processes
Article

Real-Time Decision-Support System for High-Mix
Low-Volume Production Scheduling in Industry 4.0
Balázs Kocsi *

, Michael Maiko Matonya

, László Péter Pusztai

and István Budai

Department of Engineering Management and Enterprise, Faculty of Engineering, University of Debrecen,
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Abstract: Numerous organizations are striving to maximize the profit of their businesses by the
effective implementation of competitive advantages including cost reduction, quick delivery, and
unique high-quality products. Effective production-scheduling techniques are methods that many
firms use to attain these competitive advantages. Implementing scheduling techniques in high-mix
low-volume (HMLV) manufacturing industries, especially in Industry 4.0 environments, remains
a challenge, as the properties of both parts and processes are dynamically changing. As a reaction
to these challenges in HMLV Industry 4.0 manufacturing, a newly advanced and effective real-time
production-scheduling decision-support system model was developed. The developed model was
implemented with the use of robotic process automation (RPA), and it comprises a hybrid of different
advanced scheduling techniques obtained as the result of analytical-hierarchy-process (AHP) analysis.
The aim of this research was to develop a method to minimize the total production process time
(total make span) by considering the results of risk analysis of HMLV manufacturing in Industry 4.0
environments. The new method is the combination of multi-broker (MB) optimization and a genetics
algorithm (GA) that uses general key process indicators (KPIs) that are easy to measure in any kind of
production. The new MB–GA method is compatible with industry 4.0 environments, so it is easy to
implement. Furthermore, MB–GA deals with potential risk during production, so it can provide more
accurate results. On the basis of survey results, 16% of the asked companies could easily use the new
scheduling method, and 43.2% of the companies could use it after a little modification of production.
Keywords: decision-support system; real-time production-scheduling techniques; RPA; HMLV
production; risk analysis; Industry 4.0

1. Introduction
Market diversification and ever-changing, uncertain demands urge many enterprises to speedily
respond to expected customer satisfaction. High-mix low-volume (HMLV) production is a category
of processes that allow for a high variety of products to be produced in relatively small amounts.
The high variety of products in question causes a number of complications in the implementation
of several production-scheduling techniques. Many products are highly customized according
to various demands that are nonrepetitive and require completely different processing sequences.
The cycle time for each production process of each product is irregular, and the predictability of
the process is problematic and complex [1]. The HMLV production process is currently a global
trend that requires a high degree of customization and high frequency of machine changeover [2–4].
Many manufacturing industries need to use different varieties of production-scheduling methods in
order to increase productivity and reduce production costs [5,6]. Production scheduling in several
manufacturing industries has been extensively applied over the past few years, and continues
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to be increasingly demanded in this era of cyber–physical systems and digitized-manufacturing
environments. The invention of new and advanced production-scheduling methods is becoming
imperative in today’s digitized manufacturing [5,7]. Scheduling means the allocation of resources and
the sequence of jobs for the production of goods and services. The production schedule determines
when each job begins and ends on each machine. Scheduling is an act of determining priorities or
organizing activities to meet certain requirements, constraints, or objectives [8,9]. Predictive–reactive
scheduling approaches generate a predictive schedule offline (before production begins) and correct
the given schedule online (during production) [10]. The smart-scheduling layer primarily works with
advanced models and algorithms to calculate with recorded data by sensors. Data-driven techniques
and advanced decision architectures can be used for smart scheduling, for example, to achieve
real-time, reliable scheduling with the use of a smart distribution model to generate a hierarchical
interactive architecture [11]. Real-time decision-making is the provision of information in context that
is integrated with the workflow in real time and that can be applied to any device, anywhere, any time,
for making decisions. In the context of production scheduling, smart sensors are inevitable in real-time
decision making.
Digital manufacturing is an integrated type of manufacturing controlled by a computer system
that has proven to be a promising form of manufacturing in Industry 4.0. Digital manufacturing is more
realistic when conventional manufacturing technologies are combined with digital techniques [12].
There are a number of key factors to consider when implementing digital manufacturing, and several
areas where digital manufacturing works well [13]. Industry 4.0, or the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
refers to closed and connected systems that blur the boundaries between real and virtual factories,
represented by cyber–physical systems (CPSs). Big data are large databases that are constantly
updated and cannot be analyzed by conventional methods [14,15]. A cyber–physical system (CPS) is a
system of collaborating computational elements that controls physical entities. A CPS is a physical
and engineered system whose operation is monitored, co-ordinated, controlled, and integrated by a
computing and communication core. Industry 4.0 can be described as the interconnection of production
systems with a cyber–physical system. An essential component of Industry 4.0 is the cyber–physical
system that can be described as an embedded system that relies on sensors to record data and
manipulate physical processes with the help of actuators operated in digital networks [16]. On the
basis of a number of literature reviews, the most relevant core elements are connectedness, smart
machines and products, decentralization, big data, and cybersecurity [17]. CPS is described by its three
main characteristics: intelligence, connectedness, and responsiveness to changes [16]. Combinations of
real and big data also offer new opportunities for process planning. The process model is developed by
a machine-learning algorithm combined with a metaheuristic so that several sets of optimized process
parameters can be derived.
1.1. Problem Description
Figure 1 below illustrates the general concept of the problem to be solved. The assumption is
that there is a manufacturing cell that includes more than five machines and more than 10 jobs, so
a number of activities must be performed by the given machines. Production scheduling is the key
problem, and the idea behind it is to automate the new production-scheduling model with the help
of robotic processing automation. The developed model involves the extraction of information from
the enterprise-resource-planning (ERP) system, where key process indicators (KPIs) and production
inputs are key factors for the model. ERP information is collected by smart sensors that are installed
on each machine and are able to read the attached workpiece information to be processed on a given
machine in respective sequence. The newly developed model provides results that the robotic process
automation (RPA) uses as a decision-making point to achieve the lowest cost and least tardiness.
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Figure 1. Problem-description diagram.

1.1.1. Mathematical Model
Jobs J = J1 , J2 , . . . , Jn is a set of n independent jobs to be scheduled. Each job Ji consists of a
sequence Oi 1, Oi 2, . . . , Oi ni of operations to be performed one after the other according to a given
sequence. All jobs are available at time 0 for each machine. The letter M = M1 , M2 , . . . Mm represents
a set of m machines. Every machine performs only one operation at a time. All machines are available
at time 0 [18]. HMLV production is generally classified into two categories: each machine can be
processed by any of the M machines, and each operation can be performed only on a subset of M
machines.
1.1.2. Further Assumptions
1.
2.
3.
4.

Every operation is processed by only one machine at a time;
operation processing times are independent from one another;
pre-emption of operations is not allowed, i.e., any operation, once started, must be completed
without interruption; and
the required setup time to program to process an operation is included in the job-processing time.

On the basis of these assumptions, the mathematical model of production scheduling is as
seen below:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

N = total number of jobs;
M = total number of machines;
Gi = total number of alternative processing plans of job i;
Oi jl = j-th operation in l-th alternative process plan of job i;
Pi l = number of operations in l-th alternative process plan of job i;
k = alternative machines corresponding to oi jl;
ti jlk = earliest completion time of operation Oi jl on machine k;
Ci jlk = earliest completion time of operation Oi jl on machine k;
Ci = completion of job i;
Ti = tardiness of job i; and
Li = lateness of job i.
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The aim of this research paper was to develop a new advanced and effective real-time
production-scheduling decision-support system model that could deal with production-risk analysis
in real time. The developed model was implemented by the use of robotic process automation
(RPA), and it is the hybrid of different advanced scheduling techniques obtained as the result of
analytical-hierarchy-process (AHP) analysis. The aim of this research was to develop a method of
minimizing total production-process time (total make span), and to perform risk analysis of HMLV
manufacturing in an Industry 4.0 environment.
The subject of this paper is a critical evaluation of the literature review on real-time
decision-support methods, production-scheduling methods, and the identification of key performance
indicators—the requirements of Industry 4.0. The paper analyzes the gap and devises improved
methods or models that are suitable for HMLV manufacturing industries.
Figure 2 below shows the positions of the research questions for each step to be performed.

Figure 2. Positions of research questions towards research-paper steps.

1.2. Production-Scheduling Techniques
A heuristic method was proposed for scheduling multiple projects subject to cash constraints [19].
The heuristic was used to determine cash availability during a given period by identifying all possible
activity schedules.
1.2.1. Genetic Algorithms
This is a metaheuristic inspired by the process of natural selection, where the process begins
with a set of individuals called a population, and each individual is a solution to the given problem.
An individual may be a set of variables called genes. Genes are combined to form a chromosome that
can be interpreted as a “solution” in a scientific context in engineering manufacturing. The following
step, called the fitness of the function, is observed to reveal how good it is through the fitness score of
the values, and each score is based on probability [20–24]. Along with appointing individual members
fit for the job to be performed, another perpetuation of the next generation is also selected. The best
selected individuals are then crossed, that is, followed by mutations, until the desired solution is reached.
Complex problems can be solved with the use of genetic algorithms that are capable of finding an
optimal solution [25,26]. GA is a natural process of evolution in biological sciences, and it has the power
of solving heuristics-related problems [23,27]. The authors in [28] used a modified version of genetic
algorithms to solve flexible job-shop scheduling problems (JSPs). Genetic algorithms are a subset of
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stochastic-search algorithms that can serve as a very effective selection method for discovering optimal
solutions to a wide range of problems. The purpose of applying a modified genetic algorithm was to
minimize the makespan of the JSP. When applying a GA, the following parameters must be set: encoding
method, chromosome length, population size, mating method, crossover method and rate, mutation
method and rate, fitness method, selection mechanism, and termination condition [27,29,30].
GAs are used to generate high-quality solutions for optimization and search problems by relying
on bioinspired operators such as mutation, crossing, and selection. To perform a GA, there must be a
specific sequence of tasks and start times (genes) that represent a genome of our population.
1.2.2. Hybrid Optimization Scheduling Method
This method aims at combining the above two or more approaches to create a more effective
and efficient production-scheduling method. The hybrid approach combines the Mixed Integer
Programming (MIP) model, the simulation model, and the genetic algorithm as follows. First, the MIP
model is used to obtain an optimal schedule for production and transportation processes in terms of
supply-chain costs, considering the system in a purely deterministic way. Subsequently, the simulation
model is used to evaluate the performance of this obtained schedule in terms of the number of resulting
delayed orders, where stochastic behavior is based on probability distributions [26,27,29–33]. It belongs
to the group of solutions to a given problem within a short period of time.
1.3. Multibroker–Genetic-Algorithm (MB–GA) Scheduling Method
The volume of available data is exponentially increasing in the case of industrial processes.
Furthermore, additional Internet of Things (IoT) tools are being invented and utilized every day [34].
Considering these facts, manufacturing processes are fundamentally changing. This results in the
more effective use of production-scheduling techniques than traditional ones. If manufacturing data
are available and accessible, decision makers can take the risks into consideration during the planning
phase of production, as well as interference in the operations of the system when deviation is detected.
The newly developed multibroker genetic-algorithm (MB–GA) scheduling method uses general
KPIs and parameters, and this is why it is not industry-specific. It is suitable for scheduling production
programs in the HMLV industry. The values of these parameters are easy to measure, and KPI values
are easy to calculate.
The developed method is compatible with different maturity levels of Industry 4.0. If the company
has a high maturity level in Industry 4.0, the process of Hybrid scheduling model by RPA can easily be
implemented where data are gathered by sensors and optimization is automatically run by RPA. If the
company has a low level of maturity, it can use just the optimization part , where input is manually
gathered for optimization.
Compared to other methods, such as linear programming, heuristics, and genetic algorithms,
this MB–GA scheduling strategy is a multilayer-filter approach that considers the workload and
job-cost ratios of the system. It is flexible and easy to operate in Industry 4.0. This method supports
multiobjective function and parallelism, it is easy to modify, and adaptable to various problems and
time-consuming results.
The new MB–GA method is compared to other scheduling methods by RPA with respect to
attributes of Industry 4.0, and the new method has a massive advantage in the field of flexibility.
2. Background
The attributes and techniques of Industry 4.0 are presented in this section. These attributes
and techniques were taken into consideration as requirements during the development of the new
scheduling method.
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2.1. Industry 4.0
Over time, extensive literature was developed on real-time decision-support systems for planning
and scheduling operations in Industry 4.0. This paper begins with a brief review of the literature on
production-scheduling methods and techniques; however, the question arises as to whether these
methods can be sufficiently synchronized with Industry 4.0 environments. The Internet of Things, big
data, cloud computing, simulation, augmented reality, robotics, additive manufacturing, cybersecurity,
and the integration of horizontal and vertical systems, are keywords of Industry 4.0. The Industry 4.0
concept is associated with the technical perspectives of the integration of cyber–physical systems
(CPSs) into manufacturing operations, and the integration of Internet of Things (IoT) technologies into
industrial processes represented by smart factories, smart products, and extended value networks.
They are vertical, horizontal, and end-to-end integrations [35–37].
The novel production process, identified as digital manufacturing in new factories, combines
Industry 4.0 technologies, including 3D printing, the Internet of Things, big data, simulation tools,
and three-dimensional visualization [38]. The authors in [39,40] highlighted the importance of real-time
scheduling in HMLV manufacturing, emphasized the use of group sequences as a decision-support
system, and further explained that real-time decisions can be categorized into three types: decisions to
start processing an operation, decisions to interrupt the processing of an operation and at the end of
a processing-unit breakdown, and decisions to resume the processing of the interrupted operation
assigned to the resources. The group sequence of the permutable operations was proposed to be used
as a subset of the available scheduling methods.
The authors in [41] proposed overtime scheduling, an application in finite-capacity real-time
scheduling that determines which work centers are needed, and when and how much overtime is
required to meet the requested due time within the overtime cost. A finite-capacity real-time scheduling
and planning system was used. In [18], the authors investigated the integration of smart manufacturing
and Industry 4.0 production environments with physical and decisional aspects of manufacturing
processes in autonomous and decentralized systems. Smart scheduling was introduced to achieve
a flexible and efficient production schedule on the fly in a 4.0 environment equipped with cloud
computing, Internet of Things (IoT), big data, and radio-frequency identification (RFID) technologies
that are intertwined in a way in which work is done, and business logistics processes are performed
and reported in the ERP system in real time.
According to the author of [42], there are different types of decision-support systems. Data-,
model-, knowledge-, document-, and communication-driven systems are the most common
decision-support systems (DSSs); in addition, intelligence- and data-driven DSSs are highly preferred.
Big-data analytics combined with learning agents and deep-learning toolkits, and trained with
artificial neural networks, simulations, and forecast toolkits can provide substantial information
and data to a DSS. A multiagent-based system is a complex autonomous and intelligent system that
is popularly applied in production scheduling, and its applicability is determined as agents that
represent subsystems. Each agent determines its own course of actions and other agents may influence
an agent’s decision by means of co-ordination or collaborations. Agents representing subsystems can
solve problems within their domains with their own of control and execution. Each agent executes its
own work without being dependent on another agent.
The author of [43] studied the development of a real-time monitoring system as a decision-support
system for flood-hazard mitigation. In this study, photography, communication, geometry-information
display, and network technology were used to provide real-time monitoring images at critical
gauge stations, and it suggested that users should use mobile phones to receive or report real-time
flood-related information at any place and time.
2.2. Robotic Process Automation (RPA)
RPA is an umbrella term for tools that operate similarly to a human by being on the user interface
of another computer system [44]. The application of this technology allows for computer software to
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partially or fully automate human activities that are manual, repetitive, and rule-based. It normally
applies the “if/then/else” rule [44]. RPA allows for a company to map a definable, repeatable,
and rule-based business process, and assign a software “robot” to manage the execution of that process.
It is assumed that 22% of IT jobs can be replaced by robotic process automation in coming years, and all
non-value-added steps were shown to significantly exceed 40% [45]. RPA increases efficiency and
effectiveness by reducing the workforce through the so-called “digital workforce” [45]. According
to [46], RPA has a technical infrastructure that includes
1.
2.
3.
4.

interactive clients (developer or controller);
runtime resource PCs (1–10 robots per pc);
application servers (service, I per 100 robots); and
database (1 per environment).

For [47], an RPA system includes IoT devices and a server as part of the subnetwork for secure
communication relating to high-mix low-volume production processes. Robotics is where machines
mimic human actions; the process is a sequence of steps to perform a task, and automation performs
any meaningful task without human intervention [47–49]. The authors of [50] explained that RPA is
the wave of innovation that will change outsourcing strategies; it was launched as an experiment at
Telefonica O2 in 2010 and was designed for high-volume low-complexity processes. This company
implemented Blue Prism as an RPA. RPA does not rely on/involve any inventions of software or
technology for automation. The same RPA tool can be used to automate various projects that use
different technologies and do not require human intervention. More than 12 companies participate in
RPA, but the top three companies are Automate Anywhere, UiPath, and Blue Prism [51]. Automate
Anywhere is recommended to be used for forward office (FOR) and backward office (BOR) robotics,
UiPath performs well in FOR, and Blue Prism is efficient in BOR robotics. Robotics: machines that
mimic human actions are called robots.
Process: a sequence of steps that lead to a meaningful activity, for example, the process of making
apple juice.
Automation:Any process that is done by a robot without human intervention. In summary,
imitating human actions to perform a sequence of steps that lead to a meaningful activity without any
human intervention is known as robotic process automation.
2.2.1. RPA Tool Features
1.
2.
3.
4.

Web automation: this feature allows companies to automate web interactions by identifying web
elements and accurately manipulating them.
GUI automation: The process of simulating mouse and keyboard actions on Windows, and it
controls screen scraping. This is the process of extracting text from websites and win32 apps.
Microsoft automation: automating Microsoft Office applications may be the most commonly
used feature of RPA tools.
Citrix automation: surface/Citrix automation is used because components of virtual machines
cannot be accessed.

A study conducted by [44] to show the position of RPA in system, seen by many organizations
as a way to quickly achieve a high return on investment [44]. Debates still continue as to whether it
should be used tactically or strategically [52,53].
2.3. Process Monitoring
The monitoring process for an HMLV production schedule must consist of three basic
interconnected components: (a) database; (b) scheduling engine; and (c) user interface (UI).
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2.4. Model Requirements
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

Due/finishing date of the job;
processing time of each the job;
maximal completion time of the job;
job weight;
preparation time for start-up;
number of jobs to be processed;
steps to be taken during the job;
starting time of the job on a given machine;
number of machines
expected needed time to process the job;
permutation job setting;
number of orders;
priority of orders;
task priority (task value);
variance of time needed to process the job on a given machine;
waiting time; and
worker walking time.

2.5. Manufacturing-Environment Requirements
2.5.1. Forecast of Customer Demand
Demand is a fundamental key aspect in high-mix low-volume production scheduling. It is a
triggering parameter to start production, and it justifies the existence of a company in a competitive
world. Knowing demand in real time helps to apply the just-in-time philosophy. Despite the dynamic
nature of demand in HMLV manufacturing systems, demand forecasting is still very important to
some extent. Forecasting means making a present approximation about a future occurring event,
and demand means requirements for products and/or services to be sold or supplied to the customer.
The developed model in question must be able to integrate with the customer database, which can be
achieved through the connection of the model to the ERP system. The developed model is operated by
a robotic-process-automation system.
2.5.2. Available Resources in Real Time (Labor, Machines)
The availability of labor and machines in real time is as crucial as having an engine in a
car. Machines perform the jobs, and human resources operate the machines. Without having
smart machines and smart workers, it is impossible to implement smart scheduling in Industry 4.0
environments. For the availability of machines, continual maintenance is required. Lean philosophy
and a total quality-management system must be applied in order to utilize machines and labor to
maximal efficiency.
2.5.3. Bill of Materials (BOM)
The expected duration of scheduling throughout the production process is highly dependent
on many factors, including the availability of raw material. If raw materials are well-organized and
appropriately described, it facilitates scheduling to be realistic during optimization. Before costs of
manufacturing are determined and quoted on the basis of customer orders, it is possible to create a
BOM, which is one of the subsets and key data in material-requirement planning (MRP). Other key
data can be the availability of computerized production and inventory systems, and a complete list
of components that constitutes a prototype, an assembled, or usable product. In most cases, the bill
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of materials includes the following elements: quantity, item ID no, description, and cost, and total
project cost [54].
Takt time considers the average production working time of the manufacturing process [55]. It is
the pace in which a product must be produced in order to satisfy customer demands, or the desired
time required to produce a unit of production output. From customers’ point of view, takt time means
feasible operating time tailored to their needs. From an operational point of view, takt time is an initial
design variable that dictates the architecture of the entire manufacturing operation. Therefore, takt
time is the piece of data that shows how fast to produce according to the desired product demand. Takt
time is used for efficient workforce and capacity planning, and for controlling processes by finding
bottlenecks and constraints during production [56,57].
Takt time =

Net time available
Total customer demand

(1)

Takt time cannot be measured by a stopwatch, but it can be calculated by the formula above.
2.5.4. Available Event Logs
Event logs are crucial as a starting point for any process mining. Event logs (data management),
product data, process, resources, model, and scenario all need to be linked to the ERP system that
works together with HMI and SCADA, and provides data import and export facilities with path,
feedings, equipment, and handlers. The process-planning level to control level has to be combined
from the performance system of manufacturing [58–60].
2.5.5. Internet of Things (Connectedness)
IoT refers to the network of interconnected every-day items that are often equipped with
ubiquitous intelligence [61,62]. The Internet of Things (IoT) is the inter-related system of physical
computing devices that can be accessed via the Internet [63]. The Internet of Things can refer to any
object, machine, or person that is capable of transmitting and collecting data without external support
as Figure 3 presented. There are four components of the Internet of Things: sensors, connectivity,
people, and processes. The IoT refers to objects with sensing or processing capabilities, each assigned a
unique IP address that communicates data over the Internet without the need for human interaction.
In a broader sense, the IoT includes artificial-intelligence, cloud-computing, next-gen-cybersecurity,
big-data, twin-simulation, augmented- and virtual-reality, blockchain, and advanced-analytics
technologies [63–69]. Technologies that support the Internet of Things include 802.11 Wi-Fi, 802.16
Wi-Max, 802.15.4-LR WPAN, 2G/3G/4G mobile communication, 802.15.1 Bluetooth, and LoRaWAN
RI.O (LoRA) [70].

Figure 3. Four-stage Internet of Things (IoT) solution architecture [65].
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2.5.6. Sensors and Actuators
Human sensors, user inputs, documents, environment sensors, localization, motion,
and actuators [61,62] are data inputs for many smart devices.
2.5.7. Monitored Production
Monitoring production is one of the key factors in Industry 4.0 environments. Figure 4 shows a
monitored general-purpose machine cell, where each machine in the cell is connected to Wi-Fi that
sends signals to every machine depending on the task at hand.

Figure 4. Monitored production.

2.5.8. Product Cycle Time
Most companies that involve customers at the stage of product design and development may
experience shorter cycle times and realize higher profits as compared to firms whose customers are not
involved. Cycle time is the time interval between finished goods, and it is the actual time that it takes
for an employee to complete one cycle of their process. Cycle time can be measured by a stopwatch.
Measured cycle time helps to determine the reliability of the system, and it is one of the determinants
in the digitized environment among production-scheduling methods. If data were previously collected
in the event log, cycle-time analysis can be performed by descriptive statistics that are then used to
monitor deviations in the actual production stage [71].
2.5.9. Control System
The designed production-scheduling model needs to show the control of delivery time, costs,
and quality of the product being produced. If the model can show the scheduled production in a Gantt
chart, then that production can be visualized and controlled. During the actual execution of production
processes, a control system is needed to ensure that scheduled production is maintained as planned.
Cycle-time variance is under control. After calculating statistical analysis of the cycle time (mean,
mode, and median), it is possible to monitor and control the variances. The task is to ensure that total
optimized tardiness (minimized) is maintained throughout production. The most important factor in
tracking/monitoring and performing cycle-time analysis is the elimination of work stoppages [72].
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2.5.10. Inventory Level in Real Time
The authors in [73] developed a probabilistic form of standard material-requirement planning
(MRP) in production planning for product remanufacturing. It considers variables of yield ratios of
good, bad, and repairable components collected from incoming units, as well as those of probabilistic
processing time and yield at each stage of the remanufacturing process. MRP is a general approach to
production planning in a traditional manufacturing environment. Altendorfer (2019) investigated the
interaction of different planning parameters, loT size, safety stock, and planned lead times for different
items in his study titled “the effect of limited capacity on optimal planning parameters” in a multi-item
production system, where information about setup times and advance demand had been provided.
2.5.11. Available ERP System
ERP is a packaged software system that enables the consolidation of operations, business
operations, and functions through common data-processing and communications protocols [6]. As the
number of jobs increases, the complexity of the scheduling problem is manifested through common
data-processing and communication protocols. The American Production and Inventory Control
Society [74] defines ERP as a method of effectively planning and controlling all resources that
record data about manufacturing, delivery, and customer orders during production, distribution,
and service. ERP links all areas of a company, including operations and logistics, sales and marketing,
human resources, and finances. ERP traces its roots to material-requirement planning (MRP) and
manufacturing-resource planning (MRPII). Consulting and other costs should also be considered
when determining ERP software and hardware costs. ERP enhances a company’s competitive and
strategic advantages. Integrating ERP in high-mix low-volume production scheduling results in the
reduction of wasted resources in the form of materials, energy, inventory defects, wasted capacity, labor
control, and work-in-progress control. The reduction of waiting, cycle, and setup times, and delays
can also be realized with ERP, and it can efficiently co-ordinate the work of all departments within an
organization [6,74–79].
3. Materials and Methods
The steps of the research were the following:
1.

2.

Analysis of high-mix low-volume production-scheduling techniques, manufacturing-system
environmental requirements (Industry 4.0 environments), and model requirements.
First step: intensive literature review of scheduling techniques, manufacturing-system
environments, and model-system requirements was implemented.
Second step: creating a list of scheduling techniques, manufacturing system requirements,
and model demand.
Third step: creating the weighting-score list of the manufacturing list on the basis of their
importance by their importance using the multicriteria decision-making technique.
Fourth step: applying AHP to find the most suitable scheduling techniques on the basis of scores
of the manufacturing-system and model requirements.
Fifth step: Data on risk-analysis techniques used in SMEs and start-ups were gathered from
five countries, namely, Croatia, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia, and Slovakia. The aim of the survey
was to get a general view of the most common types of risk-analysis methods used by SMEs
and start-ups to determine if the developed risk-analysis method was easy to implement or not.
During the three-month-long data-collection period from December 2019 to March 2020, 199
responses were collected. However, 43 responses from large companies did not fit the scope of
the project (the focus was on SMEs and start-ups); therefore, these responders had to be excluded
from analysis. After data cleansing, there were 156 valid responses.
The concept of a real-time decision technique, combined with time- and cost-based failure-mode
and effect analysis controlled by RPA, was created.
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Taking properties of Industry 4.0 into consideration, the authors developed an MB–GA method
for production scheduling. The developed model was compared with other scheduling methods
existing in the literature in order to examine the new model’s performance and its advantages.
For comparison, the AHP method was applied.

3.1. Hybrid Scheduling MB–GA Process Automated by RPA
Figure 5 below presents the developed concept. The concept consisted of four main parts: (1) the
heart of the system was MB–GA optimization as illustrated in Figure 6; (2) risk analysis, (3) when the
optimal production program was simulated to see its possible result, and (4) when the production
process was monitored. Every part could be performed by RPA. The input data arrived from the
ERP system, and the RPA checked the resources. If there were enough materials, available machines,
and operators, and all information was available, the optimizing engine started to find the best solution.
3.2. New Hybrid (MB–GA) Optimization Method
The new hybrid scheduling approach contains the multibroker (MB) and genetic-algorithm (GA)
approaches to form the MB–GA production-scheduling approach. The scheduling protocol was
structured in such a way that the multibroker is aconfigured first, and the agents’ performance is used
as the deciding factor for more processing in the genetic algorithm. This work considered only two
variables that are eligible for decision making that involved the collection of available resources in real
time. The factors used in this optimization process can be seen below.
Machine–workload ratio agent: the machine workload ratio is the measure of how busy machines
are at the respective time of scheduling, and it can be calculated as follows.
MW LR =

SetupTime j + Quantity j ∗ RunTime j

i
i
i
,
∑ MachineCapacity
∗ Quantityo f Machines

(2)

where MWLR is the machine-workload ratio.
From the above equation, if workload load ratio was higher than the given threshold factor, let us
assume that it was 90%, it implied that the machine was busy by that percentage and omitted during
real-time scheduling.
Job-cost ratio: the job-cost-ratio (JCR ) factor was obtained by the summation of all costs in a
respective machine, as shown below.
JCR =

∑

Material MovementCosti j + SetupCosti j + RunCosti j
TotalCost

(3)

The MB–GA scheduling algorithm began by extracting data from the ERP in .csv form.
The extracted data were compared on the basis of predefined criteria that may be specified by
the production manager as a cut-off point or a selection threshold for the optimization exercise.
The deciding factor in this article was the workload ratio of the machine and the cost ratio of the job.
When both variables were less than 90%, they satisfied conditions for the next stage of generating the
initial population for the optimization process. When conditions were not satisfied, the procedure
must be repeated. Generation of populations was accompanied by the creation of the objective
function, the general selection process, and the selection of parents for mating. The application of
the crossover and mutation rate was another step, followed by the classification of the combined
population, makespan calculation based on its rank, and, after obtaining the best selection, drawing
up the report as the final population.
Input data: The data inputs required in the MB–GA scheduling methods were: required time to
transfer each job to the machine, setup time for each job on each machine, run time for each job on
each machine, steps/operations needed for each job in each machine, cost of transferring every job
from every machine, job-setup cost for each job on each machine, the processing time cost of each job
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in each machine, the number of machines required for each job in a plant, and the capacity of each
machine (quantity/time).

Figure 5. Hybrid scheduling model by robotic process automation (RPA).

Figure 6. Multibroker (MB)–genetic-algorithm (GA) optimization subprocess.

3.3. Risk Analysis
In order to find the best production program, possible risk has to be considered in the planning
phase. A multiobjective approach was developed by [80] that dealt with risks, so it is important to
consider different risks and uncertainty during the process of optimization. Traditional failure-mode
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and -effect analysis (FMEA) is not compatible with this approach due to its subjectivity, so in the
presentation of the new method, modified time- and cost-oriented failure-mode and -effect analysis
was used.
Risk calculation of failures in time- and cost-oriented FMEA is determined on the basis of
measurements. This method was invented by [81]. In this way, the subjectivity of the traditional
method is reduced. The formula of time- and cost-oriented FMEA (tcFMEA) includes the probability
factor of the situation where the total lead time given by Monte Carlo simulation in case of failures in
the production exceeds planned total lead time. An essential part of tcFMEA is expected monetary
value (EMV), which is used in the field of risk management. The goal of this tool is to quantify risks by
calculating average outcomes for future failures that may or may not occur [82]. The impact value of
EMV is the cost of failure and the cost of corrective activities in tcFMEA. The given parameters are the
cost of the fixing process that is essential to eliminate a fault if it appears, the probability of failure
occurrence, and the planned total lead time compared to the total lead time when the failure occurs.
TcFMEA examines and compares different types of failures by the following formula. The calculation
method can be seen below.
tcRPN = [( Pi ∗ Cai + Pe ∗ Cae ) + C f ] ∗ F ∗ Tp

(4)

•
•
•
•
•

Pi = probability of detecting fault before delivery;
Pe = probability of not detecting fault before delivery;
Cai = cost of corrective activities inside the company;
Cae = cost of corrective activities outside the company;
C f = cost of failure;

•
•

F = frequency of failure; and
Tp = 1+ symmetric-mean-absolute-percentage-error (SMAPE ) deviation between planned total
lead time and estimated total lead time with failure, calculated by Monte Carlo simulation.

The most common and efficient way of analyzing manufacturing processes and complex
production is to use a discrete-event simulation model [83]. As a numeric value is to be predicted in
the know of various features, the prediction of a manufacturing lead time is a regression problem.
To describe the prediction error, SMAPE is used.
SMAPE =

1
N

|F − A |

i
i
,
∑ (| Fi | +
| Ai |)/2

(5)

where Fi is the simulated and Ai is the actual lead time of the i − th job.
3.4. Simulation
The whole process was simulated after getting the optimal production program with the risks.
The results of the process simulation were the estimated total process time (TPT), effective capacity,
and first-time quality (FTQ). The minimal and maximal time values of the activities were calculated.
Minimal time value was when an activity ran in the minimal time; maximal time value was when an
activity ran for the longest time. Then, the coefficients of the function were calculated on the basis of
the fuzzy-membership function. The formula below was used:
y=

1
.
1 + eia (bi − x )

(6)

Relaying the function to x , we obtained the following formula.
x = bi −

ln y1 − 1
ai

,

(7)
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where y is a random value between 0 and 1, bi is the intercept term, and ai is the coefficient for the
single input value (x).
On the basis of the above equation, the possible cycle time of each activity was generated between
the minimal and maximal time of the activity; consequently, value y was replaced by a random-number
generator of between 0 and 1. Considering the logic of the process, the total process time of the process
was simulated with 10,000 iterations. Standard deviation and the mean of the generated 10,000 process
runs were calculated, and, with the inverse normal distribution function, the expected total process run
time was calculated at a 95% confidence level. Effective capacity and first-time quality were calculated
after the simulation. If TPT, capacity, and FTQ provided satisfactory levels, production could start. If
not correct, rescheduling and resimulation were needed.
3.5. Monitoring
Tasks were delegated for each machine on the basis of optimization and simulation. Production
started, and the key parameters’ production values were gathered by sensors in real time. The current
status of the process was compared with the simulated value, and if there was any deviation, a revision
was required. There was a possibility to take actions before a poor-quality product was produced or a
delay was expected.
4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Risk Analysis during Scheduling
In real life, scheduling is basically an estimation of the duration of each activity sequence that will
take place. The challenge is to determine the risk paths of operation activities without knowing the
duration of activities. Many operation activities are presented as probability-distribution functions.
Monte Carlo simulation and program evaluation review technique (PERT) are the most commonly
used methods for the estimation of activity duration. Three-point estimation is the main method
for collecting production-risk data that includes optimization, probable duration, and risk outcome.
The main issue in production-scheduling risk analysis is the uncertainty of activity duration that is
based on estimation error, variability, and discrete risk events. There are at least three risk categories,
high (red), medium (yellow), and low (green). The limitation relies on the traditional approach
that results from placing three-point estimation directly on the duration of activities. The main
risk-driving forces in production scheduling are delays, disruptions, system risk, forecast of risk
inventory, and capacity risk [84].
Different potential risks may occur during production. Many companies do not deal with risk and
its evaluation. If companies ignore risks, they can lead to production loss [85] For accurate scheduling,
potential risks must be considered. The use of traditional FMEA is not always appropriate, as it has a
lot of shortcomings. They are
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

decision-making problems [86];
the human factor;
FMEA is time-consuming;
RPN values are not consistent; and
RPN calculation is subjective [87].

The survey was evaluated where the current risk-analysis status of the companies was revealed
in five countries. An essential part of the new MB–GA method is risk analysis. Survey results showed
the companies’ readiness for the implementation of the new method.
On the basis of the survey, the following tables and figure provide information about
•
•

type of risk-identification methods (Table 1);
risk categories (Table 2); and
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the percentage of used risk-analysis methods (Figure 7).

Table 1. Methods of risk identification .
Method Type

Number of Answers

Score in %

Brainstorming meetings
Multiple (or team-based) assessments
Expert opinion (e.g., Delphi method)
Historical data
None of the above

75
44
38
31
1

40
23
20
16
1

Table 2. Risk categories.
Risk Category

Number of Answers

Score in %

Financial risk
Technical risk
Commercial risk
Political risk

68
64
48
1

38
34
27
1

Results can be seen in Tables 1 and 2. The highest percentage of companies used brainstorming as
a method or team-based assessments. Applying these approaches, traditional FMEA could be used
to rank potential risk and root causes. Unfortunately, its reliability was low due to the subjectivity
factor. Companies must have historical data to calculate time- and cost-oriented risk-priority number
(tcRPN). Only 16% of companies had historical data for analysis.

Figure 7. Methods for calculating risk probability.

In total, 25% of the companies used the scoring method to determine risk probability. If a company
used scoring or a risk-impact matrix to calculate the probability, and possessed historical data, tcRPN
calculation was easy to perform. The sum of the scoring risk-impact matrix was 43.2%, which means
that 43.2% of the companies could calculate tcRPN. However, the problem was that only 16% had
historical data. Therefore, 16% of companies could easily perform tcRPN calculations, and a further
43.2% could do so by introducing historical-data collection.
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4.2. AHP Analysis of Scheduling Techniques
Figure 8 below illustrates the created AHP model. The aim of the project was to find the most
suitable real-time scheduling technique that works in Industry 4.0 environments. On the basis of
literature analysis, four main requirements were determined:
1.
2.

3.
4.

Compatibility with manufacturing environment. The model must be in a cyber–physical system
system, and communicate with other elements in the manufacturing system.
Model reliability. The responsible organizations or departments must have access to the model
that must be available at any time. The customization feature is also important because every
business process is slightly different. A good scheduling technique deals with quality and reduces
risk. Therefore, failure-mode and -effect analysis can provide information about possible risks,
and makes more reliable decisions.
First-time quality. First-time quality and other quality features have to be considered.
Requirements for the model to be developed. Expected outcomes are obtained by using different
types of input data, their variety, and the applied algorithm.

Figure 8. Decision hierarchy

4.2.1. Scheduling-Technique Requirements for Selection.
The pairwise comparisons of criteria and related subcriteria were performed, and the obtained
results are as follows.
Criteria and related subcriteria were pairwise compared, and results were as follows: Criteria:
Considering the main criteria, six comparisons were made, and attributes were ranked as:
(1) compatibility with the manufacturing environment, (2) reliability, (3) meeting requirements,
and (4) first-time quality. The consistency ratio of this ranking was 0.02, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Level 1 criteria.
S/No:

Criteria Level 1

Importance

1
2
3
4

Compatible with manufacturing environment
Reliability
First-time quality
Requirements to be made by model itself

0.595
0.245
0.071
0.089

CR = 0.02 .

For subcriteria 1, as illustrated in Table 4, comparisons with a consistency ratio of 0.01 were made:
resources in real time (labor, machines), ranked 1; customer demand, ranked 2; takt time, ranked 3;
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bill of material, ranked 4; available event logs, ranked 5; Internet of Things, ranked 6; sensors and
actuators, ranked 7; monitored production, ranked 8; cycle time of products, ranked 9; control systems,
ranked 10; inventory level in real time, ranked 11; and available ERP system, ranked 12.

Table 4. Level 2—subcriteria 1.
S/No:

Level 2 Criteria

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

Importance

Customer demand
Bill of material
Control system
Cycle time of the product
ERP system
Event logs available
Internet of Things (connectedness)
Inventory Level in real time
Monitored production
Resources in real time ( Lab or , Machine)
Sensors and actuators
Takt time of every product

0.162
0.124
0.028
0.041
0.013
0.097
0.072
0.019
0.052
0.185
0.066
0.142

CR = 0.01 .

For subcriteria 2, as illustrated in Table 5 , four comparisons with a consistency ratio of 0.052 were
made: management and organization were ranked 1; customization, ranked 2; references, ranked 3;
and communication, ranked 4.
Table 5. Level 2—subcriteria 2.
S/No:
1
2
3
4

Level 2 Subcriteria 2

Importance

Management and organization
References
Customization capability
Communication

0.411
0.209
0.333
0.047

CR = 0.052 .

For subcriteria 3, as illustrated in Table 6, three comparisons with a consistency ratio
of 0.072092 were made: product variety, ranked 1; product-quality features, ranked 2; and
production quality, ranked 3.

Table 6. Level 2—subcriteria 3.
S/No:
1
2
3

Level 2 Subcriteria 3
Product Variety
Product-quality features
Production quality

Importance
0.489
0.444
0.067

CR = 0.072092 .

For subcriteria 4, as illustrated in Table 7, comparisons with a consistency ratio of 0.087616 were
made: finishing date of the job, ranked 1; job completion, ranked 2; job weight, ranked 3; job processing
time, ranked 4; job duration, ranked 5; number of machines, ranked 6; number of jobs to be processed,
ranked 7; variance of job needed to process job/machines; ranked 8; priority of orders, ranked 9;
permutation of orders, ranked 10; waiting time, ranked 11; and walking time, ranked 12.
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Table 7. Level 2—subcriteria 4.
S/No:
1
2
3

4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Level 2 Sub-criteria 3

Importance

Due/finishing date of job
Processing time of each job
Maximal limit of completion time of job. If
actual time is longer than planned time, it
needs to be rescheduled.
Weight of job (may be sequence of job)
Preparation time for starting production
Number of jobs that are processed
Number of machines
Permutation job setting
Number of orders
Priority of orders
Variance of time needed to process job on a
given machine
Waiting time
Walking time of workers

0.076
0.146
0.083

0.049
0.145
0.11
0.051
0.056
0.039
0.05
0.039
0.05
0.04

CR = 0.087616 .

Out of 27 scheduling methods, only seven (hybrid optimization, 81.03%; genetic algorithms,
77.88%; multiagent method, 76.33%; neural networks, 72.97%; simulation methods, 72.86%; expert
systems, 70.59%; and tabu search, 69.91%) scored more than 65% and all fell into the category of
heuristic scheduling methods as illustrated in Table 8. Hybrid optimization (genetic algorithms and
multiagent methods) was selected as a model of the decision-support system to be implemented in
robotic process automation.

Table 8. Best scheduling alternatives based on AHP analysis.
S/No:
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Selected Scheduling methods
Hybrid optimization
Genetic algorithms
Multiagent method
Neural network
Simulation methods
Expert system
Tabu search

Score in %
81.03
77.88
76.33
72.97
72.86
70.59
69.91

Results in Table 9 show the scores of each scheduling method after AHP analysis. The new
hybrid (MB–GA) scored 83.42%, the highest percentage. The above was accompanied by a hybrid
scheduling-optimization technique with a score of 82.17%. The last was an expert system with
a ranking of 57.58%.
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Table 9. Score results of best selected scheduling methods after AHP analysis.
S/No:
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Score Results of Scheduling Methods after AHP Analysis

in %

New Hybrid(MB–GA)
Hybrid optimization
Genetic algorithms
Tabu search
Simulation methods
Neural network
Multiagent method
Expert system

83.42
82.17
78.58
76.05
74.39
72.22
69.54
57.58

5. Conclusions
This paper discussed the development of a conceptual real-time decision-support system for
high-mix low-volume (HMLV) production scheduling in Industry 4.0 environments. We compared the
new MB–GA method with different scheduling techniques to reveal their performance in Industry 4.0
environments. Research was guided by our research questions.
Analysis of the scheduling methods was performed by using the analytical-hierarchy-process tool.
Qualitative data were gathered from literature reviews from a variety of scientific sources (journals,
scientific articles and papers, studies, books, and other online platforms) and intuitive thinking.
On the basis of guidance of the research questions, 27 scheduling methods were analyzed and
grouped into eight categories. Then, more than 17 manufacturing requirements were identified that
were later reduced to 12. Subsequently, more than 17 model requirements were identified, and all
were left without pruning/uncut; four reliability and three first-time qualities were also identified.
Lastly, the AHP method was used to select the best alternative from the four categories of attributes,
and compare the new developed method with others existing in the literature.
The real-time decision-support system model for production scheduling in Industry 4.0
environments that is to be implemented under Industry 4.0 stands to be the best global minimal
total makespan and—when implemented in RPA environments—offers a predominant/significant
reduction of rescheduling time by more than 50%, and accuracy by more than 90%.
According to the survey results, 16% of the companies can implement the new method, and an
additional 43.2% can deal with the risks. Consequently, if they collect and measure the required
parameters, they can implement the new method as well. However, this requires and induces a little
modification in production. This modification creates an environment to collect and store historical
data about the production that are required for tcFMEA.
The GA searches a population of points, not a single point. Intrinsically parallel to the population
level, genetic algorithms are scanned. It can also avoid being stuck by conventional solutions from one
point of the local solution. The GA is used in classification and optimization of data mining.
The MB–GA scheduling method involves the mutation operator by adding a randomly generated
number to individual population parameters. This means that there are no exact controllers in MB–GA,
but probability rules are used, and the method is computationally expensive.
At the end of the paper, answers to the research questions are stated:
1.

a. What kind of scheduling methods are available for HMLV manufacturing systems?
b. What kind of scheduling methods can be applied in the field of digitalized manufacturing?
If attributes of Industry 4.0 are considered, the best technique is the new MG–GA scheduling
method. It is flexible and easy to automate, and not industry-specific because it uses general KPIs
and parameters. It has a little advantage ahead of hybrid optimization, and a massive advantage
in respect of the general GA or tabu search. The list about the most suitable scheduling methods
can be seen in Table 9.
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2.

What kind of requirements are stated for scheduling in the field of digitalized manufacturing?

3.

The list of requirements can be seen in Tables 3–7. The most important is available resources
in real time, after customer demands. It is not possible to produce anything without resources
and without every customer demand delivered, which is why resources are ahead of customer
demand. However, in HMLV production, product variety is high, so there is the possibility to
customize by customer.
Can we create a real-time decision-making environment with the use of RPA?
The process model of the developed concept can be seen in Figures 5 and 6.
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BOM
BOR
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DSS
ERP
FMEA
FOR
FTQ
GA
HMI
HMLV
IoT
JCR
JSP
KPI
MA
MB
MIP
MRP
MWLR
RFID
RPA
RPN
SCADA
SMAPE
tcFMEA
tcRPN
TPT

analytical hierarchy process
bill of material
backward office robotics
consistency ratio
decision-support system
enterprise-resource planning
failure-mode and -effect analysis
forward office robotics
first-time quality
genetic algorithm
human machine interface
high-mix low-volume
internet of things
job-cost ratio
job-shop scheduling problem
key process indicator
multiagent
multibroker
mixed integer programming
material-resource planning
machine workload ratio
radio-frequency identification
robotic process automation
risk-priority number
supervisory control and data acquisition
symmetric mean absolute percentage error
time- and cost-oriented failure-mode and -effect analysis
time- and cost-oriented risk-priority number
total process time
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