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We consider a real-world three-dimensional container loading problem in which the objective is to maximize
the volume of the items packed into a single vehicle. While container loading problems have been extensively
studied in the literature, our case study displays a set of item features (rotation, medium-sized dimensions,
stackability, weak heterogeneity) that was not often considered together in previous research papers. In fact,
we show that some of these features can be exploited in an innovative way to derive more effective exact
algorithms. We first describe a compact integer programming model to solve the problem exactly together
with a number of ad hoc reduction procedures and modeling tricks to enhance the empirical performance of
the model. We then present a sequential approach where one generates item columns in a first stage and then
solves a two-dimensional knapsack problem afterwards and show that each of the two components is N'P-hard.
Thereafter, we introduce a set of exact algorithms based on Benders’ decomposition. We identify three ways to
split the problem decisions (deciding if an item should be packed, in which column, in which x-coordinate, and
in which y-coordinate) into the classical master-subproblem framework and we observe trough an extensive
set of computational experiments on both real and randomly generated instances that not all decomposition
methods are as competitive as the others. We conclude our work by showing how relevant extensions of the
problem related to item fragility and customer visit order can be taken into account. Overall, this work aims at
establishing a bridge between the theoretical field of two-dimensional packing problems and the more practical
field of container loading problems.

1. Introduction This problem, which is known as the single container loading prob-

lem in the literature, has been extensively studied by the research

Third-party logistic service providers are responsible for door-to-
door deliveries of goods using vehicles. Each day, there is a set of goods
that needs to be transported from the service provider to one or several
customers. In this work, we are interested in a practical case originating
from a Dutch company, Nunner Logistics, in which the packing layout
of a single truck needs to be optimized.

The problem faced by Nunner Logistics can be summarized as
follows. In the early morning, the company is given a set of pallets (also
called “items” in the following) that needs to be delivered to customers
with a single vehicle (also called “truck” in the following). As there
is only one delivery per day, the objective is to maximize the space
occupied by the pallets in the daily packing layout. In practice, it often
happens that every pallet fits within the truck. As far as packing layout
is concerned, Nunner first stacks the pallets on top of each other to
create item columns that are then positioned into the truck before the
vehicle starts its daily delivery route.

community. Nevertheless, as observed by Bischoff and Ratcliff [1],
existing approaches to container loading problems cannot always be
modified to take into account ad hoc constraints. The authors also
outlined that there were still “scenarios” (i.e., real-world problems)
for which no solution methods were proposed. Whereas the work
of Bischoff and Ratcliff [1] is now almost thirty years old, the obser-
vations made by the authors are still relevant today, especially when
it comes to exact algorithms: those are very scarce in the container
loading literature and the few existing approaches cannot easily be
extended to Nunner’s case.

Among the features that are specific to Nunner, we mention that:
(i) the items can be rotated by 90° (i.e., the width and the length of
an item are interchangeable, but not the height), (ii) the items are
relatively large when compared to the vehicle (the truck can accom-
modate around 15 x 3 columns of items), (iii) the items are weakly
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heterogeneous on some dimensions (an instance typically contains 5
or 6 distinct width-length couples) but not on the others (the item
heights and weights are more heterogeneous), (iv) only one item per
layer is allowed in a column, and (v) the item stackability (i.e., whether
an item can be stacked on top of another) can be fully captured in a
compatibility graph. In this work, we show how some of these features
can be exploited in order to derive exact algorithms able to solve the
daily instances faced by the company.
The main contributions of this paper are the following:

* We describe the optimization problem faced by Nunner Logis-
tics, formalize it with a mathematical model, and provide a
number of reduction procedures and modeling tricks to enhance
the empirical performance of the model. In particular, we show
how to exploit the fact that many items share the same widths
and lengths and we introduce a stronger preprocessing based on
integer programming aimed at simultaneously enlarging the item
dimensions and reducing the truck size. The latter strategy works
particularly well when the maximum number of items that can fit
side by side into the truck is relatively small.

We describe a sequential approach where the first phase consists
in creating columns of items and the second phase consists in
loading the columns into the truck. We demonstrate that the
decision version of the two problems are N P-complete and out-
line the resemblance between the first phase and the well-known
kidney exchange problem.

We introduce three Benders’ decomposition approaches in which
the master problem creates a set of columns with maximum uti-
lized space whereas the subproblem checks whether the selected
columns fit within the container. The difference between the
three approaches lies in the way in which the problem decisions
(i.e., deciding if an item should be packed, in which column, in
which x-coordinate, and in which y-coordinate) are split between
the two problems.

We empirically evaluate each of the proposed methods on both
real instances provided by the company and randomly generated
instances based on similar real-world characteristics.

We show how supplementary real-world features such as cus-
tomer multiplicity and another type of fragility constraints can
be integrated into the proposed approaches.

This work aims at extending the successful approaches recently pro-
posed for theoretical two-dimensional packing problems [2-4] to the
more practical field of container loading problems.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews
the relevant literature and Section 3 formally defines the problem
and provides an initial mathematical formulation. Section 4 introduces
reduction procedures and modeling tricks to decrease the size of the
mathematical model and Section 5 describes a sequential approach
inspired by the approach used by the company and outlines the resem-
blance of one of its components with the kidney exchange problem.
Section 6 introduces three Benders’ decomposition methods aimed at
solving the problem exactly and Section 7 gives a summary of the
results obtained by extensive computational experiments on real and
random instances in addition to showing how supplementary real-
world features could be taken into account. Finally, concluding remarks
are provided in Section 8.

2. Literature review

The container loading problem is one of the cutting and packing
(C&P) problems that has been the most extensively studied in the
literature. We refer the reader to the works of Silva et al. [5] and Zhao
et al. [6] for two recent surveys on the topic. In a standard container
loading problem, one wants to pack three-dimensional items (such as a
product or a pallet) into three-dimensional rectangular containers (such
as a truck or a ship) in order to optimize an objective function (such as
minimizing the unused container space or maximizing the profit of the
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items packed) while satisfying a given set of constraints. Some of these
constraints are shared by most (if not all) container loading problems:
this is the case of non-overlapping constraints (two items cannot occupy
the same space within the container) and capacity constraints (the
items must fit entirely within the container). There are also problem-
specific constraints (see [7] for a comprehensive review on the topic)
such as stacking constraints (a heavy item cannot be packed on top of
a fragile item) and conflict constraints (some items cannot be packed
together in the same container). In the following, we review the C&P
literature that is the most relevant to our study.

When only non-overlapping and capacity constraints are taken
into account, the container loading problem is similar to the well-
known three-dimensional bin packing problem (or three-dimensional
knapsack problem, depending on the problem characteristics). We refer
the reader to the recent work of Silva et al. [8] for a comparative
study of exact approaches on three-dimensions packing problems. The
algorithms evaluated in [8] cannot always be extended to incorporate
problem-specific constraints, and even when they can, the size of the
instances encountered in real-world cases is often unsuitable for exact
methods. This is why older [9-11] and more recent approaches [12-14]
aimed at solving real-world container loading problems belong to the
category of (meta)heuristics. Nevertheless, a few research papers [15,
16] proposed exact approaches for solving targeted container loading
problems.

Even though adding a practical constraint to a C&P problem such as
enforcing the packing to be stable or balanced [16,17] usually makes
the problem more difficult, there are some cases in which requiring the
packing to have certain properties allows for more effective solution
methods (e.g., enforcing the cutting patterns to be guillotinable [18]).
At Nunner logistics, items are first stacked into columns before being
positioned into the truck and every layer in a column is composed of
exactly one item. Such a requirement (that shares some similarities with
one-stage guillotinability) can be exploited in order to derive simpler
optimization algorithms. One common strategy when dealing with
container loading problems with stacked columns is to decompose the
problem into two components and solve them sequentially. For exam-
ple, Haessler and Talbot [19] developed a heuristic procedure that was
implemented at a large U.S.-based company in which the items where
first stacked into columns and then loaded into the truck. Gehring and
Bortfeldt [20] used a similar strategy in their genetic algorithm and
enriched the loading component by including a number of practical
constraints. Toffolo et al. [21] solved a more complex version of the
problem in which several items could be packed into the same layer.
The authors generated a set of initial solutions through heuristics and
improved the resulting packing layouts with a local search algorithm.

Whereas such a sequential strategy cannot return a certificate of
optimality (even if each component is solved exactly), there exists more
advanced frameworks such as Benders’ decomposition that can. To the
best of our knowledge, Benders’ decomposition has not yet been used to
solve the container loading problem with stacked columns, but it was
used to solve other container loading problems. For example, in the
recent work of Do Nascimento et al. [22], the first component decides
the set of items that should be packed into the container and the second
component checks whether or not there exists a feasible packing of
the selected items that satisfies the loading constraints. Polyakovskiy
and M’Hallah [23] used a similar strategy to solve an extension of the
two-dimensional bin packing problem.

Decomposition methods were also proven to be very effective when
solving two-dimensional C&P problems. We mention in particular the
works of Coté et al. [2] and Delorme et al. [4] who used such methods
to solve the strip packing problem, where the first component decides
the strip height and a suitable x-coordinate for every item and the
second component checks whether or not the packing can be completed
with a suitable y-coordinate for every item. We also mention the
relevant work of Coté et al. [3] who used a similar strategy to solve the
two-dimensional bin packing problem. In this work, we show that the
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aforementioned Benders’ decomposition approaches can be extended
to tackle the three-dimensional packing problem faced by Nunner by
intelligently modeling the stacking component of the problem and
exploiting the item multiplicity.

3. Problem definition

We are given a set of n three-dimensional items to be delivered to
a unique customer using one truck. The truck has width W, length L,
height H, and capacity K (the maximum weight the truck can handle).
Every item i (i = 1...,n) has width w;, length /;, height h;, weight k;,
and profit p;. Without loss of generality, we assume that w;,/;, h; (i =
1...,n),W,L,and H are integers. Note that, if this is not the case, one
can multiply each dimension by a sufficiently large coefficient. In our
application, the profit of an item is equal to its area (i.e., p; = w; - [;).
As items can be rotated by 90 degrees (i.e., the width and the length of
an item are interchangeable), each of the » items is duplicated once to
represent its rotated version. Therefore, item n+i is the rotated version
ofitemi (i=1...,n).

We say that an item is packed in coordinate (w, /) if the bottom left
corner of the item is located at abscissa w and ordinate / of the truck. All
the points (w, I) in which item i (i = 1 ...,2n) can be packed are gathered
in set P;. A trivial definition of P; includes every point (w, ) such that
w=0,...,W—-w;and I =0,...,L — ;. We say that item i i =1...,2n)
occupies (w, ) if a portion of the item fills the unit length square with
bottom left corner (w, /), or in other words, if the item is packed in point
W', "ysuchthat 0 <w—-w; +1 <w <wand 0</ -1, +1 <" <I. All
the points (w',!”) for which item i would occupy (w.!) if the item was
packed in (w’,!’") are gathered in set Pi(w’/ ),

As some items can be stacked on top of other items, we also consider
a compatibility graph ¢ = (V, A) where vertex set V = {I,...,2n}
contains one node per item and where arc set .A contains arc (i,i’) if
item i can be stacked on top of item i. In practice, item i’ can be stacked
ontopofi(i=1,...,2n, i’ =1,...,2n) if the six following conditions
are met: (i) the width of i is larger than or equal to the width of i,
(ii) the length of i is larger than or equal to the length of i/, (iii) the
weight of i is larger than or equal to the weight of i, (iv) both i and
i’ are stackable (a binary information related to the items that is only
used for the purpose of stackability), (v) the surface of i is flat (another
binary information related to the items that is also only used for the
purpose of stackability), and (vi) i’ is neither i nor the rotated version
of i. One can observe that due to such requirements, there is a form of
symmetry in the compatibility graph that makes the information about
the item rotation unnecessary (indeed, if item i’ can be stacked on top
of item i, then the rotated version of item i’ can be stacked on top
of the rotated version of item /). We can therefore merge nodes i and
n+i (i =1,...,n) in graph G. One may reduce symmetry even further
by not allowing any cycle in the compatibility graph. This can easily
be achieved when constructing .A by not adding arc (i’, i) if the arc set
already contains arc (i, i"). For modeling purposes, we define parameter
¢;» equals to 1 if (i,i") € A and 0 otherwise.

A set of items packed on top of each other is called a stacked column.
An item located at the bottom of a stacked column is called a bottom
item. We define the index of a column by the index of its bottom item.
We say that an item is packed in position s of stacked column i if it is
stacked on top of s — 1 items in the column originating from item i.
Note that if stacked column i exists, then item i is packed in position
1 of the stacked column. An item packed in position s > 2 of a stacked
column is called a stacked item. For practical purposes, at most .S items
can belong to the same stacked column. The mathematical notation is
summarized in Table 1.

By introducing binary decision variables £ that take value 1 if item
i (i =1,...,n) is a bottom item and 0 otherwise, fis that take value
1 if item i (i = 1,...,n) is a stacked item and O otherwise, binary
decision variables x;,, that take value 1 if the bottom left corner of
item i (i = 1,...,2n) is packed at abscissa w and ordinate / ((w,]) € P;),
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and 0 otherwise, and binary decision variables y;,, that take value 1
if item i/ (i’ = 1,...,n) is packed in position s (s = 2, ...,.5) in stacked
column i (i = 1,...,n), and 0 otherwise, the problem can be modeled as
follows:

max Y p&l+ Y pEl )
i=1 i=1
st &= Y ot 3 e @

(w.HEP; (wW.EPy4;
n S

'}:,'S:ZZ)’,”,‘S i=1,...,n, 3
il=1s=2

&gl < i=1,...m 4

Dkl + Y ks <K, 5)

i=1 i=1

0 S

zzhi’yii’x <(H - h)ef i=1,...,n, (6)

i'=15=2

yu’zscn’ff i=1,...,ni'=1,..,n, 7)

Yiits < zci”x’yl,:”,s—l i= an”»ir=1»---»",5=3»---»S» (8)
i"=1

Y vy <1 i=1,...ms=2...85. ©9)

i’=1

2

YooY xr <l w=0,..,W—1,1=0,....L—1, 10)

=1t aneph

&g efon) i=1,...n, 11)

X € {0, 1} i=1,....2n,(w,0) P, 12)

viirs € {0, 1} i=1,...,ni"=1,..,ns=2,..,8S. 13)

Objective function (1) maximizes the value of the items inserted in the
truck (i.e., the value of the bottom items plus the value of the stacked
items). Constraints (2) and (3) link variables zfip and ;.S with variables
X,y and y;»,. Constraints (4) ensure that an item can only be packed
once, either at the bottom of the truck or in a stacked column. Con-
straint (5) makes sure that the load capacity of the truck is respected.
Constraints (6) ensure that the height of every stacked column is at
most H if it exists, and 0 otherwise. Constraints (7) ensure consistency
between x;;; and y,, variables. They also ensure compatibility between
every item packed in position 2 of a stacked column with the item
placed right below it, in position 1. Constraints (8) ensure compatibility
between every item packed in position 3 or above of a stacked column
with the item placed right below it. Constraints (9) prevent two items
to be packed in the same position of a given stacked column. Finally,
constraints (10) ensure that items do not overlap by checking that no
unit length square is occupied by more than one item. Model (1)-(13)
is referred to as COMPACT hereafter.

We end this section by outlining that COMPACT requires O(Sn?)
variables and O(Sn*> + W L) constraints, which quickly become large
as W and L increase. We point out that there exists another stream of
mathematical models in the C&P literature that uses a set of continuous
decision variables to represent the packing coordinates of every item
in each dimension instead of discretizing the packing region [24,25].
Even though the size of such models solely depends on the number of
items n, they still require a set of O(n?) binary variables and a set of
O(n?) big-M constraints to model the non-overlap requirements. Besides
the fact that most techniques introduced hereafter cannot be directly
applied to those models, preliminary experiments indicated that their
empirical performance is significantly worse than the one displayed by
COMPACT.

4. Preprocessing techniques

To improve the performance of an ILP model (i.e., the average
computing time required by a state-of-the-art ILP solver to solve a given
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Table 1
Mathematical notation.
Notation Definition
W,L H,K Width, length, height, and capacity of the truck
S Maximum number of layers per column
n Number of items
n+i Index of the rotated version of item i
w;, 1, hy k;, p; Width, length, height, weight, and profit of item i
(w, 1) Point located in abscissa w and ordinate /
: Set containing all the points in which item i can be packed
7’,“‘"” Set containing all the points in which item i can be packed such that i occupies (w, /)

¢,

it Coefficient taking value 1 if item i’ can be stacked on top of item i

instance of the model to optimality), it is common to first apply a set
of preprocessing techniques on the instance one wants to solve [2-4].
Such techniques can be used, for example, to reduce the size of the
model (i.e., the number of variables, the number of constraints, or the
number of non-zero elements in the coefficient matrix), to strengthen
the model continuous relaxation bound, or to remove some symmetry
in the model solution space. In the following, we outline three sets of
preprocessing techniques we used in our experiments: the first one is
aimed at adjusting the item and truck dimensions, the second one is
aimed at reducing the number of coordinates at which the items can
be packed, and the third one is aimed at exploiting the fact that many
items have the same packing dimensions (i.e., the same width and the
same length).

4.1. Adjusting the item and truck dimensions

Following the idea introduced by Alvarez-Valdés et al. [26], one
can reduce the truck height H by one unit as long as there are no
combinations of item heights whose sum is equal to H. In practice,
this can be done by solving the following knapsack problem:

n n
max Y zh 0 Y zh < H,z € (0,1} (i =1,...,m),
i=1 i=1

and by setting H to the optimal solution value of the problem. The
same idea can be used to reduce the truck width W (or length L)
after making the necessary adjustments to take the item rotation into
account:

2n 2n
masziw,- : ZZ,-w,- <W,zi+z,,;,213G=1,...,n),

i=1 i=1

z; €{0,1} i =1,...,2n).

As shown by Boschetti et al. [27], one can also increase the height
of an item i’ by one unit as long as there are no combinations of (other)
item heights whose sum is equal to H — h;. In practice, this can also
be done by solving a knapsack problem for every item i’:

n n
max Y zih; 1 ) zihy < H = hy,zy =0,z € (0,1} (i =1,....n),
i=1 i=1
and by setting A, to the height of the truck minus the optimal solution
value of the problem. Once more, the same idea can be used to increase
the width of an item i’ (or its length) after making the necessary
adjustments to take the item rotation into account:

2n 2n
max Z Zw; : Z Zw; KW —wy,zp + 2,0 =0,z +2z,,, <1 @(=1,...,n),

i=1 i=1

z,€{0,1} (i =1,....2n).

Solving these knapsack problems can be done with dynamic pro-
gramming in negligible time for reasonable truck dimensions. However,
such a sequential process does not necessarily lead to the best results.
We propose to solve instead an ILP model aimed at simultaneously

adjusting all the item and truck measures for a given dimension. For
adjusting H and h; (i = 1, ..., n), such an ILP model is as follows:

min  nH - Z h; a4
i=1

st. Y h<H Be B, 15)
ieB
Y > H+1 Be B, (16)
i€B
HeN, an
B €N, i=1,....n, (18)

where decision variable A represents the adjusted truck height, deci-
sion variables &; represent the adjusted height of item i, Bf contains
every feasible set of items (i.e., every set of items B such that Y, h; <
H), and ]é” contains every infeasible set of items (i.e., every set of items
Bsuch that ), h; > H+1). While solving such an ILP model is usually
impractical because the size of sets B” and }éH grows exponentially
with n, this strategy works very well when only few items can fit side
by side in the truck (which is our case for the width and the height
dimensions). In Example 4.1, we provide an instance for which the
preprocessing obtained by solving model (14)-(18) is better than the
preprocessing obtained by solving a sequence of knapsack problems.

Example 4.1. Let us consider the following instance with n = 9 items
with h; = hy = 4,hs = hy = hs = hg = 5,h; = hy = hy = 6, and
H = 20. One can observe that no adjustment occurs after applying the
standard preprocessing as h; + hy + hy + h; =44+54+54+6=20=H.
However, using model (14)-(18) on the instance results in adjusted
item heights h, = hy = 2,h; = hy = hs = hg = 3,h; = hg = hy = 4,
and adjusted H = 12. We point out that every feasible set of items with
the original heights remains feasible with the adjusted heights, and that
every infeasible set of items with the original heights remains infeasible
with the adjusted heights. [

While we are not aware of such a preprocessing being used in the
literature to solve packing problems, we point out that the idea relies on
the work of Kartak et al. [28] who showed that one “can decompose the
infinite set of one-dimensional cutting stock problem instances, with a fixed
number of demanded pieces, into a finite number of equivalence classes”.
The equivalence class of a given instance is determined after building
sets B and ﬁ” whereas model (14)-(18) computes the instance with
the lowest nH — Y77 h; value within that equivalence class.

4.2. Reducing the number of packing coordinates

Following the seminal work of Christofides and Whitlock [29],
we use the concept of normal patterns to generate the set of packing
coordinates P; instead of including every point (w,!) such that w =
0,....w —w; and | = 0,...,L — I;. The authors outlined that “if a
rectangle [...] is to be cut [...] at some position x, then [...] there must be
some combination of the lengths I; of the available pieces [...] whose sum
must be exactly x”. As a result, the set of packing coordinates P, can be
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redefined for every item i’ so as to contain each point (w,!) satisfying
the two non-related conditions:

2n

w= Zziwi TwEW —wp,zp 42,0 =0,z,+2,,;, <1 @{i=1,..,n),
i=1

z; €{0,1} i =1,...,2n),
2n

1=zl IS L=ly,zp + 2y = 0,2+ 2,5, <1 (= 1,...,m),

i=1

z;€{0,1} (i =1,...,2n).

Normal patterns can be computed using dynamic programming.

Two immediate supplementary reduction procedures consist in: (i)
removing from P; all packing coordinates (w,!) such that 0 < W —
(W + w;) < Wy, (Where wy,;, is the width of the smallest item) and
replacing them by (W — w;,[) and (ii) removing from P; all packing
coordinates (w,!) such that 0 < L — (I + ;) < I;, (where [, is the
length of the smallest item) and replacing them by (w, L —1,). Indeed, if
packing an item i at a certain coordinate (w, /) would not leave space for
any other item in a given dimension (i.e., if either W — (w+w;) < Wy
or L—(I+1;) < ly,), then item i can be pushed to the edge of the truck
on that dimension (i.e., item i should be packed in (W — w;,!) or in
(w, L — l,)). Note that recent works showed that smaller subsets could
theoretically be obtained by using the so-called “meet-in-the-middle”
patterns [30], but we did not observe any empirical improvement in
our computational experiments by doing so.

4.3. Exploiting the item packing dimension multiplicity

Even after implementing the aforementioned preprocessing and
variable reduction techniques, model COMPACT still struggles to solve
some trivial realistic instances because of its large size. While it is
known that solving such a model with an ILP solver does not generally
produce the best empirical results, one can use the fact that the item
widths and lengths are very homogeneous to significantly reduce the
model size and enhance its performance. From a packing perspective,
this can be seen as merging several items in a bin packing problem
to solve instead a cutting stock problem. The packing component of
the model (which only involves the width and the length of the items)
will use variables related to the item type whereas the rest of the model
(which involves more heterogeneous features such as weight, profit,
and stackability) will use variables related to the item index.

We create one item type j € 7 per distinct couple (max{w;,!/;},
min{w;,1;}) (i =1,...,n). We call m the number of item types (i.e., m =
|7]) and we use set 7(j) to gather the index of the items with type
j (j =1,...,m). Each of the m item types is duplicated once to represent
its rotated version. We redefine sets P;, P,.(w‘”, sizes w; and [;, and
binary decision variables x;,, (which were originally created for every
item index) such that they are now associated with the item types.
Those now appear as P;, P;w” ), w;, 1, and x w0 the models. We also
introduce new integer decision variables é:f’ T (j =1...,m) that indicate
the number of times item type j is a bottom item and link them with
variables &F (i =1...,n) as follows:

=g i=tm
€T (j)

We update constraints (2) and (10) to now use the item type instead of
the item index:

P-T i
g = Z Xjwl T Z Xmtjw,l Jj=1m,
(w,DeEP; (W.DEPy
2m
> Y xuw<l w=0,....W-11=0,...,L- L
i=1 (w,l)
! (w’,[’)eP/.
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We finish by updating the domain constraints:

z;;"TeNO j=1....m,

Xy €401} j=1,....2m@w,)) € P,.

Note that the objective function and constraints (3)-(9), (11), and (13)
remain the same. This updated model is referred to as COMPACT-CSP
in the next sections. As it will be shown in our computational exper-
iments, model COMPACT-CSP performs better than model COMPACT
because of its reduced size. Indeed, as m < n in our realistic in-
stances, the number of variables x;,, is greatly reduced and the updated
constraints (10) involve significantly fewer non-zero coefficients.

5. Sequential approaches

Our first solution method, which is inspired by the one currently
used by the company, consists in solving the problem in two phases:
first, one groups the items together in order to form good quality
columns (called “column creation problem” afterwards) and second,
one selects the best set of columns that can fit into the truck while
also determining the truck layout (called “column selection and posi-
tioning problem” afterwards). Whereas the company solves each phase
heuristically, we follow a different strategy in which those are solved to
optimality. In the following, we provide a mathematical model for each
phase, we show that both the column creation problem and the column
selection and positioning problem are N'P-hard, and we provide a
discussion as to why such a sequential approach may sometimes lead
to poor quality solutions overall.

5.1. Column creation problem (CCP)

In the CCP, one groups the items together in order to form the
columns that will be used in the second phase. While several definitions
could be relevant as to what constitutes the best set of columns (e.g., the
set with minimum cardinality or the set with the maximum number of
“big” columns), we looked for the set of columns with minimum total
area (the area of a column is equal to the area of the lowest item in the
column). This decision is motivated by the data sets provided by the
company: as all items can fit into the truck in most instances (i.e., it is
very likely that all columns will be selected in the second phase of the
problem), we want to find a column set that is as easy to position as
possible. Model COMPACT-CSP can easily be adapted to solve the CCP
as follows:

min iwjllff'T (19)
j=1

s.t. Z g =ebT j=1,..,m, (20)
€T (j)
e =1, 1
(3), (6), (M), (8), (9), (11), (13),
fj’"TeNo j=1,....m, (22)

where availability constraints (4) are replaced by demand constraints
(21), and weight constraint (5) and non-overlapping constraints (10)
are removed. This model is called SA-CCP thereafter.

We can easily show that CCP-D, the decision version of the CCP
where one asks whether there is a solution with value z or less, for
a given z € Zg, is N'P-complete as there is a polynomial reduction
from the well-known (N P-complete) PartiTion problem to CCP-D. Let
us consider an instance I’ of ParTition in which we are given a set of
n' positive integers N/ = {w/,...,w,} and where the objective is to
determine whether N/ can be partitioned into two subsets N| and N
such that N7 UN] = N', N/ NN = ¢, and Zw,ej\/l/ w =Y pen W
We show how to create in polynomial time an instance I of CCP-D
such that, if I has answer YEs, then I’ has answer Yes, while if I has
answer No, then I’ has answer No. To do so, for each integer w/ in
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N, we generate a flat and stackable item with height 2w/, length 1,
width 1, and weight 1 (resulting in a complete compatibility graph
0). We also set S to n’, H to Y, s+, and z to 2. If the answer
to the CCP-D instance is YEs, then there exists a feasible solution using
exactly two columns with height )’ ;.\~ w’ where the items stacked in
each column correspond to the integers in each subset in the ParTiTion
solution.

A link with the kidney exchange problem

It is interesting to notice that if one relaxes constraints (6) (i.e., the
constraints limiting the column heights), then the CCP becomes (a
special version of) the Kidney Exchange Problem (KEP), an extensively
studied combinatorial optimization problem for which effective math-
ematical models have been proposed in the literature [31-33]. In the
KEP, one looks for a vertex-disjoint set of cycles and chains in a graph
given a limit on the maximum cycle size and chain length. In the
compatibility graph of the KEP, a node represents a recipient/donor
pair while an arc between two nodes represents a compatibility rela-
tionship between the donor of the first pair and the recipient of the
second pair. An item i in the CCP would therefore correspond to a
recipient/donor pair i in the KEP, an arc (i, ") in the CCP compatibility
graph ¢ indicating that item i’ can be stacked on top of item i could
be seen as a compatibility relationship between the donor of pair i and
the recipient of pair i/, a stacked column in a CCP solution would be
a chain in a KEP solution (while cycles would not exist), and the limit
S on the maximum number of items per stacked column in the CCP
would correspond to the maximum chain length in the KEP. As a result,
even though the KEP is N P-hard [34], one could still adapt the most
effective KEP model to solve the CCP: the Position-Indexed Chain-Edge
Formulation, also known as PICEF [32].

In our PICEF adaptation (called PICEF-CCP afterwards), binary
decision variables y,,, takes value 1 if item i’ (i’ = 1,..., n) is packed on
top of item i (i = 1,...,n) in position s (s = 2, ..., .5), and 0 otherwise. In
other words, one only needs to keep track of the predecessor of an item
(i.e., the item below it) instead of the index of the column in which the
item is packed as done in model SA-CCP. PICEF-CCP is as follows:

min 2 wjljéf'T (23)
j=1
s.t. Z &l =:§f'T ji=1..,m, (24)
i€T(j)
erref=1, (25)
S
&= Xy i'=1,..,n,  (26)
(i,i"eA s=2
Y v <&l i=1....n, (27)
(i,i"eA
Y Vi< D Veiea i=1,..,ns=3..5,  (28)
(i,i"eA i".HeA
P S ef0,1) i=1,....n, (29)
T eN, i=l...m  (30)
yirs € {0,1} G,i"YeAs=2,..,8S. 31)

We point out that model SA-CCP has O(Sn?) constraints and O(Sn?)
variables whereas PICEF-CCP has O(Sn) constraints and O(Sn?) vari-
ables. Note that one could still find an optimal solution for the CCP by
using PICEF-CCP if the model is solved within a constraint generation
framework such that no-good cuts

5;}) + z Yirs <121,

(i,i' 5)et
are added on the fly when a column starting from item i and composed
of arcs ¢ = {(i,i’,2),(,i",3),...} that does not respect the height
constraint is found in a solution. One could therefore favor PICEF-CCP
over SA-CCP in case the constraints limiting the column heights are
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rarely binding. Experiments outlining the computational behavior of
such an approach are provided in Section 7.

5.2. Column selection and positioning problem (CSPP)

In the CSPP, one selects the best set of columns that can fit into the
truck while also determining the truck layout. For each column i (i =
1,...,n") returned by the CCP (i.e., for each item i such that §iP =1), we
determine its width w; and its length /; (i.e., the width and the length of
the first item in the column) and its profit p; (i.e., the sum of the price
of every item composing the column). The CSPP therefore reduces to
the very well-known two-dimensional knapsack problem (2D-KP) which
has been extensively studied in the literature (see [35] for a recent
survey on the topic). By re-using the principles and notations defined
for COMPACT-CSP where »’ now indicates the number of columns, and
m' the number of column types, the CSPP can be modeled as follows:

max Y p&l (32)
i=1

st. Y & =¢g" j=l...m, (33)
i€T(j)
é;"T = Z X + Z P j=1...m, (34)

(w)eP, (W)EP,y;

2m’
Y Y X<l w=0,...,W-1,1=0,...,L—1, (35)
J=1 @ inep
ehefo 1} i=1,...n, (36)
&7 eN, Jj=lonl, (37)
X € {0, 1} i=1...20 (weP,. (38)

We point out that since the 2D-KP is N'P-hard [35], then it means that
the CSPP is also N P-hard.

5.3. Relevant considerations

While it is possible that the solution obtained after solving the CCP
and the CSPP sequentially is also optimal for our truck loading problem
overall, we provide in Example 5.1 an instance for which this is not the
case.

Example 5.1. Let us consider the following instance as described in
Fig. 1 with n =5 items A, B,C, D, and E:

An optimal CCP solution with area 12x12+9x9 = 225 packs the five
items in two columns: a first column composed of items A, B, C, and
E, and a second column solely composed of item D. However, since
the two columns cannot be packed simultaneously in the truck, the
resulting CSPP solution consists in only packing the first column for
a value of 144 + 96 + 96 + 64 = 400, which is not optimal for the
overall problem. An optimal solution for the overall problem has value
481 and can be obtained by using, for example, a column composed
of items A and D and a column composed of items B, C, and E. Note
that a CSPP solution with value 481 can only be reached by using a set
of columns with total area greater than or equal to 240 (i.e., which is
suboptimal for the CCP). []

We finish this section by pointing out that even though alternative
strategies for the CCP can be considered (e.g., finding the column
set with minimum cardinality or the column set with the maximum
number of “big” columns), one can always find an ad hoc instance
such that the set of columns selected in the first phase cannot lead to
an optimal solution for the overall problem. In other words, even if
sequential approaches may work very well in practice (as demonstrated
in Section 7), there is no guarantee that such methods terminate
with an optimal solution. To alleviate this issue, we introduce three
decomposition-based exact algorithms in the next section.
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width length height weight
truck 20 20 5 5
A 12 12 1 1
B 12 8 1 1
C 12 8 1 1
D 9 9 1 1
E 8 8 1 1
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Fig. 1. An instance and its optimal solution.

6. Integrated approaches

We identified three distinct components in our problem: (i) selecting
a subset of items and grouping that subset into columns, (ii) finding a
suitable abscissa for every column, and (iii) finding a suitable ordinate
for every column. Each of the proposed decomposition methods handles
these three components in their own way, as summarized in Fig. 2:

» The first approach (on the left of the figure) is a Benders’ de-
composition in which component (i) is dealt with in the master
problem while components (ii) and (iii) are determined simulta-
neously in the subproblem;

The second approach (in the middle of the figure) is also a
Benders’ decomposition in which components (i) and (ii) are dealt
with simultaneously in the master problem while component (iii)
is determined in the subproblem;

The last approach (on the right of the figure) relies on two em-
bedded Benders’ decompositions in which component (i) is dealt
with in the master problem of the first decomposition, component
(ii) is dealt with in the master problem of the second decompo-
sition, and component (iii) is determined in the subproblem of
the second decomposition. Note that the subproblem of the first
decomposition is formed by the second decomposition itself.

In the remainder of this section, we provide further details about each
decomposition.

6.1. Decomposition 1

In our first Benders’ decomposition, we used a strategy that is
inspired by the approach proposed in [22] for the three-dimensional
knapsack problem, where the authors determined in the master problem
a set of items with maximum value and checked in the subproblem
whether or not the selected items could fit into the container. We
modified that approach so that it is able to take into account our prac-
tical constraints by letting the master problem determine the stacked
columns instead of the selected items and by considering only two
dimensions in the subproblem.

Master problem (MP1). MP1 determines a set of feasible stacked
columns with maximum value such that the sum of their areas (the
area of a column is equal to the area of the lowest item in the column)
is smaller than or equal to the area of the truck. The model is as follows:

YonEl+ ) mE’ (39
i=1 i=1

st. Yy g =T j=1..m, (40)
€T (j)

(3)-09), 1), (13),
Z w;l ;T <WL, (41)
j=1

gjf‘-TeNO ji=1...,m, (42)

and is a straightforward adaptation of model COMPACT-CSP where the
packing variables x jw U = 1,....2m,(w,l) € P;) are not considered
and where non-overlapping constraints (8) are relaxed and replaced by
constraint (41).

Subproblem (SP1). SP1 determines whether it is possible to find fea-
sible values for packing variables x;,, (j = 1,....2m,(w,l) € P))
satisfying demand and non-overlapping constraints given a solution
{€F, EJP T &5, 3,4} returned by MP1. As only the widths and the lengths
of the bottom items (i.e., the Ef’ T) determine whether or not such
a solution exists, SP1 reduces to a simple orthogonal packing problem
(see [2,36] for two recent research papers related to the topic). SP1
can therefore be modeled as follows:

max 0 (43)
s.t. E/P'T = Z Xt + Z Xt j o j=1...m, (44)
(wheP; (WPt j
m
2 Y X <1 w=0,....W-1,1=0,..,L—1,  (45)
Y 1’)5?}"'"“
Xt € 10,1} j=l..2mwheP, (46)

If SP1 turns out to be feasible, then an optimal solution for the
problem has been found. Otherwise, one should solve again MP1 with
a supplementary no-good cut.

No-good cut (NGC1). Using &P variables in NGC1 would not be expe-
dient since any solution with different item indices, but with the exact
same item types could be returned by MP1. This is not desirable since
the feasibility of SP1 solely depends on the types of the bottom items,
not their indices. Therefore, .ff’ ‘T variables should ideally be used in
NGC1, but this is not possible with the current version of MP1 as 5;’ T
are integer variables whereas no-good cuts require binary variables. As
a consequence, we used the concept of a binary expansion in MP1 and
replaced every integer variable &7 (j = 1,...,m) by a set of binary

variables .514?'3 G=1,....,mg=0,..., log,(d))]) such that:

[logy(d))]
P-T _ PT-B  ; _
gT= Y 2578 j=l..m
g=0
where d; indicates the total number of items with type j (i.e., d; = |T;]).
NGC1 can now be defined as follows:

m |loga(d))) m |loga(d)))
z 2 é,PTB PTB<<2 Z PTB) ) 47)
Jj= Jj=

Wthh prevents any infeasible MP1 solution from being generated
again. We point out that, in general, no-good cuts can be strengthened
to obtain the so-called “combinatorial Benders’ cuts” [2]. To do so, one
should look for a minimum cardinality subset of items among those
selected in an infeasible MP1 solution for which SP1 remains infeasible.
Whereas using combinatorial Benders’ cuts may drastically reduce the
number of constraints that needs to be added to the master problem in
order to solve an instance to optimality [2,4,37], the fact that finding
a minimum infeasible subset requires solving multiple subproblems
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L Add cut to
Solve P(i, i) ‘*{ forbid S(i, i) ‘ s(i)\
Add cut to "
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Solve P(iit) Solve P(iit)
P(ii, i) No
feasible?
feasible?
st S(ii, ii1)
Yes: S(iii)
END END @

Fig. 2. Flowchart of the three Benders’ decomposition approaches.

does not always make such a strategy expedient. Besides, it is not
immediately clear how such cuts can efficiently be implemented in the
context of a binary expansion.

6.2. Decomposition 2

In our second Benders’ decomposition, we used a strategy that is
inspired by the approach proposed in [2,4] for the two-dimensional strip
packing problem, where the authors determined in the master problem
the minimum strip height and a suitable x-coordinate for every item
and checked in the subproblem whether or not the packing could be
completed by finding a suitable y-coordinate for every item. We mod-
ified that approach so that it is able to take into account our practical
constraints by letting the master problem determine the selected subset
of items, the stacked columns, and the orientation and abscissa of every
bottom item (or column).

Master problem (MP2). MP2 determines both a set of feasible stacked
columns with maximum value and their abscissa such that, for every
abscissa w, the sum of the lengths of the bottom items occupying w
does not exceed the truck length L. We say that a bottom item with
type j (j = 1...,2m) occupies w if a portion of the item overlaps with
the unit-width slice starting in w and ending in w+1, or in other words,
if the item is packed in abscissa w' such that 0 < w —w; +1 < w' < w.
Reusing the notation introduced in the previous models, P; contains all
the abscissae w in which a bottom item with type j (j = 1, ...,2m) can be
packed, P¥ contains all the abscissae w’ for which a bottom item with
type j (j = 1, ...,2m) would occupy w if the item was packed in v’ (W' €
P;), and we replace two-dimensional (binary) packing variables x;,, by
their one-dimensional (integer) counterpart x wl =1,....2mw € Py,
to which binary expansion is applied, resulting in (binary) variables

xfwg(j = 1,...2mw € P;,g = 0,...,[logy(d))]). MP2 is defined as

follows:
max z P,-E,P + Z pié,s (48)
i=1 i=1
st Y &= j=1,....m, (49)
i€T(j)

W-wj llogy(@p)]  W=wjip llogy(d))]

gT= N ZosxE o4y Yok j=1,...m (50)
w=0 g=0 w=0 g=0

3 -9, A1), (13),

m llogy ()]

2 Z Z 2gl/ijw,g§L w=0,..,w -1, (51)

=lwlept  g=0

ff’TENo j=1,....m, (52)

xfwg € {0,1} i=1...2mweP,g=0,..,logd)], (53)

and is a straightforward adaptation of model COMPACT-CSP where
linking constraints (2) are replaced by (50) to take into account the
updated xfwg variables and where non-overlapping constraints (10) are
relaxed and replaced by capacity constraints (51).

Subproblem (SP2). SP2 determines whether it is possible to find a
feasible y-coordinate for every bottom item satisfying demand and non-
overlapping constraints given an MP2 solution. Note that the feasibility
of SP2 only depends on the xfwg variables. SP2 is an N 'P-complete
scheduling problem with non-overlapping constraints for which exact
approaches were developed in the literature [2,4]. We solved SP2 with
the following Constraint Programming (CP) approach, which was orig-
inally proposed by [4], as it performs very well in practice while being
easy to reimplement. Given an MP2 solution {&” ,Ef TS, y,-,-/x,fcf o)
returned by MP2, we create, for each item type j and for each abscissa
w, exactly Zuogz(dj ) 26x8  tasks with processing time /; occupying

=0
abscissae w,w+1,...,w+w; — 1. All the tasks are gathered in set 7 and
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all the tasks occupying abscissa w are gathered in set T,,. We associate
an interval variable ivl; to each task i (i € T) and solve the following
CP model:

max 0 (54)
iel, (55)
w=0,...,W-1, (56)

s.t. endof(ivl;)) <L
nonoverlap {iuli,i € Iw}

where the starting time of a task i corresponds to the y-coordinate
of the associated item. Constraints (55) state that every task needs
to be completed by time L and constraints (56) make sure that the
tasks occupying the same abscissa do not overlap in time (or in other
words, that the items overlapping on the x-axis do no overlap on the
y-axis). If SP2 turns out to be feasible, then an optimal solution for the
problem has been found. Otherwise, one should solve again MP2 with
a supplementary no-good cut.

No-good cut (NGC2). Following the idea developed for NGC1, NGC2
can be defined as:

2m logy(d))] 2m logy(d))]

-B B =B
Z Z xjwzzxjwzz s <Z Z xng> - L &7
Jj=1 g=0 Jj=1 g=0

6.3. Decomposition 3

In our last Benders’ decomposition, we use a strategy that is inspired
by the approach proposed in [3] for the two-dimensional bin packing
problem, where the authors determined in the master problem the
minimum number of bins required to pack all the items together with
the item subset assigned to each bin and checked in the subproblem
whether or not each of the resulting item allocations was feasible.
The subproblem itself was solved through the Benders’ decomposition
proposed in [2]. We modified that approach so that it is able to take
into account our practical constraints by letting the master problem
determine the stacked columns instead of the item allocation.

First level master problem (MP3-1). MP3-1, which is identical to MP1,
determines a set of feasible stacked columns with maximum value such
that the sum of their areas (the area of column is equal to the area of
the lowest item in the column) is smaller than or equal to the area of
the truck.

Second level master problem (MP3-2). MP3-2, which is a simplified
version of MP2, determines whether it is possible to find a feasible
x-coordinate for every bottom item satisfying demand and capacity
constraints given an MP3-1 solution. MP3-2 can be defined as follows:

max 0 (58)

W-w; llogy(d;)] W=y llogy(d))]
EP-T _ 2 ,.B £ B i =
s.t. é/ - Z 22 Xjwg + Z 22 Xjmuw.g Jj=1..
w=0 g=0 w=0 g=0

2m [logy (d})]

>y o 2lxb <L w=0,...

i=1...2mweP;,g=0,..,logd)]. (61)

.m, (59)

W -1, (60)

Second level subproblem (SP3-2). SP3-2, which is identical to SP2,
determines whether it is possible to find a feasible y-coordinate for
every bottom item satisfying demand and non-overlapping constraints
given an MP3-2 solution.

First and second level no-good cuts (NGC3-1 and NGC3-2). First level no-
good cut NGC3-1 is identical to NGC1 whereas second level no-good
cut NGC3-2 is identical to NGC2.

7. Computational experiments

We empirically investigated the performance of each of the pro-
posed approaches, namely:
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« COMPACT-CSP, model (1)—(13) introduced in Section 3 with all
the preprocessing techniques introduced in Sections Section 4.1,
4.2, and 4.3. For the sake of completeness, we also tested the
model without the preprocessing related to item multiplicity
(COMPACT) and without any preprocessing at all (COMPACT-
NOP);

SEQ, the sequential approach introduced in Section 5 composed
of SA-CCP for the first phase and model (32)—(38) solved through
a decomposition algorithm similar to the one proposed in [2] for
the second phase. We also tested SEQ-KEP, a sequential approach
in which SA-CCP is replaced by PICEF-CCP;

DEC1-CB, the first decomposition approach introduced in Sec-
tion 6.1 in which SP1 is embedded in a callback function invoked
when an integer solution for MP1 is found. We also tested DEC1,
the same decomposition without callbacks. To improve the per-
formance of DEC1, we refined the objective function of MP1 to
incorporate a hierarchical component such that, if more than one
optimal solution exists (i.e., if there are at least two sets of feasible
stacked columns with maximum value whose sum of areas is
smaller than or equal to the area of the truck), then the solution
with minimum sum of areas is favored;

DEC2-CB, the second decomposition approach introduced in Sec-
tion 6.2 in which SP2 is embedded in a callback function invoked
when an integer solution for MP2 is found. We also tested DEC2,
the same decomposition without callbacks;

DEC3-CB, the third decomposition approach introduced in Sec-
tion 6.3 in which MP3-2 is embedded in a callback function
invoked when an integer solution for MP3-1 is found and in
which SP3-2 is embedded in a callback function invoked when
an integer solution for MP3-2 is found. We also tested DEC3, the
same decomposition without callbacks;

Our algorithms were coded in C++, the ILP models were solved with
Gurobi 10.0.1 whereas the CP components were solved with IBM
ILOG CPLEX CP Optimizer 22.11 (we remind the reader that
Gurobi does not offer a CP solver at the moment). The tests were
executed on a single thread of a virtual machine AMD EPYC-Rome
Processor with 2.00 GHz and 64 GB of RAM memory, running under
Ubuntu 20. For every run, a time limit of 3600 s was imposed. We
first study the computational behavior of the proposed methods on real
instances provided by the company, we then use randomly generated
instances to assess how this behavior evolves when key instance fea-
tures such as the number of item types or the truck layout change,
and we conclude by demonstrating how supplementary features such as
customer multiplicity and generalized fragility constraints can also be
taken into account in our models. All our computer codes and instances
can be downloaded from the online repository https://github.com/mde
lorme2/Single_Container_Loading Problem_With_Stacking_Constraints.

7.1. Real instances

The company provided 10 real instances with the following fea-
tures: the number of items n was between 28 and 49, the number
of item types m was between 3 and 8, the truck dimensions (in cm)
were W x L X H = 248 x 1362 x 270, the smallest item dimensions
(in cm) were (Wins lmins Pmin) = (40,60, 30) whereas the largest were
(Winaxs Imax> Aimax) = (125,240,260), the smallest item packing area (in
cm?) was w;x!; = 2400 whereas the biggest was 28 800, the item weight
was never binding (i.e., '_, k; < K), 68% of the items were stackable,
71% of the stackable items had a flat surface, and the maximum number
of items allowed per column S was 3.

We report in Tables 2 and 3 the detailed results of our 11 approaches
for each of the 10 instances. The first two columns identify the index
and the number of items for every instance. The following columns
indicate, for each method, whether a proven optimal solution was
found (“# opt”), the CPU time in seconds (“T (s)”) required by the
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Table 2

Performance of the compact model and the sequential approaches on the real instances.

Omega 125 (2024) 103039

Idx COMPACT-NOP COMPACT COMPACT-CSP SEQ SEQ-KEP
n
# opt T (s) # opt T (s) # opt T (s) # opt T (s) # opt T (s) # C

1 38 0 M.L. 1 59 1 5 1 3 1 5 801
2 28 0 M.L. 1 4 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
3 35 0 M.L. 1 77 1 5 1 3 1 5 234
4 36 0 M.L. 0 M.L. 1 218 1 1 1 1 26
5 32 0 M.L. 0 M.L. 1 129 1 1 1 1 3
6 34 0 M.L. 1 207 1 10 1 2 1 3 226
7 38 0 M.L. 1 115 1 15 1 4 1 4 239
8 31 0 M.L. 1 5 1 3 1 2 1 2 0
9 49 0 M.L. 0 T.L. 0 T.L. 1 8 1 8 20
10 34 0 M.L. 1 87 1 9 1 1 1 1 7
Total 0 3600 7 1136 9 399 10 3 10 3 156.2

Table 3

Performance of the decomposition approaches on the real instances.
Tdx DEC1-CB DEC1 DEC2-CB DEC2 DEC3-CB DEC3

n
#opt T (s) #C #opt T(s) #C #opt T(G) #C #opt T() #C #opt T(s) #Cl #C2 #opt T(s) #Cl # C2

1 38 1 89 0 1 15 0 1 3 0 1 3 0 1 3 0 0 1 3 0 0
2 28 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0
3 35 1 3 0 1 3 0 1 3 0 1 3 0 1 3 0 0 1 3 0 0
4 36 0 T.L. 1 1 111 0 1 2 0 1 1 0 1 2 5 0 1 2 11 0
5 32 1 3107 2 1 151 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 2 0 1 1 1 0
6 34 1 19 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 3 0 0 1 2 0 0
7 38 0 T.L. 3 1 4 0 1 4 0 1 4 0 1 4 4 0 1 4 1 0
8 31 1 3 0 1 3 0 1 3 0 1 2 0 1 3 0 0 1 3 0 0
9 49 0 T.L. 20 1 1847 24 1 331 0 1 49 0 1 10 34 0 1 17 24 0
10 34 1 27 0 1 2 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0
Total 7 1405 2.6 10 214 2.4 10 35 0 10 0 10 3 4.5 0 10 4 3.7 0

instance run (“T.L.” means that the run was terminated because of the
time limit and “M.L.” indicates that the run was aborted because of
memory limitation), and, when relevant, the number of no-good cuts
required (“# C”). The last line in the table provides a summary of
the results obtained by each method: the total number of instances
solved to optimality, the average computation time (M.L. and T.L. are
counted as unsolved in 3600s), and the average number of no-good cuts
required.

The results in Table 2 outline the importance of using the prepro-
cessing techniques on the compact model as COMPACT-NOP was not
able to solve any instance to optimality because of memory limitation
and COMPACT solved two instances less than COMPACT-CSP while
also using three times more computing time. The two sequential ap-
proaches obtained a solution for every instance in less than 10 s, which
turned out to be optimal. Note that a proof of optimality cannot be
provided by the sequential approaches unless a solution packing every
item is found, which was the case for all real instances except 19. We
also observe that even though SEQ-KEP required many no-good cuts in
order to forbid the columns exceeding the truck height, the approach
remains competitive.

The results in Table 3 clearly show that the decomposition ap-
proaches do not all display the same computational behavior when
solving our loading problem. The worst approach, DEC1-CB, failed
to solve three real instances. Further analyses showed that the MP1
solutions heuristically found by the solver took a long time to be
verified by SP1 while also being of very poor quality (e.g., each
column in the heuristic solution was composed of only one item). That
problematic behavior appeared less frequently in DEC1 as SP1 was only
called to verify optimal MP1 solutions. Nevertheless, undesirable DEC1
behaviors were still observed for the instances in which every item
could be packed because there is no incentive in MP1 to find an “easy
to pack” solution when more than one optimal solution exists. This
is why we introduced an ad hoc DEC1 refinement that incorporates a
hierarchical component in MP1 in order to select the solution that is the
most likely to be feasible for SP1 (we opted for the one with minimum

10

sum of bottom item areas) among all the optimal MP1 solutions. As
far as DEC2-CB and DEC2 are concerned, both methods could solve
all instances to optimality. We point out that DEC2-CB took more
time than DEC2 to solve I9. This was not due to supplementary SP2
calls to verify heuristic MP2 solutions as the time required by SP2
was negligible. Such a time difference between the two methods could
be due, for example, to solver randomness or to the fact that key
features are deactivated in the solver when callbacks are activated. We
investigated further the topic by testing a version of DEC2 that uses a
dummy callback. The fact that such a version took 330 s to solve 19, just
like DEC2-CB, goes in favor of the second hypothesis, even though one
should be cautious when deriving general conclusions based on such
limited experiments. Finally, we observe that both DEC3 and DEC3-
CB could solve all ten instances to optimality in a very short time. We
notice that, in both methods, several NGC3-1 were required whereas
no NGC3-2 was necessary.

7.2. Random instances

As the company instances were relatively easy to solve for the
best decomposition approaches, we designed four alternative sets of
instances with the goal of assessing how the computational behavior
of the proposed methods evolves when key instance features change.
Even though these four datasets were randomly generated, they were
created in order to closely mimic the most difficult real instances: our
“reference group” is composed of ten instances with n = 50 items of
m =5 types, the truck dimensions were W x L x H =250 x 1375 x 275,
the width and length (also called packing dimensions) of the items
were uniformly distributed in the range [%; %], the height of the items
was uniformly distributed in the range [%;H ], the item weight was
never binding, 80% of the items were stackable, 67% of the stackable
items had a flat surface, and the maximum number of items allowed
per column S was 3. Between 80% and 100% of the items were
included in an optimal solution, meaning that the knapsack component
of the problem did not always matter. For each randomly generated
instance set, we created four subsets of ten instances each where one
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Table 4
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Performance of the compact model and the sequential approaches on random instances varying W x L x H.

W LxH COMPACT-NOP COMPACT COMPACT-CSP SEQ SEQ-KEP
# opt T (s) # opt T (s) # opt T (s) # opt T (s) # opt T (s) # C
10x55x%x 11 9 372 8 725 10 1 10 1 10 7 2199
20x 110 x 22 8 1039 7 1238 9 500 10 53 10 19 99
50 % 275 x 55 0 3600 4 2595 4 2191 10 396 10 380 52.5
150 x 825 X 165 0 3600 0 3600 1 3271 10 1327 10 1717 50.7
*250 x 1375 x 275 0 3600 0 3600 0 3600 9 1153 9 1135 69.2
Total 17 2442 19 2352 24 1912 49 586 49 651 98.3
Table 5
Performance of the decomposition approaches on random instances varying W x L X H.
DEC1-CB DEC1 DEC2-CB DEC2 DEC3-CB DEC3
W xLxH
# opt T (s) #C # opt T (s) #C # opt T (s) #C # opt T (s) c # opt T (s) # Cl # C2 # opt T (s) # Cl # C2

10x55x 11

20x 110x22
50275 x 55
150 x 825 x 165
*250 x 1375 x 275

10
9
4
3
0

22
381
2387
2617
3600

4.1
4.2
1.3
1.7
7.9

10 0
369
1851
2537

3093

10
10
9
6
6

1
111
462
1551
1479

14.8
21.9
6.8
8.6

0.1
0.6
25

10
10
10

10
10
10
10
9

19.6
91.7
317.1
508.4

10
10
10

18.1
87.4
326.2
392.6

10
795
472

21
480
879

0.3
1.9
1.5

29
416
634

0.1
0.8
0.1

Total 26 1801 3.8 1570 10.8 41 721 0.6
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257 49 188.2 0.7 49 218 165.3 0.2

key parameter varied each time. We then compared the results obtained
by the proposed methods with the results obtained on the ten instances
of the reference group. The reference group is identified by an asterisk
(*) in the tables.

7.2.1. Varying the truck dimensions W x L x H

Our first set of experiments on random instances aims at evaluating
the impact of the truck dimensions on the performance of the proposed
methods. We tested four W x L x H dimensions {(10 x 55 x 11), (20 x
110 x 22), (50 x 275 x 55), (150 x 825 x 165)} and reported the results of
the 11 methods in Tables 4 and 5. Note that a truck with dimensions
around 250 x 1375 x 275 cm is fairly standard in Europe. Smaller
truck dimensions were tested in order to evaluate the performance of
the proposed algorithms when solving instances for which very strong
preprocessing techniques can be applied. For example, if one solves an
instance where every item dimension is a multiple of five, then a valid
preprocessing technique simply divides all dimensions by five, resulting
in a truck with size [22—()] X L135£J X L?J =50 %275 x55.

Our experiments, whose outcomes are displayed in Table 4, show
that small-sized instances do not necessarily require advanced solution
methods as all instances but three among the two smallest classes could
be solved by COMPACT-NOP. Interestingly, we observe that COMPACT
left five instances unsolved in that group while the model required
less variables (85212 versus 147 273 for class 20 x 110 x 22) and
constraints (1554 versus 2674) on average than COMPACT-NOP. We
attribute this unexpected behavior to solver randomness. The results for
larger classes are more in line with our expectations as COMPACT was
able to solve four instances in class 50 x 275 x 55 whereas COMPACT-
NOP could not solve any. COMPACT-CSP solved 5 instances more than
COMPACT, which can be explained by a significant decrease in the
number of variables (7254 versus 85212 for class 20 x 110 x 22) and
a small decrease in the number of constraints (1512 versus 1554). Once
more, the two sequential approaches obtained outstanding results (all
instances but one were solved to optimality) even though a certificate
of optimality could not be provided. Based on the experiments per-
formed so far, it is clear that method COMPACT-CSP outperforms both
COMPACT and COMPACT-NOP, which is why we no longer report the
results of the last two models in the next sets of experiments. Similarly,
because methods SEQ and SEQ-KEP display similar (if not identical)
performance, we only report the results of the former model in the next
sets of experiments.

The results in Table 5 clearly show that, once more, not all decom-
position approaches are equally effective. As observed in the
experiments for the real instances, DEC1-CB is the worst decomposition
method since it could only solve 26 out of the 50 tested instances.
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Further analyses showed (again) that this poor performance could
(partially) be attributed to the fact that SP1 was called to verify
several sub-optimal MP1 solutions, which was not the case in DEC1.
Methods DEC3 and DEC3-CB could both solve all 50 instances but
one. Interestingly, the unsolved instance was not the same for the two
methods, meaning that all instances could be solved to optimality by
at least one approach. Methods DEC2 and DEC2-CB came third and
fourth, respectively. Overall, we observe that no-good cuts of type 1
(i.e., NGC1 and NGC3-1) are more often required than no-good cuts of
type 2 (i.e., NGC2 and NGC3-2) on average, which is a phenomenon
that is expected and that was already observed in previous research [3].
One would also expect that a decomposition method requires more no-
good cuts when callbacks are used, which was indeed the case for both
DEC2-CB and DEC3-CB. The reason why such an observation was not
made for DEC1-CB was simply because the method was often stopped
due to the time limit: for example, for the unsolved 20 x 110 x 22
instance, DEC1-CB only had time to call SP1 37 times while DEC1
could call it 148 times, which explains the higher NGC1 average for
the latter approach. Based on these experiments, it is clear that methods
DEC1-CB and DEC1 are not competitive, which is why we no longer
report their results in the next sets of experiments.

Overall, we observe that even though DEC2 and DEC3 (and their
respective callback versions) scale relatively well, instances with larger
truck dimensions are more difficult to solve than instances with smaller
dimensions.

7.2.2. Varying the number of item types m

Our second set of experiments on random instances aims at evaluat-
ing the impact of the number of item types on the performance of the
selected methods. We tested four number of item types m € {2,3,7, 10}
and reported the results of the six selected methods in Table 6.

The results reported in Table 6 show that our methods work very
well when the number of item types is less than or equal to three. These
instances usually allow a very strong preprocessing when calling model
(14)-(18) to reduce the item and truck dimensions. As expected, the
most difficult instances are the ones with the largest number of item
types, probably because the modeling tool exploiting the multiplicity
of the item packing dimensions is less effective. Nevertheless, only
three instances could not be solved by any of our methods (one with
m = 7 and two with m = 10), which indicates that our algorithms
are relatively resilient to an increase in the number of item types.
Interestingly, DEC2 is now the approach that performs best, closely
followed by DEC3-CB and by DEC3. We point out that even though
SEQ performs relatively well, the method does not seem to offer a
competitive advantage compared to DEC2 as the latter method solves
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Table 6
Performance of the selected methods on random instances varying m.
m COMPACT-CSP SEQ DEC2-CB DEC2 DEC3-CB DEC3
#opt T (s) #opt T(s) #opt T(s) #C #opt T(s) #C #opt T(s) #Cl #C2 #opt T(s) #Cl #C2
2 10 116 10 30 10 30 0 10 29 0 10 29 0.8 0 10 29 0.8 0
3 3 2639 10 39 10 31 0 10 24 0 10 25 28.1 0 10 27 27 0
*5 0 3600 9 1153 6 1479 25 9 472 03 9 879 508.4 1.5 9 634 3926 0.1
7 0 3600 7 987 8 1134 05 9 736 02 9 629 543 2 7 1148 5405 O
10 0 3600 7 2071 6 1601 16 8 909 0 6 1646 224.5 6.6 6 1526 184 0.6
Total 13 2711 43 856 40 855 0.9 46 434 0.1 44 642 261 2 42 673 229 0.1
Table 7
Performance of the selected methods on random instances varying n.
" COMPACT-CSP SEQ DEC2-CB DEC2 DEC3-CB DEC3
#opt T (s) #opt T(s) #opt T() #C #opt T() #C #opt T(s) #Cl #C2 #opt T(s) #Cl #C2
30 6 2005 10 2 10 2 0 10 2 0 10 3 0 0 10 2 0 0
40 1 3278 10 34 10 20 0 10 7 0 10 8 8.3 0 10 7 8.2 0
*50 0 3600 9 1153 6 1479 25 9 472 03 9 879 508.4 1.5 9 634 3926 0.1
60 0 3600 6 2566 3 2698 06 7 1399 03 8 927 3139 0.1 9 556 307.1 5.2
70 0 3600 7 2330 5 2037 19 6 1551 04 7 1397 835 1.7 6 1612 3506 O
Total 7 3217 42 1217 34 1247 1 42 687 02 44 643 3331 0.7 44 562 211.7 1.1

more instances, requires less computation time on average, and does
terminate with a certificate of optimality.

7.2.3. Varying the number of items n

Our third set of experiments on random instances aims at evaluating
the impact of the number of items on the performance of the selected
methods. We tested four number of items n € {30,40,60,70} and
reported the results of the six selected methods in Table 7.

Based on the results displayed in Table 7, we can make a number
of interesting remarks:

» Instances with as few as 30 items are unsolved by COMPACT-
CSP. This may come as a surprise since every optimal solu-
tion for this instance class packs every item (there even exists
optimal solutions where a large portion of the truck remains
empty). This indicates that the model size can be a challenge
for COMPACT-CSP, even for the instances without a knapsack
component;

DEC3 and DEC3-CB solve all but six instances each. Some in-
stances with 70 items can still be solved, which is a good sign
for the company as it usually deals with instances between 30
and 50 items;

Only four instances remain unsolved, one with n = 60 items and
three with n = 70 items;

The use of callbacks seems very detrimental to DEC2 whereas it
does not appear very impactful for DEC3.

7.2.4. Varying the item packing dimensions w; and I; range

Our last set of experiments on random instances aims at evaluating
the impact of the item packing dimensions w; and /; range on the
performance of the selected methods. We tested four ranges for the
item packing dimensions w;,/; € {[%, %],[%, %],[%,%],[%, %]}
and reported the results of the six selected methods in Table 8.

The results displayed in Table 8 outline an interesting behavior as
the performance of an approach when solving a given instance I seems
to depend both on the packing dimensions of the items in I and on
whether or not I has a knapsack component. We remind the reader
that smaller items are detrimental for the preprocessing techniques
introduced in Section 4, meaning that instances with smaller items
usually require mathematical models (for solving the overall problem
or for solving its MP and SP components) involving more variables and
constraints, all other parameters being equal. We observe that:
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Instances in class [%, %] are particularly easy for all methods and
do not present any computational challenge. We point out that,
for this instance class, the computational time was entirely spent
in the preprocessing for all methods;

Instances in class [K, %] are also relatively easy except for
COMPACT-CSP. These instances possess a strong knapsack com-
ponent (i.e., all items cannot be packed in an optimal solution)
while being composed of relatively large items;

Instances in class [%, %] are more difficult as they are composed
of slightly smaller items compared to the previous class while they
often still possess a knapsack component;

Instances in class [%, %] seem slightly easier. Even if they are
composed of smaller items compared to the previous class, only
half of these instances possess a knapsack component;

Instances in class [%£, ] seem to be easy to solve again for all
methods except COMPACT-CSP. The fact that they are composed
of the smallest items seems to be counterbalanced by the fact
that none of these instances have a knapsack component (i.e., the
items are so small that they can all be packed in the truck);

Overall, the most difficult instances are the ones composed of many
small and heterogeneous items that cannot fit all together in the truck.

7.3. Supplementary features

Even though the proposed approaches provide solutions that satisfy
Nunner logistics’ main criteria, real-world container loading problems
often involve problem-specific features that require an additional set
of ad hoc constraints to be modeled. We explain in this section how
supplementary real-world features which are also relevant for Nunner
and other logistic companies can be integrated into our algorithms.

7.3.1. Customer multiplicity

One aspect that Nunner logistics would like to take into account
in the packing layout is customer multiplicity. If the company needs
to deliver some items to multiple customers in the same day, two
supplementary constraints should be taken into account when creating
the packing layout: (i) an item can only be stacked on top of another
item if both items must be delivered to the same customer and (ii) given
a customer ordering (based on the delivery route of the truck), the items
that must be delivered to the next customer in the ordering must be
“reachable” without having to move the items that belong to one of
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Performance of the selected methods on random instances varying the range of the item width and length.

w, and I, range COMPACT-CSP_ SEQ DEC2-CB DEC2 DEC3-CB DEC3
# opt T (s) #opt T(s) #opt T(s) #C #opt T(s) #C #opt T(s) #Cl #C2 #opt T(s) #Cl # C2

%% 0 3 10 3 0 3 0 10 3 0 10 2 0 0 10 2 0 0
%2 8 736 7 5 10 8 0 10 3 0 10 3 48 0 10 3 48 0
122 0 3600 1153 6 1479 25 472 03 9 879 5084 15 9 634 3926 0.1
%, % 0 3600 1075 7 1166 0.1 571. 0 9 462 2989 05 10 309 3321 0
%, % 0 3600 10 9 10 152 0 10 150 10 163 03 02 10 151 03 0
Total 18 2308 45 466 43 561 05 48 240 0.1 48 302 1625 04 49 220 146 0

Fig. 3. Four packing configurations for an instance with two customers (2D views seen from above).

the subsequent customers. Such a requirement is known as “unloading
constraints” in the literature [36].

Single-customer columns. Forbidding the stacked columns to contain
items belonging to two different customers is relatively easy in our
problem as one just needs to update the necessary conditions for two
items i and i’ to be stackable by requiring that, on top of the six
conditions introduced in Section 3, both items i and i’ should be
delivered to the same customer.

Unloading constraints. Making sure that the items belonging to the next
customer in the route can all be reached from the back of the truck
without having to move any other item is slightly more challenging.
First, defining unacceptable packing is not always straightforward. Let
us consider, for example, the four packing configurations displayed in
Fig. 3 which are 2D views of the truck from above. Assuming that the
back of the truck is at the bottom and that the dark gray customer needs
to be delivered first, it is clear that the first (most left) configuration
is feasible, the second is infeasible, and the third and fourth are both
feasible. But if we now consider that the light gray customer needs to
be delivered first, while the first configuration is clearly infeasible and
the fourth is clearly feasible, there is no obvious answer as far as the
second and the third configurations are concerned. Even though the
light gray items are all accessible from the back of the truck, one can
also argue that the dark gray items may constitute an obstacle.

After some discussions, we adopted the same definition for un-
loading constraints as the one used by Coté et al. [36], which can
be described as follows: a stacked column i (of items) belonging to a
customer is allowed to be packed in coordinate (w, /) if every stacked
column i’ belonging to a subsequent customer is packed in a coordinate
(w',1") such that either (i) columns i and i’ do not overlap in the x-
axis (i.e., either w + w; <= w' or w' + wy <= w) or (ii) column i is
packed closer to the back of the truck than column i’ (i.e., I + I, <
1"). According to such a rule, the two middle configurations are not
allowed if the light gray customer must be delivered first. As far as
implementation is concerned, such a constraint is easy to implement
in SP2 (and therefore, in SP3-2). Recall that, in the two subproblems,
all the tasks (i.e., the bottom items) occupying abscissa w are gathered
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in set I,, and that an interval variable ivl; is associated to each task
i (i € I). If we denote by ¢ the customer index (i.e., the position in
which a customer is visited in the delivery route) and by ¢; the customer
index of item i, unloading constraints can be defined as follows:

endbeforestart(ivl,ivl;) ie Iw,i' €l,:cy>c,w=0,....W-1,

(62)

which ensures that, given a task i (i.e., a bottom item), every task
associated with a subsequent customer that overlaps with i on the x-
axis needs to have its starting time (i.e., its y-coordinate) greater than
or equal to the starting time of i plus the duration of i.

7.3.2. Generalized fragility constraints

Because Nunner logistics limits the maximum number of items that
can be stacked in the same column to .S = 3, it is possible to incorporate
the fragility constraints forbidding a heavy item to be stacked on a light
item into the compatibility graph ¢. By doing so, given the criteria
described in Section 3, the sum of the item weights stacked on top
of a given bottom item i never exceeds twice the weight of item i
(because of the condition stating that the weight of the bottom item
must be larger than or equal to the weight of the top item — note
that one could also tune that criterion by using an ad hoc coefficient).
When one considers larger .S values (e.g., 10 or 20), such a strategy
does not make sense anymore as an item may be able to accommodate
once or twice its weight, but probably not ten or twenty times. These
fragility constraints can easily be taken into account in our models
by considering a fragility coefficient f; for each item i (i = 1,...,n)
indicating the maximum weight allowed to be stacked on top of item i
and by adding the following constraints related to the column creation:

n S
Z Zyii’ski’ < 5,-Pfi

i'=15=2

n S n
Z y,-,-rs/k,-/ Szyii’sfi’ i=1,...,ns=2,..

i'=1

i'=1s"=s+1

i=1,...,n, (63)

.8 -2, (64)

where constraints (63) make sure that the total weight on top of item
i does not exceed its fragility if item i is used as a bottom item and
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Performance of the DEC3 on the real instances taking into account supplementary features.

DEC3-0-0 DEC3-1-0

DEC3-0-1 DEC3-1-1

1dx # cust
# opt T (s) opt val # Cl # C2 # opt T (s) opt val # Cl # C2 # opt T (s) opt val # Cl # C2 # opt T (s) opt val # Cl # C2

1 2 1 3 401925 0 0 1 3 401925 0 1 1 3 401925 0 0 1 3 401925 0 1

2 1 1 1 308400 0 0 1 1 308400 0 0 1 1 308400 0 0 1 1 308400 0 0

3 2 1 3 339840 0 0 1 3 339840 0 2 1 3 339840 0 0 1 3 339840 0 2

4 4 1 2 396738 11 0 1 2 396738 9 21 1 2 396738 10 0 1 2 396738 6 21
5 2 1 1 363394 1 0 1 1 363394 7 0 1 1 363394 3 0 1 1 363394 3 0
6 3 1 2 414307 0 0 1 2 414307 0 0 1 2 414307 0 0 1 2 414307 0 0
7 4 1 4 375550 1 0 1 4 375550 0 27 1 4 375550 1 0 1 4 375550 0 27
8 2 1 3 326700 0 0 1 2 326700 0 0 1 3 326700 0 0 1 2 326700 0 0
9 1 1 17 469 450 24 0 1 17 469 450 24 0 1 45 452150 77 0 1 46 452150 77 0
10 2 1 1 379800 0 0 1 1 379800 0 0 1 1 379800 0 0 1 1 379800 0 0
Total 2.3 10 4 377610 3.7 0 10 4 377610 4 5.1 10 6 375880 9.1 0 10 6 375880 8.6 5.1

constraints (64) make sure that the sum of the item weights in position
s+1,5+2,...,5 in column i does not exceed the fragility of the item
packed in position s in that same column. We point out that constraints
(64) are neither necessary for s = S —1 (as those can be included in the
compatibility graph ¢) nor for s = § (as packing an item in position
S + 1 is not allowed).

We report in Table 9 the results of DEC3 when none (DEC3-0-0),
one (DEC3-1-0 for customer multiplicity and DEC3-0-1 for generalized
fragility constraints), and the two features (DEC3-1-1) are taken into
account on the ten real instances. The number of customers varied
between one and four (this information was available in the daily
instances provided by Nunner) and values f; were set to w; for all items
(this information was not available, so we used an approximation). In
the table, column “# cust” reports the number of customers in the
instance and column “opt val” indicates the optimal solution value of
the instance.

Based on the similarity between the results obtained by DEC3-0-
0 and DEC3-1-0, we can state that taking customer multiplicity into
account in the real instances is not particularly difficult. We observe,
however, an increase in the number of NGC3-2 cuts required (5.1 on
average for DEC3-1-0 versus 0 for DEC3-0-0), which does not come
as a surprise considering that the newly added unloading constraints
belong to SP3-2. This increase is more pronounced in the instances
with four customers. Interestingly, we did not notice a decrease in the
optimal solution value, which is an observation that is probably only
valid for the tested real instances. Indeed, for every instance except 19,
all items could be packed in an optimal solution. In addition, I9 only has
one customer, which explains why DEC3-0-0 and DEC3-1-0 obtained
identical results for that instance. We tested DEC3-1-0 on a modified
version of 19 in which the existing items were split into two customers
and we observed that the instance became much more difficult to solve:
it required more than nine hours of computation time, 29 NGC3-1 cuts,
and 11 267 NGC3-2 cuts. We also observed a decrease in the objective
solution value from 469 450 to 467 750.

By comparing the results obtained by DEC3-0-0 with those obtained
by DEC3-0-1, we can state that using generalized fragility constraints
does not necessarily deteriorate the performance of the model, but it
may decrease the value of the optimal solution This does not come as
a surprise as DEC3-1-0 is more constrained than DEC3-0-0 when f;
is set to w;. We did not observe any unexpected interactions between
customer multiplicity and generalized fragility constraints (i.e., the
results obtained by DEC3-1-1 were in line with those obtained by
DEC3-1-0 and DEC3-0-1), but we believe that this is due to the relative
“simplicity” of the real instances provided by the company.

To conclude this section, we compare in Fig. 4 the optimal packing
layouts obtained by DEC3-1-1 and by a version of DEC3-0-0 where
multi-customer columns are forbidden but where unloading constraints
are not enforced. The figure shows 2D views of the truck from above,
the back of the truck is located at the bottom of the figure, and only
the bottom items are displayed in the packing layout (but the index of
every item composing the column appears in the figure). The item color
represents the customer index and lighter colors identify the customers
that must be delivered earlier in the route. We can see that the packing
layout obtained by DEC3-0-0 for instances I4, I5, and 17 does not satisfy
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the unloading constraints, but that DEC3-1-1 is able to find a packing
layout using the same items that does satisfy those constraints. We also
observe in 19 solutions that some 3-item columns that are allowed in
DEC3-0-0 are forbidden in DEC3-1-1 (e.g., the column composed of
items 3, 25, and 4 where k; = 82, ky5 = 60, and k, = 40) whereas
others are feasible in both approaches (e.g., the column composed of
items 18, 3, and 4 where kg = 265, k3 = 82, and k, = 40).

8. Conclusion

We studied various solution methods aimed at solving exactly a
real-world single container loading problem with stacking constraints
and medium-sized weakly heterogeneous items. After introducing a
compact integer programming model together with some innovative
ad hoc reduction procedures, we described a sequential approach and
three decomposition algorithms to solve the problem. We empirically
evaluated each of the proposed methods on a set of real and randomly
generated instances and made a number of relevant observations.

From the company point of view, it is interesting to know that (i)
the (non-exact) sequential strategy that is currently used often leads
to an optimal solution provided that each component of the approach
is solved to optimality, (ii) the company daily instances are relatively
easy to solve to optimality with an effective decomposition approach,
and (iii) customer multiplicity and generalized fragility constraints can
easily be taken into account in the company daily instances.

From the optimization point of view, it is interesting to observe
that (i) there is a connection between the studied loading problem and
the kidney exchange problem, (ii) under certain conditions, there is a
better preprocessing for adjusting the item dimensions than the one
based on dynamic programming, (iii) item multiplicity can be exploited
even if only a subset of the item features (in our case, the packing
dimensions) is identical, (iv) there are more than one decomposition
method that can be used to solve a loading problem, and some of
these decomposition methods are faster than others, and (v) using
callbacks does not necessarily speed-up (and can even be detrimental
to) a decomposition approach.

Overall, the proposed methods provide satisfactory results for the
optimization problem faced by Nunner logistics considering that real-
istic instances with a common size 250 cm x 1375 cm X 275 cm truck
and up to 70 items could be solved to optimality. This is already an
achievement compared to existing exact decomposition methods for
two-dimensional and three-dimensional packing literature considering
that the largest-sized two-dimensional orthogonal packing instance
solved by Coté et al. [36] had W x L 14 x 130 and 36.9 items
on average, the largest-sized two-dimensional strip packing instances
solved by Coté et al. [2] and Delorme et al. [4] had either W = 1000 and
50 items or W = 100 and 100 items, the largest-sized two-dimensional
bin packing instances solved by Polyakovskiy and M’Hallah [23] had
W x L = 100 x 100 and 100 items while those solved by Coté et al.
[3] had W x L 300 x 300 and 100 items, and the largest-sized
three-dimensional container loading instances solved by Do Nascimento
et al. [22] had either W x L x H = 100 x 100 x 100 and 14 items or
W xLx H =10x10x 10 and 91 items. Note that such comparisons are
for indicative purposes only since the optimization problems solved in
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Fig. 4. 2D views seen from above of the optimal DEC3-0-0 (left) and DEC3-1-1 (right)
packing layouts.

each of these papers were not identical to the one we studied, even
though they shared some similarities. Indeed, we remind the reader
that our approaches exploited some problem features that were specific
to the problem encountered by Nunner, especially the fact that the
items were relatively large when compared to the vehicle, the fact
that the items were weakly heterogeneous on the width and the length
dimensions, but not on the height dimension, and the fact that only one
item per layer was allowed in a column. If the items were also weakly
heterogeneous on the height dimension and if there were small-sized
items, then it would make more sense for the company to also consider
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allowing multiple items per layer, as was done, for example, in the work
of Toffolo et al. [21].

As far as future research directions are concerned, we mention in
particular (i) the integration of column stability (i.e., making sure that
the item columns do not fall when the truck moves), (ii) the search for
more effective unloading constraints (an artificial instance with two
customers required more than nine hours of computation time to be
solved), and (iii) the creation of a hyper-algorithm able to select which
method among the ones proposed in this work is better suited to solve
a given instance (following the recent trend that aims at incorporating
machine learning techniques into optimization algorithms, see [38]).
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