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We consider a relaxation of the concept of well-covered graphs, which are graphs with all maximal independent sets of
the same size. The extent to which a graph fails to be well-covered can be measured by its independence gap, defined
as the difference between the maximum and minimum sizes of a maximal independent set in G. While the well-
covered graphs are exactly the graphs of independence gap zero, we investigate in this paper graphs of independence
gap one, which we also call almost well-covered graphs. Previous works due to Finbow et al. and Barbosa et al. have
implications for the structure of almost well-covered graphs of girth at least k for k ∈ {7, 8}. We focus on almost
well-covered graphs of girth at least 6. We show that every graph in this class has at most two vertices each of which
is adjacent to exactly 2 leaves. We give efficiently testable characterizations of almost well-covered graphs of girth
at least 6 having exactly one or exactly two such vertices. Building on these results, we develop a polynomial-time
recognition algorithm of almost well-covered {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graphs.
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1 Introduction
A graph is said to be well-covered if all its (inclusion-)maximal independent sets have the same size. Well-
covered graphs were introduced by Plummer in 1970 Plummer (1970) and have been studied extensively
in the literature, see, e.g., the survey papers Plummer (1993); Hartnell (1999). One of the main motivations
for the study of well-covered graphs stems from the fact that the maximum independent set problem,
which is generally NP-complete, can be solved in polynomial time in the class of well-covered graphs by
a greedy algorithm. This point of view motivated Caro et al. to study a more general concept, the so-called
‘greedy hereditary systems’ Caro et al. (1996).

Here, we consider a different generalization. For a graph G we denote by α(G) the maximum size of
an independent set in G and by i(G) the minimum size of a maximal independent set in G. We say that
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the independence gap of G is the difference α(G) − i(G) and we denote it by µα(G). An analogous
parameter for maximal matchings was introduced and studied recently by Deniz et al. Deniz et al. (2017)
under the name matching gap of a graph, denoted by µ(G). Since matchings in a graph G are exactly the
independent sets in its line graph, the study of the independence gap can be seen as a generalization of the
study of the matching gap.

Clearly, a graph G is well-covered if and only if its independence gap is zero. In view of the extensive
literature on the class of well-covered graphs, it is natural to try to generalize results on well-covered
graphs to graphs of bounded independence gap. Again, identification of such graph classes is motivated
by the maximum independent set problem: In every class of graphs of uniformly bounded independence
gap, the maximum independent set problem can be efficiently approximated up to an additive constant by
the greedy algorithm.

We focus in this paper on the first case beyond the well-covered graphs. We say that a graphG is almost
well-covered if it is of unit independence gap, that is, if µα(G) = 1. It is in general difficult to determine
if a given graph is almost well-covered. Indeed, the fact that recognizing well-covered graphs is co-NP-
complete (shown independently by Chvátal and Slater Chvátal and Slater (1993) and by Sankaranarayana
and Stewart Sankaranarayana and Stewart (1992)) implies that recognizing almost well-covered graphs is
NP-hard. It suffices to observe that a graph G is well-covered if and only if the disjoint union of G with
the three-vertex path is almost well-covered.

Given the intractability of the problem in general, it is of interest to characterize almost well-covered
graphs under some additional restrictions. In 1994, Finbow et al. Finbow et al. (1994) denoted by Mk the
class of graphs that have maximal independent sets of exactly k different sizes and characterized graphs
in M2 of girth at least 8. Clearly, every almost well-covered graph is in M2, and, in fact, one can use
the result of Finbow et al. to derive a characterization of almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 8,
which also implies that this class of graphs can be recognized in polynomial time. In 1998, Barbosa
and Hartnell Barbosa and Hartnell (1998) characterized almost well-covered simplicial graphs and gave a
sufficient condition for a chordal graph to be almost well-covered. (They denoted the class of almost well-
covered graphs by I2.) More recently, graphs in Mk were studied further by Hartnell and Rall Hartnell
and Rall (2013) and by Barbosa et al. Barbosa et al. (2013). A result due to Barbosa et al. (Barbosa et al.,
2013, Theorem 2) implies that for every d, there are only finitely many connected almost well-covered
graphs of minimum degree at least 2, maximum degree at most d, and girth at least 7.

Let us also remark that, contrary to the fact that graphs of zero matching gap (known as equimatchable
graphs) can be recognized in polynomial time Demange and Ekim (2014); Lesk et al. (1984), the compu-
tational complexity of recognizing graphs of unit matching gap is open. In terms of almost well-covered
graphs, this means that the complexity of determining if a given line graph is almost well-covered is open.

Our results. The main goal of this paper is to further the study of almost well-covered graphs, with a
focus on girth conditions. As noted above, results of Finbow et al. Finbow et al. (1994) and of Barbosa et
al. Barbosa et al. (2013) can be used to infer results about almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 8 or
at least 7, respectively. We study almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6. We obtain three results,
which can be summarized as follows.

A vertex is said to be of type 2 if it is adjacent to exactly 2 leaves. We first show that every almost
well-covered graph of girth at least 6 has at most two vertices of type 2. As our first main result, we give
a complete structural characterization of almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6 having exactly two
vertices of type 2 (Theorem 3.3). Next, we characterize almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6
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having exactly one vertex of type 2 (Theorem 3.5). For both cases, we develop a polynomial-time recog-
nition algorithm for graphs in the respective class (Corollary 3.4 and Theorem 3.7). Finally, we use these
results to develop a polynomial-time recognition algorithm of almost well-covered C7-free graphs of girth
at least 6, or, equivalently, of almost well-covered {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graphs (Theorem 3.10).

Structure of the paper. In Section 2, we collect the main definitions and develop several technical
lemmas about the independence gap of a graph for later use. Section 3 is split into three subsections, in
which our main results are derived.

2 General results on independence gap
For some of our theorems and proofs, it will be convenient to allow working with the null graph, the graph
without vertices; clearly, if G is the null graph, then i(G) = α(G) = 0. Given two vertex sets A and B
in a graph G, we say that A dominates B if every vertex in B has a neighbor in A. A clique in a graph
is a set of pairwise adjacent vertices, and a clique is said to be maximal if it is not contained in any larger
clique. As usual, we denote by Pn, Cn, and Kn the path, the cycle, and the complete graph of order n,
respectively. Given a set of graphs F and a graph G, we say that G is F-free if no induced subgraph of G
is isomorphic to a member of F ; if F = {F}, we also say that G is F -free. For graph theoretic terms not
defined here, we refer to West (1996).

The following straightforward lemma reduces the problem of determining the independence gap of a
graph to its (connected) components.

Lemma 2.1 Let G be a graph with components H1, . . . ,Hk. Then µα(G) =
∑k
j=1 µα(Hj).

Proof: Immediate from the facts that α(G) =
∑k
j=1 α(Hj) and i(G) =

∑k
j=1 i(Hj). 2

Lemma 2.1 shows, in particular, that in any class of graphs closed under taking components and in
which testing whether the graph is well-covered can be done efficiently, the problem of characterizing al-
most well-covered graphs reduces to the problem of characterizing almost well-covered connected graphs
in the class.

Corollary 2.2 A graph is almost well-covered if and only if all its components are well-covered, except
one, which is almost well-covered.

Since every complete graph G has µα(G) = 0, Lemma 2.1 also has the following consequence.

Corollary 2.3 Let G be a graph and let U be the set of vertices u ∈ V (G) such that the component of G
containing u is complete. Then, µα(G) = µα(G− U).

The following fact is often used in our proofs. Although it is implied by Lemma 2.1 in Finbow et al.
(1994), we give a short proof for the sake of completeness.

Lemma 2.4 For every independent set I in G we have µα(G−N [I]) ≤ µα(G).

Proof: Let k = µα(G) and assume for a contradiction that G−N [I] has independence gap at least k+1.
Then it contains two maximal independent sets I1 and I2 of sizes differing by at least k + 1. Clearly,
the two independent sets obtained by adding I to each one of I1 and I2 are maximal in G and have sizes
differing by at least k + 1, contradicting with µα(G) = k. 2
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We now assign a non-negative integer, called the type of v, to some vertices v of G, see Fig. 1 for an
illustration. Let U denote the set of all vertices u ∈ V (G) such that the component of G containing u is
complete. Vertices of G − U are classified according to their type as follows. The vertex set of G − U
is split into the leaves (vertices of degree 1) and non-leaves, which we call internal vertices. Internal
vertices adjacent to exactly k leaves will be of type k. Note that a leaf in a component other thanK2 is not
assigned any type and there are two kinds of type 0 vertices: vertices contained in a complete component
and internal vertices adjacent to no leaf. Consequently, any vertex in U is of type 0. We further denote by
Gi the subgraph of G induced by all vertices of type i. For an internal vertex v ∈ V (G), a leaf of v is a
leaf adjacent to v.

G1

G2

G0

U
vertices of type 0

vertices of type 1

vertices of type 2

Fig. 1: Illustration of the types of vertices in a graph.

The next lemma shows that the number of leaves a vertex can have is bounded above by the indepen-
dence gap plus one.

Lemma 2.5 Let G be a graph with µα(G) ≤ k. Then every internal vertex of G is adjacent to at most
k + 1 leaves.

Proof: Assume for a contradiction that x is an internal vertex with p ≥ k + 2 leaves b1, . . . , bp. Then
a maximal independent set I containing x and a maximal independent set I ′ obtained by extending in-
dependent set (I − {x}) ∪ {b1, . . . , bp} to a maximal one have their sizes differing by at least k + 1, a
contradiction with µα(G) ≤ k. 2

For later use, we record the following immediate consequence of Lemma 2.5.

Corollary 2.6 In a graph G with µα(G) ≤ 1, every internal vertex is adjacent to at most two leaves.

The following lemma is similar to (Finbow et al., 1994, Lemma 2.10).

Lemma 2.7 Let G be an almost well-covered graph. Then G2 is a complete graph.

Proof: Let G be an almost well-covered graph and x and y be two vertices of Type 2 which are non-
adjacent. Let I be a maximal independent set of G containing both x and y. Then (I − {x, y} ∪
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{b1, b2, b3, b4}) where bi, i = 1, . . . , 4 are the leaves of x and y, is an independent set of G with two
more vertices than I , contradicting with G having independence gap 1. 2

The following technical claim will also be used later.

Lemma 2.8 Let G be a graph, H a non-null subgraph of G, and let n0 denote the maximum number of
vertices in a component ofH . For every independent set I ⊆ V (G)\V (H) and every k ≤ α(H)− i(H−
N(I)) there exists an independent set I1 ⊆ I of size |I1| ≤ kn0 such that k ≤ α(H)− i(H −N(I1)).

Proof: Let I be an independent set such that I ⊆ V (G) \ V (H) and let k be a non-negative integer
such that k ≤ α(H) − i(H − N(I)). Denote the components of H by H1, . . . ,Hm. It is clear that
every maximal independent set in H is a union of maximal independent sets in Hj ; therefore, α(H) =∑m
j=1 α(Hj) and i(H −N(I)) =

∑m
j=1 i(Hj −N(I)). Clearly, there exists a set J ⊆ {1, . . . ,m} with

|J | ≤ k such that
∑
j∈J (α(Hj)− i(Hj −N(I))) ≥ k. We may assume without loss of generality that

J = {1, . . . , k}.
For j ∈ {1, . . . , k} let Aj = N(I) ∩ V (Hj). Let A = ∪kj=1Aj . It is clear that |A| ≤ kn0. Let
A = {N(x) ∩ A | x ∈ I}. Then A is a covering family of A, that is, A is the union of the sets in A. Let
A1 ⊆ A be any inclusion-minimal subfamily coveringA. By the minimality ofA1, every set inA1 covers
at least one vertex of A that is not covered by other sets of A1 and therefore |A1| ≤ |A|. Furthermore, by
definition of A1, each set S ∈ A1 can be identified by an element x ∈ I such that N(x) ∩ A = S. This
defines a subset I1 of I such that |I1| ≤ |A1| and N(I1) ∩ V (Hj) = Aj , for every j ∈ {1, . . . , k}. It is
now clear that Hj −N(I) = Hj −N(I1), for every j ∈ {1, . . . , k}. Hence

α(H)− i(H −N(I1)) ≥
k∑
j=1

(α(Hj)− i(Hj −N(I1))) =

k∑
j=1

(α(Hj)− i(Hj −N(I))) ≥ k.

Since |I1| ≤ |A1| ≤ |A| ≤ kn0, this concludes the proof. 2

Next, we develop an important tool characterizing graphs with independence gap at most k among
graphs with internal vertices of types 0 and 1 only. Note that if G is a graph with internal vertices of types
0 and 1 only and G0 is the null graph, then G is well-covered.

Theorem 2.9 Let G be a graph with internal vertices of types 0 and 1 only such that G0 is non-null, and
let n0 denote the maximum size of a component of G0. Then µα(G) ≤ k if and only if µα(G0) ≤ k and
for every independent set I in G1 of size at most (k + 1)n0, it holds that

α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≤ k.

Proof: Let U be the set of all vertices u ∈ V (G) such that the component of G containing u is complete.

Suppose that µα(G) ≤ k. Let G′ = G − U . By Corollary 2.3, µα(G′) ≤ k. By Lemma 2.4 we
also have µα(G0) ≤ k since G0 = G − N [L], where L is the set of all leaves of G − U , thus an
independent set. Now assume for a contradiction that there is an independent set I of G1 of size at most
(k + 1)n0 such that α(G0) − i(G0 − N(I)) ≥ k + 1. Now let I0 be a maximal independent set of
G0 − N(I) of size i(G0 − N(I)) and I∗0 be a maximum independent set of G0. Consider now the two
independent sets I1 = I∗0 ∪ L and I2 = I0 ∪ I ∪ (L \ N(I)). Maximality of both I1 and I2 in G
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follow from their definitions. We have |I1| = α(G0) + |L| and |I2| = i(G0 − N(I)) + |L|, yielding
|I1| − |I2| = α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≥ k + 1, contradiction with µα(G) ≤ k.

Suppose now that µα(G0) ≤ k and for every independent set I in G1 of size at most n0(k + 1) we
have α(G0) − i(G0 − N(I)) ≤ k. Suppose for a contradiction that µα(G) ≥ k + 1, that is, there are
maximal independent sets I1 and I2 of G such that |I1| − |I2| ≥ k + 1. We define I01 = I1 ∩ V (G0),
I02 = I2 ∩ V (G0) and I12 = I2 ∩ V (G1). Since G has only vertices of type 0 and 1, we have that V (G) is
the disjoint union of V (G0), V (G1), and L, where L is the set of leaves of G− U . It is clear that both I1
and I2 have exactly |V (G1)| vertices in common with V (G1) ∪ L. This implies that |I01 | − |I02 | ≥ k + 1.
Now we have α(G0) ≥ |I01 | ≥ |I02 | + k + 1 ≥ i(G0 −N(I12 )) + k + 1, where the last inequality holds
because I02 is a maximal independent set of G0−N(I12 ). By Lemma 2.8 with G−L, k+1, G0, and I12 in
place of G, k, H , and I , respectively, it follows that there exists an independent set I ′ ⊆ I12 in G1 of size
at most n0(k + 1) such that α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I ′)) ≥ k + 1. This is a contradiction to our assumption
that α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≤ k for every independent set I in G1. 2

The implication of Theorem 2.9 to graphs with independence gap 0 or at most 1 is worth mentioning
separately.

Corollary 2.10 Let G be a graph with internal vertices of types 0 and 1 only, and let n0 denote the
maximum size of a component of G0 (with n0 = 0 if G0 is null). Then

1. G is well-covered if and only if G0 is well-covered and for every independent set I in G1 of size at
most n0, we have i(G0 −N(I)) = α(G0).

2. µα(G) ≤ 1 if and only if µα(G0) ≤ 1 and for every independent set I in G1 of size at most 2n0,
we have α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≤ 1.

Another consequence of Theorem 2.9 is the following.

Corollary 2.11 Let G be a graph with internal vertices of types 0 and 1. If the size of every component
of G0 is bounded by a constant, then for every constant k ≥ 0, testing whether µα(G) ≤ k can be done
in polynomial time.

Proof: We assume that G0 is non-null (since otherwise, as observed above, G is well-covered and hence
µα(G) ≤ k holds for all non-negative k). Suppose that every component of G0 has at most c vertices and
let H1, . . . ,Hm be the components of G0. Note that G0, G1, and the components of G0 can be computed
in linear time. By Theorem 2.9 it follows that µα(G) ≤ k if and only if µα(G0) ≤ k and for every
independent set I in G1 of size at most (k + 1)c, it holds that α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≤ k.

Since the number of vertices of Hj is bounded by a constant, the values of α(Hj) and i(Hj) can be
computed in constant time. Furthermore, since α(G0) =

∑m
j=1 α(Hj) and i(G0) =

∑m
j=1 i(Hj), it

follows that verifying if µα(G0) = α(G0)− i(G0) ≤ k can be done in linear time.
Similarly, since there are at most O(|V (G1)|(k+1)c) independent sets of G1 of size at most (k + 1)c,

and for each such set I the values i(Hj −N(I)) can be computed in constant time, the result follows. 2
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3 Almost well-covered graphs without short cycles
In this section we develop our main results, which relate to almost well-covered graphs without short
cycles. In our proofs we will make use of the following result, characterizing well-covered graphs of girth
at least 6. Recall that a perfect matching in a graph is a set of pairwise disjoint edges such that every
vertex of the graph is an endpoint of one of them, and that an edge is said to be pendant if it is incident
with a vertex of degree 1.

Proposition 3.1 (Finbow et al. (1993)) Let G be a connected graph of girth at least 6 isomorphic to
neither C7 nor K1. Then G is well-covered if and only if its pendant edges form a perfect matching.

Recall also that due to Corollary 2.6, in the study of almost well-covered graphs we may assume that the
graph under consideration has no type k vertices for any k ≥ 3. If G is an almost well-covered graph of
girth at least 6, then G is triangle-free and by Lemma 2.7, it follows that there are either 2, 1, or 0 vertices
of type 2. The first two of these three cases are characterized in the next two subsections. Building on
these characterizations, we consider in Section 3.3 the general case, but with the additional assumption
that the 7-cycle is also forbidden.

3.1 Graphs of girth at least 6 with exactly two vertices of type 2
The following lemma shows that in an almost well-covered graph of girth at least 6 there are no edges
between vertices of type 2 and type 0.

Lemma 3.2 Let G be an almost well-covered graph of girth at least 6. Then no vertex in G2 is adjacent
to a vertex in G0.

Proof: Suppose that G is an almost well-covered graph and x ∈ V (G2) with N(x) ∩ V (G0) 6= ∅. Since
x ∈ V (G2), it follows that x is adjacent with two leaves, say x1 and x2. Let y ∈ N(x) ∩ V (G0). Let
I be the set of vertices at distance 3 from x and at distance 2 from y. Then I is an independent set since
G is of girth at least 6. Consider now the graph G′ = G − N [I]. Observe that y is a leaf in G′ because
y is an internal vertex such that all of its neighbors apart from x are in N(I). Therefore, x is adjacent to
at least three leaves in G′, namely, x1, x2, and y. By Lemma 2.5, it follows that µα(G′) ≥ 2, which by
Lemma 2.4 contradicts the assumption that G is almost well-covered. 2

Proposition 3.1 and Corollary 2.2 imply that the study of almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6
with exactly two type 2 vertices reduces to the connected case.

Theorem 3.3 Let G be a connected graph of girth at least 6, with exactly two vertices x, y of type 2, and
with no type k vertices for k ≥ 3. Then G is almost well-covered if and only if x and y are adjacent and
one of the following two conditions holds:

1. V (G0) = ∅;

2. G0
∼= K2, neither of x and y has a neighbor in G0, and the two vertices of G0 are of degree 2 in G

and are contained in an induced 6-cycle containing x and y.

Proof: (⇒) Suppose first thatG is an almost well-covered graph satisfying the hypotheses of the theorem.
By Lemma 2.7, x and y are adjacent. From now on, we assume that V (G0) 6= ∅, since otherwise condition
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1. holds. Let x′, x′′ and y′, y′′ be the two leaves adjacent to x and y, respectively. Let A and B be the
(disjoint) sets of the remaining neighbours of x and y, respectively. Then by Lemma 3.2, each v ∈ A∪B
is of type 1. Let A′ and B′ be the sets of leaves adjacent to vertices from A and B, respectively. Let
I = {x′, x′′, y′, y′′} ∪ A′ ∪ B′. Observe that I is an independent set in G. Let G′ = G − N [I]. See
Fig. 2(i) for an illustration.

x y

x′ x′′ y′′y′

A B

G′

G1

G2

G0

a

x y

x′ x′′ y′′y′

A B

G′

G1

G2

G0

z′

z w1

a

(i) (ii)

x y

x′ x′′ y′′y′

A B

G′

G1

G2

G0

z′

z w

a

(iii)

w′

b

w2

Fig. 2: Illustration of the proof of Theorem 3.3.

Observe that by definition of G′, for every vertex u ∈ V (G′) ∩ V (G1), its unique leaf neighbor in G
is a vertex of G′. Moreover, the vertex set of G′ consists exactly of the vertices in V (G′) ∩ V (G1), their
leaves in G, and all the vertices in G0.

We claim that G′ is well-covered. Suppose that I ′1 and I ′2 are two maximal independent sets in G′ with
|I ′1| > |I ′2|. Let I1 = I ′1 ∪A′ ∪B′ ∪ {x′, x′′, y′, y′′} and I2 = I ′2 ∪A′ ∪B′ ∪ {x, y′, y′′}. It is clear that
I1 and I2 are maximal independent sets in G and |I1| − |I2| ≥ 2. This contradicts the assumption that G
is almost well-covered, and hence G′ is well-covered. Observe that α(G) = α(G′) + |A|+ |B|+ 4.

Since G′ is well-covered and the girth of G′ is at least 6, by Proposition 3.1, every component of G′

is isomorphic to K1, C7, or to a graph with a perfect matching formed by pendant edges. Since the girth
of G is at least 6, it is easy to see that no component of G′ is isomorphic to K1. We claim that there is
no component of G′ isomorphic to C7. Suppose to the contrary that vertices v1, v2, v3, v4, v5, v6, v7 form
a 7-cycle C in G′ (in this order). Since G is connected, we may assume without loss of generality there
exists a vertex a ∈ A such that a is adjacent to v1. Due to the girth condition, a is not adjacent to any other
vertex in the 7-cycle C. Extend {v3, v6} to a maximal independent set J ′ in G′ − N(a). Observe that
|J ′| < α(G′) since J ′ contains exactly two vertices from the 7-cycle C, while any maximal independent
set of G′ contains three vertices from C. Extend J ′ ∪ {a, y} to a maximum independent set J in G. It is
now easy to see that |J | < α(G′) + |A|+ |B|+3 = α(G)− 1. This contradicts the assumption that G is
almost well-covered and proves our claim that no component of G′ is isomorphic to C7.

Since no component of G′ is isomorphic to a K1 or a C7, we infer that G′ has a perfect matching
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M formed by pendant edges. Clearly, every edge connecting a vertex in V (G′) ∩ V (G1) with its leaf
neighbor is in M .

Next, we show that every component of G0 is a component of G′ isomorphic to a K2. To show this,
it suffices to show that every vertex of G0 is a leaf in G′. Suppose that this is not the case. Then, there
exists an edge zz′ ∈ M such that z, z′ ∈ V (G0), vertex z′ is a leaf in G′, and there exists a vertex
w 6= z′ in G′ such that z is adjacent to w. Note that w belongs to either V (G0) or to V (G′) ∩ V (G1).
We may assume without loss of generality that there exists a vertex a ∈ A such that z′ is adjacent to a
(see Fig. 2(ii); the two possibilities for w are denoted by w1 and w2). The girth condition implies that w
and a are not adjacent in G. Let I be a maximal independent set in G containing {a,w, y}. It is clear that
|I∩V (G′)| < α(G′) since neither z nor z′ is in I; therefore, |I| = |I∩V (G′)|+|A|+|B|+3 < α(G)−1,
contradicting the assumption that G is almost well-covered.

Let z and z′ be two adjacent vertices in G0. Since the component of G0 containing z and z′ is a
component of G′ isomorphic to K2 and z and z′ are internal vertices of G, each of them has a neighbor
in A ∪ B. As above, we may assume without loss of generality that there exists a vertex a ∈ A such that
z′ is adjacent to a. Moreover, there exists a neighbour b of z within A ∪ B. The girth condition implies
that b ∈ B. Since the girth of G is at least 6, it follows that z and z′ have no other neighbours in A ∪ B,
hence they are of degree 2 in G, and they lie on an induced 6-cycle containing x and y. See Fig. 2(iii) for
an illustration.

To complete the proof of the forward direction of the implication, it remains to show that V (G0) =
{z, z′}. Suppose that this is not the case and consider a pair w,w′ of adjacent vertices in G0 − {z, z′}.
Since the component of G0 containing w and w′ is a component of G′ isomorphic to K2 and w and w′

are internal vertices of G, each of them has a neighbor in A ∪B. Consequently, A ∪B is an independent
set in G that dominates {z, z′, w, w′}. If I is a maximal independent set in G containing A ∪ B, then
|I∩V (G′)| ≤ α(G′)−2 since I∩V (G′) contains neither of z, z′, w, w′ while any maximum independent
set inG′ has to contain one of z, z′ and one ofw,w′. Recall that α(G) = α(G′)+|A|+|B|+4. Therefore,
|I| < α(G)− 1, which contradicts the assumption that G is almost well-covered.

(⇐) Let G be a connected graph of girth at least 6 with exactly two vertices x, y of type 2 which are
adjacent, and with no type k vertices for k ≥ 3. Let x′, x′′ and y′, y′′ be the two leaves adjacent to x and
y, respectively. Suppose first that V (G0) = ∅. Let I be a maximal independent set inG. If I∩{x, y} = ∅,
then it is easy to see that |I| = |V (G1)| + 4, and if I ∩ {x, y} 6= ∅, then |I| = |V (G1)| + 3. Hence
µα(G) ≤ 1, and by Lemma 2.5 the existence of type 2 vertices implies that G is not well-covered. Hence
G is almost well-covered.

Suppose now that condition 2. from the theorem holds, and let u and v be the two vertices of G0.
Since neither of x and y has a neighbor in G0 by Lemma 3.2 and u and v are of degree 2 in G, we may
assume without loss of generality that the induced 6-cycle containing u, v, x, and y must be of the form
x, a, u, v, b, y for some a ∈ N(x) ∩ V (G1) and b ∈ N(y) ∩ V (G1), see Fig. 3 for an illustration. Let
I be a maximal independent set in G, I ′ = I ∩ {x, x′, x′′, y, y′, y′′} and I ′′ = I \ I ′. Suppose first that
I ∩ {u, v} = ∅. Then since I is maximal, it follows that both a and b are contained in I . Therefore,
I ∩ {x, y} = ∅, implying that |I ′| = 4. Since I ∩ {u, v} = ∅, we get |I ′′| = |V (G1)| and hence
|I| = |V (G1)| + 4. Suppose now that I ∩ {u, v} 6= ∅. In this case, |I ′′| = |V (G1)| + 1. Moreover, it is
clear that |I ′| ∈ {3, 4}. Thus, in both cases we have |I| ∈ {|V (G1)|+4, |V (G1)|+5}, and the existence
of type 2 vertices implies that G is almost well-covered. 2

Note that the two conditions from Theorem 3.3 can be efficiently tested. Therefore, using Corollary 2.2
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G1

G2

G0

x y

x′ x′′ y′ y′′

a b

u v

Fig. 3: Illustration of a graph with G0
∼= K2.

and Proposition 3.1, we obtain the following algorithmic consequence.

Corollary 3.4 Given a graph G of girth at least 6 and with exactly two type 2 vertices, it can be decided
in polynomial time whether G is almost well-covered.

3.2 Graphs of girth at least 6 with exactly one vertex of type 2
We now study almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6 and with exactly one type 2 vertex. A
characterization of such graphs is given by the following theorem.

Theorem 3.5 Let G be a graph of girth at least 6, with exactly one type 2 vertex x, and with no type k
vertices for k ≥ 3. Then G is almost well-covered if and only if every internal vertex of G other than
x is of type 0 or 1, N(x) ∩ V (G0) = ∅, G0 is well-covered, and for every independent set I in G1 the
following holds:

(a) α(G0) = i(G0 −N(I)) if I ∩N(x) = ∅ and

(b) α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≤ 1 if I ∩N(x) 6= ∅.

Proof: Let G be a graph satisfying the hypotheses of the theorem.
(⇒) LetG be almost well-covered and let x′ and x′′ denote the two leaves adjacent to x. By Lemma 3.2

it follows thatN(x)∩V (G0) = ∅. It is also clear that every internal vertex different from x is of type 1 or
type 0. Observe that α(G) = α(G0) + |V (G1)|+2. We first claim that G0 is well-covered. Suppose that
there exist two maximal independent sets I1 and I2 of G0 with |I1| > |I2|. By extending I1 ∪ {x′, x′′}
and I2 ∪ {x} to maximal independent sets in G, we obtain two maximal independent sets in G with sizes
that differ by at least two, contradicting the assumption that G is almost well-covered. Hence, G0 is
well-covered.

Let I be an independent set inG1. It is clear that α(G0) ≥ i(G0−N(I)). Suppose first that I∩N(x) =
∅ and α(G0) 6= i(G0 − N(I)). Then α(G0) > i(G0 − N(I)). Let S be a maximal independent set in
G0 − N(I) of size i(G0 − N(I)). Extending S ∪ I ∪ {x} to a maximal independent set in G results in
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a maximal independent set of G of size less than α(G0) + |V (G1)| + 1 = α(G) − 1, contradicting the
assumption that G is almost well-covered. Hence, condition (a) holds.

Suppose now that I ∩ N(x) 6= ∅. Let S be a maximal independent set in G0 − N(I) of minimum
size, i.e., of size i(G0 − N(I)). Then every maximal independent set of G containing S ∪ I is of size
|S|+ |V (G1)|+ 2. Since G is almost well-covered, it follows that

|S|+ |V (G1)|+ 2 ≥ α(G)− 1 = α(G0) + |V (G1)|+ 1,

hence α(G0)− |S| = α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≤ 1, that is, condition (b) holds.
(⇐) Suppose that every internal vertex of G other than x is of type 0 or 1, N(x) ∩ V (G0) = ∅, G0

is well-covered, and for every independent set I in G1 conditions (a) and (b) hold. Since G has a vertex
of type 2, Lemma 2.5 implies that G cannot be well-covered. Therefore, to show that G is almost well-
covered, it suffices to show that every maximal independent set in G is of size at least α(G)− 1. Let S be
a maximal independent set in G. Let I1 = S ∩ V (G1) and I0 = S ∩ V (G0). Observe that

|S| = |I0|+ |V (G1)|+
{

1, if x ∈ S;
2, otherwise.

It is clear that I0 is a maximal independent set in G0 − N(I1), since N(x) ∩ V (G0) = ∅. Suppose
first that x ∈ S. Then I1 ∩ N(x) = ∅. Since G0 − N(I1) is an induced subgraph of G0, we have
α(G0 − N(I1)) ≤ α(G0). By the hypothesis (a), it follows that α(G0) = i(G0 − N(I1)); therefore,
G0−N(I1) is well-covered, in particular, |I0| = α(G0), which implies that |S| = α(G0)+|V (G1)|+1 =
α(G)− 1.

Suppose now that x 6∈ S. If N(x) ∩ I1 = ∅, then arguing similarly as above, we obtain that |S| =
α(G). Finally, let N(x) ∩ I1 6= ∅. Then by hypothesis (b) it follows that |I0| ≥ α(G0) − 1, and hence
|S| ≥ α(G)− 1. This shows that G is almost well-covered. 2

In the following lemma, we continue with the study of almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6
with exactly one type 2 vertex in order to exhibit their structure in more detail and derive an efficient
recognition algorithm for this case.

Lemma 3.6 If G is an almost well-covered graph of girth at least 6 with exactly one type 2 vertex, then
every component of G0 is isomorphic to K1, K2, P4, or C7.

Proof: Let G be an almost well-covered graph of girth at least 6 with exactly one type 2 vertex x. Let
x′ and x′′ denote the two leaves adjacent to x. By Theorem 3.5 it follows that G0 is well-covered, and
hence by Proposition 3.1, it follows that every component of G0 is isomorphic to K1, C7, or a graph with
pendant edges forming a perfect matching.

Suppose now that H is a component of G0 that is isomorphic to neither of K1, K2, P4, or C7. Then
there exists a perfect matching inH formed by pendant edges. Suppose that h1h′1, . . . , hmh

′
m are pendant

edges forming a perfect matching in H , where h′i are leaves in H . Observe that m ≥ 3 and α(H) = m.
Since H is connected, we may assume without loss of generality that h2 is adjacent to h1 and h3. Since
h′1, h

′
2, h
′
3 ∈ V (G0), it follows that there exist a1, a2, a3 ∈ V (G1) (where a1 = a3 is possible) such that

h′iai ∈ E(G). Suppose that a1 6∈ N(x) and let I = {a1}. Since the girth of G is at least 6, it follows that
a1 is not adjacent to h2. It is now clear that every maximal independent set ofH−N(I) containing h2 is of
size at mostm−1 < α(H). Therefore, i(H−N(I)) < α(H) and consequently i(G0−N(I)) < α(G0),
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which violates condition (a) from Theorem 3.5. We conclude that a1 ∈ N(x). Similarly a3 ∈ N(x).
Using the fact that the girth of G is at least 6, it follows that a1 is not adjacent to h3 and a3 is not adjacent
to h1. Now let I = {a1, a3} be an independent set inG1. Observe that h2 ∈ H−N(I). If S is a maximal
independent set in H − N(I) containing h2, then it is clear that S ∩ {h1, h′1, h3, h′3} = ∅. This implies
that i(H −N(I)) ≤ α(H)− 2, and consequently i(G0 −N(I)) ≤ α(G0)− 2, which violates condition
(b) from Theorem 3.5. 2

Lemma 2.8, Theorem 3.5, and Lemma 3.6 imply the following.

Theorem 3.7 Given a graph G of girth at least 6 with exactly one type 2 vertex, it can be decided in
polynomial time whether G is almost well-covered.

Proof: Let G be a graph of girth at least 6 with exactly one type 2 vertex. If G0 is the null graph
then conditions (a) and (b) from Theorem 3.5 are trivially satisfied, hence G is almost well-covered. If
N(x) ∩ V (G0) 6= ∅ then by Theorem 3.5 it follows that G is not almost well-covered, hence we may
assume that N(x)∩V (G0) = ∅. If there is a component in G0 not isomorphic to K1, K2, P4, or C7, then
by Lemma 3.6 it follows that G is not almost well-covered. Suppose now that every component of G0

is one of K1, K2, P4, and C7. Let n0 be the maximum number of vertices in a component of G0. Then
n0 ≤ 7.

For every independent set I1 inG1 of size at most 14 we compute the value of α(G0)− i(G0−N(I1)).
If for some such I1 we have α(G0) − i(G0 −N(I1)) ≥ 2, then by Theorem 3.5 it follows that G is not
almost well-covered. Next we compute the value of α(G0) − i(G0 − N(I2)) for every independent set
I2 in G1 −N(x) with |I2| ≤ 7. If for some such I2 we have α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I2)) ≥ 1, then G is not
almost well-covered by Theorem 3.5.

Suppose now that for every independent set I1 in G1 of size at most 14 we have α(G0) − i(G0 −
N(I1)) ≤ 1 and for every independent set I2 in G1 −N(x) of size at most 7 we have α(G0) = i(G0 −
N(I2)). We claim that G is almost well-covered. Suppose to the contrary that G is not almost well-
covered. Then it follows that at least one of the conditions (a) or (b) from Theorem 3.5 is not satisfied.
Suppose first that there exists an independent set I inG1 that doesn’t satisfy condition (b) of Theorem 3.5,
that is I ∩N(X) 6= ∅ and α(G0)− i(G0 −N(I)) ≥ 2. Applying Lemma 2.8 with H = G0 and k = 2,
we can conclude that there exists an independent set I1 ⊆ I such that |I1| ≤ 14 and α(G0) − i(G0 −
N(I1)) ≥ 2, a contradiction. Suppose now that there exists an independent set I in G1 which doesn’t
satisfy condition (a) of Theorem 3.5, that is, I ∩N(x) = ∅ and α(G0) − i(G0 −N(I)) ≥ 1. Applying
Lemma 2.8 with H = G0 and k = 1, it follows that there exists an independent set I2 ⊆ I of size
at most 7 such that α(G0) − i(G0 − N(I2)) ≥ 1. Observe that since I2 ⊆ I and I ∩ N(x) = ∅ it
follows that I2 ∩ N(x) = ∅. Hence I2 is an independent set in G1 − N(x) of size at most 7 such that
α(G0)− i(G0−N(I2)) ≥ 1, contradicting the assumption at the beginning of the paragraph. This proves
our claim that G is well-covered.

Since we only need to check independent sets ofG1 of bounded size, the algorithm can be implemented
to run in polynomial time. 2

3.3 Almost well-covered {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graphs
Based on results in the previous subsections, we now develop a polynomial-time recognition algorithm
for almost well-covered {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graphs. The following lemma will be crucial.
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Lemma 3.8 Let G be an almost well-covered {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graph. Then for all x ∈ V (G0), we
have dG0

(x) ≤ 2.

Proof: Assume for a contradiction that there is a vertex x ∈ V (G0) such that dG0
(x) = k ≥ 3. Let

x1, . . . , xk be the neighbors of x in G0. Let I be the set of vertices of G at distance 3 from x. Since there
are no cycles of length 3, 5, or 7 in G, it follows that I is an independent set. Consider now the graph
G′ = G−N [I]. Since each of xi is of type 0 and G is {C3, C4, C5}-free, it follows that N [I] contains all
neighbors of the xis except x, and consequently each of xi, i = 1, . . . , k is a leaf in G′ (note also that xis
are not adjacent to each other since otherwise we would have a triangle). Then x has at least k ≥ 3 leaves
in G′, hence by Corollary 2.6, G′ has independence gap at least 2, which contradicts Lemma 2.4. 2

Corollary 3.9 Let G be an almost well-covered {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graph and with no vertex of type
2. Then every component of G0 is isomorphic to one of P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8, P10, C6, C8, C9,
C10, C11, C13.

Proof: Lemma 3.8 implies that every component of G0 is a cycle or a path. By Corollary 2.10 it follows
that µα(G0) ≤ 1. Hence, every component of G0 is a cycle or a path which is well-covered or almost
well-covered. It can easily be seen that there is no allowed well-covered cycle, and the only well-covered
paths are P1, P2, and P4. The only almost well-covered cycles are C6, C8, C9, C10, C11, C13 and the
only almost well-covered paths are P3, P5, P6, P7, P8, P10. The claimed result follows. 2

Theorem 3.10 Given a {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graph, it can be decided in polynomial time whether G is
almost well-covered.

Proof: Let G be a {C3, C4, C5, C7}-free graph. If G is disconnected then by Corollary 2.2 G is almost
well-covered if and only if all components of G are well-covered, except from one which is almost well-
covered. By Proposition 3.1, it follows that a component ofG is well-covered if and only if it is isomorphic
to K1 or its pendant edges form a perfect matching. It is now clear that verifying if a given component of
G is well-covered can be done in polynomial time. Therefore, we may assume that G is connected and
not well-covered. If there is an internal vertex of G that is not of type 0, 1, or 2, then G is not almost well-
covered by Corollary 2.6. If V (G2) is not a clique, then by Lemma 2.7, G is not almost well-covered.
From now on assume that V (G2) is a clique. Since G is C3-free, there are at most two vertices of type
2. If there are exactly two type 2 vertices, the result follows by Corollary 3.4. If there is exactly one
type 2 vertex, the result follows by Theorem 3.7. Suppose now that no vertex of G is of type 2. Since
G is not well-covered, we have that V (G0) 6= ∅ by Proposition 3.1. If G0 has a component having at
least 14 vertices, then, using Corollary 3.9, we infer that G is not almost well-covered. Suppose now that
the maximum number of vertices in a component of G0 is at most 13. Since G is not well-covered, the
condition that G is almost well-covered is equivalent to the condition µα(G) ≤ 1. By Corollary 2.11,
since the order of every component of G0 is bounded by a constant, this latter condition can be checked
in polynomial time. This completes the proof. 2

Our work leaves open characterizations and/or polynomial-time recognition algorithms for almost well-
covered graphs of girth at least k for k ∈ {4, 5, 6, 7}. In particular, since well-covered graphs of girth
at least 6 are efficiently characterized (cf. Proposition 3.1) and by Corollary 3.4 and Theorem 3.7 there
exists a polynomial-time recognition algorithm for almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6 with at
least one type 2 vertex, we find the following problem particularly interesting.
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Question 1 Can almost well-covered graphs of girth at least 6 be recognized in polynomial time?
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Z. Deniz, T. Ekim, T. R. Hartinger, M. Milanič, and M. Shalom. On two extensions of equimatchable
graphs. Discrete Optim., 26:112–130, 2017. doi: 10.1016/j.disopt.2017.08.002. URL https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.disopt.2017.08.002.

A. Finbow, B. Hartnell, and R. J. Nowakowski. A characterization of well covered graphs of girth 5 or
greater. J. Combin. Theory Ser. B, 57(1):44–68, 1993. ISSN 0095-8956. doi: 10.1006/jctb.1993.1005.
URL http://dx.doi.org/10.1006/jctb.1993.1005.

A. Finbow, B. Hartnell, and C. Whitehead. A characterization of graphs of girth eight or more with
exactly two sizes of maximal independent sets. Discrete Mathematics, 125(1):153 – 167, 1994.
ISSN 0012-365X. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0012-365X(94)90156-2. URL http://www.
sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0012365X94901562.

B. L. Hartnell. Well-covered graphs. J. Combin. Math. Combin. Comput., 29:107–115, 1999. ISSN
0835-3026.

B. L. Hartnell and D. F. Rall. On graphs having maximal independent sets of exactly t distinct cardi-
nalities. Graphs Combin., 29(3):519–525, 2013. ISSN 0911-0119. doi: 10.1007/s00373-012-1132-8.
URL http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00373-012-1132-8.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.disc.2013.04.019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.disc.2013.04.019
https://doi.org/10.1006/jagm.1996.0006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0167-5060(08)70387-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ipl.2013.08.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ipl.2013.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.disopt.2017.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.disopt.2017.08.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1006/jctb.1993.1005
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0012365X94901562
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0012365X94901562
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00373-012-1132-8


On Almost Well-Covered Graphs of Girth at Least 6 15

M. Lesk, M. D. Plummer, and W. R. Pulleyblank. Equi-matchable graphs. In Graph theory and combi-
natorics (Cambridge, 1983), pages 239–254. Academic Press, London, 1984.

M. D. Plummer. Some covering concepts in graphs. J. Combinatorial Theory, 8:91–98, 1970.

M. D. Plummer. Well-covered graphs: a survey. Quaestiones Math., 16(3):253–287, 1993. ISSN 0379-
9468.

R. S. Sankaranarayana and L. K. Stewart. Complexity results for well-covered graphs. Networks, 22(3):
247–262, 1992. ISSN 0028-3045. doi: 10.1002/net.3230220304. URL http://dx.doi.org/10.
1002/net.3230220304.

D. B. West. Introduction to Graph Theory. Prentice Hall, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ, 1996. ISBN
0-13-227828-6.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/net.3230220304
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/net.3230220304

	1 Introduction
	2 General results on independence gap
	3 Almost well-covered graphs without short cycles
	3.1 Graphs of girth at least 6 with exactly two vertices of type 2
	3.2 Graphs of girth at least 6 with exactly one vertex of type 2
	3.3 Almost well-covered {C3,C4,C5,C7}-free graphs


