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Abstract

Inaccurate production backlog information is a major cause of late deliveries, which can result in penalty fees and

loss of reputation. We identify conditions when it is particularly worthwhile to improve an information system to

provide good lead-time information. We first analyze a sequential decision process model of lead-time decisions at a

firm which manufactures standard products to order, and has complete backlog information. There are Poisson

arrivals, stochastic processing times, customers may balk in response to quoted delivery dates, and revenues are offset

by tardiness penalties. We characterize an optimal policy and show how to accelerate computations. The second part of

the paper is a computational comparison of this optimum (with full backlog information) with a lead-time quotation

rule that is optimal with statistical shop-status information. This reveals when the partial-information method does well

and when it is worth implementing measures to improve information transfer between operations and sales.

� 2003 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

As manufacturing firms work to increase the efficiency of their supply chains and reduce inventories,

the importance of on-time delivery influences their efforts (Ansberry, 2002). Along with stringent quality

standards, manufacturers are demanding that their suppliers meet contracted delivery dates or face

substantial penalties. In the aerospace industry, for example, tardiness penalties as high as one million
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dollars per day may be imposed on subcontractors of aircraft components (Stansbury, 2000). In order to
avoid such penalties, along with the possibility of losing the business of important customers, supplier

firms are under pressure to quote delivery dates that are attainable, as well as attractive to current and

potential customers. While promises of short lead times may bring in business, it can be extremely

embarrassing for a firm if it cannot deliver what it has advertised. For example, Allied Signal Plastics

announced a 48-hour delivery time for some of its popular resins; it then had to rescind the promise

within days of the announcement when it found that it could not live up to it, because of manufacturing

and inventory constraints (Freeman, 1996). A major reason for inaccurate lead-time quotation is lack of

information on manufacturing capacity (Wein, 1991; Bartholomew, 1996; APICS, 1991). Manufacturers
are investing in ERP and other types of software systems that facilitate accurate delivery promises by

using real-time production information in order to estimate lead times (Dwyer, 2000; Yeager, 1997;

Leachman et al., 1996). Thus the calculation of accurate lead times is a prerequisite to the successful

employment of a delivery-time guarantee (So and Song, 1998; Palaka et al., 1998; Chatterjee et al., 2002).

An important tradeoff in the assignment of lead times is that a relatively short lead-time quotation may

attract and retain customers, but makes tardiness more likely, often with adverse effects on short- and long-

term business. Longer lead-time quotations, on the other hand, are easier to fulfill, but customers may

prefer competitors who promise shorter turnaround times. A good lead-time policy, then, is one that
balances these two considerations to enhance profit. A sales department that has accurate information

about the status of the factory is in a better position to make good lead-time decisions than one that has

incomplete or dated information. How much better will those decisions be with improved information, that

is, when sales has an accurate estimate of the current status and capabilities of the manufacturing facility?

What is the value of manufacturing software that provides this information, when compared to the adverse

effects of inaccurate lead-time decisions?

In order to answer these questions, we develop a model that maximizes the firm�s profit, when sales has

complete information about the manufacturing backlog. We compare the performance of a procedure
based on this model with a previously developed method based on partial information. The larger the

difference between the two profit figures, the more that it is worth to the firm to expend resources to en-

hance the information flow between the two departments.

1.2. Overview

We model the decision-making process of a firm that manufactures standard products to order. Such a

firm may be using response time and customer service level to compete in a market in which products are
standardized, but customers choose their vendors partially on the basis of delivery time (for example, circuit

boards (Shapiro, 1988), lighting fixtures (Weng, 1999), floppy disks and CD�s (Andel, 2002), printing

(Boyaci and Ray, 2003), and other products (Rajagopalan, 2002)). The sales department solicits orders,

customers present jobs with known processing requirements, and the sales department proposes contractual

terms which the customer either accepts or takes her business elsewhere.

We restrict attention to processing requirements which vary only in processing time, and contractual

terms which vary only in delivery date. If the job remains, it then proceeds to the factory. The net revenue

from a job depends on its processing time (reflecting common pricing practices, as well as the concept
that revenue should be related to the cost of resources that the firm expends in processing and

related opportunity costs (for example, Johansen, 1991, 1994), and the firm pays a penalty if the job

is delivered later than was contracted. The lead-time quotation is the difference between the quoted

delivery time and the processing time, i.e., the number that sales adds to the processing time to come up

with a delivery date. The actual lead time is the difference between the actual delivery time and the

processing time. The delivery time is the time from when the order is placed until it is delivered to the

customer.
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The information which is available to salespeople who negotiate terms with customers should affect the
modeling of due-date quotation. When a salesperson prepares a due-date quotation for a prospective job at

a manufacturer of standard products to order, we assert that the routinely available information includes

estimates of (a) the job�s utilization of factory capacity, and (b) the aggregate claim on factory capacity of

jobs that have been booked but not yet completed. Here, we summarize (a) with job processing time and (b)

with the factory backlog in units of processing time. Our assertion is consistent with manufacturing control

software (Palmatier and Shull, 1989), MRP and its extensions MRP II and ERP (Krajewski and Ritzman,

2002; Migliorelli and Swan, 1988), industry organizations, for example aerospace (Aerospace Industries

Association, 2002), and government reporting requirements for companies in North America, Europe and
Asia (Bureau of Census, 2002, 2000; Statistics Canada, 2002; Statisches Bundesamt Deutschland, 2002;

Czech Statistical Office, 2002; Statistics Bureau and Statistics Center (Japan), 2002). The research related to

due-date quotation is reviewed in Section 2 which notes that previous work either makes no use of (a) and

(b) or uses a surrogate such as the number of jobs whose aggregate processing time comprises the backlog

(Duenyas, 1995; Duenyas and Hopp, 1995). However, information on job processing times and factory

backlogs is routinely available, and performance of the lead-time policy is degraded by ignoring this

information and then inferring it.

In Sections 3 and 4 we analyze a model of due-date quotation in which the sales department of a
manufacturer of standard products has current accurate information on factory conditions and on the job

at hand. Customers arrive according to a Poisson process, bringing jobs whose processing times are

independent and identically distributed positive random variables. The sales department learns a customer�s
job processing time upon arrival, and quotes a due date equal to a lead time plus processing time. The

customer balks with a probability that depends on the lead-time quotation and, perhaps, job processing

time. This reflects the situation where a customer with a larger order may be more sensitive to delivery

times, and so is likely to get more favorable terms (Carter, 1993) (note that only Proposition 5 uses this

assumption). If the customer permits the job to stay, the job goes to the factory which processes jobs on a
first-come first-served basis.

Although the resulting sequential decision model is a semi-Markov decision process, its features permit

the application of methods based on discrete-time Markov decision processes. The analytical results in

Sections 3 and 4 use the criteria of expected present value of net profit and long-run average net profit per

unit time. In Section 3.2 the structures of the revenue term, penalty cost, and balking probability are

quite general. We characterize an optimal policy by analyzing the structure of the value function of an

associated dynamic program. The characterizations yield managerial insights and would accelerate com-

putations in embellished models which are tailored to particular applications. These are the primary re-
sults:

• An optimal due-date quotation balances the net profit of the job at hand with the increased tardiness

penalties that acceptance of that job is likely to cause in the future (Proposition 1).

• When revenue is credited and tardiness penalties are charged at the time that a job goes to the factory

(reflecting, for example, discounts to customers willing to take later deliveries (Cheung, 1998; Elimam

and Dodin, 2001)), a higher backlog is only a detriment because it is likely to cause higher tardiness pen-

alties in the future (Proposition 3). This valuable computational property would be lacking in the equiv-
alent model in which revenues and penalties are posted when jobs complete their processing. This is a

major difference between this paper and previous work.

• The change in the value function as processing time increases is bounded above by the rate at which

the immediate revenue increases with processing time (Proposition 5). Because this bound involves

essentially no computation, it is very useful for excluding suboptimal lead-time quotations in an

algorithm.
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• When a job�s net revenue is proportional to its processing time, the tardiness penalty is proportional to

lateness (the amount by which a job�s completion date exceeds the due-date quotation), and the balking

probability is an exponential function of the lead-time quotation, the optimal lead-time quotation in-

creases with larger backlogs and decreases with longer processing times (Proposition 7).

• There are easily computed bounds on the maximal expected present value of net profits offset by tardiness

penalties (Proposition 9). These bounds are useful for excluding suboptimal lead-time quotations in an

algorithm.

• Most results are valid for a more general model which has multiple classes of customers and the extent to
which maximizing the gain rate, i.e., the long-run average net profit per unit time, yields results that are

analogous to those for the criterion of maximal expected present value of net profits.

A numerical study in Section 5 compares the profitability and lead-time quotations associated with the

rule that is optimal with accurate current backlog information with those of the log-linear rule presented in

a previous paper (Chatterjee et al., 2002). These results clarify the circumstances in which it is particularly

advisable for the firm to have an information system that provides sales with accurate timely backlog

information.
Section 6 presents the conclusions.

2. Related work

Actual lead times depend on the volume and attributes of jobs that the factory processes, on the se-

quence with which jobs are processed at work centers in the factory, and on other factors (availability of

materials, accuracy and timeliness of information, reliability of mechanical devices, etc.). Since sales
determines the volume and attributes of jobs arriving at the factory and current due-date quotations have a

major impact on actual lead times in the future, due-date quotation is a complex sequential decision

problem. All of the research on this problem makes draconian reductions of this complexity in order to

achieve any results at all.

A major reduction of complexity is achieved by assuming that at the outset all job arrival times and

processing times are known with certainty and the objective is minimization of costs. Under these

assumptions, there is no risk of customers balking due to lead-time quotations, so these models are not

directly useful for the negotiation of terms with prospective customers of manufacturers of standard
products. Since the models do not yield simple heuristics which have been tested in a more complex setting,

these models have not yet been shown to be indirectly useful either. The resulting scheduling literature

focuses on selecting due dates, and sometimes, on selecting the sequence in which jobs should be processed.

We note here that the deterministic literature concludes that using both job characteristics and shop status

information such as congestion results in better due-date decisions (Baker and Bertrand, 1981; Baker, 1984;

Ragatz and Mabert, 1984; Weeks, 1979). Cheng and Gupta (1989) survey this literature. For discussions of

more recent work, including stochastic models, see Lawrence (1995), Moodie (1999), Moodie and Bo-

browski (1999) and Chatterjee et al. (2002). In the remainder of this section we discuss those articles that are
most relevant to the present paper.

Another reduction of complexity occurs by focusing on lead-time quotation while acknowledging

imperfections in forecasts of actual arrival and processing times. That research makes uncertainty explicit

but most of it suppresses the issue of job sequencing in the factory. The current paper follows this route and

the remainder of this section discusses articles that are fellow travelers.

Nothing is known about the current customer in Duenyas (1995) except that the sales department knows

the type of customer and it has up-to-date information on the number of jobs in the factory. It does not,
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however, know the backlog or the numbers of each type of job that comprise the backlog. Sales does not
know a current customer�s processing time and the processing time distribution is the same for all types.

However, customer type determines profitability and sensitivity to lead-time quotation. The number of jobs

in the factory is used to infer the conditional distribution of the backlog. So the argument in Section 1.2

implies that the resulting policies are typically suboptimal because more precise backlog information is

available than only the number of jobs in the backlog.

In Chatterjee et al. (2002), sales knows the current customer�s processing time, profitability, and sensi-

tivity to lead-time quotation, and the actual lead times are distributed as the queueing time in M/M/1. This

leads to customer-specific quotations that are sketched in Section 1.2 and described in detail in Section 5.
The remainder of this section reviews papers whose models do not utilize customer-specific information

at the time that a due-date quotation is made. Although they do not model due-date quotation in the

manufacture of standard products, they employ methods that may be useful for that purpose. Consider a

firm that uses experimental technologies to manufacture exotic prototype products. The sales department

might not be able to estimate any differences among the processing times of successive job prospects.

Therefore, in a model of such a setting, it may be appropriate to model processing times as independent

random variables whose values are not revealed until actual processing is completed. This is a characteristic

of the model in Duenyas and Hopp (1995) which also assumes that sales does not know the factory backlog
but does know the number of jobs that comprise that backlog. The model includes revenue unrelated to

processing time, a proportional tardiness penalty, and a balking probability that depends on the due-date

quotation.

Palaka et al. (1998), So and Song (1998) and Weng (1999) assume that an exogenous probability dis-

tribution describes waiting time or time in the system, but nothing is known about the current customer�s
processing time, profitability or sensitivity to lead-time quotation. So the delivery-time quotation given to a

customer is independent of the characteristics of the customer or the job. Palaka et al. (1998) and So and

Song (1998) model system time (processing time plus waiting time) with the queueing time in M/M/1, and
Weng (1999) models it with a phase-type distribution. Ogden and Turner (1996) present a decision-support

model with empirically estimated parameters that aims to maximize customer satisfaction with delivery

promise and performance; uncertainty of early, on-time or late delivery is modeled with probability dis-

tributions.

ElHafsi (2000) considers the problem of specifying a lead time for a lot and splitting the processing of the

lot among several processing centers that are subject to failure. Keskinocak et al. (2001) study two

deterministic models for coordinating scheduling with lead-time quotation.

There is related work which combines studies of delivery-time decisions with inventory and pricing.
Boyaci and Ray (2003) consider two substitutable products which differ only in price and delivery time; the

shorter delivery time, which attracts time-sensitive customers, bears a premium price. Here the guaranteed

delivery times are based on industry standards, and the waiting time in the facility (corresponding to our

lead time) is determined by the assumptions of Poisson arrivals, exponential service times and first-come–

first-served processing. In two novel models (Li, 1992; Lederer and Li, 1997), firms make neither lead-time

decisions nor delivery-time quotations. However, their production rate decisions affect delivery time delays

and, therefore, influence the demand encountered by firms.

There is a sizable literature on input control that considers balking and reneging from the firm�s point of
view, and also from the customer�s point of view (Stidham, 1985). Several papers deal with loss of cus-

tomers due to waiting time. Boots and Tijms (1999) present exact and approximate formulas for the loss

probability in a multiserver queueing system in which a customer may leave if service does not begin by a

certain time. Whitt (1999) examines the benefits of supplying customers with information about waiting

times when there is a fixed-capacity waiting room. Balking and reneging of customers is compared in

systems with and without communication of anticipated delays.
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3. Optimal due-date quotation

3.1. The model

Successive potential customers arrive at sales according to a Poisson process with intensity k, with jobs

whose processing times S1; S2; . . . are independent and identically distributed nonnegative random variables.

When customer k arrives, sales learns Sk and quotes a due date Sk þ Lk, where Lk is the lead time. The

customer stays with probability aðSk; LkÞ and departs with probability 1� aðSk; LkÞ (which we interpret as a
balking probability). Let Bk denote the backlog when customer k arrives. Throughout Section 3, we assume

that sales knows Bk when it quotes Lk.

Let s, b, and L denote a generic processing time, backlog, and due-date quotation, respectively. The

notation sðs; bÞzðb� LÞ unifies the treatment of fixed and proportional tardiness penalties. A proportional

penalty corresponds to a unit cost sðs; bÞ and zðb� LÞ ¼ ðb� LÞþ (where ðxÞþ denotes maxfx; 0g). That is,
the penalty is zero if LP b and it is sðs; bÞðb� LÞ if L < b. A fixed penalty corresponds to zðb� LÞ ¼ 1 if

L < b and zðb� LÞ ¼ 0 if LP b. That is, the penalty is zero if LP b and it is sðs; bÞ if L < b.
If the due date quotation results in customer k staying, the firm immediately books revenue rðSk;BkÞ and

tardiness penalty sðSk;BkÞzðBk � LkÞ, the backlog grows to Bk þ Sk, and the factory completes customer k�s
job at time Bk þ Sk. So we assume that the factory processes first-in–first-out. This is consistent with many

studies of manufacturing delays using first-come–first-served sequencing. See, for example, Palaka et al.,

1998; Weng, 1999; Chatterjee et al., 2002; Boyaci and Ray, 2003, and the literature reviews therein. If

customer k leaves, the backlog remains at Bk. By interpreting the revenue and tardiness penalty as expected

present values, this notation encompasses various assumptions concerning the actual timing of revenues

and penalties. We give examples of the general notation after the model is completely specified. Let a > 0 be

the continuous-time discount factor.
Generally, we assume for each sP 0 that aðs; �Þ is continuous on ½0;1Þ and aðs; LÞ ! 0 as L ! 1. So

long lead-time quotations make it unlikely that a customer will stay. Only in Proposition 4 do we also

assume that customers do not balk if their lead-time quotation is zero, i.e., aðs; 0Þ ¼ 1 (for all s). We assume

that r, s, and z are nonnegative and that rð�; �Þ and sð�; �Þ are continuous on their domain, zð�Þ is continuous
on ð0;1Þ and zðxÞ ¼ 0 if x < 0, rðs; 0ÞP rðs; bÞ for all sP 0 and bP 0, and rð0; bÞ ¼ 0 for all b.

Examples

If the balking probability is 1� e�nL, so aðs; LÞ ¼ e�nL, then n parameterizes a customer�s sensitivity to

due-date quotations. For fixed L, a customer is more likely to leave if n is higher. In Section 3.3, we analyze

the following combination of exponential balking, linear revenue, and proportional tardiness penalty:

aðs; LÞ ¼ e�nL; rðs; bÞ ¼ ps; sð�; �Þ � 1: ð1Þ

Thus, p represents the ratio of the unit net profit to the unit tardiness cost.

Another example of the notation aðs; LÞ arises when a customer stays with probability e�nL but n varies

among customers and is not known when a customer arrives. Suppose that the n�s of successive customers

are independent random variables with the distribution function Hsð�Þ if their processing time is s. Then the

general model is appropriate with

aðs; LÞ ¼
Z 1

0

e�cL dHsðcÞ:

If customers who bring bigger jobs are more impatient, i.e. if s6 s0 implies HsðgÞ6Hs0 ðgÞ for all g, then this

manifestation of aðs; LÞ satisfies all the assumptions made in Section 3.2. Although it is standard practice

for purchasing agents to insist on more favorable terms for larger jobs (Carter, 1993), only Proposition 5

depends on the assumption that customers with bigger jobs are more impatient.
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An example where rðs; bÞ depends on b is rðs; bÞ ¼ pse�aðsþbÞ which is the present value of a revenue ps
that is received upon completion of processing. Similarly, an example where sðs; bÞ depends on b is

sðs; bÞ ¼ e�aðsþbÞ which is the present value of the unit cost of tardiness that is rebated when the job is

finished. An example where aðs; LÞ depends on s is aðs; LÞ ¼ e�nsL, where customer impatience grows with

processing time if ns increases with s.
The model corresponds to a semi-Markov decision process in which the state is ðs; bÞ and the action is

L. Let f ðs; bÞ be the maximal expected present value of the infinite-horizon time stream of revenues offset

by penalties when the initial state is ðs; bÞ. We say that a policy, i.e. a decision rule for choosing lead

times, is optimal if its expected present value is f ðs; bÞ when ðs; bÞ is the initial state. Let fnðs; bÞ be the
maximal expected present value if the current customer has processing time s, the backlog is b, and

the process ends after n� 1 further customers arrive. We use ffnð�; �Þg to approximate f ð�; �Þ because the

latter inherits essential properties of the former. The ffnð�; �Þg satisfy the following recursion with

f0ð�; �Þ � 0:

fnðs; bÞ ¼ sup
LP 0

f½1� aðs; LÞ�fn�1ð0; bÞ þ aðs; LÞ½rðs; bÞ � sðs; bÞzðb� LÞ þ fn�1ð0; sþ bÞ�g; ð2Þ

fnð0; bÞ ¼
Z b

0

ke�kue�auE½fn�1ðS; b� uÞ�duþ
Z 1

b
ke�kue�auE½fn�1ðS; 0Þ�du: ð3Þ

The maximization in (2) refers to a job that has just arrived and on which a lead time must be quoted. The

first term in the maximand of (2), ½1� aðs; LÞ�fn�1ð0; bÞ, refers to the outcome when the customer balks. It is
the product of the probability of balking and the value of the process at the resulting state. That state would

be ð0; bÞ because the backlog would remain at b, while no job that invites a due-date quotation would be at

hand. The second term in the maximand refers to the outcome when the customer stays. Then the firm

receives revenue minus tardiness penalty and the backlog rises to sþ b.
The expected present value is given by (3) when a customer has just balked and the state is ð0; bÞ. The

first term (second term) refers to the event that the next customer arrives before (after) the backlog is

eliminated.

3.2. The value of an optimal due-date quotation

The infinite-horizon dynamic program that corresponds to (2) and (3) is (a) a vehicle for characterizing

an optimal policy for quoting due dates, and (b) a means of calculating an optimal policy. In this subsection

we elicit properties of f ð�; �Þ and fnð�; �Þ that are used later to characterize optimal due-date quotations and

to accelerate algorithms. In spite of the general structure of the revenue function and tardiness penalty, the

problem has an intuitive tradeoff based on a limited range of optimization (Proposition 1), the infinite-

horizon decision problem has a well-defined value function linked to an optimal policy (Proposition 2), f is
a nonincreasing function of the backlog, b (Proposition 3), and there are bounds on f and its gradients

(Propositions 4 and 5).

The unbounded range of due dates in (2) is an obstacle to achieving both (a) and (b); the first result is

intuitive and justifies restricting L to ½0; b� rather than ½0;1Þ as in (2). So either a job should be rejected (i.e.,

L ¼ 1) or the lead time should be restricted to ½0; b�. There is no reason to assign a lead time that is longer

than the current backlog, unless it is unprofitable to process the job at all (in which case a very long due-

date quotation is used to ‘‘reject’’ the customer). Let Y be an exponential random variable with mean

ðkþ aÞ�1
. Also, let

KnðbÞ ¼ E½fnðS; bÞ� ðbP 0Þ: ð4Þ
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Proposition 1

fnðs; bÞ ¼ fn�1ð0; bÞ þ max
06L6 b

faðs; LÞ½rðs; bÞ
�

� sðs; bÞzðb� LÞ þ fn�1ð0; sþ bÞ � fn�1ð0; bÞ�g
�þ

; ð5Þ

ðkþ aÞfnð0; bÞ ¼ kEðfn�1½S; ðb� Y Þþ�Þ ¼ kEðKn�1½ðb� Y Þþ�Þ: ð6Þ
In particular,

ðkþ aÞfnð0; 0Þ ¼ kEfn�1½ðS; 0Þ�: ð7Þ

All proofs can be found in Appendix A.

The brackets in (5) enclose the basic tradeoff in due-date quotation. If the job moves to the factory, the

immediate increment to net profit is rðs; bÞ � sðs; bÞzðb� LÞ. However, raising the backlog from b to sþ b
will reduce the subsequent expected present value from fn�1ð0; bÞ to fn�1ð0; sþ bÞ. The reduction is due to

higher tardiness penalties caused by the higher backlog and the possible rejection of future customers who

would otherwise have been worthwhile.
The next result justifies the attention paid to fn. It asserts that fnðs; bÞ has a limit f as n ! 1 which is the

value function of an optimal due date policy, f ð�; �Þ satisfies a functional equation, and the value function

identifies an optimal due-date policy.

Let L ¼ A denote the rejection of a customer (i.e., L ¼ 1),

Jðs; b; LÞ ¼ rðs; bÞ � sðs; bÞzðb� LÞ þ f ð0; sþ bÞ � f ð0; bÞ
and let Uðs; bÞ ¼ fAg if Jðs; b; LÞ < 0 for all L 2 ½0; b�; otherwise, Uðs; bÞ ¼ fL 2 ½0; b� : f ðs; bÞ ¼
f ð0; bÞ þ aðs; LÞJðs; b; LÞg.

Proposition 2. For each sP 0 and bP 0,

f ðs; bÞ ¼ lim
n!1

fnðs; bÞ; ð8Þ

f ðs; bÞ ¼ f ð0; bÞ þ max
06 L6 b

faðs; LÞJðs; b; LÞg
� �þ

; ð9Þ

ðkþ aÞf ð0; bÞ ¼ kEðf ½S; ðb� Y Þþ�Þ ¼ kEðK½ðb� Y Þþ�Þ: ð10Þ
In particular,

ðkþ aÞf ð0; 0Þ ¼ kE½f ðS; 0Þ�: ð11Þ
Let dðs; bÞ 2 Uðs; bÞ for each ðs; bÞ. Then d is an optimal lead-time quotation policy.

Lemma 1. For each n and ðs; bÞ,

fnðs; bÞ6 fnþ1ðs; bÞ6 rðs; bÞ þ kE½rðS; 0Þ�
a

: ð12Þ

We note that (12) implies the existence of the limit in (8), but without an additional argument such as in

Sch€al (1975), it does not follow that the limit is the value of an optimal policy or that the limit satisfies (9).
The following result specifies that the value function (of an optimal due-date policy) diminishes as the

shop backlog increases. This property is intuitive because the revenue and cost of an arriving job are posted
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at the time of its arrival. Thereafter, its presence increases the backlog which can only force the payment of
a tardiness penalty that might have been avoided or the rejection of a job that would otherwise have been

worth accepting. The result is based on the assumption that as the backlog increases, the revenue brought

by a job is more likely to be offset by the penalty it may incur (if revenue does not rise with service time, but

penalty does). So profit decreases as backlog increases.

Proposition 3. If zð�Þ is nondecreasing and, for all s, rðs; �Þ is nonincreasing and sðs; �Þ is nondecreasing, then
for each n, fnðs; �Þ is nonincreasing. So f ðs; �Þ is nonincreasing for each s.

Bounds

Bounds on value functions and their gradients accelerate computations and characterize optimal policies

(Veinott, 1966; MacQueen, 1967; Sobel, 1971; Lovejoy, 1986). The next result provides general bounds on

the gradients of the value function. Later bounds depend on the form of the revenue, penalty and balking

probability functions. We use the following notation for partial derivatives: rð1Þðs; bÞ ¼ orðs; bÞ=os,
f ð1Þðs; bÞ ¼ of ðs; bÞ=os, f ð2Þðs; bÞ ¼ of ðs; bÞ=ob, etc. The assumption added to the following result is that

customers do not balk if their lead-time quotation is zero.

Proposition 4. Under the assumptions of Proposition 3, if aðs; 0Þ ¼ 1 (for all s) then

e�aðsþxÞf ð0; b� xÞ6 f ðs; bÞ ð06 x6 bÞ; ð13Þ

f ð0; bÞ � f ð0; sþ bÞ
1� e�as

6 f ð0; bÞ; ð14Þ

�kE½rðS; 0Þ�6 � af ð0; bÞ6 f ð2Þð0; bÞ6 0: ð15Þ

As an example of the usefulness of Proposition 4, one can accelerate a successive approximations
algorithm by exploiting (13) and (14) as follows. Begin with b ¼ 0 and use f ð0; bþ 1ÞP e�af ð0; bÞ and

f ðs; bÞP e�asf ð0; bÞ for each s.

The next result suggests an interdependence between the rates at which the value function changes as

backlog grows and as processing time grows. The additional restriction is a proportional tardiness penalty

and the added assumptions are that customers who bring jobs with larger processing times are more

impatient and insist on higher performance penalty rates but their jobs contribute more net revenue. The

consequence is that f ðs; bÞ grows with s no faster than the rate at which revenue grows with s. A sharper
bound requires more computation.

Proposition 5. If zðuÞ ¼ ðuÞþ, sð�; bÞ and rð�; bÞ are nondecreasing (for all b), and að�; LÞ is nonincreasing (for

all L), then

f ð1Þðs; bÞ6 ½rð1Þðs; bÞ þ f ð2Þð0; sþ bÞ�þ 6 rð1Þðs; bÞ: ð16Þ

3.3. Linear revenue, exponential balking and proportional tardiness penalty

Restrictions of the model lead to further results. For example, one might expect that unrestrictive

assumptions would imply that an optimal due-date quotation is a nondecreasing function of the backlog and

S.A. Slotnick, M.J. Sobel / European Journal of Operational Research 163 (2005) 825–856 833



a nonincreasing function of job processing time. The benefits of making the following structural assumptions
includes these results, other characterizations of an optimal due-date quotation, and properties that accel-

erate calculating an optimal quotation. Throughout this subsection, structure (1) is valid. So the penalty is

proportional to tardiness (a common practice in manufacturing; for example, Shapiro et al., 1992; Stans-

bury, 2000; Pinedo, 1995), revenue is linear (the prevalent pricing policy in industry; Johansen, 1991), the

balking probability is exponential, and the unit tardiness penalty is constant: zðb� LÞ ¼ ðb� LÞþ,
rðs; bÞ ¼ ps; aðs; LÞ ¼ e�nL, and sðs; bÞ is the same constant for all ðs; bÞ. Without loss of generality let that

constant be unity. These assumptions yield a further characterization of an optimal policy and additional

bounds on the value function and its gradients. So henceforth we let s � 1 and interpret p as a ratio of
revenue to unit tardiness penalty.

It is apparent from Proposition 2 and (9) that an optimal policy corresponds to partitioning the set of

fðs; bÞg into four regions: the set where jobs are rejected (L ¼ A); the set where jobs are quoted zero lead

times (L ¼ 0); the set where jobs are quoted maximal lead times (L ¼ b); and the set where 0 < L < b. The
next result characterizes these regions using this notation:

Jðs; b; LÞ ¼ ps� bþ L� f ð0; bÞ þ f ð0; sþ bÞ; ð17Þ

Lðs; bÞ ¼ 1

n
� Jðs; b; 0Þ ¼ 1

n
� psþ bþ f ð0; bÞ � f ð0; bþ sÞ: ð18Þ

So (9) corresponds to

f ðs; bÞ ¼ f ð0; bÞ þ max
06 L6 b

fe�nL½Jðs; b; 0Þ
�

þ L�g
�þ

: ð19Þ

Proposition 6. L ¼ A is optimal if Jðs; b; 0Þ þminf½Lðs; bÞ�þ; bg < 0. Otherwise, an optimal selection of L is

the following, where Lðs; bÞP 1=n� psþ b:

L ¼ 0 if 1
n < Jðs; b; 0Þ

L ¼ Lðs; bÞ if 1
n � b6 Jðs; b; 0Þ6 1

n

L ¼ b if Jðs; b; 0Þ < 1
n � b

9>=
>;: ð20Þ

The lower bound Lðs; bÞP 1=n� psþ b has the same flavor as bounds in Duenyas and Hopp (1995,

Theorem 4) and Duenyas (1995, Theorem 1) but entails much less computation (and is affected by the

current backlog and the processing time of the prospective customer).

It follows from (20) that L ¼ Lðs; bÞ is optimal if 0 < L < b is optimal. Then the gradients of L are the

gradients of an optimal lead-time quotation. The next result bounds these gradients. Let l�1 ¼ EðSÞ be the
population mean processing time and let q ¼ k=l. Notice that q > 1 is possible because the input to

the shop is a filtration of the jobs seen by sales.

Lemma 2

�pq6 f ð2Þð0; bÞ6Lð2Þðs; bÞ � 16 � f ð2Þð0; sþ bÞ6 pq; ð21Þ

06Lð1Þðs; bÞ þ p6 pq: ð22Þ

The following result asserts that if q is not too high then: bigger backlogs generate longer lead-time

quotations, larger processing times result in shorter quotations, and customers are never rejected (which

simplifies (9)).
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Proposition 7. If q6 1=p then Lðs; �Þ is nondecreasing (for all s). If q6 1 then Lð�; bÞ is nonincreasing (for

all b) and customers are never rejected, i.e.,

f ðs; bÞ ¼ f ð0; bÞ þ max
06 L6 b

fe�nL½Jðs; b; 0Þ þ L�g:

Further Bounds

Linear revenue and exponential balking lead to further bounds on the value function and its gradients.

As usual, looser bounds are easier to calculate.

Proposition 8

pð1� qÞe�nb
6 e�nb½p� af ð0; bÞ�þ 6 f ð1Þð0; bÞ ¼ e�nb½pþ f ð2Þð0; bÞ�þ 6 pe�nb; ð23Þ

f ð1Þðs; bÞ6 p; ð24Þ

f ð2Þð0; bÞ6 � ½p� enbf ð1Þð0; bÞ�þ: ð25Þ

The following bounds are explicit, and therefore easy to calculate, i.e. the bounds do not depend on values

of the value function or its gradients. Let /ðaÞ ¼ Eðe�aSÞ be the characteristic function of the processing

time and let D ¼ ðk½1� /ðaÞ� þ aÞ�1
.

Proposition 9

ps� bþ pqDe�aðsþbÞ
6 f ðs; bÞ6 p s

�
þ q

a

�
; ð26Þ

pfsþ qDe�as þ ½qDð1� e�asÞ � s�þg6 f ðs; 0Þ: ð27Þ

The next result is an upper bound on f ðs; bÞ (hence on fnðs; bÞ due to Lemma 1) that accelerates the solution

of recursive equations (5) and (6) because it is not apparent that either (26) or the following upper bound is

uniformly sharper than the other.

Proposition 10

f ðs; bÞ6 f ð0; bÞ þ ½psþ f ð0; sþ bÞ � f ð0; bÞ�þ: ð28Þ

We already know that f ðs; �Þ is nonincreasing for each s, Lðs; �Þ is nondecreasing (for each s) if q6 1, and

Lð�; bÞ is nonincreasing (for each b) if q6 1. Under the assumptions in this subsection, we would find the

following additional properties intuitive: (i) f ð�; bÞ is convex (for each b); (ii) Lð�; bÞ is nonincreasing (for

each b) regardless of the value of q; and (iii) f ð�; bÞ is nondecreasing (for each b) regardless of the value of q.
However, Figs. 1 and 2 (taken from the computational study described in Section 5) are counterexamples to

the convexity of f ð�; �Þ in either argument. We shall see that the absence of convexity casts doubt on the

general validity of (ii) and (iii).

Proposition 11. On the set of fðs; bÞg where L ¼ Lðs; bÞ is optimal, (i) implies (iii), and (ii) and (iii) imply each

other.
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4. Extensions

4.1. Heterogeneous customer classes

Large customers, regardless of the processing times of their jobs, tend to insist on better contract terms

than their smaller counterparts (Carter, 1993). For example, a firm that does custom metal fabrication may

take orders from small businesses as well as cater to a major automobile manufacturer. So two customers

with the same processing time may have characteristics that are known by the sales department and which
yield different profitability and balking probability functions. Even if the backlog is the same when quotes

are made to both of them, it may be appropriate to give them different due-date quotations.

Suppose that the model in Section 3.1 is augmented with multiple classes of customers. For each class k
of customers, k ¼ 1; . . . ;K, let rkðs; bÞ be the expected value of the net revenue, not including tardiness

penalty, from a job with processing time s brought by a type k customer at a moment when the backlog is b.
As in Duenyas (1995), we assume that sales knows a customer�s class at the moment of arrival, and the

classes of customers arrive according to independent Poisson processes with intensities k1; . . . ; kK . However,

we assume that sales also knows the processing time of the current prospective job and the current factory
backlog. It is convenient to choose the unit of time so that

PK
k¼1 kk ¼ 1. We assume for each k that the

processing times of type k customers are independent and identically distributed with the same distribution

as the generic random variable Sk.
Straightforward generalizations of the results in Sections 3.2 and 3.3 remain valid when the state ðs; bÞ is

replaced with ðs; b; kÞ to include the class of customer who is about to receive a due-date quotation. We

shall not list those results, but the obvious variants of the assumptions in Section 3 lead to extensions of

Propositions 1–11.
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A comparison of due-date quotations given to customers from different classes has no parallel in Section
3.3. The following result, similar in spirit to Theorem 1 in Duenyas (1995), gives conditions under which

shorter lead-time quotations should be given to customers who are more profitable and more impatient.

The model with linear revenue, exponential balking and proportional tardiness penalties has rkðs; bÞ ¼ pks
and akðs; LÞ ¼ 1� enkL for each k, s, b and L. The analogue of (18) plays the same role as in Proposition 6:

for each s, b and k, let Lkðs; bÞ ¼ 1=nk � Jðs; b; k; 0ÞP 1=nk � pksþ b.

Proposition 12. If nk P ni and pk P pi then

Lkðs; bÞ6Liðs; bÞ ðsP 0; bP 0Þ:

4.2. Average profit per unit time

The long-run average net profit per unit time is an important criterion in practice and in research,

whereas Section 3 utilizes the discounted criterion. So this subsection sketches (a) why the model with
the former criterion inherits some important properties of the model with the latter, and (b) obstacles

to complete inheritance. The extant theory for a discrete-time MDP (Markov decision process) is

stronger with the discounted criterion than with the average-profit criterion. To confirm the strong

connection between the two criteria as the single-period discount factor tends to unity, it is generally

necessary to make assumptions beyond those needed to establish that the discounted model is well be-

haved.

This difficulty is compounded with a semi-Markov decision process (SMDP for short) which is a gen-

eralization of an MDP where the transition time between successive states may be a random variable whose
distribution depends on the current state, the action taken, and the next state. Although there are strong

connections between MDP�s and SMDP�s (cf. Heyman and Sobel, 1984, Sections 5.1 and 5.2), the analysis

of the connection between the two criteria for SMDP�s encounters the same obstacles as for MDP�s plus the
complexity that transition times can depend on the actions taken. That is, letting the continuous-time

discount factor (a) tend to zero in a discounted SMDP does not necessarily yield the correct average-reward

SMDP. However, the SMDP in the previous sections has an enviable property: the probability distribution

of transition times is the same for all pairs of states and actions, namely an exponential distribution with

mean k�1. This property permits the use of MDP methods in Sections 3.2, 3.3, 4.1 and in the current
subsection.

We assume that there is a large finite number b�, such that the firm rejects any job whose processing time

would raise the backlog above b�. If sþ b > b� the only feasible decision in state ðs; bÞ is L ¼ A (i.e.,

L ¼ 1). As an alternative to this assumption, one could use more fundamental assumptions to infer the

existence of b� < 1 such that L ¼ A is optimal if sþ b > b�. In either case, the original discounted model

can be confined to the set of states � ¼ fðs; bÞ : 06 s6 b�; 06 b6 b�g because a backlog larger than b�

would result from the acceptance of a job with processing time sP b�. It follows that state ð0; 0Þ is recurrent
under every stationary policy and, therefore, the model satisfies a unichain assumption.

The single-transition net profit function is continuous, � is compact, and the transition times are

exponential random variables with mean k�1 (i.e., a ¼ 0); so the absolute value of the expected net profits

during a transition has a finite upper bound. It follows that there is a scalar g (which is unique) and a real-

valued function fwðs; bÞ : ðs; bÞ 2 �g that is a solution to a functional equation that is the average-profit

counterpart to (9) for the discounted criterion:

g þ wðs; bÞ ¼ wð0; bÞ þ max
06L6 b

fe�nL½ps
�

� bþ Lþ wð0; sþ bÞ � wð0; bÞ�g
�þ

; ð29Þ
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g þ wð0; bÞ ¼
Z b

0

ke�kuE½wðS; b� uÞ�duþ E½wðS; 0Þ�e�kb: ð30Þ

Here, g is the gain rate (maximal long-run net profit per unit time), and wðs; bÞ is a relative-value term.

Equations (29) and (30) are useful for characterizing and computing optimal policies. The parallels between

[(9), (10)] and [(29), (30)] yield variants of Propositions 2, 3, 6 and 12. For example, � can be partitioned

into four regions where three are analogous to (20) in which Lðs; bÞ is replaced by

Mðs; bÞ ¼ 1

n
� psþ bþ wð0; bÞ � wð0; sþ bÞ:

It seems difficult to obtain bounds on the gradients of wðs; bÞ that correspond to the gradient bounds in

Sections 3.2 and 3.3. Nevertheless, there are immediate bounds on the maximal gain rate.

Proposition 13

pq
1þ q

6 g6 pq:

5. Computational study

5.1. Comparison of two methods

We designed a computational study to investigate the conditions under which it is advantageous for a

firm to improve communications between sales and operations, i.e. to provide current manufacturing

backlog information to sales. In other words, how much will accurate information enhance profit, when

considered in the light of what it costs to implement such a change? Relevant costs might include the
considerable expenses of implementation and maintenance of an ERP system, which tracks production

status and provides information to various functional areas.

The computational study compares the impact of full information, using the dynamic programming

results in Section 3, with the consequences of optimal behavior under partial information, i.e. the log-linear

due-date assignment rule. The log-linear due-date assignment rule (mentioned in Section 1.2 and specified

below) is optimal when sales knows the processing time of the job on which it issues a quotation, but does

not have current backlog information, and assumes that the probability distribution of shop delay is that of

first-come–first-served M/M/1 queueing time. So sales is assumed to know the following historic attributes:
the mean processing time in manufacturing, m, and the arrival rate of jobs to manufacturing, K. In the

study, S, the generic processing time seen by sales, is an exponential random variable and the tardiness

penalty is proportional, as in (1), i.e. zðb� LÞ ¼ ðb� LÞþ.
The log-linear rule quotes a due date as a function of a job�s processing time. Thus the flow of jobs to

manufacturing is a Poisson process with intensity K < k. Let R ¼ Km which is the shop utilization,

c ¼ ð1� RÞ=m, and rðs; bÞ ¼ ps defined as in Section 3.3. Then the log-linear rule is L ¼ ðL�Þþ where

L� ¼ x� y � ln s and

x ¼ y ln
Rcðaþ cþ nÞ

½aþ c�np½að1� RÞ þ c�

� �
and y ¼ ðaþ cÞ�1

: ð31Þ

Let WQ be the equilibrium queueing time in a queueing model. The derivation of (31) in Chatterjee et al.

(2002) uses the following property of first-come first-served M/M/1. There are constants a and b such that
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PfWQ > xg ¼ ae�bx for all xP 0. However, Abate et al. (1995) cite a substantial literature that proves that,
in a broad array of queueing models, there are constants a and b such that PfWQ > xg � ae�bx for suitably

large x. This suggests that the log-linear rule would perform well with many other specific assumptions

concerning the queueing time distribution (besides M/M/1).

In summary, the difference between the two methods in this numerical study is that the log-linear rule is

used when actual shop status is not known, and delay time is inferred from characteristics of the shop, while

the sequential decision model described in Section 3 uses backlog information directly to calculate an

optimal policy.

5.2. Description of the study

We compare the two methods by running each on the undiscounted (a ¼ 0) discretized model with the

spectrum of parameters ðp; c; nÞ specified in Table 1. The discretization, discussed further below and in

Appendix A, consists of using the geometric distribution PfY ¼ kg ¼ cð1� cÞk�1
(k ¼ 1; 2; . . .) instead of an

exponential distribution for interarrival times, and using the geometric distribution PfS ¼ kg ¼
0:15ð0:85Þk�1

(k ¼ 1; 2; . . .) for processing times. That is, values are varied for the profit ratio (p, which
corresponds to ½rðs; bÞ=s�=sðs; bÞ), external arrival rate (c), and customer impatience (n) for a total of 315
tests. A finite state space is obtained with the truncation s6 18 and b6 50. We note that

PfS6 18g ¼ 0:9464 and PfY 6 50gP 0:9948 with the parameters in Table 1. A discussion of convergence

properties is included in Appendix A.

Each routine in the numerical study was coded in FORTRAN 77 and run on a Sun Ultra workstation

under the Solaris 2.6 operating system. The fractional error, or normalized difference between profit ob-

tained by the optimal algorithm and log-linear rule ðV OPT � V LLÞ=V OPT (see Appendix A for details) was

computed for each vector of input parameters. In addition to comparing the net profits generated by the

two procedures, we used two measures to assess the difference in lead times. ABS is the sum of the weighted
absolute value of the difference of the lead times:

ABS ¼
X
s;b

jLðs; bÞ � LLðsÞj � pðs; bÞ;

where pðs; bÞ is the stationary probability of being in state ðs; bÞ. So pðs; bÞ ¼ pbð0:15Þð0:85Þs�1
if s6 17 and

pð18; bÞ ¼ pbð0:85Þ17 (where pb is defined in (A.3)). DIFF is the weighted sum (no absolute value), which

measures whether log-linear lead times were too long or too short on average:

DIFF ¼
X
s;b

ðLðs; bÞ � LLðsÞÞ � pðs; bÞ:

So negative (positive) values of DIFF indicate where the log-linear rule is generating lead times that are

higher (lower) than optimal.

5.3. Discussion of results

A comparison of the value functions of the two procedures at different values of parameters p, c and n
yields patterns that characterize conditions under which the log-linear rule does well, and when it does

not. We also examined the differences between lead-time quotations generated by the two procedures, in

order to compare them in decision space as well as payoff space, and to help explain performance

variations under different conditions. Results are illustrated by sets of graphs, where parameters range

over the values used for the study. A complete set of diagrams (spanning all of the data) is available from
the authors.
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Table 1

Input values for numerical example

c 0.1 0.15 0.2

p 5 7.5 10 12.5 15 17.5 20

n 0.001 0.006 0.011 0.016 0.021 0.026 0.031 0.036 0.041 0.046 0.051 0.056 0.061 0.066 0.071
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5.3.1. Monotonicity

If q6 1=p (where q ¼ k=l), Proposition 7 asserts that an optimal lead-time quotation is a nondecreasing

function of the backlog. At all parameter combinations in the numerical study, q > 1=p because

q ¼ c=0:15, pP 5 and cP 0:1. Nevertheless, the optimal lead-time quotation was monotone and nonde-

creasing with respect to backlog at all 289,170 states in the study (18 processing times · 51 backlogs · 315
parameter vectors). Similarly, if q6 1, Proposition 7 asserts that an optimal lead-time quotation is a

nonincreasing function of the processing time and customers are not rejected. Since c 2 f0:1; 0:15; 0:2g,
q ¼ c=0:15 > 1 for one-third of the numerical study. Nevertheless, at all states in the study the customer was

not rejected and the optimal lead-time quotation was monotone nonincreasing with respect to processing time.

Indeed, there are typical situations in congested shops where customers are quoted attractive lead times in

order to keep their business (cf. Dwyer, 2000; APICS, 1991).

5.3.2. Higher profit margin

The log-linear rule is closer to optimal in terms of profit and lead-time performance when profit margin

(p) is relatively higher. At all values of c, higher values of p result in lower fractional error (Fig. 3(a)–(c)),

and in lead-time estimates that are closer to optimal (Figs. 4(a) and (b), 5(a) and (b)) except when p ¼ 5
when cP 0:15 (Figs. 4(c) and 5(c)), and at c ¼ 0:2 for low values of n (Fig. 4(c)). For p ¼ 20, the expla-

nation for the near-optimal log-linear lead-time quotations in Fig. 5(a)–(c) is that here the optimal lead-

time quotation is 0 (since admitting additional jobs results in more revenue than is lost by tardiness pen-

alties resulting from congestion), and so the log-linear lead times are exactly right.
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Fig. 3. Fractional error when (a) c ¼ 0:1, (b) c ¼ 0:15, (c) c ¼ 0:2.
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5.3.3. Lower arrival rate

The log-linear rule is closer to optimal in terms of profit and lead-time performance when the ‘‘external’’

arrival rate to sales (c) is lower. For all values of p, lower values of c result in lower fractional error, except
when n ¼ 0:001 (Fig. 6(a)–(c)). When nP 0:006, lower values of c also result in lead-time estimates that are

closer to optimal (Figs. 7(a)–(c) and 8(a)–(c)). This reflects the fact that the log-linear rule generally is closer

to optimal when the shop is less congested, since it does not consider actual backlog.

5.3.4. More patient customers

The log-linear rule is generally closer to optimal in terms of profit when customers are more patient (n is

lower); however, the effect of varying customer sensitivity to lead-time quotations (n) is complicated, and

must be considered in combination with other parameters. As n increases, a longer lead time is more likely
to result in balking. Fig. 3(a)–(c) show that fractional error rises and then levels off as n increases, for small

values of p ð5; 7:5; 10Þ. For larger p ð12:5; 15; 17:5; 20Þ, fractional error is fairly level or slightly decreasing as
n increases. Fig. 9 also demonstrates this relationship of p and n when c ¼ 0:15.

In contrast, the lead-time error generally decreases as customers become more impatient, i.e., as n gets

larger (Figs. 4(a)–(c) and 5(a)–(c)). For very small values of n (smaller than 0.006), lead-time error is highest.

Although the lead times generated by the log-linear rule are generally too low (DIFF>0; see Fig. 5(a)–(c)),

when customers are very patient (small n), the log-linear rule quotes lead times that are too high (DIFF<0),
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and could result in unwarranted loss of revenue by turning away customers. However, the probability of

balking at these values of n is very low (less than 0.05), and so these excessive lead times do not result in much

loss of revenue; they do prevent loss due to tardiness penalties. This explains why the log-linear rule does well
in terms of fractional error at low values of n, despite the higher lead-time error (compare Figs. 9 and 10).

Looking further at combinations of parameters, we note that the highest fractional errors occur at low

values of p combined with high values of c (Fig. 11). The overall worst-case error was 1.18912, i.e., the log-
linear rule resulted in tardiness penalties that exceeded revenues. This occurred when p ¼ 5, c ¼ 0:2 and

n ¼ 0:071. So the log-linear rule does worst in terms of profit when profit margins are relatively low, arrival

rates are high, and customers are impatient. Lead times are also furthest from optimal when profit margins

are low and arrival rates are high (Fig. 12). Fractional error declines at a decreasing rate, i.e. is convex in p
for most of its range (Fig. 11), while it is mostly concave for absolute lead-time error (Fig. 12).

In order to understand these results it is essential to remember that the log-linear rule does not consider

shop backlog, and so is likely to quote inappropriate lead times when backlog is relatively high.

6. Conclusions and future work

We analyze the sequential decision process for lead-time quotation at a firm that manufactures products

to order, faces an increased likelihood of balking as lead times grow, pays tardiness penalties for late

(a)

(b)

(c)

Fig. 5. DIFF when (a) c ¼ 0:1, (b) c ¼ 0:15, (c) c ¼ 0:2.
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deliveries, and books revenue when a customer enters the system. The firm has accurate information about

the status of the shop, that is, it knows the manufacturing backlog. We characterize the optimal policy and

its value function. When net revenue is proportional to processing time, tardiness penalty is proportional to

lateness, and balking is an exponential function of lead time: bottom-line profit decreases as shop backlog

increases, and increases as processing time increases, lead-time quotations increase as backlog increases and

decrease as processing time increases. When the shop is not too busy, it does not pay to reject customers.
These results are extended to include cases with multiple customer classes.

The computational study compares the performance of the optimal policy when the sales department has

complete information about shop status with a previously developed log-linear rule which is optimal when

sales has only historical information on backlog. We found conditions under which the log-linear rule is

likely to do well, and when it is likely to do badly. Except when customers are relatively patient, the log-

linear rule generates lead-time quotations that are lower than optimal. When profit margins are high, all

else equal, optimal lead times become lower (approach zero), and so the log-linear rule does relatively well.

It does worse as the arrival rate increases, all else equal, since this is apt to result in backlogs which it does
not take into account, and so more tardiness penalties are incurred than for the optimal decision rule. With

regard to customer sensitivity, the log-linear rule generally is closer to optimal when customers are rela-

tively patient. Good performance in lead time tends to mirror good performance in profit, except when lead

times are too high and customers are patient; here the lead-time error does not result in much diminution of

profit since these patient customers are most likely to stay.

What does this mean for the value of accurate shop information? In a highly competitive industry that

operates with relatively low profit margins, shop status information that permits more accurate lead-time

estimates will enhance profits. Intuitively, there is less margin for error (i.e. tardiness costs). Similarly, firms

0
0.2
0.4
0.6
0.8

1
1.2
1.4

0 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.08

Customer Sensitivity, ξ
Fr

ac
tio

na
l E

rr
or

γ = 0.8
γ =0.85
γ = 0.9

γ = 0.8
γ =0.85
γ = 0.9

γ = 0.8
γ =0.85
γ = 0.9

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.08

Customer Sensitivity, ξ

Fr
ac

tio
na

l E
rr

or

0

0.05

0.1

0.15

0.2

0 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.08
Customer Sensitivity, ξ 

Fr
ac

tio
na

l E
rr

or
(a)

(b)

(c)

Fig. 6. Fractional error when (a) P ¼ 5, (b) P ¼ 10, (c) P ¼ 17:5.

844 S.A. Slotnick, M.J. Sobel / European Journal of Operational Research 163 (2005) 825–856



that experience relatively high volumes of orders will benefit more from providing sales departments with

current information that enables accurate lead-time quotations. The higher the order volume, the more

likely the shop is to be congested, resulting in higher backlogs which should be taken into account when

promising delivery dates to the customer. Customer characteristics also influence the value of accurate

shop-status information. In particular, when customers are more sensitive to lead times (i.e. less ‘‘patient’’),

there is more benefit from information systems that allow accurate quotation of delivery dates based on the

status of the production system. In this case, the monetary benefit realized is from keeping customers and
the revenues that they bring (rather than saving tardiness costs).

In summary, there are important interaction effects among these three factors. When profit margins are

relatively tight, there is a relatively high flow of customers to sales, and customers are relatively impatient, it

is worth spending resources to track manufacturing backlogs accurately in order to improve the lead-time

decision process. The sales department�s due-date quotations could be much improved if it used accurate

and current information about backlogs in the shop, and this would significantly enhance profitability

under those conditions. On the other hand, when the profit margin is high, customers arrive at a relatively

low rate to sales, and they are patient, the lead-time estimates with statistical information are apt to be close
to the optimal ones.

Future research might include extensions of this model to sequencing, pricing and quality consider-

ations. For a firm that receives multiple orders at once, and has the opportunity to decide upon the se-

quence in which they will be processed, how can the scheduling and lead-time decisions be coordinated?
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Another variation is the option of offering customers expedited service (i.e. shorter or negligible processing

times) for a premium price. Such expedited services might include fewer features (lower design or perfor-

mance quality) or lower yield (higher defect rates, or conformance quality).

Appendix A

A.1. Proof of Proposition 1

From (2),

fnðs; bÞ ¼ fn�1ð0; bÞ þ sup
06 L

faðs; LÞJnðs; b; LÞg;

where

Jnðs; b; LÞ ¼ rðs; bÞ � sðs; bÞzðb� LÞ þ fn�1ð0; sþ bÞ � fn�1ð0; bÞ
is constant with respect to L on ½b;1Þ. So

fnðs; bÞ ¼ fn�1ð0; bÞ þmax sup
06L6 b

faðs; LÞJnðs; b; LÞ; 0
� �

;
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because if Jnðs; b; bÞP 0 then

sup
b6 L

faðs; LÞJnðs; b; LÞg ¼ Jnðs; b; bÞ sup
b6L

faðs; LÞg ¼ Jnðs; b; bÞaðs; bÞ

and if Jnðs; b; bÞ < 0, then

sup
b6 L

aðs; LÞJnðs; b; LÞg
�

¼ Jnðs; b; bÞ inf
b6 L

faðs; LÞ
�

¼ 0:

So

fnðs; bÞ ¼ fn�1ð0; bÞ þ sup
06 L6 b

faðs; LÞ½Jnðs; b; LÞ�þg ¼ fn�1ð0; bÞ þ sup
06L6 b

faðs; LÞJnðs; b; LÞg
� �þ

:

The continuity of aðs; �Þ on ½0;1Þ and of zð�Þ on ð0;1Þ implies that the supremum is achieved for each
ðs; bÞ and n. Expanding (3) and inserting (4) yields

Fig. 9. Fractional error when c ¼ 0:15.
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ðkþ aÞfnð0; bÞ ¼ k
Z b

0

ðk
�

þ aÞe�ðkþaÞuE½fn�1ðS; b� u�duþ E½fn�1ðS; 0�
Z 1

b
ðkþ aÞe�ðkþaÞu du

�
¼ kEðfn�1½S; ðb� Y Þþ�Þ ¼ kEðKn�1½ðb� Y Þþ�Þ:

When b ¼ 0, (6) becomes (7). h

A.2. Proof of Proposition 2

The model is a semi-Markov programming problem with a discounted infinite-horizon criterion which
corresponds to a discrete-time Markov decision process with a discounted infinite-horizon criterion whose

discount factor depends on the state and action. It follows from Proposition 1 that the set of feasible actions

is compact at each state. So (8) and (9) follow from Lemma 1 which enables us to invoke Sch€al (1975). Then
(10) results from (6) and (8), and (11) is a special case of (10). The final assertion follows from Lemma 1 and

Sch€al (1975). h
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A.3. Proof of Lemma 1

An inductive proof using (2) and (5) and starting with f0 � 0 establishes that ffnðs; bÞg is a monotone

sequence for each ðs; bÞ. An upper bound on fnðs; bÞ is obtained from the expected present value of the

denumerable sequence of revenues, i.e.

fnðs; bÞ6 rðs; bÞ þ E rðS; 0Þ
X1
n¼1

exp

 "
� a

Xn
k¼1

Y 0
k

!#
¼ rðs; bÞ þ E½rðS; 0Þ� k

a
;

where fY 0
kg are independent and identically distributed exponential random variables with mean k�1. h

A.4. Proof of Proposition 3

We use (2) and initiate an inductive proof with f0ðs; �Þ � 0 trivially nonincreasing for each s. If fn�1ðs; �Þ is
nonincreasing for each s then ½1� aðs; LÞ�fn�1ð0; bÞ and fn�1ð0; sþ bÞaðs; LÞ are nonincreasing in b (for each

s and L). By assumption, aðs; LÞrðs; bÞ and �aðs; LÞsðs; bÞzðb� LÞ are nonincreasing in b (for each s and L).
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So fnðs; �Þ is nonincreasing (for each n and s). Therefore, (8) and Lemma 1 imply that f ðs; �Þ is nonincreasing
because the finite point-wise limits of monotone functions are monotone. h

A.5. Proof of Proposition 4

Quoting L ¼ 0 in state ðs; bÞ is no better than optimal, rejecting all arriving customers for x units of time

is no better than optimal in state ð0; sþ bÞ, and rejecting all arrivals for s units of time is no better than

optimal in state ð0; sþ b� xÞ. So (13) results from

f ðs; bÞP f ð0; sþ bÞP e�axf ð0; sþ b� xÞP e�axe�asf ð0; b� xÞ:
For (14), we note that using an optimal policy in state ð0; sþ bÞ is at least as good as rejecting all arriving

customers for the next s units of time and thereafter behaving optimally:

f ð0; sþ bÞP e�asf ð0; bÞ:
Multiply both sides by )1 and add f ð0; bÞ.
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Proposition 3 implies f ð2Þð0; bÞ6 0 in (15). For �af ð0; bÞ6 f ð2Þð0; bÞ, substitute e�as ¼ 1� asþ oðsÞ
(where oðsÞ=s ! 0 as s ! 0) in the denominator of (14) and let s # 0. Lemma 1 implies the leftmost

inequality in (15). h

A.6. Proof of Proposition 5

Let Dðs; bÞ ¼ f ð0; sþ bÞ � f ð0; bÞ; here,
Jðs; b; LÞ ¼ rðs; bÞ � sðs; bÞðb� LÞþ þ Dðs; bÞ:

Since sð�; bÞ is nondecreasing, if L6 b,

Jðsþ �; b; LÞ ¼ Jðs; b; LÞ þ rðsþ �; bÞ � rðs; bÞ � ðb� LÞ½sðsþ �; bÞ � sðs; bÞ� þ Dð�; sþ bÞ
6 Jðs; b; LÞ þ rðsþ �; bÞ � rðs; bÞ þ Dð�; sþ bÞ:

Since að�; LÞ is nonincreasing, this inequality implies

f ðsþ �; bÞ ¼ f ð0; bÞ þ max
06L6 b

faðs
�

þ �; LÞJðsþ �; b; LÞg
�þ

6 f ð0; bÞ þ max
06L6 b

faðs
�

þ �; LÞ½Jðs; b; LÞ þ rðsþ �; bÞ � rðs; bÞ þ Dð�; sþ bÞ�g
�þ

6 f ð0; bÞ þ max
06L6 b

faðs; LÞJðs; b; LÞg
� �þ

þ ½rðsþ �; bÞ � rðs; bÞ þ Dð�; sþ bÞ�þ

¼ f ðs; bÞ þ ½rðsþ �; bÞ � rðs; bÞ þ Dð�; sþ bÞ�þ:

This inequality, Dð�; sþ bÞ=� ! f ð2Þð0; sþ bÞ as � ! 0, and Proposition 3 yield (16). h

A.7. Proof of Proposition 6

Let hðLÞ denote the maximand in (19). Then

dhðLÞ
dL

¼ e�nLf1� n½Jðs; b; 0Þ þ L�g;

d2hðLÞ
dL2

¼ �ne�nLf2� n½Jðs; b; 0Þ þ L�g:

So hð�Þ is maximized on ð�1;1Þ at L ¼ Lðs; bÞ, it is concave on ð�1;Lðs; bÞ þ 1=n�, and it is convex on

½Lðs; bÞ þ 1=n,1Þ. Therefore, L ¼ minf½Lðs; bÞ�þ; bg maximizes hðLÞ subject to the constraint 06L6 b.
From (18), the regions in (20) correspond to Lðs; bÞ < 0; 06Lðs; bÞ6 b, and b < Lðs; bÞ. Since

f ð0; bÞ � f ð0; bþ sÞP 0 from Proposition 3, (18) implies Lðs; bÞP 1=n� psþ b. h

A.8. Proof of Lemma 2

From (18), Lð2Þðs; bÞ ¼ 1� f ð2Þð0; sþ bÞ þ f ð2Þð0; bÞ with the inner inequalities of (21) implied by

f ð2Þð0; bÞ6 0 and f ð2Þð0; sþ bÞ6 0. The outer inequalities are implied by (15) because kE½rðS; 0Þ� ¼ pq. For
(22), use (21) and f ð2Þð0; sþ bÞ6 0 in Lð1Þðs; bÞ ¼ �p� f ð2Þð0; sþ bÞ. h
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A.9. Proof of Proposition 7

From (21), Lð2Þðs; bÞP 1� pqP 0 if q6 1=p. From (22), Lð1Þðs; bÞ6 pðq� 1Þ6 0 if q6 1.

Since 06 L6 b in (9), the value of the maximization is negative if, and only if, psþ f ð0; sþ bÞ�
f ð0; bÞ < 0. However, (21) implies psþ f ð0; sþ bÞ � f ð0; bÞP ps� spq ¼ psð1� qÞP 0 if q6 1. h

A.10. Proof of Proposition 8

Proof. For (23), inserting (1) in (9) yields

f ðs; bÞ � f ð0; bÞ
s

¼ max
06 L6 b

e�nL p

���
� ðb� LÞ

s
þ ½f ð0; sþ bÞ � f ð0; bÞ�

s

���þ
: ðA:1Þ

If L < b then �ðb� LÞ=s ! �1 as s # 0. So maximization implies L ¼ b� oðsÞ as s # 0. Therefore, letting

s # 0 in (A.1) yields the equality in (23) whose left inequalities follow from (15). The right inequality is

implied by Proposition 3. Proposition 5 and rð1Þðs; bÞ ¼ p imply (24).
For (25), Proposition 3 asserts �f ð2Þð0; bÞP 0 and (23) implies �f ð2Þð0; bÞP p� enbf ð1Þð0; bÞ. So

�f ð2Þð0; bÞP maxf0; p� enbf ð1Þð0; bÞg. h

A.11. Proof of Proposition 9

First we prove (27) at s ¼ 0, namely,

f ð0; 0ÞP pqD: ðA:2Þ

Quoting L ¼ 0 at ðs; 0Þ is no better than optimal and rejecting all customers for s units of time at ð0; sÞ is no
better than optimal. So (9) yields

f ðs; 0ÞP f ð0; 0Þ þ ½psþ f ð0; sÞ � f ð0; 0Þ�þ P psþ f ð0; sÞP psþ e�asf ð0; 0Þ:

Therefore,

kE½f ðS; 0Þ�P pqþ kE½f ð0; SÞ�P pqþ k/ðaÞf ð0; 0Þ:

Hence, (7) yields

f ð0; 0Þ ¼ kE½f ðS; 0Þ�
kþ a

P
pqþ k/ðaÞf ð0; 0Þ

kþ a
;

which implies (A.2) because a > 0 implies D > 0. Now (A.2) and Proposition 4 imply the lower bound in

(26) because quoting L ¼ 0 at ðs; bÞ cannot be better than optimal:

f ðs; bÞP ps� bþ f ð0; sþ bÞP ps� bþ e�aðsþbÞf ð0; 0ÞP ps� bþ pqDe�aðsþbÞ:

The upper bound in (26) follows from (8) and (12).

In order to establish (27), (19) implies

f ðs; 0Þ ¼ f ð0; 0Þ þ ½psþ f ð0; sÞ � f ð0; 0Þ�þ ¼ maxff ð0; 0Þ; psþ f ð0; sÞg:
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So (13) and (A.2) imply

f ðs; 0ÞP maxff ð0; 0Þ; psþ e�asf ð0; 0Þg
¼ psþ e�asf ð0; 0Þ þ ½ð1� e�asÞf ð0; 0Þ � ps�þ

P psþ pqDe�as þ ½ð1� e�asÞpqD� ps�þ: �

A.12. Proof of Proposition 10

Dropping the penalty function in the infinite-horizon counterpart of (2),

f ðs; bÞ6 f ð0; bÞ þmax
LP 0

fe�nL½psþ f ð0; sþ bÞ � f ð0; bÞ�g ¼ f ð0; bÞ þ ½psþ f ð0; sþ bÞ � f ð0; bÞ�þ: �

A.13. Proof of Proposition 11

On the set of fðs; bÞg where L ¼ Lðs; bÞ is optimal, it follows from (18) and (19) that

f ðs; bÞ ¼ f ð0; bÞ þ e�nLðs;bÞ

n
¼ f ð0; bÞ þ exp½�1þ nJðs; b; 0Þ�

n
:

So

f ð1Þðs; bÞ ¼ �Lð1Þðs; bÞe�nLðs;bÞ;

which implies that f ð1Þðs; bÞ and Lð1Þðs; bÞ have opposite signs; so (ii) and (iii) are equivalent.
Proposition 8 asserts that f ð1Þð0; bÞP 0. Therefore, if f ð�; bÞ were convex, f ð1Þðs; bÞP f ð1Þð0; bÞP 0 for all

sP 0. That is, (i) implies (iii). h

A.14. Proof of Proposition 12

Liðs; bÞ �Lkðs; bÞ ¼
1

ni
� 1

nk
þ ðpk � piÞsP 0: �

A similar result is valid without the counterpart of the additional assumptions in Section 3.3, if

rkðs; bÞP riðs; bÞ (for all s and b), akðs; LÞ6 aiðs; LÞ (for all s and L), and

o½að2Þj ðs; LÞ�2 þ ajðs; LÞað22Þj ðs; LÞP 0

for j ¼ i; k (and all s and L).

A.15. Proof of Proposition 13

An optimal due-date quotation rule cannot have a net profit rate that is higher than the average revenue

per unit time if all customers are accepted, i.e., L ¼ 0 so none balk. Since no tardiness penalties are paid, the

expected net profit during a transition is pEðSÞ ¼ p=l and the expected duration of the transition is k�1. So

g6 pk=l ¼ pq. On the other hand, the policy of admitting a customer only if the backlog is 0 cannot be

better than optimal. This customer incurs no tardiness penalty and brings expected revenue pEðSÞ ¼ p=l.
The expected duration of the cycle between processing successive customers is EðSÞ þ 1=k ¼ 1=lþ 1=k with
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1=k due to the memorylessness of the residual of the exponential time until the next customer arrives. So
gP ½p=l�=½1=lþ 1=k� ¼ pq=ð1þ qÞ. h

A.16. Convergence properties for the computational study

Let LLðsÞ ¼ ðx� y � ln sÞþ where x and y are specified in (31) i.e., LLðsÞ is the lead-time quotation with

the log-linear rule. Similarly, let Lðs; bÞ denote a value of L that achieves the maximum in (5) and (6)

when n ¼ 50. So Lð�; �Þ is an optimal due-date quotation in state ðs; bÞ with 50 iterations remaining and

is associated with the value function f50ð�; �Þ. We use two consequences of the unichain property, i.e.,
Lð�; �Þ induces a Markov chain with exactly one ergodic class (and perhaps transient states). Let pb be

the stationary probability of state ð0; bÞ induced by Lð�; �Þ over an infinite horizon. The first consequence

is that fpbg is the unique solution to the usual Markov chain balance equations where gðbÞ ¼ minf18;
50� bg:

pb ¼ ð1� cÞpbþ1 þ cpbþ1

XgðbÞ�1

s¼1

ð0:15Þð0:85Þs�1ð1� e�nLðs;bÞÞ þ cpbþ1ð0:85ÞgðbÞ�1ð1� e�nLðgðbÞ;bÞÞ

þ c
Xb�1

j¼1

pjþ1ð0:15Þð0:85Þb�j
e�nLðb�j;bÞ ðb ¼ 0; 1; . . . ; 49Þ; ðA:3Þ

p50 ¼ c
X49
j¼1

pjþ1ð0:15Þð0:85Þ50�j
e�nLð50�j;50Þ;

X50
b¼0

pb ¼ 1:

In the right-hand side of (A.3), the first term arises from the absence of an arriving customer, the second

and third terms correspond to a customer arriving and balking, and the fourth term refers to a customer

arriving and not balking.

The second consequence of the unichain property links fnð�; �Þ with the solution to (29) and (30): as

n ! 1, fnðs; bÞ � ng þ wðs; bÞ. So Dnðs; bÞ ! 0 as n ! 1 where Dnðs; bÞ ¼ jfnðs; bÞ � fn�1j � jfn�1ðs; bÞ�
fn�2ðs; bÞj. As an indication that n ¼ 50 is sufficient for asymptote-like behavior, each of the 315 vectors of
input parameters yielded

P50

b¼0 pbDnð0; bÞ6 4:73� 10�6. Accordingly, let V OPT ¼
P50

b¼0 pbf50ð0; bÞ denote the
weighted average value of the value function with 50 iterations remaining. States ðs; bÞ with s > 0 are not

included in the weighted average because they are occupied only momentarily; the period is actually spent

either in state ð0; bÞ with probability 1� e�nLðs;bÞ or in state ð0; sþ bÞ with probability e�nLðs;bÞ.

Let V LL ¼
P50

b¼0 pbf
LL
50 ð0; bÞ be the corresponding weighted average for the log-linear rule. Here,

f LL
50 ð0; bÞ, the value function of the log-linear due-date quotation policy in (31) with 50 iterations remaining,

satisfies the following recursion with f LL
0 ð�; �Þ � 0, f LL

n�1ð0; sþ bÞ ¼ f LL
n�1ð0; 50Þ if sþ b > 50, lðbÞ ¼ minf17;

b� 1g and dðb� 18Þ ¼ 1ð0Þ if bP 19 (b6 18):

f LL
n ðs; bÞ ¼ f LL

n�1ð0; bÞ þ e�nLðs;bÞ½ps� ðb� LðsÞÞþ þ f LL
n�1ð0; sþ bÞ � f LL

n�1ð0; bÞ�;

f LL
n�1ð0; bÞ ¼ c

XlðbÞ
s¼1

ð0:15Þð0:85Þs�1
e�nLðs;b�sÞf LL

n�1ðs; b� sÞ þ cð0:85Þ17f LL
n�1ð18; b� 18Þdðb� 18Þ

þ ð1� cÞf LL
n�1ð0; ðb� 1ÞþÞ:
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Let DLL
n ðs; bÞ ¼ jf LL

n ðs; bÞ � f LL
n�1j � jf LL

n�1ðs; bÞ � f LL
n�2ðs; bÞj. As an indication that n ¼ 50 is sufficient for

asymptote-like behavior with the log-linear rule, each of the 315 vectors of input parameters yieldedP50

b¼0 pbD
LL
n ð0; bÞ6 1:4� 10�4.
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