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HANDSHAKES 
Everyone in the class must stand up and shake hands with everyone else and say hello. 
Everyone must join in. How many handshakes will there be altogether?  

This will be difficult to count, especially if you have a large class. Try the problem in 
small groups and then compare different methods for finding the answers, or try it with a 
few learners at the front of the class and the remainder of the class counting the 
handshakes.  

How many handshakes are there for 2 people, how many for 3 people, how many for 4 people and so on? 
When the handshaking is finished discuss how many handshakes took place.  

Can you see a pattern? Can you explain it? Can you find a method for getting the answer whatever the size 
of the group? Can you find different methods of finding the number of handshakes? 

 
 
 
Help 
When a problem seems hard to solve a good strategy is to try simple cases of the same problem. 
How many handshakes would there be if there were only 2 students in the class?  
How many for 3 students? How many for 4 students? How many for 5 students?  

 
You could represent people shaking hands by joining points around a circle            
(Mystic Rose).  
Try this for 6 people represented by 6 dots on a circle.  
Can you see a pattern? Can you explain why the pattern occurs?  
 
 

 
 
Extension 
If everyone in a group shakes everyone’s hand could the number of handshakes be 9, 19, 29, 39, ...?  
Are these impossible? How do you know?  
 
Work out whether the following numbers could be the number of handshakes at a mathematical meeting. If 
so how many people would there be at the meeting? 

• 4851 
• 6214 
• 3655 
• 7626 
• 8656 

 
What other impossible patterns can you find for numbers of handshakes?  
Could there ever be a meeting with a multiple of 1000 handshakes? Explain your answer? 
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