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ABSTRACT In practical multi-skilled resource-constrained multi-project management, the activity duration
is often affected by some factors (e.g., rework, increased workload), leading to uncertainty. Moreover,
multiple projects are oftenmanaged under a distributed decision-making environment. To deal with uncertain
activity durations in distributed multi-project management with multi-skilled staff, this paper studies
a stochastic distributed resource-constrained multi-project scheduling problem with multi-skilled staff
(MS-SDRCMPSP). In a distributed decision-making environment, a two-stage model with local scheduling
and global coordination stages is established to describe MS-SDRCMPSP. A two-stage algorithm with
12 priority rules (TSA-12PRs) is proposed, these 12 priority rules are composed of 4 activity priority rules
and 3 resource priority rules. In the local schedule stage, 4 activity priority rules (PRs) are applied to obtain
the local schedule plan. In the global coordination phase, we develop 3 resource PRs based on variable
neighborhood search (VNS), of which VNS is used to solve the execution order of conflicting projects,
and 3 resource PRs are developed to formulate multi-skilled resource assignment strategies. Based on the
multi-skilled instances adapted from benchmark instances, we evaluate the performance of the 12 PRs on
different instances. The experiment results show that two PRs among 12 PRs perform better than other
PRs in all-size instances. Comparing the two-stage algorithm with better two PRs with other approaches in
literatures, we find that our method performs better than other approaches, especially in large-size instances.
In addition, further experiments show that our method is more conducive to shortening the CPU runtime on
distributed problems than centralized methods.

INDEX TERMS Multi-project scheduling, multi-skilled staff, uncertain activity durations, stochastic
scheduling priority rules.

I. INTRODUCTION
Resource-constrained multi-project scheduling problem
(RCMPSP) contains a series of projects, each of which
contains activities that satisfy the resource availability and
priority relationship constraints when obtaining a multi-
project scheduling plan [1]. An extension to RCMPSP is the
multi-skilled resource-constrained multi-project scheduling
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problem (MS-RCMPSP) [2]. A classic practical scenario
about MS-RCMPSP can be found in software develop-
ment [3]. There exists a multi-project management environ-
ment in MS-RCMPSP. Multiple projects compete for limited
multi-skilled staff that primary several skills. The assignment
of multi-skilled resources involves the matching relationship
of ‘‘activity-skill-resource’’; i.e., implementing activities in
the project requires the completion of multi-skilled staff
who primary specific skills. The case of the ‘‘activity-skill-
resource’’ is shown in Fig. 1.
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FIGURE 1. The relationship of the ‘‘activity-skill-resource’’.

FIGURE 2. The function of MAS in DRCMPSP.

The projects undertaken by enterprises become larger and
more complex, so enterprises often choose to undertake mul-
tiple projects at the same time. At the same time, organiza-
tional management is also gradually distributed (distributed
decision-making environment). There are multiple project
decision-makers, and all projects are independent. The only
connection among projects is to share limited resources.
When multiple projects compete for shared resources,
shared resources are prone to conflict due to resource
limitations and project independence, which forms a dis-
tributed resource-constrained multi-project scheduling prob-
lem (DRCMPSP) [4]. The solution to DRCMPSP involves
the independent scheduling of multiple single-project exe-
cuted simultaneously and the reasonable allocation of shared
resources among projects. Generally, a multi-agent system
(MAS) is used for solving the DRCMPSP, which includes
multiple project agents (PA) and one coordinating agent
(CA). Each PA has local resources to pursue its local interest
objective and does not disclose local information to each
other. CA coordinates shared resources (global resources) for
each PA according to the global objective. The function of
MAS in DRCMPSP is shown in Fig. 2.
In the distributed decision-making environment, it is more

and more common to share resources with multi-skilled
staff based on multiple projects. For instance, a software
development company has two project teams that undertake

FIGURE 3. The case of MS-RCMPSP.

an online office platform and an e-commerce project. The
two project teams share the multi-skilled staff with coding,
testing, and other skills. Each project needs limited local
resources managed by the project manager and shared global
staff managed by the coordinating manager. This problem
needs to solve the independent scheduling of each project and
the allocation of global multi-skilled staff. Therefore, when
facing such distributed problems, it is necessary to study
the distributed resource-constrained multi-project schedul-
ing problem with multi-skilled staff (MS-DRCMPSP) [5].
In MS-DRCMPSP, each PA submits the global informa-
tion to CA, and then CA assigns the multi-skilled staff
by considering the characteristics of multi-skilled staff het-
erogeneity and the matching relationship of ‘‘activity-skill-
resource’’. Further, CA solves the global multi-skilled staff
conflicts by developing an effective coordination mecha-
nism, which includes determining the start time of the activ-
ity and assigning multi-skilled staff. When multi-skilled
staff primary several skills and the skill level is differ-
ent (multi-skilled heterogeneity), the actual duration of the
activity will be also changed. These further increase the
difficulty of solving MS-DRCMPSP. As an extension of
DRCMPSP, MS-DRCMPSP belongs to NP-hard. The case of
the MS-DRCMPSP is shown in Fig. 3.
In the existing literature, scholars only study deterministic

problems where all parameters are deterministic. However,
during the practical implementation of the project, there
are often uncertain situations, the most common of which
are uncertain activity durations. When uncertainty occurs,
activities are interrupted, resulting in delays and losses in
practical project management. For example, uncertain activ-
ity durations make the baseline scheduling plan and the
resource assignment strategy impossible. Stochastic schedul-
ing is often used to solve the uncertainty in project schedul-
ing. In stochastic scheduling, a scheduling policy is obtained
instead of a specific scheduling plan [6]. In addition, stochas-
tic scheduling is a common method to solve the problem
of uncertain activity duration, in which the activity duration
usually follows a known distribution. There is no litera-
ture that studies the multi-skilled resource-constrained multi-
project scheduling problem with uncertain activity durations
by stochastic scheduling.

Based on the MS-DRCMPSP and uncertain activ-
ity durations, we proposed the stochastic distributed
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resource-constrained multi-project scheduling problem with
multi-skilled staff (MS-SDRCMPSP). Each project is sched-
uled by its PA to optimize the expected project makespan
(local objective) in this problem. CA assigns multi-skilled
staff for each project depending on minimizing the expected
total tardiness costs (global objective). Further, heteroge-
neous characteristics of multi-skilled staff and uncertain
activity durations significantly increase the difficulty of
modeling and solving MS-SDRCMPSP. We attempt to
develop a two-stage algorithm with 12 priority rules (TSA-
12PRs) and variable neighborhood search algorithm (VNS)
by multi-skilled staff heterogeneous characteristics for the
MS-SDRCMPSP, especially designing some effective multi-
skilled staff assignment strategies.

The main contributions of this article can be described as
follows:

Firstly, multi-skilled staff are considered shared resources
in a distributed multi-project environment with uncertain
activity durations.

Secondly, a two-stage algorithm with 12 priority rules
(TSA-12PRs) is proposed to solve this problem, among
which 4 activity PRs for solving the local schedule stage and
variable neighborhood search (VNS) with 3 resource PRs for
solving the global coordination stage.

Thirdly, the TSA-12PRs are evaluated on different size
problems, and the two best PRs are selected on all
size instances. Further experiments compared a distributed
approach (SGNM) and a centralized method (BRKGA).

The rest of this article is structured as follows. A sum-
mary of existing publications in this field is presented in
Section II. Section III is devoted to the problem description
and mathematical formulations. In Section IV, the 12PRs and
the proposed algorithms are used in this paper to solve the
MS-SDRCMPSP. A comprehensive experimental analysis is
provided in Section V. Finally, Section VI summarizes the
article.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section, a brief review of the existing literature rel-
evant to this article is conducted. It includes the distributed
resource-constrained multi-project scheduling problem, the
multi-skilled resources-constrained multi-project scheduling
problem, and the stochastic project scheduling problem.

A. MULTI-SKILLED RESOURCE-CONSTRAINED
MULTI-PROJECT SCHEDULING PROBLEM
Hegazy et al. were the first to propose the multi-skilled
project scheduling problem [7]. The Bellenguez team consid-
ered the characterize of multi-skilled resources and defined
the MS-RCPSP in the current paper [8], [9]. Now the
researches about multi-skilled staff mainly concentrate on
a single-project environment. They are mainly divided
into multi-skilled resource-heterogeneous project schedul-
ing problems [10], [11], multi-mode multi-skilled resource-
constrained project scheduling problems [12], [13], [14],

multi-objective multi-skilled resource-constrained project
scheduling problems [15], [16].

There are few related types of research on the multi-skilled
resource-constrained multi-project scheduling problem. The
leading research is a centralized scheduling method, that is,
there is only one decision-maker. Heimerl and Kolisch [17]
studied the MS-RCMPSP in the centralized decision-making
environment of IT enterprises. Considering multi-skilled
outsourced resources, the meta-heuristic algorithm was used
to solve MS-RCMPSP [17]. Walter and Zimmermann [18]
studied MS-RCMPSP from the perspective of the team size.
Chen et al. [19] studied the learning effect of MS-RCMPSP,
established a multi-objective constrained model of
MS-RCMPSP, and used a non-dominated genetic algorithm
(NSGAII) to solve the problem; Some studies (Wu and
Sun [20]; Gutjahr et al. [21]) also studied the centralized
MS-RCMPSP [20], [21], [22]. In summary, a centralized
approach with only one decision-maker is unsuitable for mul-
tiple decision-makers. It lacks a certain degree of flexibility
and can not only partially satisfy all projects.

Conversely, the distributed approach is more suitable for
management environments with multiple decision-makers.
So far, only scholar Yu et al. [5]studied the multi-skilled
distributed resource-constrained multi-project scheduling
problem, established a two-stage decision-making model,
and provided practical management suggestions. Therefore,
there aremore possibilities for theMS-DRCMPSP, especially
under uncertain situations.

B. DISTRIBUTED RESOURCE CONSTRAINED
MULTI-PROJECT SCHEDULING PROBLEM
Generally, the distributed scheduling problem is solved by
multi-agent systems (MAS). In the MAS, there are mul-
tiple Project Agents (PAs) as the project managers and
a Coordinating Agent (CA) as the coordinating manager
[23], [24], [25], [26]. Homberger solved DRCMPSP through
an electronic iterative negotiation mechanism based on the
mediation protocol [27]; Subsequently, Homberger contin-
ued to expand the DRCMPSP model, proposed the restart
evolutionary algorithm, and solved the large-size example
problem [28]. Zheng et al. [29]solved the DRCMPSP by a
critical-chain method. Wang et al. [30] researched a resource-
constrained project scheduling problem with a fractional
shared resource by a column-generation-based algorithm.
Rostami et al. [31] designed a lagrangian relaxation algorithm
for DRCMPSP and verified the effectiveness of the method.

Recently, the distributed approach has also been applied in
different areas. For example, Zhao and Xu [32] discussed the
distributedmulti-project scheduling problemwith the transfer
time. Kosztyan [33]studied the flexible multi-level project
scheduling problem by a matrix-based multi-level multi-
mode project scheduling algorithm. Other scholars (Babaee
Tirkolaee et al. [34]; Tirkolaee et al. [35]; Mahdavi et al. [36])
also studied the multi-trip scheduling problem in different
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fields, such as waste management, heat storage systems, and
two-echelon supply chain management.

C. STOCHASTIC PROJECT SCHEDULING PROBLEM
In stochastic scheduling, project activity duration is often
known and assumed to follow a distribution; the objective is
to minimize the expected makespan of the project. Given the
randomness of the activity duration, the solution of SRCPSP
is a scheduling policy rather than a deterministic schedule.
For solving the SRCPSP, there are two main methods. One of
them is a meta-heuristic to solve the SRCPSP. For example,
genetic algorithms (Chen et al. [37]; Zaman et al. [38]), tabu
search (Servranckx and Vanhoucke [39]). The other is the
priority rules-based heuristic [37], [38], [39].

In contrast to meta-heuristics, the priority rules-based
heuristic relies on creating a priority rule instead of multiple
iterations. It includes two types of elementary policies, which
can be subdivided into static policies and dynamic policies.
The static policy means that the strategy is given before the
project is executed. During the execution process, the strategy
will not change. Some static policies are often used in the
literature, such as resource-based policy class, activity-based
policy class, earliest-start policy class, preselective policy
class, preprocessor policy class, and generalized preprocessor
policy class [40], [41], [42]. The dynamic policy seeks the
best policy step by step in a dynamic way. Its solutions must
be constantly updated according to new information, such as
the activity start time. Thus, dynamic policies usually need
more CPU runtime.

Scholars Thomas F, et al. studied uncertain problems
by stochastic scheduling under the centralized environ-
ment. The research expanded the deterministic model and
solved the uncertain MS-RCMPSP through the Frank Wolfe
algorithm [6]. However, under the distributed decision-
making environment, there is no literature that studies the
multi-skilled resource-constrained multi-project scheduling
problem with uncertain activity durations by stochastic
scheduling.

Considering the complexity of the distributed environment
and multi-skilled heterogeneity, a dynamic strategy will sig-
nificantly increase the CPU runtime of the stochastic schedul-
ing. It is more realistic that a decision-maker needs to make
decisions as quickly as possible with a static strategy. There-
fore, it is more important to study the stochastic distributed
multi-skilled resource-constrained multi-project scheduling
problem by the static policy.

III. PROBLEM MODELING
In this section, stochastic distributed resource-constrained
multi-project scheduling problem with multi-skilled staff is
introduced in detail, and a two-stage model is established.

A. PROBLEM DESCRIPTION
In this problem, M projects are scheduled simultaneously.
Each project t ∈ 1, 2, . . . ,M has an arrival datewi ≥ 0 denot-
ing its earliest possible start time. In project i, there are a set

of activities noted as aij ∈ Vi(Vi =
{
ai0, . . . , aiJi

}
), where

activity ai0 and activity aiJi represent two dummy activities at
the beginning and the end.Eij denotes the predecessor activity
set for aij, that is, aij can be started only after all activities
in Eij are completed. A dummy activity has a duration of
zero and no resource usage under any probability distribution;
oppositely, the duration of a non-dummy activity is a random
variable and obeys a known probability distribution. Non-
dummy activities also require several types of local resources
and at most one type of global resource. The local resource
k(k = 1, 2, . . . ,Ki) stands for the ordinary staff who has only
one skill. The global resource g(g = 1, 2, . . . ,G) refers to the
multi-skilled staff who primary several skills.

When multiple PAs conflict with limited global resources,
some activities can not get global resources in time and will
cause their projects to be postponed. Each project has a unit
delay cost tci and a completion time Bi(Bi = t · xiJit ).
CA designs a coordination mechanism to assign global
staff to each PA. There is no connection among projects
except for sharing limited global staff. During all project
execution, one staff can only use one skill to perform one
activity simultaneously. At any moment, the skill demands
for all activities being performed in the multi-project cannot
exceed the total available global resources in providing skills
at current moment. Similarly, the local resources also have a
limited quantity Rik .

Each PA performs local scheduling of one project to
minimize the expected makespan of this project, which is
described as the following (1) and (2).

minE(fp) (1)

fp =

T∑
t=0

t · xiJit . (2)

As a global decision-maker, the objective of CA is to find
a feasible schedule and global resources assignment plan
with the goal of minimizing the expected total tardiness costs
(TTC) denoted by (1) and (4).

minE(TTC) (3)

TTC =

M∑
i=1

tci · (Bi − wi − CPDi) (4)

This objective refers to the sum of the delay costs caused
by the actual makespan (Bi − wi) of each project exceeding
the critical path duration (CPDi).
The following particular assumptions are considered in this

article:

• An activity can only be executed after all the resources
required by the activity have arrived.

• All multi-skilled staff have the characteristics of het-
erogeneity. In other words, each resource may have a
different level for each skill s(s = 1, 2, . . . , S). The
higher the skill level, the shorter the actual duration.
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B. NOTATION
1) PARAMETERS
lgs - the level of skill s primaried by the resource g.
rsij - the skill s demand of the activity aij.

vsij - a Boolean variable indicating when skill s is required
by activity aij that equals 1 and equals 0 otherwise.
d̄ij - the planned duration of activity aij, that is, the staff

with lgs = 1 performs the activity, d̄ij follows a random
variable with a known probability distribution.
dij - the actual duration of activity aij, the actual duration

is effected by the level of skill, see (5).

2) DECISION VARIABLE
xiJit : 1, if the activity aij starts at time t; 0, otherwise;
ygsijt : 1, if the resource g with the skill s perform activity aij

at time t; 0, otherwise;

dij =

rsij · d̄ij/ ∑
g=1

lgs · ygsijt · vsij

 (5)

IV. TWO-STAGE ALGORITHM BASED ON
12 PRIORITY RULES
In order to obtain a complete multi-project scheduling plan
in the distributed environment, a two-stage coordination pro-
cess is designed at each conflicting time. Here, conflicting
time refers to when more than two projects require global
resources, and these two projects are also called conflicting
projects. MAS comprises PA as a project manager and CA as
a coordinating manager.

In stage one, the local scheduling is a statistic scheduling
approach with the goal of the expected project makespan
by each PA. Each PA solves the local scheduling based on
activity priority rules (in Section IV-A1). In stage two, the
global coordination process not only needs to determine the
execution order of conflicting projects (in Section IV-B) at
each conflicting time, but also needs to assign multi-skilled
resources (in Section IV-A2) reasonably. CA solves the global
coordination process to minimize the expected total delay
costs of multiple projects. This paper combines the charac-
teristics of multi-skilled resources and designes a heuristic
strategy based on 12 priority rules.

Fig. 4 presents an overview of the global coordination
press.

Step1:From the time 0, after all PAs finish the local
scheduling by activity PRs (in Section IV-A1), they submit
the global resources demand information to the CA.

Step2:At this time, if there is only one project requir-
ing global resources, CA assigns global resources for this
activity according to the resource PRs (in Section IV-A2);
Suppose there are more than two projects requiring
global resources, CA ranks conflicting projects by Vari-
able Neighborhood Search (VNS, in Section IV-B) and
coordinates global resource assignments by resource PRs
(in Section IV-B).

FIGURE 4. An overview of the global coordination press.

A. PRIORITY RULE BASE HEURISTIC POLICY
The local scheduling is managed by each PA, which is to
minimize the expected makespan of this project. In the local
scheduling, each PA obtains the local scheduling by activity
priority rules. At the conflicting time, CA assigns the global
resources for a selected project by resource priority rules.

1) ACTIVITY PRIORITY RULES
This section exhibits the 4 activity priority rules for the local
SRCPSP. These rules perform better than other static priority
rule heuristic policies for SRCPSP [43], [44], [45]. Then
we test the suitability of these 4 activity priority rules on
MS-SDRCMPSP.

This section exhibits the 4 activity priority rules
(in Table 1) for the local SRCPSP. These rules perform better
than other static priority rule heuristic policies for SRCPSP.
Then we will test the suitability of these 4 activity priority
rules on MS-SDRCMPSP.
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TABLE 1. Four activity priority rules for the local SRCPSP.

2) RESOURCE PRIORITY RULES
We choose three resource priority rules with good per-
formance from the existing literature (Snauwaert and
Vanhoucke [48]); that is, Highest Average Level (HAL),
Lowest Average Level (LAL), Lowest Number & Highest
Level (LN&HL). Then we design a new resource priority
rule called Highest Level &Lowest Number (HL&LN). This
section explains that 4 resource priority rules are used at the
conflicting time. Some of them are based on the skill-level or
the skill-number.

a: HIGHEST AVERAGE LEVEL (HAL)
This rule uses the skill level to assign multi-skilled staff.
Resources are ranked based on the average level of their mas-
tered skills, then activities with HAL are selected first, which
indicates that the most efficient resources will be prioritized.

b: LOWEST AVERAGE LEVEL (LAL)
This priority rule is the opposite of the previous rule.
Resources will be ranked from the lowest to the highest
average depth, indicating that the least efficient resources will
be prioritized. Similar to Highest Breadth First, this rule adds
diversity to the set of priority rules.

c: HIGHEST LEVEL &LOWEST NUMBER (HL&LN)
The rule considers both skill-level and skill-number of
resources. It gives priority to resources with the highest skill-
level and selects resources with the lowest skill-number as
tie-breakers. The objective of this rule is to minimize the
makespan of the activity by utilizing resources with the high-
est skill-level.

d: LOWEST NUMBER & HIGHEST LEVEL (LN&HL)
This rule also considers the skill-level and the skill-number.
In this case, the lowest skill-number resources are prioritized,
and the highest skill-level resources are used as tie-breakers.
This rule aims to keep the most skill-number resources avail-
able while assigning the most efficient resources.

In the local scheduling, 4 activity priority rules are cho-
sen. For each activity priority rule, there are 4 resource
assignment rules. By Combining activity priority rules
and resource assignment rules, we obtain 16 priority
rules based on heuristic strategies. They are LST-HAL,
LST-LAL, LST-HL&LN, LST-LN&HL; LFT-HAL, LFT-
LAL, LFT-HL&LN, LFT-LN&HL; SLST-HAL, SLST-LAL,
SLST-HL&LN, SLST-LN&HL; SLFT-HAL, SLFT-LAL,
SLFT-HL&LN, SLFT-LN&HL.

B. VARIABLE NEIGHBORHOOD SEARCH DESIGN
To minimize the global objective, CA determines an execu-
tion order of all conflicting projects at each conflicting time.

Firstly, an initial order L2 is selected from highest to lowest
unit cost; projects with higher unit costs are prioritized for
execution, which helps narrow the search to find a reason-
able solution. Then CA assigns the corresponding global
resources for projects in L2 according to the resource PRs
(in Section IV-A2), and calculates the total delay cost (an
initial solution Sinit ) of multi-projects in L2. Finally, starting
from position 1 (the first project at the current order ipro ),
exchanging the order with the following projects as a new
order. CA assigns the global resources based on the resource
PRs (in Section IV-A2) and calculates the new solution Snew
in the current order. If the new solution Snew is larger than
the initial solution Sinit , the order will be updated again;
otherwise, replace the initial solution and return to position 1.
We continue to perform the variable neighborhood search
until the best solution Alldelay is obtained at the current
moment.

Algorithm 1 The Postcode of Variable Neighborhood
Search (VNS)
Require:

LP: the set of all conflicting projects at the current con-
flicting time;
L1: the set of projects at least one activities meet the skill
availability for each project in LP.

1: if L1 ̸= then
2: Obtain initial order L2; %selected in order by highest

unit deferred cost first
3: Calculate Sinit ; %the initial solution.
4: Record ipro = 1; Count = 0.
5: if length(L1(1)) = 1 then
6: L1delay = Sinit ;
7: else
8: %change the order of adjacent projects
9: while ipro < allocatepro do

10: Count = Count + 1; 0
11: a = L2(1, ipro);
12: L2(1, ipro) = L2(1, ipro + 1);
13: L2(1, ipro + 1) = a;
14: Calculate Snew; % the new solution
15: if Snew ≥ Sinit then
16: ipro = ipro + 1;
17: else
18: ipro = 1;
19: Sinit = Snew;
20: end if
21: L1delay = Sinit ;
22: end while
23: end if
24: end if
Ensure:

Alldelay = L1delay.
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TABLE 2. Five distributions for activity durations.

V. COMPUTATIONAL STUDY
A series of experiments are carried out to conduct the com-
putational study. All designed test problems are solved in
Matlab R2018b, with a core i7 CPU and 16 GB memory.
This section contains four parts: Section V-A introduce the
problem instances; Section V-B analyzes the impact of sim-
ulated times on the priority rules; Section V-C verifies the
performance of the TSA-12 PRs on different distributions.
Section V-D analysis the performance of the TSA-12 PRs
compared with other algorithms (including the distributed
method and centralized method).

In order to be able to compare the PR results with pre-
vious works on the SRCPSP, we first follow the existing
literature in line with their probability distribution types and
parameters [41], [46]. Assuming that the activity duration is
a random variable, the mean value of the duration is equal
to the deterministic duration of the MPSPLIB data set. The
five distributions and their variances are shown in Table 2.
Variances represent different degrees of uncertainty: the vari-
ance of distribution U1 and B1 is the smallest, the variance
of U2 and B2 is the middle, and the variance of Exp is the
largest. Additionally, in each beta distribution, the shape of
the distribution is determined by two main shape parameters,
α and β. For subsequent experiments, we used the two most
commonly used parameters as reported in the literature, and
the specific values of the shape parameters are shown in
Table 2.

A. PROBLEM INSTANCES
Yu et al. [5] provided problem instances for the
MS-DRCMPSP under certainty. In this paper, we intro-
duce uncertainty in activity duration to the MS-DRCMPSP,
which increases the problem complexity in terms of solu-
tion times and solving difficulty for the MS-SDRCMPSP.
Wang et al. [47] demonstrated that the J30 dataset is already
representative in the multi-skilled project scheduling problem
under uncertainty. Therefore, it is reasonable that we selected
20 instances from the literature [5], including the J30 and J90
datasets generated from the MPSPLIB.

The problem instances are shown in Table 3. These
instances are classified into 4 subsets. Each problem subset
is named as MPJi_m (MP subset), where the number of
activities Ji per projectm is 30, 90, and the number of projects
is 2, 5, NOI denotes the number of instances primaried by
each problem subset. According to the problem size, MP90_5
is called a large-size instance, and the other three problem sets
are called small-size instances.

Further multi-skilled information required to generate
instances are:

• Each problem instance is provided with at most one type
of global resource and three types of local resources.

• The types of skills with project numbers of 2, 5 are set
to 3, 5, respectively.

• The value of the parameters rsij are generated in the range
of [1] and [3] uniformly.

• Each staff primaries the types of skills are generated in
the range of [2] and [3] uniformly.

• The level of skill is randomly generated in the range of
0.6, 0.8, and 1, respectively. Such skill levels are valid
and guarantee the speed at which the resource executes
the activity [48], so staff with lower skill levels are not
considered.

TABLE 3. Problem instances of MS-SDRCMPSP.

B. THE INFLUENCE OF SIMULATION TIMES AND
SELECTION OF PRIORITY RULES
MP30_2 and MP90_2 problem sets are used for pre-
experiment when selecting simulated times. In order to test
the significance of the results among the three simulated
times, we first perform the paired samples Wilcoxon signed-
rank test for 12 PRs of each problem set. The significance
level is set to 5%. Table 4 and 5 show the statistical test results
on MP30_2 andMP90_2, respectively.

TABLE 4. Wilcoxon signed rank test results for 12 PRs on MP30_2.

The results indicate significant differences in the quality
of solutions obtained for 12 PRs with 10 vs 30 simulated
times and 10 vs 50 simulated trajectories, but no signifi-
cant differences between 30 and 50 simulated trajectories.
Comparing the solutions, we find the results of 30 and
50 simulations are statistically better than that of 10 simula-
tions. To balance solution quality and computational runtime,
we set the number of simulated times to 30 in this paper.
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FIGURE 5. The deviation of the combination of the four worst heuristic
rules.

TABLE 5. Wilcoxon signed rank test results for MP90_2.

To choose better combinations of priority rules, we test
the results of different priority rules with MP30_2 and
MP90_2 under the U1 distribution. We sort 16 rule combi-
nations and find that the last four combinations ranked had
poor results: LST-LAL, LFT-LAL, SLST-LAL, and SLFT-
LAL. After analyzing the deviation between the four poorly
ranked combinations and the 12th combination, we found that
the deviation was greater than 5%. As a result, we excluded
the four underperforming combinations and selected the top
12 combinations for further analysis. Fig. 5 shows the devia-
tion of the combination of the last four worst heuristic rules
on MP30_2 andMP90_2.

C. PERFORMANCE OF THE 12 PRIORITY RULES UNDER
DIFFERENT DISTRIBUTIONS
Table 6, 7, 8 and 9 show the average tardiness cost of 30 runs
for MP30_2,MP90_2, MP30_5 and MP90_5 under different
distributions. The bold values in each table stand for the
minimum average E(TTC) under the same activity priority
rule. The underlined values in each column are the best results
obtained by all precedence rules under the same distribution.
According to the bold and underlined values, the combination
of several priority rules that perform better in each problem
set is shown in bold.

TABLE 6. Average E(TTC) of MP30_2 obtained by 12 priority rules.

TABLE 7. Average E(TTC) of MP90_2 obtained by 12 PRs.

TABLE 8. Average E(TTC) of MP30_5 obtained by 12 PRs.

TABLE 9. Average E(TTC) of MP90_5 obtained by 12 PRs.

In Table 6, forMP30_2 problem set, LFT-HL&LN has the
best performance under B1, B2, and EXP, and SLFT-HL&LN
and LST-HL&LN perform best under U1 and U2, respec-
tively. In Table 7, forMP90_2 problem set, LFT-HL&LN has
the best performance under U1, U2, and EXP, and SLFT-
HL&LN performs best under B1 and B2. In Table 8, for
MP30_5 problem set, SLST-HL&LN and SLFT-HL&LN are
the best compared with other priority rules under U2, B2 and
U1, B1, respectively. However, LFT-HL&LN has the best
performance under EXP. While in Table 9, forMP90_5 prob-
lem set, LFT-HL&LN performs better than other priority
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rules under U2 and B2. However, SLFT-HL&LN has the best
performance under U1, B1 and EXP.

Additionally, in all Tables, HL&LN is beneficial in reduc-
ing the objective under all distributions. Since resources with
the highest skill-level and the lowest skill-number can per-
form activities as soon as possible, effectively reducing actual
activity durations and the single project makespan. From the
global perspective, when the resource priority rule (HL&LN)
is determined, LFT-HL&LN and SLFT-HL&LN have the
best performance for all-size instances, especially for large-
size instances. However, LST-HL&LN and SLST-HL&LN
only perform well for small-size instances. Therefore, as a
global decision-maker, it is better to choose the LFT or SLFT
as the activity priority rules and the HL&LN as the resource
priority rules, respectively.

D. PERFORMANCE ON THE TSA-12 PRs COMPARED
WITH OTHER ALGORITHMS
In order to verify the performance of TSA-12 PRs, our
comparative experiments mainly focus on two aspects:
(1) comparing the distributedmethods on 12 heuristic priority
rules; (2) comparing the distributed and centralized methods
on different size instances.

The first comparative experiment aims to evaluate the
effectiveness of the VNS compared to other distributed meth-
ods for 12 heuristic priority rules, specifically the sequential
game-based negotiation mechanism (SGNM).

SGNM is a traversal search method where all conflict-
ing projects are arranged, and the best project sequence is
selected as the execution order at the conflicting time. Li and
Xu [49] introduced that SGNM had an excellent performance
in solving general distributed scheduling problems. There
is no literature on MS-SDRCMPSP with uncertain activity
duration, so we applied SGNM to MS-SDRCMPSP with
certain representativeness. The detailed SGNM is described
as follows:
SGNM: A sequential game-based negotiation mechanism

based on the distributed multi-agent system, introduced
in [49]. The sequential game is defined as a game consisting
of finite and at least two players where each player takes
actions at different times or in turn. CA as a coordinator orga-
nizes sequential games for PAs. After several sequential game
negotiations, CA determines the best subgame perfect Nash
equilibrium. Then multiple PAs resolve their local schedules
with the allocated global resources from CA independently.

Table 10, 11, 12, and 13 denote the comparison results
between our method and SGNM on 12 priority rules for
different instances. Since SGNM is also combined with a
two-stage distributed approach, its role as VNS is to decide
the project execution order in the global coordination press.
In order to test the impact of VNS and SGNM on results,
we ensure that each activity PR and resource PR as a com-
bination and 12 PRs are tested. The gap means the improved
percentage of VNS than SGNM in each priority rule. ‘‘+’’
denotes that VNS is better than SGNM. ‘‘−’’ means that
SGNM is better than VNS.

TABLE 10. Comparisons of E(TTC) with the distributed approach of
MP30_2.

TABLE 11. Comparisons of E(TTC) with the distributed approach of
MP90_2.

TABLE 12. Comparisons of E(TTC) with the distributed approach of
MP30_5.

TABLE 13. Comparisons of E(TTC) with the distributed approach of
MP90_5.

Table 10 and 11 show no apparent difference between
the two projects for our method and SGNM. When there
are only two projects, there are at most two sequences

29562 VOLUME 11, 2023



Y. Yu et al.: Two-Stage Algorithm Based on 12 Priority Rules

FIGURE 6. The improved percentage of the solutions on different
instances.

at each moment, such as project 1-project 2 or project
2-project 1. If the sequence of random selection by SGNM
is the same as the sequence finally selected by VNS at the
decision time, the obtained objective refers to the same.
If the sequence of random selection by SGNM is opposite
to the VNS, the results of the two methods are different at
this moment. We also find that although the results from
VNS and SGNM are not the same, the deviation is controlled
within 5%, which is possible. Based on the comparison in
Fig. 6, it appears that the VNS method performs better than
SGNM, with an advantage of 8% on MP30_5and over 12%
on MP90_5. After analyzing the priority rules of VNS in
each table, it was found that LFT-HL&LN performed best in
MP30_2 and MP90_2, while SLFT-HL&LN performed best
in MP30_5 andMP90_5.

The second comparative experiment aims to compare
the performance of the distributed methods with a cen-
tralized method, which in this case is the BRKGA algo-
rithm. The BRKGA algorithm was originally proposed by
Almeida et al. [50] for the project scheduling problem with
flexible resources. Therefore, it is reasonable to test the
BRKGA algorithm on our instances. The detailed BRKGA
is as follows:
BRKGA: This centralized approach is a based random-

key genetic algorithm (BRKGA) for the project scheduling
problem with flexible resources [50]. In BRKGA, there are
three key parameters: the population size (pop), the crossover
rate(rc) and the mutation rate(rm). MP90_2 is a medium-
sized example in this paper, so we take it as an example
to set up a pre-experiment and select appropriate param-
eters for BRKGA. According to the pop = 60/100, rc =

0.7/0.8/0.9, rm = 0.05/0.1/0.15, different objetives are
obtained. Firstly, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov(K-S) test is used
to verify the sample data P = 0.000(< 0.05), and that does
not obey the normal distributionso this article uses a non-
parametric test. Then, the Wilcoxon signed rank-sum test is
applied since there are two kinds of population sizes. The
result is P = 0.000(<0.05). Therefore, at a significance level
of 5%, the value of population size has a significant impact.
Finally, this article applies the Friedman test to multiple
related samples of mutation probability between the different
population sizes, and the results are shown in Table 14.

TABLE 14. Friedman test under pm grouping.

TABLE 15. Comparisons of E(TTC) for best priority rules among different
approaches.

FIGURE 7. Average CPU time obtained by three approaches.

The bolded part of Table 14 indicates that there is a
signifificant impact when pop = 60, rm = 0.05 and
pop = 100, rm = 0.1 are at the 5% signifificance level.
Therefore, this article compares the target values under the
three crossover probabilities and selects the combination with
the smallest target value as pop = 100, rc = 0.8, and
rm = 0.1. Combined with the CPU runtime, the maximum
number of iterations as Gen = 100.
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SGNM and BRKGA stand for the distributed method and
the centralized algorithm, respectively. Table 15 shows the
compared results among three algorithms on best priority
rules for different problem subsets.

Table 15 and Fig 7 (a) shows that TSA-12PRs has
greater difference than other two approaches on MP90_5.
And we also find that BRKGA performs well on MP30_2,
MP90_2 and MP30_5, but the advantages are not obvi-
ous. Therefore, TSA-12PRs is more suitable for large-size
instances, while BRKGA is more suitable for small-size
instances. Then SGNM performs well on MP30_2 and
MP90_2, but SGNM has only a slight advantage over
TSA-12PRs and only performs better on the instances with
2 projects. We can see that the number of projects is more
important to SGNM than the problem size. Fig.7(b) shows
that BRKGA needs more CPU runtime, which is not appli-
cable to the actual situation. When there are more projects,
SGNM has no advantage, such as five projects.

It appears that the distributed method, particularly TSA-
12PRs, outperforms the centralized method for large-size
instances, while the centralized method is more suitable for
small-size instances. Additionally, the proposed TSA-12PRs
takes less time than the centralized method, making it a
promising approach for addressing theMS-SDRCMPSPwith
uncertain activity duration.

VI. CONCLUSION
This article investigates the stochastic distributed resource-
constrained multi-project scheduling problem with the multi-
skilled staff. A two-stage approach with 12 priority rules is
developed for this problem. In the local scheduling stage,
4 activity priority rules are applied to optimize the expected
project makespan; in the global decision stage, 3 resource
priority rules are designed to achieve the expected total
tardiness cost. In order to confirm the performance of our
approach, different size multi-skilled instances are solved.
The experimental results show that the two best PRs, includ-
ing LFT-HL&LN and SLFT-HL&LN, perform better than
other PRs on all-size instances. When the two best PRs with
the two-stage algorithm are selected on all-size instances, our
approach performs better than others(SGNM), especially for
large-size instances. Additionally, further experiments show
that the centralized approach (BRKGA) is suitable for small-
size instances, but the CPU runtime of our method is within
the controllable range. Therefore, managers can consider our
method if there are more projects in practical project manage-
ment and the processing time is limited.

Since our method is only applicable to large instances,
we plan to design a more effective distributed coordination
method that can be applied to instances of all sizes in the
future. Additionally, since it is inevitable that multi-skilled
staff members will leave and return during a project, man-
agers may need to reallocate these staff members to work
on multiple projects. Therefore, future research aims to solve
the distributed resource-constrained multi-project scheduling

with multi-skilled staff through rescheduling in an uncertain
environment.
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