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Abstract. The role of medicines in health systems is increasing day by day. The medicine supply chain
is a part of the health system that if not properly addressed, the concept of health in that community is
unlikely to experience significant growth. To fill gaps and available challenging in the medicine supply
chain network (MSCN), in the present paper, efforts have been made to propose a location-production-
distribution-transportation-inventory holding problem for a multi-echelon multi-product multi-period
bi-objective MSCN network under production technology policy. To design the network, a mixed-
integer linear programming (MILP) model capable of minimizing the total costs of the network and
the total time the transportation is developed. As the developed model was NP-hard, several meta-
heuristic algorithms are used and two heuristic algorithms, namely, Improved Ant Colony Optimization
(IACO) and Improved Harmony Search (IHS) algorithms are developed to solve the MSCN model
in different problems. Then, some experiments were designed and solved by an optimization solver
called GAMS (CPLEX) and the presented algorithms to validate the model and effectiveness of the
presented algorithms. Comparison of the provided results by the presented algorithms and the exact
solution is indicative of the high-quality efficiency and performance of the proposed algorithm to find
a near-optimal solution within reasonable computational time. Hence, the results are compared with
commercial solvers (GAMS) with the suggested algorithms in the small-sized problems and then the
results of the proposed meta-heuristic algorithms with the heuristic methods are compared with each
other in the large-sized problems. To tune and control the parameters of the proposed algorithms, the
Taguchi method is utilized. To validate the proposed algorithms and the MSCN model, assessment
metrics are used and a few sensitivity analyses are stated, respectively. The results demonstrate the
high quality of the proposed IACO algorithm.
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1. Introduction

Medicines are very important in each medical and health care systems (e.g. hospitals, pharmacies, and labora-
tories). Then, each risk/crisis (shortage of medicines) can affect the whole medicine supply chain instantaneously.
This problem can not only waste the resources but can also jeopardize patients’ lives by making trouble for
access to medical products [22,39].

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines a medicine preparation as: “any substance or mixture of
substances manufactured, sold, offered for sale or represented for use in the diagnosis, treatment, mitigation or
prevention of disease, abnormal physical state or the symptoms thereof in man or animal; restoring, correcting
or modifying organic functions in man or animal” and it mentioned access to medicine is the one of important
human right that must be the main objective of any healthcare systems [3, 44].

The field of health and treatment is one of the most important fields in any country and the supply chain
of this field is part of the community health system and has a strategic position [39,44]. Iran’s pharmaceutical
industry has gone through various and volatile conditions over the past few decades. In the years after the
revolution, this industry has had significant quantitative and qualitative growth. Numerous factors such as
profitability, job creation, the existence of a suitable domestic and foreign market, communication with other
industries, etc. have made the position of this industry in comparison with other industries privileged and
strategic. Commodity investments and government support have also increased the importance of this industry
in each country. Medicine use is high in Iran and in this respect, it is the second-largest consumer in Asia and
the tenth-largest in the world [5]. The need to pay attention to the MSCN can be traced to the change in the
behavior of managers in terms of supply chain optimization. The MSCN must deliver medicines to customers
with acceptable quality, in the right quantity, in the right place, and at the right time at the suitable price, in
a way that is compatible with the goals of the health system and also beneficial to the beneficiaries. Because
supply chain costs have a direct impact on the price of pharmaceutical items. This field must be able to cover the
pharmaceutical needs of the society with the highest speed and accuracy, and for this purpose, the integration
of the MSCN seems to be essential [5, 38,39,43,44].

Challenges and various methodologies in MSCNs widely have been addressed in the literature on managerial
subjects in the medicine industry [5,9,26,29,38,43]. Rotstein et al. [35] developed an optimization-based method
for choosing product development strategies and also capacity planning and investment strategy that the demand
has related to the clinical results for a pharmaceutical supply chain. Papageorgiou et al. [34] formulated an MILP
model in a pharmaceutical system for the optimization of product strategies and also an investment strategy
and capacity planning. Gatica et al. [14] extended an MILP mathematical model in a multi-stage, multi-period
stochastic pharmaceutical inventory system problem under uncertainty. Levis and Papageorgiou [33] suggested
an MILP model in a long-term, multi-site capacity planning pharmaceutical firm under uncertainty by con-
sidering the trading structure of the company. Amaro and Barbosa-Póvoa [2] presented a new mathematical
model for the sequential planning and scheduling problem in the reverse supply chain and employed it for a
real pharmaceutical case study. Sousa et al. [40] offered a planning and allocation problem for the pharma-
ceutical supply chain purposing to increase the net profit value. Moreover, two decomposition algorithms were
used to solve the problem. Susarla and Karimi [41] formulated a MILP model for multi-period planning in an
integrated procurement-production-distribution pharmaceutical company. Jetly et al. [23] presented a multi-
agent mathematical model in the pharmaceutical supply chains. Alnaji and Ridha [1] described the supply
chain management role applications in the pharmaceutical industry. Mousazadeh et al. [32] addressed a robust
possibilistic programming method for the pharmaceutical supply chain network. Furthermore, they formulated
a bi-objective MILP mathematical model. Zahiri et al. [47] designed a novel analytical model for the pharma-
ceutical supply chain network under uncertainty with perishability and substitutable products. Goodarzian
et al. [16] presented a new multi-objective multi-echelon multi-product multi-period pharmaceutical sup-
ply chain network along with production-distribution-purchasing-ordering-inventory holding-allocation-routing
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problem under uncertainty. Also, an MINLP model is formulated and a novel robust fuzzy programming
approach is developed. To solve the model, multi-objective meta-heuristic algorithms are used. Goodarzian
et al. [17] developed a multi-objective sustainable MILP model in the MSCN problem considering three aims
including economic, environmental, and social impacts. Additionally, a new hybrid meta-heuristic algorithm
is provided.

In order to fill the aforementioned gaps and to get closer to real-world applications, this work develops
and solves a new multi-level bi-objective multi-period multi-product mathematical model namely Medicine
Supply Chain Network (MSCN). The considered network contains three levels: manufacturing centers, main
and local distribution centers, and final customers (hospitals, clinics, and pharmacies). In this regard, a new
location, production, distribution, inventory holding, and transportation problem are developed to minimize
the total cost by using several types of vehicles and the total time of the transportation in the planning
horizon. According to the literature and to the best of our knowledge, the production technology policy has
not been considered for the MSCN location, production, distribution, inventory holding, and transportation
problem, which this technology uses in each distribution center. Another innovation, first of all, a new mixed-
integer linear programming model (MILP) for an integrated location, production, distribution, inventory, and
transportation problem in the MSCN is formulated. To solve the model and to find Pareto solutions, due to NP-
hard and complexity of the model [17, 45], four multi-objective meta-heuristic algorithms including simulated
annealing (SA), variable neighborhood search (VNS), harmony search (HS), and ant colony optimization (ACO)
are utilized. In this regard, the second contribution of this paper, two novel Improved Ant Colony Optimization
(IACO) and Improved Harmony Search (IHS) algorithms are developed to solve the MSCN problem. The
third innovation in this paper, in order to more performance and efficiency of the IACO algorithm in the local
search, the three important parameters local searches containing dual enhancer, swap move, and insert move are
employed. The Taguchi method is used to control and tune the parameters of the meta-heuristic and heuristic
algorithms. Additionally, to evaluate the proposed algorithms, three assessment metrics including the number
of Pareto solutions, mean ideal distance, and spread of non-dominance solution metrics are employed. Finally,
a few sensitivity analyses are explained to validate the MSCN model in this paper.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the addressed MSCN design problem
and devotes it to the model formulation. In Section 3, four meta-heuristic algorithms and two new heuristic
algorithms are provided. Section 4 reports computational experiments and results. Section 5 illustrates some
managerial insights into the MSCN problem. Eventually, concludes this paper with important findings as well
as directions and recommendations for future work in Section 6.

2. Mathematical modelling

2.1. Problem description

In this section, a new four-level, multi-period, and multi-product MSCN are considered in Figure 1 that con-
tains manufacturing centers, main distribution centers, local distribution centers, and final customers (hospitals,
clinics, and pharmacies) with potential lateral transmission flows between local distribution centers. Geographi-
cally, there are many potential locations to build manufacturing centers and main and local distribution centers
but decision-makers must according to the different criteria, and also a special focus on the requirements of final
customers choose the best location or locations for each facility. Besides, among the available technologies to
produce each product family, only one technology per potential manufacturing center can be used that directly
affects the production capacity at the per time period, however, the double construction cost is imposed on
the whole system. Inventory can be preserved at the main and local distribution centers at the end of each
period, while its level has limited based on the storage capacity of each center. However, the capacity levels of
the main and local distribution centers are considered as the decision variables of the model. Also, in order to
control the essential requirements for a particular medicine at per time period, a level of confidence inventory
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Figure 1. The structure of MSCN problem.

is assumed for local distribution centers. Demand for each customer zone can only is fulfilled by transferring
products from local distribution centers. Moreover, different modes of transportation systems are available for
transporting products between various levels or amongst local distribution centers. Finally, the important and
significant aims in this problem including minimizing the fixed cost of construction of centers (manufacturing,
main and local distribution), production costs, transportation costs, inventory holding cost in main and local
distribution centers, and the total transportation time along the planning horizon.

2.2. Model assumption

– Final customers are considered as multi-types system, but they are treated as one because only the whole
demand is important.

– There are no bottleneck sources in the presented model.
– There is no unmet demand in the system meaning that there is no shortage in the overall network.
– According to the transportation type of medical products in Iran, only one type of (ground) transportation

is considered to transport the manufactured products between different levels of the network.

2.3. Notation

Indices
m Index for The candidate locations to establish manufacturing centers m ∈ {1, 2, . . . ,M}.
i Index for The candidate locations to establish main distribution centers i ∈ {1, 2, . . . , I}.
j Index for The candidate locations to establish local distribution centers j ∈ {1, 2, . . . , J}.
c Index for final customer c ∈ {1, 2, . . . , C}.
v Index for the vehicle of types v ∈ {1, 2, . . . , V }.
qp The potential Construction technology for producing the family product qp ∈ {1, 2, . . . , Qp}.
n Index for capacity levels possible for main distribution centers n ∈ {1, 2, . . . , N}.
p Index for product families p ∈ {1, 2, . . . , P}.
t Index for time period t ∈ {1, 2, . . . , T}.

Parameters
ϕvpij Transportation cost per unit product p from main DC i to local DC j with the vehicle type v.
ϕvpmi Transportation cost per unit product p from manufacturing m to main DC i with the vehicle type

v.
dtcp Final customer demand c for product p at period t.
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ϕvpjc Transportation cost per unit product p from local DC j to final customer c with the vehicle type
v.

βpqpm Construction cost for the product production p with construction technology qp in the manufac-
turing center m.

βni Construction cost with capacity level n in the main DC i.
βj Construction cost in the local DC j.
µtpi Storage cost of product p in the main DC i at the end of the period t.
µtpj Storage cost of product p in the local DC j at the end of the period t.
Itpj Inventory of product p in the local DC j at the end of the period t.
ϕvpjj′ Transportation cost per unit product p from local DC j to local DC j′ with the vehicle type v.
γin Storage capacity of main DC i with capacity level n.
αi Available storage capacity in the main DC i.
θp The relative importance of the product p.
βpmqp

Construction cost of the product p at the manufacturing center m with construction technology
qp.

ψvpmi Transportation time of per unit product p from manufacturing center m to main DC i with the
vehicle type v.

ψvpij Transportation time of per unit product p from main DC i to local DC j with the vehicle type v.
ψvpjj′ Transportation time of per unit product p from local DC j to local DC j′ with the vehicle type v.
ψvpjc Transportation time of per unit product p from local DC j to final customer c with the vehicle

type v.
M The big number.

Decision variables
ηtpi Inventory level of product p in the main DC i at the end of the period t.
ηtpj Inventory level of product p in the local DC j at the end of the period t.
Ωtvpjc The quantity of shipped product p form local DC j to final customer c at the end of the period t

with the vehicle type v.
Ωtvpij The quantity of shipped product p form main DC i to local DC j at the end of the period t with

the vehicle type v.
Ωtvpmqpi

The quantity of produced product p in the manufacturing center m with construction technology
qpand shipped to the main DC i with the vehicle type vat period t.

Ωtvpjj′ The quantity of shipped product p form local DC j to local DC j′ at the end of the period t with
the vehicle type v.

$mpqp
If manufacturing center m for producing of product p with the use of construction technology qp
is constructed 1; otherwise 0.

δin If potential main DC i with capacity level n is constructed 1; otherwise 0.
δj If potential local DC j is constructed 1; otherwise 0.
πvpmi If product p from manufacturing center m to main DC i with the vehicle type v is transported 1;

otherwise 0.
πvpij If product p from main DC i to local DC j with the vehicle type v is transported 1; otherwise 0.
πvpjj′ If product p from local DC j to local DC j′ with the vehicle type v is transported 1; otherwise 0.
πvpjc If product p from local DC j to final customer c with the vehicle type v is transported 1; otherwise

0.

2.4. Mathematical modeling
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The first objective function (2.1) asserts to minimize the total cost including the fixed cost of construction of
centers (manufacturing, main and local distribution), production costs, transportation costs, inventory holding
cost in main and local distribution centers. The second objective function (2.2) seeks to minimize the total
transportation time during the planning horizon.
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Constraints (2.3) and (2.4) indicate the flow balance of each product at the main and local distribution
centers, respectively. Constraint (2.5) ensures that the total manufacturing level of a product at each con-
structed manufacturing center at each period does not exceed the corresponding manufacturing capacity based
on the construction technology selected for that product. The storage capacity constraints for main and local
distribution centers are provided in constraints (2.6) and (2.7), respectively. In other words, the sum of the
remaining products from the previous period plus the total of newly received products in the main and local
distribution centers in each period cannot exceed the relevant storage capacity. Constraint (2.8) guarantees that
the inventory level of each product at each period and at each local distribution center is equal to or greater
than the level of confidence inventory previously allocated to it. This constraint partly protects the network
against unexpected demands. The inventory confidence level can be estimated as part of the total environmental
demand of customers for each product at each time period using predetermined service levels. It should also
be noted that local distribution centers serve customers directly, while they receive from the main distribution
centers. Moreover, each local distribution center will serve final customers that are adjacent to it, while one or
more local distribution centers may be in accordance with the optimal allocation pattern of the main and local
distribution centers that are determined to serve by each constructed distribution center. Hence, to estimate a
reasonable value for the confidence level of local distribution centers is somewhat possible, but it is difficult or
even impossible to estimate this value for the original distribution centers. Therefore, the predetermined service
level only corresponds to the confidence level in local distribution centers. Also, the inventory level of each main
distribution center is not limited by any level of confidence inventory and be able to be freely determined by
the model. According to the potential transmission flows between local distribution centers to overcome the
demand fluctuations, it is a significant reason for not considering the level of confidence inventory for the main
distribution centers. Constraint (2.9) shows that a maximum of one construction technology is used to produce
each product at each constructed manufacturing center. Similarly, to select a maximum of one capacity level
for each main distribution center is indicated in constraint (2.10). Constraints (2.11)–(2.14) indicate that the
number of shipped products at different levels of the chain must be lower than the binary variables. Constraints
(2.15)–(2.17) guarantee that products must be moved between main levels of the chain including manufacturing
centers, main and local distribution centers, and final customers to satisfy customer demand. Constraint (2.18)
indicates that the flow balance at the end level of the chain, in which the amount of final customer demand in
the network should be equal to the shipped amount from local distribution centers to final customers. Finally,
constraints (2.19) and (2.20) state the type of decision variables.

2.5. Linearization

In this sub-section, since the second objective function is nonlinear with respect to the Min–Min structure,
it is linearized by defining a free variable in the θ sign and is formulated as follows:

Min of2 = θ (2.21)
θ ≥

(
ψvpmiπ

v
pmi + ψvpijπ

v
pij + ψvpjj′π

v
pjj′
)
, ∀m, i, j, c, v (2.22)

θ ≥
(
ψvpmiπ

v
pmi + ψvpijπ

v
pij + ψvpjj′π

v
pjj′ + ψvpjcπ

v
pjc

)
, ∀m, i, j, j′, c, v. (2.23)

3. Solution methodology

It has been proven that MSCN models are NP-hard [7,12,15–17,27,36,37,46]. Hence, the literature review has
seen several meta-heuristic algorithms that were suggested to solve these NP-hard problems [16,17]. Furthermore,
the No Free Lunch (NFL) theory says that there is no meta-heuristic algorithm to indicate good efficiency for all
optimization problems [45]. A number of NFL theorems are provided which prove that for any algorithm, any
elevated efficiency over one category of problems is offset by efficiency over another category. The results of this
theory in a geometric interpretation of what it means for an algorithm to well suited to an optimization problem
and also show the significance of incorporating problem-specific knowledge into the behavior of the algorithm.
The geometric perspective also presents a number of measures to evaluate the similarity of different optimization
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Figure 2. The utilized approach to shipping products by sort of transportation systems from
manufacturer to main DC.

algorithms. Applications of the NFL theorems to benchmark measures of performance and information-theoretic
aspects of optimization are also provided. In this paper, the CPLEX Solver by GAMS Software is used to solve
the small-sized problem [11,16], and also meta-heuristic algorithms are utilized to solve the large-sized problem.
Therefore, another main novelty of this paper is to consider and to introduce four original and two improved
heuristic algorithms (IACO and IHS) for the first time. In this regard, solution representation and algorithms’
descriptions are reported. According to the two objective functions of the developed MSCN model, the proposed
algorithms are examined by multi-objective optimization techniques detailed as follows.

3.1. Multi-objective optimization

The presented MSCN model has two objective functions. Then, based on the Pareto optimal set, the inter-
actions between the solutions are observed, which this set contains the non-dominated solutions [16]. Moreover,
two solutions are considered that include solutions of1 and of2. Solution of1 dominates Solution of2 when
all objectives of of1 are not worse than of2 and there exists at least one of1 that is better than of2 [16, 17].
Then, this paper uses three assessment metrics to evaluate the quality of Pareto fronts according to the Pareto
optimal set like several recent studies [7,11,16,17]. In the next section, the solution representation of suggested
multi-objective meta-heuristic algorithms is provided.

3.2. Solution representation

In this sub-section, a plan should be designed to encode the problem in order to implement the meta-heuristic
algorithms [16]. In this regard, a two-stage approach called Random-Key is employed [11,16]. The use of random
keys is useful for problems that require permutations of the integers. In the random key method, we assign each
gene a random number uniformly. Then, we visit the nodes in ascending order of their genes to decode the
chromosome. The technique is best illustrated with an example in Figure 2. Then, in two steps, this approach
converts an unfeasible solution to a feasible one by a set of procedures [11]. Researchers have used this approach
in several contents of engineering design in recent years e.g. Supply Chain Network Design [16] and Home
Health Care Problem [11], etc. Moreover, firstly, this paper utilizes this approach in the literature review for
the developed MSCN model. Hence, a numerical example to encode the solution representation is provided as
follows. Five products (p), two manufacturers (m), two main DCs (i), and three vehicles (v) in this example are
considered. Firstly, the sort of utilized transportation system for shipping products should be shown. Then, an
array by a length of p is created by a uniform distribution: U(0, v). Next, the sort of transportation system travels
from the manufacturer to the main DC should be specified. Therefore, a set of procedures has been indicated
in Figure 2. It is clear that the first sort of transportation system is used for products p2 and p5 for shipping
products from the manufacturer to the main DC. Additionally, the second and third sort of transportation
systems are utilized for products p1, p4, and p3, respectively.

Then, we have provided the SA, VNS, HS, and ACO algorithms to solve the model and to find Pareto
solutions in Appendix A. In the following, the developed heuristic algorithms (IACO and IHS) to find Pareto
solutions and to solve the proposed model are illustrated.
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3.3. Improved ant colony optimization algorithm

In the Improved Ant Colony Optimization (IACO) algorithm, the concept of neighborhood and its creation
in this algorithm is very important. To obtain the neighborhood, all possible transitions can be carried out to
the current S solution and determine the elements of N (s). It should be noted that in many cases the number of
these transfers may be very high and it is not possible to calculate them all in terms of computational cost. For
this reason, in this paper, first of all, a few numbers of the neighborhood are considered. Thus, the algorithm
becomes a heuristic algorithm, and in a short time can achieve a near-optimal and feasible solution. Hence, this
algorithm can change its neighborhood diversity if it is constant of the best solution in the number of iterations.
For this reason, at this stage, the IACO algorithm tries to add quality neighbors through the neighborhood
concept of the VNS algorithm to its previous neighbors. This process goes on for so long that the algorithm
can either achieve a better solution or establish the algorithm’s final condition. Moreover, how to choose this
neighborhood is described in full in the next section.

3.4. The rule of decision

This paper is inspired by the ACO algorithm. In the IACO algorithm is used the transfer formula (3.1). This
rule can directly be made by creating a balance between the search for new edges and exploit the accumulated
knowledge about the problem. In this formula, Nk

i is very significantly important. This set has nodes that have
the following two conditions:

(1) There are nodes that have been met by ant kth in the current iteration.
(2) The nodes that add their demand to the capacity of the ant kth, which plays the role of the vehicle kth, do

not exceed the capacity of the vehicle Q.

Therefore, at any one time, the number of 1 (the number of the variable neighborhood) of nodes that apply
to conditions 1 and 2, and give the maximum value of ταij (t) ηβij (t)µλij (t) is selected and the Nk

i in (3.1) is made.
It should be noted that the value of variable 1 makes the algorithm able to modify the ratio of the importance
of search versus solution extraction.

P kij (t) =
ταij (t) ηβij (t)µλij (t)∑

r∈Nk
i
ταij (t) ηβij (t)µλij (t)

(3.1)

where ταij is the amount of pheromone poured on the (i, j) edge. ηβij is the problem heuristic information that
is normally considered equal to 1

cij
, which cij is the cost of moving on the (i, j) edge. It should be noted that

the smaller the cost on the (i, j) edge, the higher the 1
cij

, value and the higher the probability of the (i, j)
edge being selected. µλij is the saving amount that is inspired by the efficient saving algorithm and is equal to
µij = ci0 + cj0 − cij . α, β, λ are positive parameters by which the user can modify the relative importance of
the (i, j) edge size versus the amount of pheromone on it and the saving formula.

3.5. Intensification mechanism

To find sub-optimal solutions in meta-heuristic methods, the search process must be able to dig deeper into
parts of the solution space that include higher-quality solutions. This concept is known as the intensification
mechanism. According to the intensification mechanism, solutions, and transitions that lead to higher quality
solutions are reinforced. In other words, this strategy is to return to elite solutions and further searches within
their range, such as insertion, displacement, dual local search, triple local search, and cross. In the proposed
algorithm, this is accomplished by two local algorithms of Swap move and Insert move and also is activated
when the best solution is obtained. In the Swap move, one node is removed from one route and sent to another
route provided that firstly the new solution applies to the problem constraints and secondly the new solution
has a better value than before (Fig. 3), while in the Insert move, two nodes move in two different routes (Fig. 4).
It should be noted that in the Insert move and Swap move, nodes are considered that are in two adjacent routes
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Figure 3. Swap move.

Figure 4. Insert move.

Figure 5. The location of Insert move and Swap move.

as is shown in Figure 5. The Insert move is one of the most efficient methods to remove excess vehicles. In
this way, if the transfer of the last customer in a vehicle causes a cost reduction for the objective function, this
action is performed. These two consecutive operations continue until there is no new recovery algorithm for the
algorithm.

3.6. Pheromone update

In this proposed algorithm, the local pheromone is avoided and in each iteration, only the best current iteration
solution and the best solution obtained so far are pheromones. It should be noted that local pheromones are
not efficient because of the pheromones without considering whether the edge is put in the elite solution. This
results in a lack of foresight in the algorithm, and the pheromone is poured over many edges that are not known
to give a robust solution. Therefore, the pheromone shedding is done after all the ants have produced their nets
and their edges are updated according to formula (3.2).

τij (t+ 1) = (1− ρ) · τij (t) + ρw. (3.2)

In which if the corresponding edge belongs to two routes then the value of w is considered equal to be (1/Cb),
otherwise, it is equal to zero. The Cb cost of these the best two routes is in the current iteration and of the
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Figure 6. The pseudo-code of IACO algorithm.

algorithm since it started. It is important to note that the global update of pheromones encourages ants to
neighborhood search for the best nets in subsequent iterations, notable in this formula is the use of dynamic
pheromone shedding because of increased repetition and better solutions for Cb, edges belong to the best nets
in the end iterations are more encouraged than the primary iterations. This definition is important because
the more time the algorithm goes through, the better the results are likely to be. As a result, the amount
of pheromone shedding is better suited to the algorithmic process, and if the algorithm is found to be better
solutions, the algorithm with more pheromone shedding tends to search for the neighbors of those solutions.
The IACO algorithm pseudo-code is shown in Figure 6.

3.7. Improved harmony search algorithm

In the Improved Harmony Search (IHS) algorithm, a new algorithm for generating a new solution vector is
presented which improves its accuracy and convergence compared to the basic HS algorithm. The role of the
PAR parameter in increasing the diversity in the onset of the algorithm search in the solution space and the
role of BW in the local search of the algorithm shows to increase the efficiency convergence rate.

One of the disadvantages of the HS method is the use of constant values of PAR and BW, which are difficult
to adjust for these parameters. Another disadvantage of HS is that the number of iterations the algorithm needs
to find the optimal solution is not appropriate. If the PAR is small and the BW is large, the algorithm performs
poorly and needs to be resolved to increase the number of improvisation (NI) to obtain the optimal solution
(Fig. 7). The larger the value of the BW parameter in the elementary iterations, the greater the algorithm’s
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Figure 7. The changes of PAR and BW parameters in IHS algorithm.

search diversity across the solution space, and the subsequent iterations in order to local search the less value
is appropriate. The IHS is similar to HS with a slight difference according to which the values of PAR and BW
parameters are obtained dynamically in each separate iteration according to the equations (3.3) and (3.4).

PAR(t) = PARmin +
PARmax − PARmin

NI
× t (3.3)

BW(t) = BWmax × e

(
ln( BWmin

BWmax )
NI ×t

)

(3.4)

where PARmin, PARmax, BWmin, BWmax, are constant values defined at the beginning of the IHS algorithm. T
is the iteration number of the new solution vector of the algorithm and then NI is the number of improvisation
to reach a stop condition. The IHS algorithm pseudo-code is indicated in Figure 8.

4. Computational results

In this section, firstly, the writers generate the experiment problems for the MSCN model. Three assessment
metrics are provided to evaluate the quality of non-dominated solutions of the algorithms according to the
two objective functions. Additionally, the Taguchi approach is used to set the proper values for algorithm’s
parameters. Taguchi method is based on four basic and simple concepts including (i) factor: a factor is an
experimentally controllable variable that affects the output. It can be considered as an independent variable.
(ii) factor level is a specific amount of a factor, (iii) answer: answer (output) is a measurable phenomenon that
the effect of factors on it is considered in a series of experiments, and (iv) experimental design: an experimental
design is the result of the arrangement of factors and their levels, in a specific way. Taguchi combined and created
special groups of orthogonal arrays to present his experiments. Orthogonal arrays facilitate the experimental
design process. Designing an experiment involves selecting the most appropriate orthogonal array, determining
the factors with the appropriate columns, and finally the position of the experiments (test conditions). The
Taguchi procedure is utilized to tune the parameters of the SA, VNS, HS, ACO, IACO, and IHS algorithms,
due to the algorithms parameter values on the quality of the solution is affected. Table 1 indicates various levels
of the factors for SA, VNS, HS, ACO, IACO, and IHS. In the present paper based on the number of factors
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Figure 8. The pseudo-code of IHS algorithm.

and the levels, the Taguchi procedure for multi-objective SA, VNS, HS, ACO, IACO, and IHS algorithms
are employed for the adjustment and control of the parameters, respectively. For more details about Taguchi
method refer to Goodarzian et al. [16,17] and Fathollahi-Fard [11]. Additionally, the Taguchi method decreases
the total number of experiments by proposing a set of orthogonal arrays to tune the algorithms in a reasonable
time. The Taguchi method for the suggested algorithms proposed the Orthogonal Array L9 (for MOSA and
MOVNS), L27 (for MOHS and MOACO), and L27 (for IHS and IACO) with different levels obtained by
MINITAB Software. Orthogonal Arrays of the proposed algorithms are reported in Tables 2–4. For experiment
analysis by the Taguchi method, signal to noise (S/N) ratio was used. Figures 9–14 display the S/N ratios
of proposed algorithms. Consequently, various sorts of algorithms in order to find the best algorithm for the
proposed problem are compared. Eventually, a set of sensitivity analyses is used to evaluate the validation of
the MSCN model. It should be noted, the related codes were written in GAMS 24.1 and MATLAB R2016 for
the proposed meta-heuristic and heuristic algorithms on a computer with Intelr CoreTM i5-2400 6 GHz in CPU
and 8 GB in RAM and utilizing Windows 10 as an operating system.

According to the novelty of the developed MSCN model, no existing paper has treated a similar model in the
literature review. Moreover, the benchmarks existing in the literature review are not available for the suggested
model and an approach is required to design the experiment problems. Ten experiment problems including
two classifications i.e. small: S1–S5 and large sizes: L6–L10 are provided. The sizes of problem samples are
introduced in Table 5 as well as the range of other parameters is indicated in Table 6.

In this regard, each instance was repeated 10 times for each run utilizing proposed algorithms for more
accurate calculations. Furthermore, the average outcomes of the objective function of ten runs were chosen as
the conclusion basis for the IACO algorithm. The objective function outputs for each problem size employing
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Table 1. Factors and levels of algorithms.

Factor Algorithm Level Value

Max-iteration MOSA 3 50, 100, 150
Sub-iteration 3 50, 75, 100
Initial temperature 3 0.5, 0.75, 0.99
Max-iteration MOVNS 3 50, 100, 150
Population size 3 75, 100, 125
Neighborhood size 3 10, 20, 30
Pitch adjustment rate MOHS 3 2, 3, 4
Harmony memory consideration rate 3 4, 5, 6
Harmony memory size 3 2, 3, 4
Stop criteria 3 10, 15, 20
Number of ants MOACO 3 50, 100, 150
Pheromone factor 3 0.5, 0.75, 0.95
Heuristic factor 3 2, 3, 4
Evaporation rate 3 0.25, 0.5, 0.75
Max-iteration 3 50, 100, 150
Memory size IHS 3 5, 10, 15
Memory rate 3 0.5, 0.8, 0.99
Minimum step adjustment rate 3 0.2, 0.4, 0.6
Maximum step adjustment rate 3 0.5, 0.7, 0.9
Minimum bandwidth 3 0.2, 0.35, 0.45
Maximum bandwidth 3 0.5, 0.75, 0.99
Number of ants IACO 3 50, 100, 150
Impact factor of the pheromone 3 1, 2, 3
Impact factor of the edge length 3 1, 3, 5
Effectiveness factor of pheromone deviation 3 0.25, 0.5, 0.75
Max-iteration 3 50, 100, 150

Table 2. The orthogonal array L9 for MOSA and MOVNS algorithm.

A B C

1 1 1
1 2 2
1 3 3
2 1 2
2 2 3
2 3 1
3 1 3
3 2 1
3 3 2

the proposed meta-heuristic and heuristic algorithms and CPLEX method are examined in Table 7. Table 8
depicts the Computational (CPU) time of the suggested methods in each example. CPU time of the proposed
methods in the small- and medium-scale problems are displayed in Figure 15.
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Table 3. The orthogonal array L27 for MOHS and MOACO algorithm.

A B C D E

1 1 1 1 1
1 1 1 1 2
1 1 1 1 3
1 2 2 2 1
1 2 2 2 2
1 2 2 2 3
1 3 3 3 1
1 3 3 3 2
1 3 3 3 3
2 1 2 3 1
2 1 2 3 2
2 1 2 3 3
2 2 3 1 1
2 2 3 1 2
2 2 3 1 3
2 3 1 2 1
2 3 1 2 2
2 3 1 2 3
3 1 3 2 1
3 1 3 2 2
3 1 3 2 3
3 2 1 3 1
3 2 1 3 2
3 2 1 3 3
3 3 2 1 1
3 3 2 1 2
3 3 2 1 3

Figure 9. S/N ratio for the SA.

4.1. Assessment metrics for Pareto optimal solutions: comparison of meta-heuristics

In this section, the comparison of meta-heuristics in the term of multi-objective programming is difficult.
Moreover, scholars have developed a number of metrics to evaluate the quality of Pareto fronts for the algorithms
[8, 11,16,18,19]. In this regard, three popular evaluation metrics have been used in this paper.

– Mean Ideal Distance (MID) [16, 17]: This metric represents the mean distance of the Pareto points of the
ideal solutions. The ideal value is equal to the best possible value for each of the objective functions used in
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Table 4. The orthogonal array L27 for IHS and IACO algorithm.

A B C D E F

1 1 1 1 1 1
1 1 1 1 2 2
1 1 1 1 3 3
1 2 2 2 1 1
1 2 2 2 2 2
1 2 2 2 3 3
1 3 3 3 1 1
1 3 3 3 2 2
1 3 3 3 3 3
2 1 2 3 1 2
2 1 2 3 2 3
2 1 2 3 3 1
2 2 3 1 1 2
2 2 3 1 2 3
2 2 3 1 3 1
2 3 1 2 1 2
2 3 1 2 2 3
2 3 1 2 3 1
3 1 3 2 1 3
3 1 3 2 2 1
3 1 3 2 3 2
3 2 1 3 1 3
3 2 1 3 2 1
3 2 1 3 3 2
3 3 2 1 1 3
3 3 2 1 2 1
3 3 2 1 3 2

Figure 10. S/N ratio for the VNS.

all algorithms. A lower value of the MID means better performance of the algorithm. MID can be formulated
as follows:

MID =

∑NPS
i=1

√∑nobj
j=1

(
fi

j−f
j
best

fj
max−fj

min

)2


NPS
(4.1)
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Table 5. The samples for experiment problems.

Classification Size Levels (#m#i#j#c#v#n#p#t)

Small S1 (#2#2#3#3#4#5#5#6)
S2 (#4#4#5#5#5#7#6#7)
S3 (#6#6#7#7#6#8#7#8)
S4 (#8#7#8#8#7#9#8#9)
S5 (#10#8#9#9#8#10#9#10)

Large L6 (#12#9#10#10#9#12#10#10)
L7 (#14#10#12#11#10#14#12#12)
L8 (#16#12#14#12#11#16#14#12)
L9 (#18#14#16#13#12#18#16#12)
L10 (#20#16#18#14#14#20#18#12)

Table 6. The generated parameters according to the uniform distribution.

Parameters Value Parameters Value

ϕv
pij , ϕ

v
pmi, ϕ

v
pjc, ϕ

v
pjj′ ∼ U(50 000, 60 000) βpqpm, βni, βj , βpmqp ∼ U(70 000, 80 000)

µt
pi, µ

t
pj ∼ U(40 000, 50 000) dt

cp ∼ U(25 000, 35 000)

It
pj ,M 10 000 000 θp ∼ U(0.3, 0.9)

γin, ρmpqp , αi 5 000 000 ψv
pij , ψ

v
pmi, ψ

v
pjj′ , ψv

pjc ∼ U(2, 8) (Hour)

Table 7. The average outcomes for the proposed methods.

Example

no.

CPLEX SA Gap

%

VNS Gap

%

HS Gap

%

ACO Gap

%

IACO Gap

%

IHS Gap

%

S1 OF1 2324 3156 0.26 2677 0.13 3788 0.39 3501 0.34 2355 0.013 2467.6 0.058

OF2 1647.2 2788.1 0.4 1933.2 0.15 3208.1 0.48 2945.7 0.44 1677.1 0.017 1766.5 0.067

S2 OF1 2521.2 4322.1 0.42 3126.2 0.19 4801.3 0.47 4512.6 0.44 2541.3 0.008 2789.4 0.096

OF2 1827.5 3780.2 0.52 2799.1 0.34 4102.4 0.55 3971.3 0.54 1899.5 0.038 1983.1 0.078

S3 OF1 2629.1 4977.3 0.48 3702.4 0.29 5963.1 0.56 5233.7 0.5 2744.3 0.041 2876.3 0.086
OF2 2011.5 4105.4 0.51 2967.4 0.32 5288.1 0.62 4677.2 0.56 2112.4 0.048 2234.1 0.099

S4 OF1 2832.2 5477.9 0.48 4012.5 0.29 6512.4 0.57 6122.7 0.54 2899.1 0.023 2944.1 0.038

OF2 2078.6 4901.3 0.57 3661.2 0.43 5880.2 0.64 5321.7 0.61 2133.6 0.025 2455.8 0.153

S5 OF1 2919.7 6034.7 0.52 4566.2 0.36 7212.4 0.6 6650.3 0.56 3013.7 0.031 3221.7 0.031
OF2 2219 5632.7 0.6 4012.3 0.45 6770.3 0.67 6190.4 0.64 2344 0.053 2567.9 0.135

L6 OF1 – 7323.5 5334.8 7966.3 7503.2 3221 3455

OF2 – 6944.3 4908.2 7239.1 7012.7 2566.7 2899.2

L7 OF1 – 7456.2 5421.1 7989.4 7545.5 3245 3478
OF2 – 6959.1 4934.4 7287.2 7035.6 2578.2 2923.1

L8 OF1 – 7523.2 5474.6 8129.3 7594.7 3289 3494
OF2 – 6978.6 4957.2 7345.1 7089.8 2592.3 2945.3

L9 OF1 – 7681.2 5534.8 8168.5 7689.1 3322 3534
OF2 – 7012.4 5034.2 7439.3 7112.7 2678.6 2987.4

L10 OF1 – 7692.5 5634.8 8238.3 7761.1 3489 3589

OF2 – 7198.3 5089.7 7591.8 7278.2 2678.8 2991.6

Notes. The bold values are the best answer to the proposed method.
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Figure 11. S/N ratio for the HS.

Figure 12. S/N ratio for the ACO.

Figure 13. S/N ratio for the IACO.

where f ij shows ith solution and jth objective function. NPS states the Pareto solution number of the
algorithm. Additionally, f jmax and f jmin indicate the maximum and the minimum values, respectively, between
all Pareto solutions of each objective function. f jbest shows the ideal point for the jth objective function.

– Number of Pareto solution (NPS) [16, 17]: This metric indicates the Number of Pareto solutions obtained
through the algorithm, and the higher the number, the better the performance and efficiency of the algorithm.

– Spread of Non-Dominance Solution (SNS) [16]: The SNS metric assesses the diversity of Pareto solutions.
The higher value of this metric brings better and high quality. SNS can be formulated as follows:

SNS =

√∑NPS
i=1

(
MID−

∑nobj

j=1 f
i
j

)2
NPS− 1

· (4.2)
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Figure 14. S/N ratio for the IHS.

Table 8. The results of the CPU time of the proposed methods.

Example no. CPLEX SA VNS HS ACO IACO IHS

S1 1.56 4.61 3.02 6.73 5.88 1.75 2.45
S2 5.32 15.21 10.23 19.27 17.63 5.67 8.45
S3 9.56 21.43 15.45 38.31 30.76 10.32 13.67
S4 43.67 87.91 63.52 143.48 102.07 45.12 58.23
S5 62.67 94.78 75.33 178.54 144.46 63.87 70.02
L6 – 123.45 91.21 212.27 189.56 78.32 81.56
L7 – 135.12 113.67 312.14 212.23 89.21 95.71
L8 – 178.41 145.19 378.56 278.47 95.12 99.12
L9 – 213.57 169.32 456.12 298.14 126.29 132.18
L10 – 278.12 178.14 532.19 324.17 137.13 142.19

Notes. The bold values are the best answer to the proposed method.

Figure 15. The average CPU time of algorithms.

The efficiency and performance of proposed algorithms are evaluated by evaluation metrics i.e. MID, NPS,
and SNS as the comparison metrics for attained Pareto sets under each experiment problem. Hence, the outcomes
of the evaluation metrics are reported in Tables 9–11.

In the following, an example of non-dominated solutions of suggested algorithms in an experiment problem
e.g. L8 is shown in Figure 16. As provided by this figure, HS indicates the worst efficiency, IACO shows the best
performance and more robust. The SA, VNS, and ACO meta-heuristics are the same as each other and close.



1034 F. GOODARZIAN ET AL.

Table 9. The results of the MID of the proposed algorithms.

Example no. SA VNS HS ACO IACO HIS

S1 4.23 3.15 6.73 5.32 1.49 1.56
S2 4.28 3.23 6.27 5.63 1.12 1.34
S3 4.47 3.37 6.89 5.76 2.34 2.67
S4 4.91 3.52 7.34 6.07 3.18 3.23
S5 4.78 4.33 7.54 6.47 3.67 3.87
L6 4.97 5.21 8.27 7.56 4.45 4.52
L7 5.12 5.67 8.14 7.23 4.89 5.71
L8 5.41 5.19 8.56 7.47 5.12 5.82
L9 6.57 6.32 9.12 8.14 5.29 6.18
L10 7.12 6.89 9.49 8.17 6.34 6.69

Notes. The bold values are the best answer to the proposed method.

Table 10. The results of the SNS of the proposed algorithm.

Example no. SA VNS HS ACO IACO HIS

S1 3.35 5.32 2.23 4.34 6.75 6.45
S2 15.67 10.45 4.22 9.12 14.63 13.45
S3 12.89 15.42 5.31 10.58 17.31 16.67
S4 54.91 56.62 5.48 32.07 67.17 65.19
S5 67.78 67.83 18.54 34.41 78.82 76.56
L6 121.45 98.21 22.27 87.58 178.32 176.23
L7 145.13 113.17 34.45 89.22 189.31 187.72
L8 156.43 145.21 78.56 91.48 295.19 293.23
L9 208.57 157.89 96.12 101.24 226.34 219.18
L10 278.34 168.76 112.17 134.67 337.45 312.27

Notes. The bold values are the best answer to the proposed method.

Table 11. The results of the NPS of the proposed algorithm.

Example no. SA VNS HS ACO IACO IHS

S1 2 3 1 1 5 5
S2 2 3 1 1 6 4
S3 3 3 2 2 7 4
S4 3 4 2 3 7 5
S5 3 4 3 4 8 6
L6 2 5 3 4 10 9
L7 4 5 4 5 10 7
L8 5 6 3 5 9 8
L9 5 6 2 5 10 9
L10 6 5 3 4 10 10

Notes. The bold values are the best answer to the proposed method.

Further, a set of statistical comparisons among algorithms according to the Pareto optimal analyses taken
by measurement metrics to find out the best algorithm is performed. Hence, the available results are provided
in Tables 9–11 are transformed into a well-known metric, namely, Relative Deviation Index (RDI) as following
formula [8, 11,16,18,19]:

RDI =
|Algsol − Bestsol|
Maxsol −Minsol

× 100. (4.3)
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Figure 16. Pareto frontier of proposed algorithms in L8.

Figure 17. ANOVA plots for the three assessment metrics in term of RDI for algorithms.

It is clear that a lower value of RDI provides a higher quality of meta-heuristics and heuristics. Therefore,
the Least Significant Difference (LSD) and means a plot for the proposed meta-heuristics and heuristics have
shown. The outcomes run by Minitab software are indicated in Figure 17. In terms of MID, NPS, and SNS, and
based on Figure 17, the developed IACO and IHS algorithms are better than the suggested algorithms and both
of them are close to each other. All in all, first the IACO algorithm and then IHS indicate the best efficiency in
all metrics. According to Figure 16, ACO and HS algorithms demonstrate poor efficiency, but HS has the worst
performance than the ACO in all metrics. Additionally, SA and VNS algorithms are close to each other, and
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Table 12. Sensitivity analysis on transportation cost.

Number of instances ϕv
pij , ϕ

v
pmi, ϕ

v
pjc, ϕ

v
pjj′ OF1 OF2

I1 50 000 4012.5 3661.2
I2 60 000 4834.2 3661.2
I3 70 000 5667.3 3661.2
I4 80 000 6344.1 3661.2
I5 90 000 7133.8 3661.2

Figure 18. The sensitivity analysis of both objective functions.

also VNS is more robust than SA in all metrics. Consequently, IACO is better and more successful than other
proposed algorithms, but HS shows the worst behavior in terms of MID, NPS, and SNS metrics.

5. Sensitivity analysis for MSCN model

To recognize the behavior of the MSCN model, two sensitivity analyses have been carried out on the sig-
nificant parameters of the suggested model. Furthermore, an experiment problem such as 4 considering eight
manufacturers, seven main DCs, eight local DCs, four final customers, seven types of vehicles, nine capacity
levels, eight medicine products, and nine time periods are chosen. Then, the IACO algorithm the most reliable
in this paper is considered to handle the presented model. A set of changes containing the transportation costs
(ϕvpij , ϕ

v
pmi, ϕ

v
pjc, ϕ

v
pjj′) and the transportation times (ψvpij , ψ

v
pmi, ψ

v
pjj′ , ψ

v
pjc) for the proposed MSCN model is

analyzed. Each analysis is divided into five instances numbered as I1 to I5. Eventually, all results are depicted
in Tables 12 and 13 as well as Figures 18 and 19.

According to the transportation cost value, sensitivity analyses by increasing the amount of this parameter
have been carried out that details are reported in Table 12. To recognize the two objective functions behavior
i.e. total cost (OF1) and total transportation time (OF2), meanwhile, the average values are considered in this
comparison as indicated in Figure 18. The outcomes illustrate that although by increasing the amount of this
parameter the total cost is increased while the total transportation time remains no change.

The transportation times to do some analyses are considered. The outcomes are indicated in Table 13.
Moreover, the behavior of both objective functions is shown in Figure 19. With increased transportation times,
the behavior of the total transportation time is increased. Hence, the total costs are remained fixed and without
change.
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Table 13. Sensitivity analysis on transportation time.

Number of instances ψv
pij , ψ

v
pmi, ψ

v
pjj′ , ψv

pjc OF1 OF2

1 2 4012.5 3661.2
2 4 4012.5 4667.3
3 6 4012.5 5433.1
4 8 4012.5 6770.4
5 10 4012.5 7233.8

Figure 19. The sensitivity analysis of both objective functions.

6. Conclusions and future works

In this paper, the design of bi-objective MSCN for a production-distribution problem with consideration of
production technology policy is examined. Firstly, a multi-period multi-level multi-product model is presented
to design the MSCN, and also a mixed-integer nonlinear programming model to minimize the total costs and
total transportation times is formulated. Another contribution of this paper is to propose two new heuristic
algorithms. To solve the presented model, four multi-objective meta-heuristic algorithms (SA, VNS, HS, and
ACO) are used. In this regard, two new heuristics including the IACO and IHS algorithm to solve the MSCN
problem and to find the Pareto solutions are developed. In this regard, a new method is presented in the solution
structure of the HS algorithm which is used to solve continuous mathematical optimization problems. According
to the features of the algorithm in early convergence due to falling in local optimality, the re-start phase technique
is used. Also, by dynamically adjusting the parameters of the algorithm from the initial iterations to the end
iterations, a new structure is created in the algorithm that first high search variability and search intensification
is minimized. In order to investigate the whole problem-solving space before achieving local or global optimality,
areas of the problem-solving space that have a better objective value are identified. In subsequent iterations of
the algorithm, the search diversity is reduced and the search intensification is increased so that the IHS uses local
search techniques in the areas it identifies from previous iterations. Also, IACO Algorithm to solve the MSCN
problem is developed in which the neighborhood concept of the VNS algorithm to a more robust algorithm has
used. This modification is presented in the local search as intensified mechanisms that cause the IACO has the
best performance and more robust than other proposed meta-heuristics. The results show that the IACO has
the performance and efficiency to escape local optimum points. The Taguchi method has been used to enhance
the efficiency of meta-heuristic algorithms and heuristic methods to tune algorithms’ parameters. The CPLEX
Solver has been employed to validate the presented mathematical modeling in the small-sized problems. Next,
to analyze the presented algorithms and heuristic approaches, three assessment metrics have been suggested.
Then, outcomes have been indicated the efficiency of the suggested algorithms and their performance to solve
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the large-sized problems. According to the three assessment metrics, CPU time, and the LSD and means a plot
for the proposed meta-heuristics and heuristics, the results of the IACO has been indicated that it has a more
robust and high convergence speed than other presented algorithms. Eventually, in order to illustrate the real
characteristics of the model, sensitivity analyses on the MSCN model were performed.

For future works, interested researchers can consider stochastic and robust programming approaches to cope
with uncertain parameters such as cost, demand, and capacity. Also, we recommended to researchers developing
new heuristic algorithms and compared them with the proposed heuristics in this paper. Scholars can provide
exact methods such as logic-based Benders decomposition, Lagrangian relaxation approach, branch-and-price,
and branch-and-cut for further work. a set of new assumptions and contributions can be added into the present
model for future works such as considering sustainability (economic, environmental, and social), and the level
of customer satisfaction are recommended as well.

Appendix A.

A.1. Simulated annealing

SA algorithm is an effective meta-heuristic optimization algorithm to solve optimization problems. This
algorithm was introduced by Kirkpatrick et al. [28]. They proposed a method based on a gradual freezing
technique to solve difficult optimization problems. The gradual freezing technique is a method of achieving a
state in which the energy of the solid is well and uniformly minimized. This technique involves placing the
material at high temperature and then gradually lowering it. For more information about this algorithm refer
to Leite [29] and Fakhrzad et al. [10]. The SA pseudo-code is shown in Figure A.1.

Figure A.1. The pseudo-code of SA algorithm.
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A.2. Variable neighborhood search algorithm

Variable Neighborhood Search (VNS) algorithm is one of the meta-heuristic algorithms based on systematic
changes of neighborhood structure which is used to search for optimal solutions in the combinatorial optimization
problems [25]. Unlike many other meta-heuristic algorithms, this algorithm is very simple and requires fewer
parameters to be adjusted. Therefore, achieving high-quality solutions and in a reasonable time, besides being
simple, demonstrates the proper performance of this algorithm. The VNS algorithm was first proposed by
Hansen and Mladenovic [20]. The basic idea behind this algorithm is that changes in the neighborhood structure
when searching for a solution space avoids the risk of falling into local optimization, which is possible in many
combinatorial optimization problems. Especially with the rapid growth of space the solution to the problem size,
the probability of being trapped in the local minimum will be inevitable. So the first step in the VNS algorithm
is to define neighborhood structures to generate a neighborhood solution. For more information about this
algorithm refer to Baniamerian et al. [4]. The VNS algorithm pseudo-code is indicated in Figure A.2.

Figure A.2. The pseudo-code of VNS algorithm.

A.3. Harmony search algorithm

The harmony search (HS) algorithm was introduced by Gams [21]. HS become one of the most widely
used optimization algorithms due to its applicability to discrete and continuous optimization problems, low
mathematical computation, simple concept, low parameters, and easy implementation. HS algorithm has less
mathematical computational than other meta-heuristic algorithms and can be adapted to different engineering
problems by changing parameters and operators. One of the features of the HS algorithm is that it identifies
better-performing solution spaces at a reasonable time [42].

In this algorithm, each solution is called a harmonic and is represented by a subsequent N vector. This
algorithm has three main phases: Initial generation (initialization), improvisation of the new harmonic vector,
and algorithm memory update. According to the first phase, an initial generation of harmonic vectors is randomly
generated and stored in Harmony Memory Size (HM). In the second phase, a new harmonic vector (new solution)
is created using the rules of memory consideration, step matching and random re-generation of available solutions
in the memory of the algorithm [48]. For more information about this algorithm refer to Ma et al. [31]. The HS
algorithm pseudo-code is indicated in Figure A.3.
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Figure A.3. The pseudo-code of HS algorithm.

Figure A.4. The pseudo-code of ACO algorithm.
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A.4. Ant colony optimization algorithm

The Ant Colony Optimization (ACO) algorithm is one of the most popular methods of meta-heuristics first
introduced by Dorigo and has had many applications to hybrid optimization problems [6]. This algorithm is
based on the natural behavior of the ant colonies and the working ant of workers. The process of finding nutrients
in the ant colony is highly optimized. When ants begin their exploration to find food sources, they will naturally
find an “optimal” and “logical” route from their nest to food sources. In other words, the ant population is
always able to find an optimal route to supply the required food. Then, simulating such optimal behavior forms
the basis of the ACO algorithm [30]. For more information about this algorithm refer to Forozandeh et al. [13]
and Jovanovic et al. [24]. The ACO algorithm pseudo-code is indicated in Figure A.4.
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[16] F. Goodarzian, H. Hosseini-Nasab, J. Muñuzuri and M.B. Fakhrzad, A multi-objective pharmaceutical supply chain network
based on a robust fuzzy model: a comparison of meta-heuristics. Appl. Soft Comput. 92 (2020) 106331.

[17] F. Goodarzian, H. Hosseini-Nasab and M.B. Fakhrzad, A multi-objective sustainable medicine supply chain network design
using a novel hybrid multi-objective metaheuristic algorithm. Int. J. Eng. 33 (2020) 1986–1995.

[18] F. Goodarzian, A. Abraham and A.M. Fathollahi-Fard, A biobjective home health care logistics considering the working time
and route balancing: a self-adaptive social engineering optimizer. J. Comput. Design Eng. 8 (2021) 452–474.

[19] F. Goodarzian, A.A. Taleizadeh, P. Ghasemi and A. Abraham, An integrated sustainable medical supply chain network during
COVID-19. Eng. App. Artif. Intell. 100 (2021) 104188.
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