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INTRODUCTION:
BEYOND THE
BASICS OF THE
GRID

For many puzzle
enthusiasts, the
transition from a
standard Sudoku
puzzle to a "Hard" or
"Expert" level puzzle
feels like hitting a brick
wall. The initial
satisfaction of placing
a few numbers quickly
vanishes as the grid
fills up, leaving you
staring at a maze of
candidates with no
obvious next move.
You know the basic
rules—each row,

column, and 3x3 box
must contain the digits
1-9 exactly once—but
those rules no longer
seem sufficient. You
have reached the
threshold where simple
scanning and the
occasional single
candidate no longer
work. This is exactly
where the most
rewarding part of the
journey begins.

Learning how to solve
hard Sudoku is not
about memorizing a
single magic trick; it is
about developing a
structured mindset and
a toolkit of advanced
logical techniques.
Hard puzzles are
deliberately designed


https://www.remodelicious.com/

to force you to look at
the grid in a more
abstract way,
considering

relationships between
cells rather than just
looking for an obvious
missing number. This
article will guide you

through that
transformation.
Whether you are

playing on paper, a
mobile app, or a
newspaper, these
strategies will equip
you to conquer even
the most daunting
Expert-level grids. We
will move beyond the
basics, explain the
logic behind each
technique in plain
language, and show
you how to combine
them into a systematic
approach. Let us begin
by understanding what
truly makes a puzzle
"hard" and then dive
into the specific
methods you need to

master.

WHAT DEFINES A
HARD SUDOKU
PUZZLE?

Before applying any
advanced techniques,
it helps to understand
the nature of the
puzzle. A hard Sudoku
puzzle is not simply
one that has fewer
given numbers at the
start, though that is
often a factor. The real
defining characteristic
is the logic depth
required to solve it. In
an easy puzzle, each
step directly follows
from the previous
one—you place a

number, and that
immediately reveals
another single
candidate. In a hard
puzzle, single
candidates become

rare. You must instead
identify patterns across
the grid that allow you
to eliminate

2 How To Solve Hard Sudoku

2023-07-12



How To Solve Hard Sudoku 3

possibilities, often
looking several steps
ahead or considering
multiple cells
simultaneously.

An "Easy" puzzle might
require only two or
three logical steps to
place any given
number. A "Medium"
puzzle might require a
few more steps, often
involving simple
scanning of pairs. A
"Hard" puzzle,
however, frequently
demands that you
consider the
relationship between
four, five, or even six
cells at once. You
might need to test a
hypothesis mentally
("if this cell is a 5, then
that cell cannot be a 5,
which means this other
cell must be a 5...")
and trace the
implications through
the grid. These puzzles
reward patience,
concentration, and a

methodical approach.
The key is to shift your
mindset from "where
can this number go?"
to "which possibilities
can | safely eliminate?"

The
Importan
ce of Full
Candidat
e
Notation

If you are not already
in the habit of filling in
all possible candidates
for every empty cell,
you must start now.
Solving a hard Sudoku
without pencil marks is
nearly impossible for
the vast majority of
players. Use a pencil
(or a digital tool with



annotation) to write
small numbers in each
cell representing every
digit that could
possibly go there,
based on the current
state of the puzzle.
This is called pencil
marking or
candidate notation.
It creates a visual map
of possibilities, and
every advanced
technique is based on
analyzing these
candidates. Without a
full and accurate set of
candidates, you are
effectively flying blind.
Make sure your
notation is neat and
systematic—it will save
you from confusion
later.

ADVANCED
TECHNIQUES: THE
CORE TOOLKIT FOR
HARD SUDOKU

Once your candidates
are in place, you can
begin applying the

advanced patterns.
These techniques are
the bread and butter of
how to solve hard
sudoku. They fall into
several categories,
from simple pairs to
complex chains. We
will start with the most
accessible and work
our way up.

1. Naked
Pairs,
Triples,
and
Quads

This is the most
fundamental advanced
technique and often
the first one you will
use on a hard puzzle. A
Naked Pair occurs
when two cells in the
same row, column, or
box contain exactly the
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same two candidates
(and only those two
candidates). For
example, two cells in a
row both contain only
the candidates {3, 7}.
This means that the
digits 3 and 7 must
occupy those two cells
in some order.
Therefore, you can
safely eliminate the
candidates 3 and 7
from every other cell in
that row. This is a
powerful elimination.

The same logic
extends to Naked
Triples (three cells
that collectively
contain only three
candidates between
them) and Naked
Quads (four cells with
four candidates). While
Naked Triples are fairly
common in hard
puzzles, Naked Quads
are rarer but very
satisfying to spot. The
key is to look for a
small group of cells

that share a limited
number of candidate
digits. Once you
identify them, you can
remove those digits
from all other cells in
the same unit (row,
column, or box). This
technique often
unlocks the next layer
of the puzzle.

2. Hidden
Pairs,
Triples,
and
Quads

This is the complement
of the Naked
technique. A Hidden
Pair occurs when two
candidate digits are
confined to exactly the
same two cells within a
row, column, or box,
even if those cells



contain additional
candidates. For
example, suppose in a
row, the digit 2 only
appears as a candidate
in cells A and C, and
the digit 8 also only
appears as a candidate
in cells A and C, but
those cells might also
contain other
candidates like 4, 6,
and 9. Because the
digits 2 and 8 must
occupy cells A and C,
you can eliminate all
other candidates (4, 6,
9) from those two cells.
This "hides" the pair
among other numbers.
The logic is the same
for Hidden Triples
and Hidden Quads.
These are often harder
to spot than Naked
sets because the cells
are cluttered with false
candidates. To find
them, scan each row,
column, and box for
digits that appear only
in a very limited

number of cells. If two
digits appear only in
the same two cells, you
have a Hidden Pair.
This technique is
incredibly valuable
because it simplifies
cells that otherwise
look like a mess of
possibilities, often
turning them into
Naked Pairs or even
single candidates.

3. The X-
Wing
Pattern

The X-Wing is one of
the most famous "fish"
patterns in Sudoku. It
involves a candidate
digit that creates a
rectangular pattern
across the grid.
Specifically, an  X-
Wing occurs when a
single candidate digit
appears in exactly two
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rows, and in exactly
the same two columns
in both rows. More
precisely, there must
be exactly two cells in
one row that contain
that candidate, exactly
two cells in another
row that also contain
that candidate, and
those cells must align
vertically in the same
two columns. This
forms the four corners
of a rectangle (the
"X").

Why is this useful?
Because the candidate
digit must be placed in
one of the two rows in
the pattern, and in one
of the two columns.
This means that any
other cell in those two
columns that is not
part of the pattern
cannot contain that
candidate digit. The X-
Wing effectively allows
you to eliminate that
candidate from those
columns in other rows.

It is a beautiful and
logical pattern that
often cracks open a
stubborn puzzle.
Learning to spot X-
Wings is a significant
step forward in how to
solve hard sudoku.

4. The
Swordfish
Pattern

The Swordfish is an
extension of the X-
Wing concept. Instead
of two rows and two
columns, a Swordfish
involves three rows
and three columns. A
candidate digit appears
in exactly three rows,
and in each of those
rows, it appears in
exactly two or three
columns, and together
those columns are
exactly three distinct
columns. The logic is



the same as the X-
Wing but more
complex: because the
candidate must be
placed in one of the
three rows in the
pattern, it cannot
appear in the same
columns outside the
pattern. The Swordfish
allows you to eliminate
that candidate from
the affected columns in
all other rows. It is
rarer than the X-Wing,
but when it appears, it
is a very powerful
move. With practice,
you can train your eye
to scan for these three-
by-three fish patterns.

5. The
XY-Wing
(also

known as
Bent
Triple)

The XY-Wing is a
different  class of
technique that involves
three cells with exactly
two candidates each,
forming a  specific
relationship. Let us call
the three cells A, B,
and C. Cells A and B
share a candidate (say,
X), and cells A and C
share a different
candidate (say, Y). Cell
A (the "pivot") contains
candidates {X, Y}. Cell
B contains {X, Z} and
cell C contains {Y, Z},
where Z is the third
candidate. If the pivot
A is X, then B cannot
be X (so B is Z). If the
pivot A is Y, then C
cannot be Y (so Cis Z).
Therefore, regardless
of which digit ends up
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in cell A, the digit Z will
appear in either cell B
or cell C. This means
that any cell that can
"see" both B and C
(i.e., is in the same
row, column, or box as
both) cannot contain Z.
This is a classic
elimination pattern.
The XY-Wing requires
careful visualization
but is extremely
reliable once you
understand the logic.

6. Simple
Coloring
and
Single
Digit
Chains

Coloring techniques
are used to analyze the

implications of a single
candidate digit across
the whole grid. Simple
Coloring (also known
as single-digit chains)
involves identifying a
candidate digit that
appears in a pattern
where you can assign
alternating colors to
cells, representing a
"true" or "false" state
logically connected by
strong links (i.e., cells
where that digit must
be in one of two
places). You start with
a cell and assign it
color A (true). Then
any cell that is the only
other place for that
candidate in the same
row, column, or box
gets color B (false).
You propagate this
logic throughout the
grid. If at any point you
find that a cell of color
A and a cell of color B
are in the same unit
(row, column, or box),
you have a



contradiction, meaning
color A cannot be true,
and all cells of color A
can be eliminated.
Alternatively, if you
find that a cell outside
the chain can see both
a color A and a color B
cell of the same
candidate, that cell
cannot contain that
candidate. This
technique is powerful
for breaking complex
deadlocks.

/. Forcing
Chains
and the
Nishio
Method

For the most difficult
puzzles, when all else
fails, you may need to
use Forcing Chains.
This is a form of

10

controlled guesswork.
You start by selecting a
cell with two
candidates and assume
one of them is correct.
Then you trace the
logical implications of
that choice through the
grid using the other
techniques (pairs,
singles, etc.). If you
reach a contradiction
(e.g., a cell ends up
with no possible
candidate), then your
assumption was false,
and you can place the
other candidate. If you
reach a solution, you
know the assumption
was correct.

The Nishio method is
a specific type of
forcing chain applied to
a single candidate
digit. You assume a cell
contains a particular
digit and then trace the
implications to see if
that digit can be
placed in all other cells
that require it without
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conflict. If a conflict
arises, the original
premise is false, and
you can eliminate that
candidate from the
starting cell.

It is important to note
that forcing chains
should be a last resort.
They are less elegant
and more cumbersome
than pattern-based
techniques. However,
in the hardest puzzles,
they are sometimes
the only path forward.
Use them sparingly
and always double-
check your logic.

A STEP-BY-STEP
STRATEGY FOR
HARD SUDOKU

Knowing the

techniques is one
thing; applying them in
a systematic order is
another. Here is a
recommended
workflow for how to
solve hard sudoku
efficiently. This
strategy minimizes
random searching and
maximizes logical
progress.

1. Complete and
Verify
Candidates:
Before anything
else, fill in all
possible
candidates for
every empty cell.
Double-check
that no obvious
placements were
missed. This is
your foundation.



