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Abstract: A basic question in any model of computation is how to reliably compute a given
function when its inputs are subject to noise. Buhrman, Newman, Röhrig, and de Wolf (2003)
posed the noisy computation problem for real polynomials. We give a complete solution
to this problem. For any δ > 0 and any polynomial p : {0,1}n→ [−1,1], we construct a
corresponding polynomial probust : Rn→ R of degree O(deg p+ log1/δ ) that is robust to
noise in the inputs: |p(x)− probust(x+ ε)| < δ for all x ∈ {0,1}n and all ε ∈ [−1/3,1/3]n.
This result is optimal with respect to all parameters. We construct probust explicitly for each p.
Previously, it was open to give such a construction even for p = x1⊕ x2⊕·· ·⊕ xn (Buhrman
et al., 2003). The proof contributes a technique of independent interest, which allows one to
force partial cancellation of error terms in a polynomial.
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1 Introduction

Noise is a well-studied phenomenon in the computing literature. It arises naturally in several ways. Most
obviously, the input to a computation can be noisy due to imprecise measurement or human error. In
addition, both the input and the intermediate results of a computation can be corrupted to some extent by
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a malicious third party. Finally, even in a setting with correct input and no third-party interference, errors
can be introduced by using a randomized algorithm as a subroutine in the computation. In all these settings,
one would like to compute the correct answer with high probability despite the presence of noise. A
matter of both theoretical and practical interest is how many additional resources are necessary to combat
the noise. Research has shown that the answer depends crucially on the computational model in question.
Models studied in this context include decision trees [21, 43, 19, 17, 38], circuits [40, 22, 18, 30, 52, 53],
broadcast networks [23, 36, 20, 38, 25, 14, 15], and communication protocols [45, 46, 7, 24]. Some
computational models exhibit a surprising degree of robustness to noise, in that one can compute the
correct answer with probability 99% with only a constant-factor increase in cost relative to the noise-free
setting. In other models, even the most benign forms of noise increase the computational complexity by a
superconstant factor.

In most cases, one can overcome the noise by brute force, with a logarithmic-factor increase in
computational complexity. In a noisy decision tree, for example, one can repeat each query a logarithmic
number of times and use the majority answer. Assuming independent corruption of the queries, this
strategy results in a correct computation with high probability. Similarly, in a noisy broadcast network
one can repeat each broadcast a logarithmic number of times and take the majority of the received bits.
It may seem, then, that noise is an issue of minor numerical interest. This impression is incorrect on
several counts. First, in some settings such as communication protocols [45, 46, 7, 24], it is nontrivial to
perform any computation at all in the presence of noise. Second, even a logarithmic-factor increase in
complexity can be too costly for some applications [42]. Third and most important, the question at hand
is a qualitative one: is it possible to arrange the steps in a computation so as to cause the intermediate
errors to almost always cancel? This study frequently reveals aspects of the model that would otherwise
be overlooked.

Our problem

The computational model of interest to us is the real polynomial. In this model, the complexity measure of
a Boolean function f : {−1,+1}n→{−1,+1} is the least degree of a real polynomial that approximates
f pointwise. Formally, the approximate degree of f , denoted deg̃( f ), is the least degree of a real
polynomial p with | f (x)− p(x)| ≤ 1/3 for every x ∈ {−1,+1}n. The constant 1/3 is chosen for aesthetic
reasons and can be replaced by any other in (0,1) without changing the model. The approximate degree
of Boolean functions has been studied for over forty years and has enabled spectacular progress in circuit
complexity [39, 51, 6, 3, 34, 35, 49, 5], quantum query complexity [4, 9, 2, 1, 29], communication
complexity [12, 41, 11, 42, 47], and computational learning theory [54, 31, 28, 32, 33, 48, 50].

The contribution of this paper is to answer a question posed ten years ago by Buhrman et al. [10].
These authors asked whether real polynomials, as a computational model, are robust to noise. Robustness
to noise becomes an issue when one wants to do anything nontrivial with approximating polynomials,
e.g., compose them. To use a motivating example from [10], suppose that we have approximating
polynomials p and q for Boolean functions f : {−1,+1}n→{−1,+1} and g : {−1,+1}m→{−1,+1},
respectively. Having these two polynomials gives us no way whatsoever to approximate the composed
function f (g,g, . . . ,g) on nm variables. In particular, the natural construction p(q,q, . . . ,q) does not work
because q can range anywhere in [−4/3,−2/3]∪ [2/3,4/3] and the behavior of p on non-Boolean inputs
can be arbitrary. In other words, the problem is that the output of q is inherently noisy, and the original
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polynomial p is not designed to handle that noise. What we need is a robust approximating polynomial
for f , to use the term introduced by Buhrman et al. [10]. Formally, a robust approximating polynomial
for f is a real polynomial probust : Rn→ R such that

| f (x)− probust(x+ ε)|< 1
3

for every x ∈ {−1,+1}n and every ε ∈ [−1/3,1/3]n. Thus, a robust polynomial approximates f not only
on Boolean inputs but also on the larger domain [−4/3,−2/3]∪ [2/3,4/3]. Robust polynomials compose
in the natural way: to use the notations of this paragraph, the polynomial probust(q,q, . . . ,q) is a valid
approximating polynomial for f (g,g, . . . ,g).

The obvious question is whether robustness comes at a cost. Ideally, one would like to make an
approximating polynomial robust with only a constant-factor increase in degree, so that every Boolean
function f would have a robust polynomial of degree Θ(deg̃( f )). Analogous to noisy decision trees
and broadcast networks, a fairly direct calculation shows that every Boolean function f : {−1,+1}n→
{−1,+1} has a robust polynomial of degree O(deg̃( f ) logn). Buhrman et al. [10] improved this bound
to min{O(n), O(deg̃( f ) log deg̃( f ))} using combinatorial arguments and quantum query complexity.
In particular, the work of Buhrman et al. shows that parity, majority, and random functions—all of
which have approximate degree Θ(n)—also have robust approximating polynomials of degree Θ(n). The
authors of [10] asked whether every Boolean function f has a robust approximating polynomial of degree
Θ(deg̃( f )).

Our result

We give a complete solution to the problem of Buhrman et al. [10]. To be precise, we study a more
general question. Buhrman et al. [10] asked whether a polynomial p can be made robust with only a
constant-factor increase in degree, provided that p approximates a Boolean function. We prove that
every polynomial p : {−1,+1}n→ [−1,1] can be made robust, regardless of whether p approximates a
Boolean function.

Theorem 1.1. Let p : {−1,+1}n → [−1,1] be a given polynomial. Then for every δ > 0, there is a
polynomial probust : Rn→ R of degree O(deg p+ log1/δ ) such that

|p(x)− probust(x+ ε)|< δ

for all x ∈ {−1,+1}n and ε ∈ [−1/3,1/3]n. Furthermore, probust has an explicit, closed-form description.

Theorem 1.1 shows that real polynomials are robust to noise. In this regard, they behave differently
from other computational models such as decision trees [21] and broadcast networks [25], where handling
noise provably increases the computational complexity by a superconstant factor. In fact, Theorem 1.1
reveals a very high degree of robustness: the degree of a δ -error robust polynomial grows additively rather
than multiplicatively with the error parameter δ , and the actual dependence on δ is logarithmic. This
dependence on δ is best possible; see Remark 6.3 for details. Theorem 1.1 has the following consequence,
which the reader may find counterintuitive: high-degree polynomials are more easily made robust than
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low-degree polynomials, in the sense that a degree-d polynomial can be made robust within error 2−Θ(d)

with only a constant-factor increase in degree.
A final point of interest is that Theorem 1.1 gives an explicit, formulaic construction of a robust

polynomial probust in terms of the original polynomial p. Prior to this work, no explicit robust construction
was known even for the parity polynomial p(x) = x1x2 · · ·xn. To quote Buhrman et al. [10], “We are not
aware of a direct ‘closed form’ or other natural way to describe a robust degree-O(n) polynomial for the
parity of n bits, but can only infer its existence from the existence of a robust quantum algorithm. Given
the simplicity of the non-robust representing polynomial for parity, one would hope for a simple closed
form for robust polynomials for parity as well.”

As a consequence of Theorem 1.1, we conclude that the approximate degree behaves nicely under
function composition:

Corollary. For all Boolean functions f and g,

deg̃( f (g,g, . . . ,g)) = O(deg̃( f ) deg̃(g)) .

Prior to this paper, this conclusion was known to hold only for several special functions, e.g., [8, 27, 10],
and required quantum query arguments.

Our techniques

We will now overview the techniques of previous work and contrast them with the approach of this
paper. Using a remarkable quantum query argument, Buhrman et al. [10] gave a robust approximating
polynomial of degree O(deg̃( f )) for every symmetric Boolean function f as well as every Boolean
function f with approximate degree Θ(n). Unfortunately, the quantum argument does not seem to
generalize beyond these two important cases. With an unrelated, combinatorial argument, the authors
of [10] obtained an upper bound of O(deg̃( f ) log deg̃( f )) on the degree of a robust polynomial for
any given Boolean function f . This combinatorial argument also seems to be of no use in proving
Theorem 1.1. For one thing, it is unclear how to save a logarithmic factor in the combinatorial analysis,
and more fundamentally, the combinatorial argument only works for approximating Boolean functions
rather than arbitrary real functions {−1,+1}n→ [−1,1].

We approach the problem of robust approximation differently, with a direct analytic treatment rather
than combinatorics or quantum query complexity. Our solution comprises three steps, corresponding to
functions of increasing generality:

(i) robust approximation of the parity polynomial, p(x) = x1x2 · · ·xn;

(ii) robust approximation of homogeneous polynomials, p(x) = ∑|S|=d aS ∏i∈S xi;

(iii) robust approximation of arbitrary polynomials.

For step (i), we construct an exact representation of the sign function on the domain [−4/3,−2/3]∪
[2/3,4/3] as an analytic series whose coefficients decrease exponentially with degree. Multiplying n such
series, we show that the resulting coefficients decay rapidly enough to allow truncation at degree O(n).
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For step (iii), we write a general polynomial p : {−1,+1}n→ [−1,1] as the sum of its homogeneous
parts p = p0+ p1+ p2+ · · ·+ pd , where d is the degree of p. Using approximation theory and a convexity
argument, we show that ‖pi‖∞ ≤ 2O(d) for all i. For our purposes, this means that a robust polynomial
for p can be obtained by summing robust polynomials for all pi with sufficiently small error, 2−Ω(d).
Obtaining such a polynomial for each pi is the content of step (ii).

Step (ii) is the most difficult part of the proof. A natural approach to the robust approximation of a
homogeneous polynomial p is to robustly approximate every monomial in p to within a suitable error δ ,
using the construction from step (i). Since we want the robust polynomial for p to have degree O(d), the
smallest setting that we can afford is δ = 2−Θ(d). Unfortunately, there is no reason to believe that with this
δ , the proposed robust polynomial will have small error in approximating p. As a matter of fact, a direct
calculation even suggests that this approach is doomed: it is straightforward to verify that a homogeneous
polynomial p : {−1,+1}n→ [−1,1] of degree d can have

(n
d

)
monomials, each equal to ±

(
2n
(n

d

))−1/2,
which suggests that the proposed approximant for p could have error as large as

δ

(
n
d

){
2n
(

n
d

)}−1/2

� 1 .

Surprisingly, we are able to show that the proposed robust approximant for p does work and furthermore
has excellent error, 2−Θ(d).

We now describe step (ii) in more detail. The naïve, term-by-term error analysis above ignores
key aspects of the problem, such as the convexity of the unit cube [−1,1]n, the metric structure of the
hypercube {−1,+1}n, and the multilinearity of p. We contribute a novel technique that exploits these
considerations. In particular, we are able to express the error in the proposed approximant at any given
point z ∈ ([−4/3,−2/3]∪ [2/3,4/3])n as a series

∞

∑
i=1

ai p(zi) ,

where each zi = zi(z) is a suitable point in [−1,1]n, and the coefficients in the series are small and decay
rapidly: ∑

∞
i=1 |ai| ≤ 2−Θ(d). Since p is bounded by 1 in absolute value on the hypercube {−1,+1}n, it is

also bounded by 1 inside the convex cube [−1,1]n, leading to the desired error estimate. In words, even
though the error in the approximation of an individual monomial is relatively large, we show that the
errors across the monomials behave in a coordinated way and essentially cancel each other out.

2 Notation and preliminaries

Throughout this manuscript, we represent the Boolean values “true” and “false” by −1 and +1, re-
spectively. In particular, Boolean functions are mappings f : X → {−1,+1} for some finite set X
such as X = {−1,+1}n. The natural numbers are denoted N = {0,1,2,3, . . .}. The symbol logx
denotes the logarithm of x to base 2. For a string x ∈ Rn and a set S ⊆ {1,2, . . . ,n}, we adopt the
shorthand x|S = (xi1 ,xi2 , . . . ,xi|S|) ∈ R|S|, where i1 < i2 < · · · < i|S| are the elements of S. The family
of all subsets of a given set X is denoted P(X). The symbol Sn stands for the group of permutations
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σ : {1,2, . . . ,n} → {1,2, . . . ,n}. A function φ : Rn→ R is called symmetric if φ is invariant under per-
mutations of the variables, i. e., φ(x) ≡ φ(xσ(1),xσ(2), . . . ,xσ(n)) for all σ ∈ Sn. We adopt the standard
definition of the sign function:

sgn t =


−1 if t < 0,
0 if t = 0,
1 if t > 0.

For a set X , we let RX denote the real vector space of functions X → R. For φ ∈ RX , we write

‖φ‖∞ = sup
x∈X
|φ(x)| , ‖φ‖1 = ∑

x∈X
|φ(x)| ,

where the symbol ‖φ‖1 is reserved for finite X . By the degree of a multivariate polynomial p on Rn,
denoted deg p, we shall always mean the total degree of p, i. e., the greatest total degree of any monomial
of p. The symbol Pd stands for the family of all univariate real polynomials of degree up to d. For a
natural number i and a real α, the generalized binomial coefficient

(
α

i

)
is given by(

α

i

)
=

α(α−1) · · ·(α− i+1)
i!

.

The following identity is well-known and straightforward to show [26, p. 186]:(
−1/2

i

)
=

(
−1

4

)i(2i
i

)
. (2.1)

Fourier transform

Consider the vector space of functions {−1,+1}n→ R. For S⊆ {1,2, . . . ,n}, define χS : {−1,+1}n→
{−1,+1} by χS(x) = ∏i∈S xi. Then the functions χS, S⊆ {1,2, . . . ,n}, form an orthogonal basis for the
vector space in question. In particular, every function φ : {−1,+1}n→ R has a unique representation as
a linear combination of the characters χS:

φ = ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}

φ̂(S)χS ,

where φ̂(S) = 2−n
∑x∈{−1,+1}n φ(x)χS(x) is the Fourier coefficient of φ that corresponds to the character

χS. Note that

degφ = max{|S| : φ̂(S) 6= 0} .

Formally, the Fourier transform is the linear transformation φ 7→ φ̂ , where φ̂ is viewed as a function
P({1,2, . . . ,n})→ R. In particular, we have the shorthand

‖φ̂‖1 = ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}

|φ̂(S)| .
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Multilinear extensions and convexity

As the previous paragraph shows, associated to every mapping φ : {−1,+1}n→R is a unique multilinear
polynomial φ̃ : Rn→R such that φ ≡ φ̃ on {−1,+1}n. In discussing the Fourier transform, we identified
φ with its multilinear extension φ̃ to Rn, and will continue to do so throughout this paper. Among other
things, this convention allows one to evaluate φ everywhere in [−1,1]n as opposed to just {−1,+1}n. It
is a simple but important fact that for every φ : {−1,+1}n→ R,

max
x∈[−1,1]n

|φ(x)|= max
x∈{−1,+1}n

|φ(x)|= ‖φ‖∞ .

To see this, fix ξ ∈ [−1,1]n arbitrarily and consider the probability distribution on strings x ∈ {−1,+1}n

whereby x1, . . . ,xn are distributed independently and E[xi] = ξi for all i. Then φ(ξ ) = E[φ(x)] by
multilinearity, so that |φ(ξ )| ≤maxx∈{−1,+1}n |φ(x)|.

3 A robust polynomial for parity

The objective of this section is to construct a low-degree robust polynomial for the parity function. In
other words, we will construct a polynomial p : Rn → R of degree O(n) such that p(x1,x2, . . . ,xn) ≈
∏sgnxi whenever the input variables are close to Boolean: x1,x2, . . . ,xn ∈ [−4/3,−2/3]∪ [2/3,4/3].
Recall that our eventual goal is a robust polynomial for every bounded real function. To this end, the
parity approximant p that we are to construct needs to possess a key additional property: the error
p(x)−∏sgnxi, apart from being small, needs to be expressible as a multivariate series in which the
coefficients decay rapidly with monomial order.

To obtain this coefficient behavior, we use a carefully chosen approximant for the univariate function
sgn t. The simplest candidate is the following ingenious construction due to Buhrman et al. [10]:

Bd(t) = 2−d
d

∑
i=dd/2e

(
d
i

)
t i(1− t)d−i .

In words, Bd(t) is the probability of observing more heads than tails in a sequence of d independent coin
flips, each coming up heads with probability t. By the Chernoff bound, Bd sends [0,1/4]→ [0,2−Ω(d)]
and similarly [3/4,1]→ [1− 2−Ω(d),1]. As Buhrman et al. [10] point out, this immediately gives a
degree-d approximant for the sign function with exponentially small error on [−4/3,−2/3]∪ [2/3,4/3].
Unfortunately, the coefficients of Bd do not exhibit the rapid decay that we require. Instead, in what
follows we use a purely analytic construction based on the Maclaurin series for 1/

√
1+ t.

Lemma 3.1. For x1,x2, . . . ,xn ∈ (−
√

2,0)∪ (0,
√

2),

sgn(x1x2 · · ·xn) = x1x2 · · ·xn ∑
i1,i2,...,in∈N

n

∏
j=1

(
−1

4

)i j
(

2i j

i j

)
(x2

j −1)i j . (3.1)
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Proof. Recall the binomial series (1+ t)α = ∑
∞
i=0
(

α

i

)
t i, valid for all −1 < t < 1 and all real α . In

particular, setting α =−1/2 gives

1√
1+ t

=
∞

∑
i=0

(
−1/2

i

)
t i

=
∞

∑
i=0

(
−1

4

)i(2i
i

)
t i , −1 < t < 1 , (3.2)

where the second step uses (2.1). One easily verifies that this absolutely convergent series is the Maclaurin
expansion for 1/

√
1+ t. For all real t with 0 < |t|<

√
2, we have

sgn t =
t√

1+(t2−1)
= t

∞

∑
i=0

(
−1

4

)i(2i
i

)
(t2−1)i , (3.3)

where the second step holds by (3.2). For x1,x2, . . . ,xn ∈ (−
√

2,0)∪ (0,
√

2), it follows that

sgn(x1x2 . . .xn) = x1x2 · · ·xn

n

∏
j=1

{
∞

∑
i=0

(
−1

4

)i(2i
i

)
(x2

j −1)i

}

= x1x2 · · ·xn ∑
i1,i2,...,in∈N

n

∏
j=1

(
−1

4

)i j
(

2i j

i j

)
(x2

j −1)i j .

We have reached the main result of this section.

Theorem 3.2 (Robust polynomial for the parity function). Fix ε ∈ [0,1) and let

X = [−
√

1+ ε,−
√

1− ε]∪ [
√

1− ε,
√

1+ ε] .

Then for every integer N ≥ 1, there is an (explicitly given) polynomial p : Rn→ R of degree at most
2N +n such that

max
Xn
|sgn(x1x2 · · ·xn)− p(x)| ≤ ε

N(1+ ε)n/2
(

N +n
N

)
n . (3.4)

Setting ε = 7/9 and N = 22n in this result, we infer that the function sgn(x1x2 · · ·xn) with inputs
x1,x2, . . . ,xn ∈ [−4/3,−2/3]∪ [2/3,4/3] can be approximated to within 2−n everywhere by a polynomial
of degree O(n). This is the desired robust polynomial for parity.

Proof of Theorem 3.2. If ε > N/(N +n), the right-hand side of (3.4) exceeds(
N

N +n

)N(N +n
N

)
≥ 1

and therefore the theorem holds trivially with p = 0. In what follows, we treat the complementary case:

0≤ ε ≤ N
N +n

. (3.5)
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For a natural number d, let Id stand for the family of n-tuples (i1, . . . , in) of nonnegative integers such
that i1 + · · ·+ in = d. Clearly,

|Id |=
(

d +n−1
d

)
.

One can restate (3.1) in the form

sgn(x1x2 · · ·xn) = x1x2 · · ·xn

∞

∑
d=0

ξd(x1,x2, . . . ,xn) , (3.6)

where

ξd(x1,x2, . . . ,xn) = ∑
(i1,...,in)∈Id

n

∏
j=1

(
−1

4

)i j
(

2i j

i j

)
(x2

j −1)i j .

On Xn,

‖ξd‖∞ ≤ ε
d |Id |= ε

d
(

d +n−1
d

)
.

As a result, dropping the terms ξN+1,ξN+2, . . . from the series (3.6) results in an approximant of degree
2N +n with pointwise error at most

(1+ ε)n/2
∞

∑
d=N+1

ε
d
(

d +n−1
d

)
≤ (1+ ε)n/2

ε
N+1
(

N +n
N +1

)
∞

∑
d=0

(
ε · N +n

N +1

)d

≤ (1+ ε)n/2
ε

N+1
(

N +n
N +1

)
∞

∑
d=0

(
N

N +1

)d

by (3.5)

= (1+ ε)n/2
ε

N+1
(

N +n
N

)
n .

4 Reduction to homogeneous polynomials

We now turn to the construction of a robust polynomial for any real function on the Boolean cube. Real
functions given by homogeneous polynomials on {−1,+1}n are particularly convenient to work with,
and the proof is greatly simplified by first reducing the problem to the homogeneous case.

To obtain this reduction, we need a bound on the coefficients of a univariate polynomial in terms
of its degree d and its maximum absolute value on the interval [−1,1]. This fundamental problem was
solved in the nineteenth century by V. A. Markov [37, p. 81], who proved an upper bound of

O

(
(1+
√

2)d
√

d

)
(4.1)

on the size of the coefficients of any degree-d polynomial that is bounded on [−1,1] in absolute value
by 1. Markov further showed that (4.1) is tight. Rather than appeal to this deep result in approximation
theory, we give a first-principles proof of a 4d bound which suffices for our purposes.
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Lemma 4.1 (Coefficients of bounded polynomials). Let p(t) = ∑
d
i=0 ait i be a given polynomial. Then

d

∑
i=0
|ai| ≤ 4d max

j=0,1,...,d

∣∣∣∣p(d−2 j
d

)∣∣∣∣ . (4.2)

Proof. We will use a common approximation-theoretic technique [13, 44] whereby one expresses p as
a linear combination of more structured polynomials and analyzes the latter objects. For this, define
q0,q1, . . . ,qd ∈ Pd by

q j(t) =
(−1) jdd

d!2d

(
d
j

) d

∏
i=0
i 6= j

(
t− d−2i

d

)
, j = 0,1, . . . ,d . (4.3)

One easily verifies that these polynomials behave like delta functions, in the sense that for i, j =
0,1,2, . . . ,d,

q j

(
d−2i

d

)
=

{
1 if i = j,
0 otherwise.

Lagrange interpolation gives

p =
d

∑
j=0

p
(

d−2 j
d

)
q j . (4.4)

By (4.3), the absolute values of the coefficients of q j sum to at most

dd

d!2d

(
d
j

) d

∏
i=0
i6= j

(
1+
|d−2i|

d

)
=

1
d!2d

(
d
j

)
· 1

d + |d−2 j|

d

∏
i=0

(d + |d−2i|)

=
1

d!2d

(
d
j

)
· 1

d + |d−2 j|

bd/2c

∏
i=0

(2d−2i)
d

∏
i=bd/2c+1

(2i)

=
1

d!2d

(
d
j

)
· 2d+1

d + |d−2 j|
· d!
(dd/2e−1)!

· d!
bd/2c!

=

(
d
j

)
· 2d

d + |d−2 j|

(
d−1
bd/2c

)
≤ 2d

(
d
j

)
.

In view of (4.4), we conclude that the absolute values of the coefficients of p sum to at most(
max

j=0,1,...,d

∣∣∣∣p(d−2 j
d

)∣∣∣∣) d

∑
j=0

2d
(

d
j

)
= 4d max

j=0,1,...,d

∣∣∣∣p(d−2 j
d

)∣∣∣∣ .
We are now prepared to give the desired reduction to the homogeneous case.
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Theorem 4.2. Let φ : {−1,+1}n → R be a given function, degφ = d. Write φ = φ0 + φ1 + · · ·+ φd ,
where φi : {−1,+1}n→ R is given by φi = ∑|S|=i φ̂(S)χS. Then

‖φi‖∞ ≤ 4d‖φ‖∞ , i = 0,1, . . . ,d .

The above result gives an upper bound on the infinity norm of the homogeneous parts of a polynomial
φ in terms of the infinity norm of φ itself. Note that the bound is entirely independent of the number
of variables. For our purposes, Theorem 4.2 has the following consequence: a robust polynomial for φ

can be obtained by constructing robust polynomials with error 2−Ω(d)‖φ‖∞ separately for each of the
homogeneous parts. The homogeneous problem will be studied in the next section.

Proof of Theorem 4.2. Pick a point x ∈ {−1,+1}n arbitrarily and fix it for the remainder of the proof.
Consider the univariate polynomial p ∈ Pd given by

p(t) =
d

∑
i=0

φi(x)t i .

For −1≤ t ≤ 1, consider the probability distribution µt on the Boolean cube {−1,+1}n whereby each
bit is independent and has expected value t. Then

‖φ‖∞ ≥
∣∣∣∣ E
z∼µt

[φ(x1z1, . . . ,xnzn)]

∣∣∣∣=
∣∣∣∣∣ ∑
|S|≤d

φ̂(S) E
z∼µt

[
∏
i∈S

xizi

]∣∣∣∣∣=
∣∣∣∣∣ ∑
|S|≤d

φ̂(S)t |S|∏
i∈S

xi

∣∣∣∣∣= |p(t)| .
Hence, p is bounded on [−1,1] in absolute value by ‖φ‖∞. By Lemma 4.1, it follows that the coefficients
of p do not exceed 4d‖φ‖∞:

|φi(x)| ≤ 4d‖φ‖∞ .

Since the choice of x ∈ {−1,+1}n was arbitrary, the theorem follows.

5 Error cancellation in homogeneous polynomials

Recall that the goal of this paper is to construct a degree-O(d) robust polynomial for every degree-d
real function φ : {−1,+1}n → [−1,1]. By the results of Section 4, we may now assume that φ is
homogeneous:

φ = ∑
|S|=d

φ̂(S)χS .

A naïve approach would be to use the construction of Section 3 and robustly approximate each parity
χS to within 2−Θ(d) by a degree-O(d) polynomial. Unfortunately, it is unclear whether the resulting
polynomial would be a good approximant for φ . Indeed, as explained in the introduction, the cumulative
error could conceivably be as large as nΩ(d)2−Θ(d)� 1. The purpose of this section is to prove that, for
a careful choice of approximants for the χS, the errors do not compound but instead partially cancel,
resulting in a cumulative error of 2−Θ(d). The proof is rather technical. To simplify the exposition, we first
illustrate our technique in the simpler setting of {−1,+1}n and then adapt it to our setting of interest, Rn.
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Error cancellation on the Boolean hypercube

Let φ : {−1,+1}n→ R be a degree-d homogeneous polynomial. Our goal is to show that perturbing the
Fourier characters of φ in a suitable, coordinated manner results in partial cancellation of the errors and
does not change the value of φ by much relative to the norm ‖φ‖∞. A precise statement follows.

Theorem 5.1. Let φ : {−1,+1}n→ R be given such that φ̂(S) = 0 whenever |S| 6= d. Fix an arbitrary
symmetric function δ : {−1,+1}d → R and define ∆ : {−1,+1}n→ R by

∆(x) = ∑
|S|=d

φ̂(S)δ (x|S) .

Then

‖∆‖∞ ≤
dd

d!
‖φ‖∞‖δ̂‖1 .

In the above result, δ should be thought of as the error in approximating individual characters χS,
whereas ∆ is the cumulative error so incurred. The theorem states that the cumulative error exceeds the
norm of φ and δ by a factor of only ed , which is substantially smaller than the factor of nΩ(d) growth that
one could expect a priori.

Proof of Theorem 5.1. We adopt the convention that a0 = 1 for all real a. For a given vector v ∈ {0,1}d ,
consider the operator Av that takes a function f : {−1,+1}n→R into the function Av f : {−1,+1}n→R
where

(Av f )(x) = E
z∈{−1,+1}d

[
z1z2 · · ·zd f

(
1
d

d

∑
i=1

zix
vi
1 , . . . ,

1
d

d

∑
i=1

zixvi
n

)]
.

This definition is meaningful because we identify f with its multilinear extension to [−1,1]n, thus making
it possible to evaluate f on inputs with fractional coordinates (see Section 2). It is important to note that
Av is a linear transformation in the vector space R{−1,+1}n

. This somewhat magical operator is the key to
the proof; the remainder of the proof will provide insight into how this definition could have been arrived
at in the first place. To start with,

‖Avφ‖∞ ≤ max
x∈[−1,1]n

|φ(x)|= max
x∈{−1,+1}n

|φ(x)|= ‖φ‖∞ , (5.1)

where the second step holds by convexity. The strategy of the proof is to express ∆ as a linear combination
of the Avφ with small coefficients. Since the infinity norm of any individual Avφ is small, that will give
the desired bound on the infinity norm of ∆.

To find what suitable coefficients would be, we need to understand the transformation Av in terms of
the Fourier spectrum. Since Av is linear and the nonzero Fourier coefficients of φ have order d, it suffices
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to determine the action of Av on the characters of order d. For every S⊆ {1,2, . . . ,n} with |S|= d,

(AvχS)(x) = E
z∈{−1,+1}d

[
z1z2 · · ·zd ∏

j∈S

(
1
d

d

∑
i=1

zix
vi
j

)]

= E
z∈{−1,+1}d

[
z1z2 · · ·zd E

τ : S→{1,...,d}

[
∏
j∈S

zτ( j)x
vτ( j)
j

]]

= E
τ : S→{1,...,d}

[
E

z∈{−1,+1}d

[
z1z2 · · ·zd ∏

j∈S
zτ( j)

]
∏
j∈S

x
vτ( j)
j

]
, (5.2)

where τ chosen uniformly at random from all possible mappings S→{1,2, . . . ,d}. The inner expectation
in (5.2) acts like the indicator random variable for the event that τ is a bijection, i. e., it evaluates to 1
when τ is a bijection and vanishes otherwise. As a result,

(AvχS)(x) = P
τ
[τ is a bijection] E

τ

[
∏
j∈S

x
vτ( j)
j

∣∣∣∣∣ τ is a bijection

]

=
d!
dd E

T⊆S,
|T |=v1+···+vd

[χT (x)] . (5.3)

By the symmetry of δ ,

δ (x|S) =
d

∑
k=0

δ̂ ({1,2, . . . ,k}) ∑
T⊆S,
|T |=k

χT (x)

=
dd

d!

d

∑
k=0

δ̂ ({1,2, . . . ,k})
(

d
k

)
(A1k0d−k χS)(x) ,

where the second step uses (5.3). Taking a weighted sum over S and using the linearity of Av,

∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}
|S|=d

φ̂(S)δ (x|S) =
dd

d!

d

∑
k=0

δ̂ ({1,2, . . . ,k})
(

d
k

)A1k0d−k ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}
|S|=d

φ̂(S)χS

(x) ,

or equivalently

∆ =
dd

d!

d

∑
k=0

δ̂ ({1,2, . . . ,k})
(

d
k

)
A1k0d−k φ .

In light of (5.1), this representation gives the sought upper bound on the norm of ∆:

‖∆‖∞ ≤
dd

d!

d

∑
k=0
|δ̂ ({1,2, . . . ,k})|

(
d
k

)
‖φ‖∞ =

dd

d!
‖φ‖∞‖δ̂‖1 .
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Error cancellation with real variables

We now consider the error cancellation problem in its full generality. Again, our goal will be to show that
replacing individual characters with suitable approximants results in moderate cumulative error. This
time, however, the input variables are no longer restricted to be Boolean, and can take on arbitrary values
in [−

√
1+ ε,−

√
1− ε]∪ [

√
1− ε,

√
1+ ε] for 0 < ε < 1. This in turn means that the error term will be

given by an infinite series. Another difference is that the coefficients of the error series will not converge
to zero rapidly enough, requiring additional ideas to bound the cumulative error.

Theorem 5.2. Let φ : {−1,+1}n→ R be given such that φ̂(S) = 0 whenever |S| 6= d. Let 0 < ε < 1 and

X = [−
√

1+ ε,−
√

1− ε]∪ [
√

1− ε,
√

1+ ε] .

Then for every integer D ≥ 1, there is an (explicitly given) polynomial p : Rd → R of degree at most
2D+d such that

P(x) = ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}
|S|=d

φ̂(S)p(x|S)

obeys

max
Xn
|φ(sgnx1, . . . ,sgnxn)−P(x)| ≤ (1+ ε)d/2 dd

d!
ε

D
(

D+d
D

)
d ‖φ‖∞ . (5.4)

Proof. As before, we adopt the notational convention that a0 = 1 for all real a. We will follow the proof
of Theorem 5.1 as closely as possible, pointing out key differences as we go along.

If ε > D/(D+d), then the right-hand side of (5.4) is at least(
D

D+d

)D(D+d
D

)
‖φ‖∞ ≥ ‖φ‖∞

and hence the theorem holds trivially with p = 0. In what follows, we treat the complementary case
ε ≤ D/(D+d). To start with,

∑
v∈Nd :

v1+···+vd≥D+1

ε
v1+···+vd

d

∏
j=1

(
1
4

)v j
(

2v j

v j

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

≤1

≤ ∑
v∈Nd :

v1+···+vd≥D+1

ε
v1+···+vd

= ε
D+1

∞

∑
i=0

(
D+d + i
D+1+ i

)
ε

i

≤ ε
D+1
(

D+d
D+1

)
∞

∑
i=0

(
D+d
D+1

)i

ε
i

≤ ε
D+1
(

D+d
D+1

)
∞

∑
i=0

(
D

D+1

)i

= ε
D+1
(

D+d
D

)
d , (5.5)
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where the fourth line in the derivation uses ε ≤ D/(D+d). Define p by

p(x1, . . . ,xd) = ∑
v∈Nd :

v1+···+vd≤D

d

∏
j=1

(
−1

4

)v j
(

2v j

v j

)
x j(x2

j −1)v j .

Analogous to the Boolean setting, we will define functions to capture the error in approximating an
individual character as well as the cumulative error. Let δ : Xd → R and ∆ : Xn→ R be given by

δ (x1, . . . ,xd) = ∑
v∈Nd :

v1+···+vd≥D+1

d

∏
j=1

(
−1

4

)v j
(

2v j

v j

)
x j(x2

j −1)v j ,

∆(x1, . . . ,xn) = ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}
|S|=d

φ̂(S)δ (x|S) .

Lemma 3.1 implies that δ is the error incurred in approximating a single character by p, in other words,
δ (x1, . . . ,xd) = sgn(x1 · · ·xd)− p(x1, . . . ,xd). Hence, ∆ captures the cumulative error:

∆(x) = φ(sgnx1, . . . ,sgnxn)−P(x). (5.6)

Recall that our goal is to place an upper bound on ‖∆‖∞. For v ∈ Nd , consider the operator Av that
takes a function f : {−1,+1}n→ R into a function Av f : Xn→ R where

(Av f )(x) = E
z∈{−1,+1}d

[
z1z2 · · ·zd f

(
. . . ,

1
d

d

∑
i=1

zix j(x2
j −1)vi

εvi
√

1+ ε︸ ︷︷ ︸
jth coordinate

, . . .

)]
.

The jth coordinate in this expression is bounded by 1 in absolute value because
√

1− ε < |x j|<
√

1+ ε

on Xn. This definition departs from the earlier one in Theorem 5.1, where v was restricted to 0/1 entries.
Perhaps the most essential difference is the presence of scaling factors in the denominator—it is what
ultimately allows one to bound the cumulative error in the setting of an infinite series. Note that Av is a
linear transformation sending R{−1,+1}n

into RXn
. We further have

‖Avφ‖∞ ≤ max
x∈[−1,1]n

|φ(x)|= max
x∈{−1,+1}n

|φ(x)|= ‖φ‖∞ , (5.7)

where the first step uses the fact that Avφ has domain Xn rather than all of Rn, and the second step holds
by convexity.

We proceed to examine the action of Av on the characters of order d. Since the definition of Av is
symmetric with respect to the n coordinates, it suffices to consider S = {1,2, . . . ,d}:

(Avχ{1,...,d})(x) = E
z∈{−1,+1}d

[
z1z2 · · ·zd

d

∏
j=1

(
1
d

d

∑
i=1

zix j(x2
j −1)vi

εvi
√

1+ ε

)]

=
1

(1+ ε)d/2 E
τ

[
E
z

[
d

∏
j=1

z jzτ( j)

]
d

∏
j=1

x j(x2
j −1)vτ( j)

ε
vτ( j)

]
,
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where the first expectation is taken over a uniformly random mapping τ : {1,2, . . . ,d} → {1,2, . . . ,d}.
The expectation over z acts like the indicator random variable for the event that τ is a bijection, i. e., it
evaluates to 1 when τ is a bijection and vanishes otherwise. Thus,

(Avχ{1,...,d})(x) =
1

(1+ ε)d/2 P
τ
[τ is a bijection] E

τ

[
d

∏
j=1

x j(x2
j −1)vτ( j)

ε
vτ( j)

∣∣∣∣∣ τ is a bijection

]

=
1

(1+ ε)d/2εv1+···+vd
· d!

dd · E
σ∈Sd

[
d

∏
j=1

x j(x2
j −1)vσ( j)

]
. (5.8)

Now, consider the operator

A = (1+ ε)d/2 dd

d! ∑
v∈Nd :

v1+···+vd≥D+1

{
ε

v1+···+vd
d

∏
j=1

(
−1

4

)v j
(

2v j

v j

)}
Av .

This operator is well-defined because by (5.5), the series in question converges absolutely. By (5.8), the
symmetry of δ , and linearity, (Aχ{1,...,d})(x) = δ (x1, . . . ,xd) . Since the definition of A is symmetric with
respect to the n coordinates, we conclude that

(AχS)(x) = δ (x|S)

for all subsets S⊆ {1,2, . . . ,n} of cardinality d. As an immediate consequence,

∆ = ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}
|S|=d

φ̂(S) · (AχS) = A

 ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}
|S|=d

φ̂(S)χS

= Aφ ,

where the second step uses the linearity of A. In particular,

‖∆‖∞ = ‖Aφ‖∞

≤ (1+ ε)d/2 dd

d! ∑
v∈Nd :

v1+···+vd≥D+1

ε
v1+···+vd ‖Avφ‖∞

d

∏
j=1

(
1
4

)v j
(

2v j

v j

)

≤ (1+ ε)d/2 dd

d!
ε

D+1
(

D+d
D

)
d ‖φ‖∞ ,

where the final step follows by (5.5) and (5.7). In light of (5.6), the proof is complete.

6 Main result

We are now in a position to prove the main result of this paper, which states that every bounded real
polynomial can be made robust with only a constant-factor increase in degree. Recall that we have
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already proved this fact for homogeneous polynomials (see Theorems 5.1 and 5.2). It remains to remove
the homogeneity assumption, which we will do using the technique of Section 4. For the purposes of
exposition, we will first show how to remove the homogeneity assumption in the much simpler context of
Theorem 5.1. Essentially the same technique will then allow us to prove the main result.

Theorem 6.1. Let φ : {−1,+1}n→R be given, degφ = d. Fix symmetric functions δi : {−1,+1}i→R,
i = 0,1,2, . . . ,d, and define ∆ : {−1,+1}n→ R by

∆(x) = ∑
|S|≤d

φ̂(S)δ|S|(x|S) .

Then

‖∆‖∞ ≤ (4e)d ‖φ‖∞

d

∑
i=0
‖δ̂i‖1 .

The functions δ0,δ1, . . . ,δd in this result are to be thought of as the errors in the approximation of
characters of orders 0,1, . . . ,d, respectively, and ∆ is the cumulative error so incurred. As the theorem
shows, the cumulative error exceeds the norms of the functions involved by a factor of only 2O(d), which
is independent of the number of variables.

Proof of Theorem 6.1. We have

‖∆‖∞ ≤
d

∑
i=0
‖∆i‖∞ , (6.1)

where ∆i : {−1,+1}n → R is given by ∆i(x) = ∑|S|=i φ̂(S)δi(x|S). For i = 0,1, . . . ,d, consider φi =

∑|S|=i φ̂(S)χS, the degree-i homogeneous part of φ . By Theorem 5.1,

‖∆i‖∞ ≤ ei‖φi‖∞ ‖δ̂i‖1 . (6.2)

By Theorem 4.2,

‖φi‖∞ ≤ 4d‖φ‖∞ , i = 0,1, . . . ,d . (6.3)

Combining (6.1)–(6.3) completes the proof.

We will now apply a similar argument in the setting of real variables.

Theorem 6.2 (Main Theorem). Let 0 < ε < 1 and φ : {−1,+1}n→ [−1,1] be given, degφ = d. Then
for each δ > 0, there is a polynomial P of degree

O
(

1
1− ε

d +
1

1− ε
log

1
δ

)
such that

max
x∈Xn
|φ(sgnx1, . . . ,sgnxn)−P(x)|< δ , (6.4)

where X = [−1− ε,−1+ ε]∪ [1− ε,1+ ε]. Furthermore, P is given explicitly in terms of the Fourier
spectrum of φ .
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Letting ε = 1/3 in this result settles Theorem 1.1 in the introduction.

Proof. We first consider 0≤ ε ≤ 1/10, in which case

X ⊂

[
−
√

1+
1
4
,−
√

1− 1
4

]
∪

[√
1− 1

4
,

√
1+

1
4

]
. (6.5)

Let D = D(d,δ )≥ 1 be a parameter to be chosen later. For i = 0,1, . . . ,d, consider φi = ∑|S|=i φ̂(S)χS,
the degree-i homogeneous part of φ . By Theorem 4.2,

‖φi‖∞ ≤ 4d , i = 0,1, . . . ,d . (6.6)

In light of (6.5), Theorem 5.2 gives explicit polynomials pi : Ri→ R, i = 0,1,2, . . . ,d, each of degree at
most 2D+d, such that

max
Xn

∣∣∣∣∣φi(sgnx1, . . . ,sgnxn)− ∑
S⊆{1,2,...,n}
|S|=i

φ̂(S)pi(x|S)

∣∣∣∣∣≤ Kd

2D ‖φi‖∞

for some absolute constant K > 1. Letting

P(x) = ∑
|S|≤d

φ̂(S)p|S|(x|S) ,

we infer that

max
Xn
|φ(sgnx1, . . . ,sgnxn)−P(x)| ≤ Kd

2D

d

∑
i=0
‖φi‖∞ ≤

(d +1)(4K)d

2D ,

where the last step uses (6.6). Therefore, (6.4) holds with D = O(d + log1/δ ).
To handle the case 1/10 < ε < 1, basic approximation theory [44] gives an explicit univariate

polynomial r of degree O(1/(1− ε)) that sends [−1−ε,−1+ε]→ [−11/10,−9/10] and [1−ε,1+ε]→
[9/10,11/10]. In particular, we have |φ(sgnx1, . . . ,sgnxn)−P(r(x1), . . . ,r(xn))|< δ everywhere on Xn,
where P is the approximant constructed in the previous paragraph.

Remark 6.3. The degree of the robust polynomial in Theorem 1.1 grows additively with O(log1/δ ),
where δ is the error parameter. As stated in the introduction, this dependence on δ is best possible. To
see this, we may assume that p takes on −1 and +1 on the hypercube {−1,+1}n; this can be achieved
by appropriately translating and scaling p, without increasing its infinity norm beyond 1. Without loss
of generality, p(1,1, . . . ,1) = 1 and p(−1,−1, . . . ,−1) = −1. As a result, the univariate polynomial
probust(t, t, . . . , t) would need to approximate the sign function on [−4/3,−2/3]∪ [2/3,4/3] to within δ ,
which forces deg(probust)≥Ω(log1/δ ) by basic approximation theory [16].
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