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There is always a story of why I got unlucky…

● “I would get x if I debugged in time”
● “I spent most of the contest trying to solve the hardest problem”
● “I found a solution 15 minutes before the contest end”



…unless I won, in which case everything went according 
to plan



What actually goes wrong?

● Panic, tunnel vision, tilt
● Lack of control

And suddenly — you're in a place where you need luck to get out.



When you’re lucky — you don’t learn

When everything barely works out, it's easy to feel like it was the right approach. 
You leave the contest with points — but no idea why it worked.



So what even is contest strategy?

Not a secret formula. Not a guaranteed win. 

Just trying to make good decisions — under pressure — consistently.



When is that useful?

When the contest is easy — you can only lose.

When the contest is hard — you can only win

Easy: one mistake and you're out.

Hard: progress matters more than brilliance.



How subtasks changed OI

10-15 years ago:

● n ≤ 2000 — 20 points
● No additional constraints - 80 points

treated as a consolation prize / tiebreaker

now:

● 4-8 subtasks per problem
● often measuring real progress toward full solution
● not always possible to implement all in time



One of the best blogs on OI strategy



What you should not base your decisions on…



Most important takeaway

You only need to get the “low hanging fruits” - on any level



Trivial problems can kill your run

Losing 50+ points on a problem everyone around you in standings solved force 
you to perform perfectly everywhere else



The basic strategy

1. spend 40-60 minutes thinking about every problem
2. implement everything that you solved

Pros:

● Easy to execute 
● Hard to make a critical mistake

Cons:

● Requires quick implementation skills
● Not very flexible



Universal rule for all the strategies

● TIME is the most important resource during the contest. 
● Everything - thinking, debugging, implementing - costs time.

Sounds obvious - but checking what’s actually happening every 15–30 minutes 
can make a huge difference.



My contest strategy

● Initially spend 10 minutes on each problem understanding what it’s about
● Try solving and implementing the easy problem quickly
● Switch regularly between problems 
● After 1-1.5h have a good understanding of which subtasks need to be solved 

(both minimum and maximum strategy)
● Start implementing subtasks as late as possible



Competing for top spots is a bit different

● When qualifying to IOI / reaching for top 5 you sometimes need to get lucky
● You compete against other people instead of the problems



My best contest experience

IOI 2024 day 2:

● After day 1 40-50 point lead to top5, 10 points difference between 1st and 3rd
● min goal: keep top10, max goal: win the contest



First 2 hours of the contest

● Read all the problems
● One of them was easier - solved after 1:40
● After 2h I had 100, 0, 0 points. Interactive problem easy for 64 points. Last 

problem very hard

Goal for the next 3h: spend more time on p3 than other people, I can only lose 36 
points on the interactive.



Next 3 hours

● Failed to solve the problem, ended up with 3 points on it
● Last 15 minutes I tried optimizing interactive, got +18 points right before end
● Got 3rd place



Further optimizations



Further optimizations



Worth keeping in mind

Strategy isn’t about making perfect choices. 

It’s about making fewer bad ones — and knowing why.


