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Sum of any Square Tic Tac Toe Board Which Ends in a Draw 

Imagine you are playing a game of Tic Tac Toe with numbers instead of letters with “X” 

as 0 and “O” as 1. If the person playing zero went first, what would the sum of the numbers on 

the board be if the game ended in a draw? A simple drawing will provide you with the answer 4. 

There will be four 1s and five 0s. But what if another friend joined, playing as the number 2, and 

with the board length increased by one on both sides? What would the sum of a tie game be 

then? What is the general formula of the sum of any Tic Tac Toe game which ends in a 

draw for n players? 

● Rules of Tic Tac Toe: 

○ The length of the board’s sides is the number of players n plus one (n + 1). 

■ Eg. 3 players ⟶ 4x4 board. 

○ Players go in numerical order from least to greatest and loop back to the lowest 

number after the highest number has played (3 Players: 0, 1, 2, 0, 1, 2…). 

○ Each player goes until the board is filled in. It doesn’t matter if someone gets 3 in 

a row. The sum will always be the same on a given board if it is filled in because 

each player always goes the same number of times on that board. 

Let’s start by making our own board. The two-player board was previously explained, so 

let’s do a three-player board. The players will fill it out from left to right, top to bottom 

(remember, it doesn’t matter where you put the numbers): 

 

0 1 2 0 

1 2 0 1 

2 0 1 2 

0 1 2 0 



Here, we must pay attention to how many times each player has gone. Player zero has 

gone five times, player one has gone four times, and player two has gone four times. Recall that 

something similar happened in the two player game. Player zero went five times and player one 

went four times. Let’s do one more. This time with four players: 

 

0 1 2 3 0 

1 2 3 0 1 

2 3 0 1 2 

3 0 1 2 3 

0 1 2 3 0 

 

Here, player zero went seven times, player one went six times, and so did everyone 

else, and so a pattern emerges: player zero seems to always go one more time than everyone 

else, meaning that you should be able to represent any board as a sum using sigma notation 

(the player’s number that they play times the number of times they play it plus the same for all 

other players), since adding a zero won’t do anything, but will player zero always move one 

more time than everyone else? If not, you could have an extra  one, two, or seven to account for 

sometimes which would complicate things. Therefore, we must either prove or disprove that 

player zero will always move one more time than everyone else. To set up the proof, we must 

generalize the concept of player zero moving one more time than the other players.  

If the number of spaces on the grid is evenly divisible by the number of  players, that 

means each player goes the same number of times (the answer to the expression being the 

number of times each player will go), but if there is always one space left over, player zero will 

always have to go in that space, and we will always get a remainder of one. Therefore, we must 



prove or disprove that the number of spaces divided by the number of players will always result 

in a remainder of one. Because the board is a square and always one tile longer than the 

number of players, the area of any given board is given by the number of players n plus one 

squared. Dividing this by the number of players we get our generalized expression (n being the 

number of players): 

n
(n+1)2

 

Expanding the numerator, we get: 

n
n +2n+12  

Now, one can clearly see that n evenly goes into the first two terms with just the 1 left over as 

the remainder. This means that, no matter how big the board, all the players will go the same 

number of times, except player zero. He will start off the next cycle of turns, but will be the only 

one to go. Thus, he will always go once more than the other players. We can also visualize 

player zero going once more than all the others by looking at the completed boards. Notice, the 

last square filled in (the bottom right one) always contains a zero. This proof is extremely 

important because we can now say that, essentially, each player always goes the same number 

of times because we would just be adding zero at the end of our sum (remember, we are trying 

to find the sum of all the numbers on any given board). If each player essentially goes the same 

number of times, we can take away the remainder 1 from the above expression because each 

of the other players always moves one less time than player zero. Doing this, we get the 

number of times each player goes for a given board: . Essentially, this is the number ofn
n +2n2  



spaces on the grid over the number of players, and it is clearly always evenly divisible by the 

number of players n. This can be simplified down to . Multiplying this by a player’s numbern + 2  

and repeating the process for all other players will give us our answer. Without sigma notation 

the generalized form is: 

(n ) (n ) .. n )(n )  y = 1 + 2 + 2 + 2 + . + ( − 1 + 2  

where y is the sum of the numbers on the board, and n is the number of players. Each term 

here is the number a player plays multiplied by the number of times that they play it. This gives 

the sum of that player’s moves. Do this for all the players, and you have the answer. Notice how 

player zero doesn’t get a term. This is because it doesn’t follow the pattern. They always go 

once more than the other players, so the term for zero would be  but it is multiplied by(n )  0 + 3  

zero, so it doesn’t matter. Here is the sigma notation (y being the sum of the board and n being 

the number of players): 

(n )y = ∑
n−1

k=1
k + 2  

This form can be converted into a third degree polynomial. Note that  is a constant andn )  ( + 2  

can therefore be factored out of the sum to get: 



n )y = ( + 2 ∑
n−1

k=1
k  

There is actually a formula from the mathematician Carl Friedrich Gauss to calculate the sum of 

a consecutive series of numbers which is now the form of our sum. If you add together the first 

and last terms of any consecutive series of numbers, you will find that that is equal to the sum 

of the second and second-to-last terms, the third and third-to-last terms, and so on. For 

example, if my series was , you see that  , , ,.. 01 + 2 + . + 9 + 1 0 11 + 1 = 1 12 + 9 = 1 13 + 8 = 1  

and so on. Note that the sum is always one more than the largest number in the series (11). 

Since the number of pairs in the series will be  the number of terms divided by 2, you can just 

multiply that by the sum of the first and last terms to get your answer. Put mathematically, the 

formula is: 

 S n = 2
n(a +a )1 n = ∑

a n

k=a 1
k  

Replacing the a’s with our sum and multiplying by , we get:n )  ( + 2  

y = 2
(n+2)(n−1)(n)  

Finally, we simplify this down to its final form: 

n ny = 2
1 3 + 2

1 2 − n  


