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ABSTRACT 

Kanban systems constitute a widely used pull control for inventory management in production systems. As 
a result of an increasingly volatile and individualized customer demand, Kanban systems have to be 
reconfigured dynamically to achieve minimal inventory levels while maintaining a stable production. This 
paper investigates the application of an incremental online learning platform called XELOPRO to optimize 
inventory levels using the current state of the production system, while including contextual information, 
e.g., time-related information. As the platform uses an incremental support vector machine to update its
models during runtime without the need to store and reevaluate large amounts of historical data, it
constitutes a suitable tool for a decentralized inventory management. Results show a good performance
with drastic decreases in inventory levels compared to static configurations and a higher reliability
compared to a dynamic application of standard Kanban rules.

1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the last decades, just-in-time production concepts became increasingly important in several industrial 
branches (Majava and Ojanperä 2017). One of the major concepts includes the inventory management, i.e., 
the availability of required materials at production or assembly stations at the right time in the right quantity. 
A widely applied concept for inventory management is the Kanban control system. The Kanban system 
was originally developed by Toyota in the 1970s and has since been extended and improved in theory and 
practice (Zhang et al. 2015). The system constitutes a decentralized pull control for production or inventory 
management, whereby it basically consists of a number of cards, each representing one batch of material 
(Ohno 2013). Thereby, each card is attached to a container that contains a specified amount of material. 
When the container is empty, the Kanban card is removed and posted on a Kanban board, triggering a 
resupply order for a new container of this material. The configuration of such a Kanban system usually 
consists of either determining the required amount of Kanban, i.e., of cards and, therefore, the number of 
containers within the system, or of determining the required amount of material per container, depending 
on which of both numbers is considered to be fixed. The overall objective of such systems is the 
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minimization of work-in-progress levels for material and products, while rendering demand fluctuations 
more controllable by decentralizing the production and inventory control (Kimura and Terada 2007). 

As the Kanban control system was originally developed for the automotive industry, assembly lines 
still constitute a major example for their application. In case of inventory control, the assembly stations are 
assumed to include a local storage of material used for the assembly. Each storage contains a number of 
containers for the material, whereby restocking of this material is performed decentralized, using a Kanban 
control. In cases of a variant–rich production, each local storage contains several types of material, 
applicable to one or more product variants and to several products. As a result, the estimation of each part’s 
required amount becomes increasingly difficult. If the demand for variants varies over time, e.g., 
periodically or even unpredictably by customer demand, the configuration of the respective Kanban systems 
has to be adapted dynamically to avoid a lack of materials or excessively high inventory levels. 

This paper proposes the application of online learning techniques to the configuration of a Kanban 
inventory control for a variant-rich assembly scenario. The next section discusses several methods for 
dynamic Kanban control systems. Afterwards, the paper introduces the proposed online learning and 
optimization method, which is capable of adjusting the underlying regression models during runtime and 
uses them to optimize the Kanban system. Section 4 presents a simulation model and the results of a 
simulation study conducted to evaluate the performance of the online learning approach. 

2 CONFIGURATION OF KANBAN SYSTEMS 

For relatively static production systems, the Kanban control can be configured using a variety of 
mathematical equations or methods, generally dependent on the average amount of required material types, 
i.e., production times, demand, set-up times, etc., and on the time it takes to restock the inventory, i.e., to
obtain a new container (cf. Shahabudeen et al. 2003, Belisário and Pierreval 2015). However, customization
and volatile demand lead to high variations and dynamics in production systems, which require continuous
adjustments of the Kanban systems.

In general, approaches for dynamic Kanban System adjustments usually focus on the estimation of the 
future required amounts of material and use these estimations to adjust the number of Kanbans within the 
system. One of the earliest methods goes back to Rees et al. (1987), who combined standard demand 
forecasts with a statistical analysis of historical lead times to estimate the required number of Kanban cards 
for the next period of time. Accordingly, Gupta and Al-Turki (2010) describe a flexible Kanban system, 
which differentiates between permanent and additional Kanban cards, whereby the additional cards can be 
added or removed based on fixed periods and expected variations in the customer demand. This approach 
assumes that the customer demand is known for the given period. More recent research relies on heuristics 
and simulation-based optimization to determine possible material shortages using the previously known 
production schedule (e.g., Talibi et al. 2013). Besides these approaches, which use predictions or 
estimations to determine the number of Kanban cards for the next period, another set of methods focusses 
on monitoring the current state of the system while adding or removing cards accordingly. Tardif and 
Maaseidvaag (2001) proposed an approach that also relies on permanent and additional cards. The approach 
monitors the relationship between demand and finished products to add additional cards dynamically if the 
relation shifts towards an increasing demand or removes cards if the demand decreases. This approach has 
been adapted later on for multi-stage Kanban systems (Sivakumar and Shahabudeen 2008; Takahashi et al. 
2010) or for other key values, e.g., to achieve a desired throughput (Framinan et al. 2006).  

Apart from methods directly adjusting the Kanban system, other approaches aim to influence the overall 
production system to ensure a stable production while not changing the Kanban configuration. For example, 
Korugan and Gupta (2014)  add additional degrees of freedom by adding or removing workstations to the 
production system. Other approaches aim at altering the restock times by prioritizing Kanbans if the 
inventory level becomes increasingly low (Parente et al. 2012). 

The methods described above either rely on reliable predictions of the future demand or focus on 
reacting to changes in the system. Especially for highly dynamic production systems, these predictions can 
be hard to acquire. On the other hand, purely reactive strategies neglect the additional value of contextual 
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information. To include such information without statically describing the behavior of the overall 
production system, this paper proposes to use online learning techniques to learn and refine a model of the 
systems characteristics and further use this model to configure the underlying Kanban system. 

3 ONLINE LEARNING FOR A KANBAN CONFIGURATION 

In order to optimize Kanban systems under dynamic influences, this paper investigates the application of 
the XELOPRO online learning platform, developed by the prudsys AG and Signal Cruncher GmbH (Signal 
Cruncher GmbH 2018). XELOPRO applies a two-stage learning algorithm, whereby the first stage uses 
offline learning to determine an initial model of the learnt context, while the second stage uses online 
learning to adapt the initially created model in real-time during application. As a baseline, the XELOPRO 
applies regression techniques for learning and supports a variety of methods, e.g., regression trees, linear 
and polynomial regression, spline regression, or advanced methods like Bayesian regression, factorization 
machines, (deep) neural networks, sparse grids, or support vector machines (SVM). In contrast to classical 
approaches, the supported methods are extended to enable an incremental refinement of the models, without 
the need to store and reevaluate the historical database. 

In the current work, an SVM based on random features was selected which applies a linear formulation 
(Rahimi and Recht 2008). The formulation is based on the idea to approximate the SVM kernel 𝑘ሺ𝐱, 𝐲ሻ 
with 𝐱, 𝐲 ∈  ℜௗ using a randomized feature map 𝐳: ℜௗ → ℜ: 

𝑘ሺ𝐱, 𝐲ሻ ൎ 𝐳ሺ𝐱ሻ𝐳ሺ𝐲ሻ.

Here, d is the dimension of the original attribute space and D is a small dimension, usually not higher 
than several hundred. This approach does not only speed up the learning extremely, but it also provides a 
way to quickly evaluate the function. Indeed, instead of computing 𝑓ሺ𝐱ሻ ൌ ∑ 𝑐𝑘ሺ𝐱 , 𝐱ሻ

ே
ୀଵ   at the test point 

x, which requires 𝑂ሺ𝑁𝑑ሻ  operations (N is the number of all training data points and 𝑐  are the basis 
coefficients), the new formulation leads to 𝑓ሺ𝐱ሻ ൌ 𝐰𝐳ሺ𝐱ሻ  with  𝐰  ൌ ሺ𝑤ଵ, … ,𝑤ሻ  basis coefficients 
resulting in 𝑂ሺ𝐷  𝑑ሻ operations only.  

Moreover, the linear feature map gives rise to a highly efficient incremental learning procedure. To 
determine the vector of basis coefficients 𝐰 we solve a regularized least-square problem 

min𝐰𝑅ሺ𝐰ሻ ൌ min𝐰 ቀฮ𝐙𝐰 െ 𝐲ฮ
ଶ

ଶ
 𝜆‖𝐰‖ଶ

ଶቁ (1)

where y denotes the vector of the target attribute values, 𝐙 ൌ ሺ𝐳ሺ𝐱ଵሻ  … 𝐳ሺ𝐱ேሻሻ the matrix of random 
features over the training vectors 𝐱, and 𝜆  0 the regularization parameter. Instead of solving problem 
(1) directly, e.g., by a stochastic gradient method, we follow the guidelines of Paprotny and Theß (2013) in
Chapter 7. For solving (1), we set

ఙோሺ𝐰ሻ

ఙ௪
ൌ 0, 𝑖 ൌ 1, … ,𝐷

and after some transformations arrive at 

  ൫𝐙𝐙  𝜆𝐼൯wൌ 𝐙𝐲 (2)

Compared to the original formulation (1) in the large space of N dimensions, equation system (2) 
operates in the space of just D dimensions, which is usually much smaller. Further, the system (2) is 
symmetric positive definite and hence can be solved quickly, e.g., by a conjugate gradient method (CG). 
Even more, system (2) is well-suited for iterative updates. For M new training data points ሼሺ𝐱ො , yොሻሽୀଵ

ெ , 
system (2) becomes 
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  ൫𝐙ത𝐙ത  𝜆𝐼൯𝐰ഥ ൌ 𝐙ത𝐲ത (3)

with the extended vector 𝐲ത ൌ ሺ𝐲 𝐲ොሻ ൌ ሺyଵ, … , yே , yොଵ, … , yොெሻ  and the extended matrix of random 
features 𝐙ത ൌ ൫𝐙 𝐙൯ ൌ ሺ𝐳ሺ𝐱ଵሻ  …  𝐳ሺ𝐱ேሻ 𝐳ሺ𝐱ොଵሻ  … 𝐳ሺ𝐱ොெሻሻ. The update formulas 

 𝐙ഥ𝐙ത ൌ ൫𝐙 𝐙൯ ቀ𝐙


𝐙𝐓ቁ ൌ 𝐙𝐙  𝐙𝐙𝐓,   𝐙ത𝐲ത ൌ ൫𝐙 𝐙൯ ቀ𝐲𝐲ොቁ ൌ 𝐙𝐲  𝐙𝐲ො

provide an efficient way to update system (3) starting from system (2). Granted the number of new data 
points M is not too high, the new solution 𝐰ഥ  is in general close to the previous one 𝐰. Thus, the previous 
solution can be used as initial iteration of the CG method, which then will find the new solution 𝐰ഥ  within 
a few iterations (for more details consult Paprotny and Theß 2013). This way, we have constructed an 
accurate and efficient way for incremental updates of the explicit feature map SVM.  

Using these updated SVM models, XELOPRO applies an optimization to define optimal control 
parameters for a specified situation. First, a subset of the model’s attributes is selected as control parameters, 
i.e., attributes which can be altered or freely selected. For configuring Kanban systems, these are either the
number of Kanban containers or the inventory level if the amount of containers is fixed. In addition, an
objective function has to be specified, usually either maximizing or minimizing the regression model’s
output value or combinations of several values. For Kanban systems, the objective function consists of a
minimization of inventory levels while at the same time minimizing the number of out-of-inventory events.

Mathematically, we define a subset of k attributes ൫x,ଵ, … , x,൯, 𝑘  𝑑, as control attributes and in 
each step where we need to find the optimum values of the control attributes we solve the problem 

argmax൫୶,భ,…,୶,ೖ൯
𝑓ሺ𝐱ሻ

where the values of all non-control attributes are the original ones. For the feature-map SVM in our 
Kanban problem, we arrive at  

argmin൫୶,భ,…,୶,ೖ൯
𝐰𝐳ሺ𝐱ሻ . (4)

Unlike the learning and application of the SVM function 𝑓ሺ𝐱ሻ ൌ 𝐰𝐳ሺ𝐱ሻ, the optimization problem (4) 
is nonlinear since 𝐳ሺ𝐱ሻ is non-linear. In general, it is also not convex. Even more, in practical application 
problem (4) is solved under constraints applying to the control attributes. Thus, we arrive at a non-linear 
non-convex constrained optimization problem that requires advanced optimization algorithms. 

Luckily, in most applications, the number of control attributes k is not high; for the presented Kanban 
case, it is just one. For many applications, as for the Kanban case, the constraints are simple box constraints. 
Since in the presented case it holds that k = 1, the box constraints are just an interval. XELOPRO uses a 
BFGS optimization algorithm (Fletcher 1987) to solve (4) under box constraints.  

In general, for non-linear problems like (4) we cannot guarantee global convergence. However, we can 
exploit the smoothness of 𝑓ሺ𝐱ሻ ൌ 𝐰𝐳ሺ𝐱ሻ, which is infinitely differentiable. This allows for applying 
sparse grids to approximate 𝑓ሺ𝐱ሻ. The sparse grid method is a numerical discretization technique for 
multivariate problems (Zenger 1991). Sparse grids can be considered as high-dimensional wavelets over 
anisotropic grids. Especially, sparse grids allow for approximating smooth functions in high dimensions 
efficiently. In XELOPRO, sparse grids are used to find the region auf the global minimum of (4) and then 
the solution is refined by applying locally convergent methods like BFGS. This way, problem (4) can be 
reliably solved.  

The XELOPRO was originally developed and this far only applied for eCommerce applications, e.g., 
to estimate sales and customer buying behaviors in online shops. Nevertheless, due to its ability to refine 
the regression models incrementally at runtime without the need of storing or accessing large amounts of 
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historical data, it provides a promising tool for a decentralized, continuous reconfiguration of Kanban 
control systems. Therefore, it is adapted to optimize each products’ inventory level based on the current 
state of the overall production system. The use of regression techniques allows for including additional 
context information, e.g., times, dates, the actual throughput and demand levels, or even production plans 
if these are available. As a result, the use of the online learning mechanism bridges the gap between the two 
classes of dynamic Kanban configuration methods presented earlier. The demand forecasts are replaced by 
a learnt, adaptive model, whereby the actual optimization monitors the current state of the system and 
includes additional context information, e.g., about periodic trends within its model. 

4 SIMULATION STUDY 

To evaluate the online learning approach, a simulation study was conducted. An assembly line for optical 
sensors was modeled using the AnyLogic process modelling library (Figure 1a). The model comprises the 
described online learning approach and an implementation for a continuous (time discrete) adjustment of 
stock levels using a standard Kanban formula. The objective of the simulation study is to benchmark the 
online learning to the continuous adjustment under different dynamics described later in this section. 

a) 

b) 

Figure 1: (a) Process chain and product variants (b) Screenshot of the AnyLogic scenario. 
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4.1 Structure of the Simulation Model 

The simulation scenario covers five assembly steps, whereby three different variants of the optical sensor 
can be manufactured. Each variant follows the same process chain, but consists of different materials. 
Figure 1b depicts the overall process chain and the available materials in the upper part. The lower part of 
the figure shows the three different product variants, including the materials and processing times. The 
model assumes these times as constant. Moreover, each process step refers to an assembly station. In 
addition to performing the assembly, these stations consist of a local storage for the corresponding 
materials.  

In general, the simulation model uses ConWip (Jaegler et al. 2017; Spearman et al. 1990) to control the 
order release. Thereby, a predefined amount of orders is allowed within the production system. When an 
order is finished and leaves the assembly line, a new order is generated and released into the system. Each 
order consists of a single product referring to a specified product variant. The simulation model determines 
the variant randomly during order generation, following defined probabilities for the composition of orders, 
i.e., variants 𝑝ሺ𝑣ଵሻ,𝑝ሺ𝑣ଶሻ and 𝑝ሺ𝑣ଷሻ.

In contrast, the local storages use a 2-Card-Kanban system to control their inventory levels. Therefore, 
each material 𝑚 is associated to a maximum inventory level 𝑖𝑛𝑣. When half of the inventory is consumed 
(i.e., one of the two Kanban containers is empty), the assembly station automatically orders a new container 
by issuing a restock request. Each restock request requires a certain amount of time 𝑟𝑡 until the new 
container arrives at the assembly station. Depending on the composition of variants, the simulation model 
records the actual consumption of materials as 𝑎𝑐 and the average throughput time over all orders as 𝑡ℎ. 
Overall, the objective is to minimize inventory levels and the number of (material) shortage events #𝑂𝑜𝐼 
or, respectively, waiting times induced by missing materials 𝑂𝑜𝐼. Table 1 summarizes the most important 
model parameters. 

Table 1: Parameters of the simulation model. 

Description Parameter
Probabilities for product variants 𝑝ሺ𝑣ଵሻ,𝑝ሺ𝑣ଶሻ, 𝑝ሺ𝑣ଷሻ 
Throughput time 𝑡ℎ 
Materials 𝑚 
Inventory levels for each material 𝑖𝑛𝑣 
Restock time (time between order and arrival) 𝑟𝑡 
Average amount of required materials 𝑎𝑐 
Number of out-of-inventory events #𝑂𝑜𝐼 
Waiting time due to out-of-inventory events 𝑂𝑜𝐼 

4.2 Scenarios and Dynamic Influences 

For the evaluation, different simulation scenarios are created, inducing different forms of dynamics to the 
simulation model. Each scenario is characterized by a constant total production load over a period of three 
weeks. During this time, the composition of product variants changes depending on the scenario. In 
addition, the restock time for all materials varies between 39 and 18 minutes per day across all scenarios, 
whereby restock times are longer in the morning than in the evening (Figure 2). This behavior simulates a 
characteristic often observed in practical applications, where the central storage usually is resupplied by the 
beginning of the day or shift and only operates at lower capacities afterwards. 

While the changes in restock time are applied to all scenarios, four different scenarios have been 
defined, applying different trends for the product variant composition as given in Figure 3.  

The first scenario does not include any dynamics related to the composition of orders and acts as a basic 
scenario to compare the efficiency of the Kanban configuration. Therefore, the probabilities that a certain 
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type of order is generated are set to 50%, 30%, and 20%. Nevertheless, the random generation of orders 
still introduces a comparably high amount of dynamics as the actual composition over time still varies 
(Figure 4). The second scenario additionally introduces linear trends, where the probabilities for the variants 
1 and 3 decline and the probability for variant 2 increases over time. The third scenario uses a periodic 
change of the composition, at which the probabilities for variants 1 and 3 vary periodically, whereas the 
probability for variant 2 fills in the gaps. The fourth scenario describes a stepwise parameter variation. The 
probability for variant 1 is decreased in steps of 20% whereby the probabilities for the other variants are 
permutated to fill in the remaining probabilities also in steps of 20%. 

Figure 2: Average restock times for one week, which is repeated for every successive week. 

Figure 3: Probabilities for the composition of orders for each of the four scenarios. 
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Figure 4: Example for the composition of orders generated in scenario 1. 

4.3 Inventory Adaptation 

Due to the dynamics described before, a simple preconfiguration of the Kanban system in terms of the 
inventory levels for each material does not provide a sufficient benchmark, but instead poses as worst-case 
configuration. This results from the fact that such a configuration would have to be able to cope with the 
maximum amount of consumed materials per period to avoid out-of-inventory events. In cases where this 
consumption rate fluctuates or changes strongly, the system still retains these high inventory levels. 
According to (SAP 2018), the simulation model includes a method to update the inventory levels using  

𝑖𝑛𝑣 ൌ 2 ∗ ቀ
௧∗

ି
∗ 𝑠𝑓ቁ

by applying a sliding time window of 360 minutes of simulation time as a benchmark. Every hour, the 
inventory level 𝑖𝑛𝑣 is calculated for every material using the last six hours’ average consumption rate 𝑎𝑐 
and the current restock time 𝑟𝑡. The amount of Kanban containers 𝑘 is selected as 2; the normalization 
constant 𝑐 is selected as 0 due to the small amount of containers. In contrast, the safety factor 𝑠𝑓 is chosen 
as 1.5 to compensate for the low consumption rate. The time window of six hours was chosen as a tradeoff 
between responsiveness and variance. Larger windows reduce the responsiveness to changes in the order 
composition, while smaller windows are subject to stronger influences due to the random order generation. 
During the simulation runs, inventory levels are updated in fixed intervals of one hour of simulation time.  

The XELOPRO uses a comparable set of information for training. The regression model tries to predict 
the value of the objective function for a provided material 𝑚, at a given time 𝑡 for the current throughput 
𝑡ℎ , material consumption 𝑎𝑐 , restock time 𝑟𝑡  and inventory level  𝑖𝑛𝑣  according to the equation 
𝑜𝑏𝑗∗ ൌ 𝑓ሺ𝑡,𝑚, 𝑡ℎ,𝑎𝑐, 𝑟𝑡, 𝑖𝑛𝑣ሻ. This input vector consists of all locally available values already used 
for the classic approach, but additionally includes the throughput time, as it is highly influenced by out-of-
stock events and, therefore, prevents the model from selecting too small inventory levels. The current values 
are again sourced using a six hour time window. The inclusion of production plans or other information 
available to central planning systems has been omitted to achieve a high degree of decentralization for the 
Kanban control. During the optimization, XELOPRO tries to select the inventory levels to minimize the 
regression model. In order to train the model, the objective function has been selected to consist of the 
materials inventory level 𝑖𝑛𝑣, the throughput 𝑡ℎ, and the waiting time 𝑂𝑜𝐼 induced by out-of-inventory 
events as 𝑜𝑏𝑗 ൌ 𝑖𝑛𝑣  𝑡ℎ  𝑂𝑜𝐼.   

Thus, the SVM uses six attributes (d = 6) where the inventory level 𝑖𝑛𝑣 serves as control attribute. 
The control attribute values are restricted to the interval [0, 30]. To ensure a high degree of decentral control, 
each inventory is assigned its own XELOPRO. Thus, each model is trained and evaluated independently 
from the others. To decrease the ramp-up time, the regression model is pretrained using data from two 
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simulation runs (six weeks of simulation time). The interval of six weeks was chosen as the system already 
showed good performance after three weeks, but became more performant after a ramp-up time of six 
weeks. Further pretraining did not show a significant improvement. During execution, the simulation model 
provides data for the online training every ten minutes of simulation time, whereby the inventory levels are 
adjusted every hour using the built-in optimization. 

4.4 Results 

Table 2 summarizes the results of the simulation runs. For each scenario and each method, the table lists 
the sum over the average inventory levels ሺ∑ ∅𝑖𝑛𝑣ሻ , the number of out-of-inventory events 
ሺ#𝑂𝑜𝐼ሻ,  the average of active waiting times over three weeks of simulation time 
ሺ∅ 𝑂𝑜𝐼ሻ and the amount of orders finished in total (Finished) and per hour (Per Hour). As the 
preconfiguration provides a baseline benchmark for the maximum required inventory levels for each 
scenario, these levels were selected by incrementally increasing the inventory level until no out-of-
inventory events occurred during 10 replications. While the preconfiguration provides the worst-case for 
inventory levels, it also constitutes a best-case benchmark for the throughput and finished orders values for 
each scenario. In contrast to the static configuration, the sliding window and online learning approaches 
tried to optimize the inventory levels during execution. As a result, Table 2 additionally states the number 
of delayed orders as an absolute value (Delayed) and as a relative value with respect to the number of 
completed orders (% Delayed), each for a single repetition for each scenario. Nevertheless, multiple 
repetitions showed similar results due to the high number of orders within the simulated timeframe. 

Table 2: Simulation results. 

S1: Flat S2: Linear S3: Periodic S4: Variation 

Preconfigured 

∑ ∅𝑖𝑛𝑣 178 184  192 218 

Finished 8138 8121  8424 7630 
Per Hour 16.15 16.11  16.71 15.14 

Sliding 
Window 

∑∅𝑖𝑛𝑣 84.47  84.81  88.09  81.07

#𝑂𝑜𝐼 608 632  552  875

∅ 𝑂𝑜𝐼 188.19  165.61  151.20  313.93

Finished 7624  7647  7951  6969

Per Hour 15.13  15.17  15.78  13.83

Delayed 498 499  444  645

% Delayed 6.53  6.53  5.58  9.26

Online 
Learning 

(relative values 
in comparison 
to the sliding 

window 
approach) 

∑∅𝑖𝑛𝑣 92.26 +9.2% 93.00 +9.7% 92.72 +5.3% 106.50 +31.4%

#𝑂𝑜𝐼 410 –32.6% 427 –32.4% 464 –15.9% 343 –60.8%

∅ 𝑂𝑜𝐼 104.89 –44.3% 165.69 0.0% 143.64 –5.0% 138.35 –55.9%

Finished 7763 +1.8% 7729 +1.1% 8062 +1.4% 7325 +5.1%

Per Hour 15.40 +1.8% 15.34 +1.1% 16.00 +1.4% 14.53 +5.1%

Delayed 381 –23.5% 373 –25.3% 418 –5.9% 288 –55.3%

% Delayed 4.91 –24.9% 4.83 –26.0% 5.18 –7.2% 3.93 –57.5%

Both of the dynamic approaches heavily reduce the overall inventory level compared to the 
preconfiguration. In general, the results show a small increase in the average inventory levels for the online 
learning approach in comparison to the sliding window approach. For the simple scenarios 1–3, these range 
from ~5% to ~10%. For the fourth scenario, the online learning approach selects the inventory levels 
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approximately 31% higher than the sliding window. As a result, the amount of out-of-inventory events 
decreases strongly, between 16% and 32% for the simple scenarios, and by about 60% for scenario four. 
The overall amount of delayed orders reduces proportionally. As a result, the amount of orders finished 
during the three-week simulation time increases for the online learning approach by 1% to 2% for scenarios 
one to three and approximately 5% for scenario four. The low decrease in finished orders can be explained 
by the high base utilization. The ConWip is configured to achieve approximately 95%–99% utilization on 
the first assembly station, which also constitutes the bottleneck machine, if no delays occur. Thereby, the 
utilization is also subject to the composition of variants, as e.g., variant 3 takes longer to manufacture. In 
general, the online learning approach reduces the occurrence of out-of-inventory events strongly, by 
increasing the average inventory levels slightly compared to the sliding window approach. 

Figure 5 depicts the inventory levels for the material “Layout 1” which is only used as part of the first 
product variant both for the online learning approach and for the sliding window. In addition, the graphs 
show the probability for the first product variant for comparison. Both approaches show variations in the 
proposed inventory levels, which can be accounted to the dynamics introduced by the random generation 
of orders and the length of the time windows used to record the current material requirements. In general, 
the online learning approach achieves a slightly smoother shape and maintains a slightly higher inventory 
level, resulting in fewer out-of-inventory events. The same characteristics can be observed for the inventory 
levels of other materials across all simulation scenarios. 

Figure 5: Inventory levels for the material "Layout 1" for the first product variant in all scenarios. 
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5 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 

This paper aims at investigating the application of online learning as an alternative method for the 
decentralized configuration of Kanban pull controls for inventory management in variant-rich assembly 
scenarios. Therefore, the XELOPRO online learning platform is used to continuously train a specialized 
support vector machine, which is used to optimize the inventory levels. Results of the conducted simulation 
study show a high potential for the use of online learning to adapt the inventory levels of local storages 
dynamically at runtime. Thereby, the online learning approach does not rely on centralized information, so 
that each inventory can be optimized independently from other inventories or a central planning tool to 
achieve a fully decentralized control. Compared to dynamically applying standard Kanban equations, online 
learning reduces the amount of delayed orders by an average of about 25% across all tested scenarios. In 
comparison to a static configuration of the respective Kanban systems, the approach achieves a drastic 
reduction of the average inventory levels by approximately 50%.  

The highly decentralized nature of the proposed approach enables a high scalability to arbitrarily 
complex production systems. As each workstation uses its own local model, interdependencies between 
different stations do not have to be included explicitly but are implicitly covered by the recorded material 
consumption. Moreover, the proposed approach can easily be applied to systems, in which the production 
itself uses a Kanban control instead of the described ConWip push approach. Basically, products coming 
from an earlier production stage can be considered materials as well. In such cases, the restock times for 
that particular material would be longer as it has to be produced and would probably exhibit stronger 
dynamics than the restock times assumed in this paper (compare Figure 2).  Nevertheless, it can be assumed 
that the respective SVM model would adopt comparably quickly to these dynamics. 

Future work will focus on refining the used pool of data. For this paper, a simple objective function 
including the current material consumption, throughput, and the number of out-of-inventory events has 
been used for the optimization of inventory levels. A more sophisticated objective function will probably 
lead to an even better performance. Nevertheless, this objective function already covers the most important 
aspects, i.e., minimizing the inventory and out-of-stock events. As a result, it can be expected that the 
throughput, which is strongly dependent upon the number of out-of-stock events, can be omitted by further 
weighting these events against the stock levels. In addition, the online learning only relies on the current 
state of the system. Enforcing a prediction of future demands based on the learnt models can further increase 
the performance, especially in scenarios with periodic or recurring patterns in customer behavior. At this 
stage, the approach has been designed to omit the use of centralized information, e.g., of production plans. 
Future research will additionally investigate the effects and restrictions of using such centralized 
information in model building. 
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