifying approach?
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