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Abstract 

A well-proven means to automate processes are industrial robots. Nevertheless, there are still many processes 
that are not automated, especially in small and medium sized companies. A main reason is a missing 
automatism to create suitable solutions. To meet this challenge, the ROBOTOP research project tries to find 
a list of appropriate components and arrange them in a suitable layout. This paper addresses the second step 
and an algorithm is described that generates a suitable layout. Thereby, a main aim is to generate a layout 
that is plausible to the user. The problem relates to the facility layout problem and the proposed algorithm is 
also applicable to non-robotic related tasks. However, current methods do not yield to an appropriate, 
because due to the simplifications of the used models a manual effort is required when transforming the 
model to a 3D scene. The algorithms accepts a description of the process and identifies different kind of 
patterns. For each kind of pattern, layout rules are defined. With this, the model can be transformed to a 
plausible 3D setup. 
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1. Introduction 

The aim of the ROBOTOP research project is to develop a platform that enables non-experts to plan robot-
based production systems. The user of the platform must not have any robotic knowledge. Instead, an online 
assistant acquires certain information about the user’s needs. Using a case-based reasoning method, the 
assistant derives a process description as well as a list of production units. The method also provides a layout 
hint, but the user may add, change, or remove units. Additionally, the user may start without using the 
assistant. Hence, the layout starts with a process definition and a list of production units in general. For this, 
the problem of how to find an initial layout automatically must be solved. 

This problem of arranging production units with respect to each other is referred in literature as facility layout 
problem. A survey of different approaches are given in [1–3]. Because most layout problems are complex 
and generally NP-hard [4], heuristic methods are used to find a solution. An important sub-problem in facility 
layout planning is the adjacency problem: which unit should be placed next to which other unit? 

A common approach to solve this problem is the method according to Schmigalla [5]. The method uses a 
triangular mesh to arrange units and yields to an initial solution that is not necessarily an optimum. Other 
methods try to improve the resulting solution, e.g. by utilizing genetic algorithms [6]. Graph theory is used 
by another popular approach: the adjacency problem can be solved by constructing a maximum planar 
weighted graph [7]. Thereby, a unit is described as vertex, material handling from one unit to another is 
described as edge between the corresponding vertices, and the handling effort defines the weight. With this, 
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the production can be formulated as a complete, weighted graph , ,  with vertex set V and edge 
set E. w assigns a weight to each edge. With this, a planar sub-graph with maximum weight has to be found. 
Further approaches are the quadratic assignment problem (cf. e.g. [8]), or slicing-tree-based methods (e.g. 
[9]). 

These methods have usually a simplified view of the units: units are of the same size and the distance of the 
units is only treated partially within the handling effort. Additionally, transportation to and from a unit can 
be done in any direction. As a result, a transformation to the real physical environment is difficult. In [10], 
a software tool for layout modelling and optimization is used to take real sizes into account. Starting with a 
layout received by the Schmigalla method, the units are rearranged by using a material flow visualization 
and a distance-intensity graph. However, this rearrangement must be done manually and is not applicable to 
find a solution automatically. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

Figure 1: Exemplary layout with four units A, B, C, and D received by Schmigalla’s method (a). The arrows drawn in 
the units indicate the interconnection points, where material must be handled through. Manually changing the layout 

with respect to the units’ sizes and the interconnection points results in the optimized layout (b). 

Furthermore, a main drawback is the simplification of interconnection points, where material is passed to 
and from the unit. The most units – especially units to automate processes – have certain interconnection 
points or areas. An industrial robot, for instance, can often not move to its back. Hence, there is an 
interconnection area in front of and at the side of the robot. Conveyor belts commonly have interconnection 
points at the beginning and at the end of the belt. CNC machines have a small interconnection area in front 
of the machine, and so on. Consider an example of four units as depicted in Figure 1a. It shows a layout as 
received by using Schmigalla’s method. Obviously, the manual layout shown in Figure 1b is a better one, 
although the adjacencies are the same. Merely, the units are moved and rotated with respect to the 
interconnection points. 

2. Manufacturing and Handling Units 

In order to find an appropriate layout, it is essential to create an appropriate model of the units. Like most 
methods (cf. e.g. [11]), manufacturing units and handling units are handled differently. Consider a 
manufacturing unit  as , ,  with size s, ingoing interconnection set I, and outgoing 
interconnection set O. Any interconnection i can be both, part of set I and part of set O. Figure 2 depicts a 
simple example. The unit’s area (8) is most important for the layout process, because other manufacturing 
units should not cover this area. The machine’s required space (5) is completely embedded within the unit’s 
area. However, it may be allowed for handling units to overlap with the unit's area but not with the machine’s 
area. Besides these areas, the algorithm must consider more regions. For instance safety regions, regions to 
place human machine interfaces, or regions for maintenance. Some of these regions may overlap, some may 
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not. An overview on different regions and how they may overlap is given in [12]. For now, the algorithm 
uses a simplified model that contains the unit’s area and the interconnection points, as depicted in Figure 3. 

  

Figure 2: Sketch of the required space for a production 
unit for the example of an assembly unit. The unit’s area 
(8) has interconnection points to receive material at (1) 
and (2) as well as a point to provide material at (3). Each 
point requires area to place the materials (7). In addition, 
the machine (4) inside the unit requires a certain area (5) 
and has a safety region (6). (9) visualizes the overall size. 

Figure 3: Manufacturing unit’s model m with ,  
and  of the example given in Figure 2. 

A handling unit h connects two manufacturing units  and . In this context, a material buffer is also a 

manufacturing unit, albeit it manufactures nothing. With this, h can be defined as → . Handling 

units do not have a specific size at this point of planning, because their size highly depends on the position 
of the connecting manufacturing systems.  

3. Algorithm 

 

Figure 4: Example process with six manufacturing units. 

Consider a manufacturing process with n manufacturing units . An adjacency matrix A describes the 
connections by handling units. Figure 4 shows a simple example. The corresponding adjacency matrix is 

0 1 1 1 0 0
0 0 0 0 1 0
0 0 0 0 1 0
0 0 0 0 0 1
0 0 0 0 0 1
0 0 0 0 0 0

.  (1) 

A one in a row describes an outgoing connection to the corresponding unit. A one in a column describes an 

incoming connection to the corresponding unit. With row j and column k, a handling unit →  

yields to , 1. In order to find a suitable solution, a divide-and-conquer algorithm [13] is utilized. The 
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algorithm operates on A and will search for units that define serial or parallel structures. Similar to an 
equivalent circuit (cf. e.g. [14]), a found structure replaces the corresponding units in A. The result is a new 
adjacency matrix ′ with a reduced complexity. 

3.1 Auxiliary Units 

In order to identify groups, two auxiliary units are introduced: distributor and merger units. A distributor is 
a virtual unit with one incoming and two outgoing connection. Thus, material can be distributed from one to 
two other units. The merger unit works vice versa. It has two incoming connections, but only a single 
outgoing one. Even though both type of units are used for handling, they are treated as (virtual) 
manufacturing units. The main purpose of the auxiliary units is to reduce the number of incoming and 
outgoing connections, which simplifies the structure identification. 

  

Figure 5: Example process with two added distributor 
units d. 

Figure 6: Alternative option to add the two distributor 
units. 

With this auxiliary units, the example given in Figure 4 can be modified by adding distributor units between 
 and  to . As shown in Figure 5, the number of connections of  reduces from three to one. 

However, there is not only a single way to add the auxiliary units. Figure 6 depicts another option to add the 
two distributor units. Obviously, the latter one yields to a structure that can be simplified easily.  

(a) 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

Figure 7: Simplification of the structure by identifying serial structures s or parallel structures p. 

As shown in Figure 7,  and  build a parallel structure and can be replaced by , . Next, 
there is a serial structure with , , and  that is replaced by , , .  and  are now 
parallel and are replaced by , . Finally, there is only a serial structure left. 

After adding auxiliary units, the algorithm operates on the adjacency matrix to find serial and parallel 
structures. In order to find a serial structure, the algorithm search for two units  and  that are linked 

with a single connection. Such a pair is found, if the conditions (2) to (5) are true: 
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, 0 with 1… , , and  (4) 

, 0 with 1… , .  (5) 

Next the algorithm searches for a unit  that builds a serial structure with  or . If found, there is serial 

structure with three units and the algorithm searches for another unit that corresponds to the structure, and 
so on.  A set of units that have the same single origin for an incoming connection and the same single target 
for an outgoing connection defines a parallel structure. Hence, there is a parallel structure between  and 

 if 

, ,  with 1… ,  (6) 

and furthermore ∀	l	 ∈ x	|	A , 1  it is  

, 0 with 1… , , and  (7) 

, 0 with 1… , .  (8) 

3.2 Loops 

There are two types of loops that may occur in a structure: bypassing and rework of materials. A bypassing 
structure is sketched in Figure 8a. Material is partially handled from one unit  directly to another unit , 

while other parts are treated by additional units between. The solution is to add a virtual unit into the 
bypassing, as depicted in Figure 8b. With this, the algorithm can treat the bypassing structure similar to the 
parallel structure as described above. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

Figure 8: Bypassing structure (a) and the transformation to a parallel structure (b) by adding a virtual unit u. 

The other kind of loop is a rework of materials. If, for instance, a manufacturing unit polishes a product and 
a subsequent inspection unit verifies the process, the inspection unit may identify the need for a rework. 
Another example is the use of a carrier system, because at some point in the manufacturing process, the 
carriers return to the beginning. Figure 9a visualizes this structure, where a material is handled backwards 
from  to . The solution to resolve this loop is a substitution of the units involved from  to  by a 

single one, as depicted in Figure 9b. If there are non-serial connection between  and , they have to be 

reduced first. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

Figure 9: Rework structure (a) and the transformation to a single unit (b). 

3.3 Cross-Connections 

Consider a structure as sketched in Figure 10. For such kind of structures, the algorithm can identify neither 
a serial nor a parallel structure. The algorithm must handle such structures in a special way. For this, a further 
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substitution unit is defined that substitutes the complete cross-connection structure consisting of , , 
, and . The algorithm treats the remaining structure again as described above.  

 

Figure 10: Example of a cross-connection. 

4. Deriving a Layout 

The previous section describes how to identify different kind of structures, e.g. serial or parallel ones. In 
order to find an appropriate layout, a design patterns is defined for each possible structure. By applying these 
patterns, the algorithm creates the final layout. 

As discussed above, a set of units linked by a single connection defines a serial structure. The interconnection 
points of the units may be located on different sides of the unit, i.e. on opposite sides, on adjacent sides, or 
on the same side. Figure 11 depicts design patterns to arrange these types. 

 

Figure 11: Design pattern for serial structures. The grey 
regions indicates handling between outgoing connections 
o and incoming connections i. 

Figure 12: Design pattern for parallel structures. The 
grey regions indicates handling between outgoing 
connections o and incoming connections i. 

 

 

Figure 13: Design pattern for bypassing structures. The 
grey regions indicates handling between outgoing 
connections o and incoming connections i. 

Figure 14: Handling of auxiliary units. The grey regions 
indicates handling between outgoing connections o and 
incoming connections i. 

Similar to serial structure, a patterns for parallel structures is defined. Figure 12 sketches the required patterns 
for units with connections on opposite sides, adjacent sides, and the same side. Obviously, the layout is not 

...

m4

m3

m2

m1 ...

o i
o i

o i o

m1 m3m2

i

i

o

i

o

o

m3

m2

m1

mj ... mk

i
i

o

i

o

o

io

m1 m3

m2

d1

o

i

io

o

o

i

d2 m4

329



 

 

optimal, as the complexity for the handling-system can be reduced. However, as stated above, the main aim 
is to find a plausible layout, not an optimal. 

Both bypassing and rework structures can be treated similar. Figure 13 shows the design pattern for a 
bypassing structure. The pattern for a rework structure looks similar, except that incoming and outgoing 
connections are swapped. 

The main purpose of the auxiliary units is to identify serial and parallel structures. When designing the 
layout, they can be ignored usually. However, it may occur that the described pattern yield to an overlap of 
units. In such cases, the algorithm moves the units until the overlap is eliminated, as depicted in Figure 14. 

5. Conclusion 

A main problem with existing layout methods is the idealization of material handling. As stated, it is 
important to generate a layout that is plausible for the user automatically. The presented approach introduces 
auxiliary units that help to identify especially serial and parallel structures. 

For the different structures, design patterns are defined. Each design pattern can be used to replace an 
identified structure with a suitable layout. After the top-down process of identifying structures, the described 
algorithm constructs the complete layout by combining the different patterns. 

Although the presented method is able to create layouts, there are further improvements possible. By now, 
the interconnections are considered as a single point. Nevertheless, units usually have an interconnection 
area. Furthermore, the connections are unweighted. With an appropriate weight, the resulting layout may 
change. Next, the space between the units must be optimized with respect to e.g. safety and maintenance 
regions. Finally, the handling paths must be optimized by allowing them to overlap the units' areas. 

The main aim was to derive a plausible layout. Thus, the received layout is not optimized. In future work, 
the algorithm must be improved in order to optimize the current results. Nevertheless, the method yields to 
a suitable layout that considers interconnection points of the manufacturing units. 
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