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Using Intelligent Collaborative Agents for
Automating Distributed Taxi Dispatch
Kiam Tian Seow, Nam Hai Dang and Der Horng Lee

Abstract— This paper presents the study of a novel approach
towards an automated taxi dispatch system that handles current
bookings in a distributed fashion. Existing systems in use by taxi
operators in Singapore attempt to increase customer satisfaction locally, by sequentially dispatching nearby taxis to service
customers. The proposed dispatch system attempts to increase
customer satisfaction more globally, by concurrently dispatching
multiple taxis to the same number of customers in the same
geographical region, and vis-à-vis human driver and dispatcher
satisfaction. To realize the system, we propose a multiagent
architecture, populated with collaborative taxi agents that can
actively negotiate on behalf of taxi drivers in groups of size N
for available customer bookings. The dispatch and operational
efficiency of the existing and proposed dispatch systems were
evaluated through computer simulations on MITSIMLab, an
existing simulation-based laboratory originally developed for
evaluating traffic management system designs at the operational
level. The empirical results, obtained for a 1000-strong taxi fleet
over a discrete range of N , show that the proposed system can
dispatch taxis up to over 50% faster, with up to 41.8% and 41.2%
reduction in customer waiting time and empty taxi cruising time,
respectively. A more efficient dispatch system can help maintain
a higher standard of customer service vis-à-vis human driver
and dispatcher satisfaction, especially when the demand for taxi
service is manageable for the fleet size.
Note to Practitioners— With the liberalization of the taxi
industry in Singapore, keener competition among taxi operators
has emerged. We believe the taxi operator that leads the competition will be the one with the best automated taxi dispatch
system, offering the highest cost productivity and customer
satisfaction. However, recent statistics on customer satisfaction,
as reported in the news (e.g., [1]), question the efficiency of
existing taxi dispatch systems. While many factors might have
influenced and contributed to this outcome, our research is
motivated by the need for better automated approaches to
match customer service requests and taxis, whose arrival and
availability, respectively, might be sporadic or not known a priori.
In this paper, we propose a novel multiagent system, called
N TuCab dispatch, to automate taxi dispatch in a distributed
fashion. Our experiments for a 1000-strong taxi fleet show that
N TuCab dispatch can outperform existing centralized dispatch,
in terms of reduction in dispatch, customer waiting and empty
taxi cruising times. Additionally, N TuCab dispatch can be implemented on an existing technological infrastructure, providing the
opportunities to harness the existing power of multiple intelligent
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scale implementation, we will need to add more features and
investigate their effectiveness towards achieving overall efficiency,
including techniques to influence and better match the physical
distributivity between service demand and non-empty taxi supply
in real-time.
Index Terms— Taxi Dispatch Operation, Collaborative Agents,
Intelligent Public Service Transportation.

I. INTRODUCTION
Taxis are a convenient means of public transport in many
countries, including Singapore. In providing quality customer
service, fast and efficient fleet dispatching is essential. In
Singapore, online dispatch of available taxis to current customer bookings is done with the aid of a satellite-based taxi
dispatching system; the system utilizes a Global Positioning
System (GPS) to automatically locate taxis in real-time [2].
In handling current taxi bookings, the major focus of taxi
dispatch systems has been primarily on reaching individual
customers in the shortest time possible to enhance customer
satisfaction [3]. This means reaching the customers via the
shortest real-time paths possible. However, merely increasing
individual customer satisfaction, as is the current practice, is a
local endeavor, in that it entails assigning the nearest taxi to a
customer prioritized in a first come first serve queue, without
considering the effects of the assignment on other awaiting
customers in the request queue.
In a real world scenario, there are often multiple taxi
service requests (current demand) and multiple taxis available
(current supply) in a given time window. To improve taxi
fleet service performance, ideally, we should simultaneously
and optimally assign taxis to service all customer bookings
that are made within the time window. This is a challenging
problem confronting current taxi dispatch systems. Practically,
one feasible approach is to effectively group these customer
bookings and then efficiently assign each group to the same
number of available taxis. One method that we propose along
this vein will be described later. The key purpose is to focus
on group average customer satisfaction instead of a prioritized
individual’s. This is a more global endeavor that would need
to consider the mutual assignment exchange effects among
the taxis for the concurrently awaiting customers, namely,
‘Would (group) total customer waiting time shorten if two taxis
are allowed to exchange their currently assigned bookings?’
The motivation is that, by increasing group average customer
satisfaction, overall, more customers can be satisfied.
To elaborate, consider a scenario of two available taxis in
the vicinity of two taxi (service) requests, as depicted in Fig.
1. The shortest-time path to reach a request location can be
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Fig. 1.

A taxi dispatch scenario

computed using real-time traffic conditions [3], but for the
convenience of illustration, we shall assume that a shorter
distance path is also a shorter real-time path. Say, request 1 is
initiated before request 2 within a small time window. Under
the current practice, requests are allocated different taxis, one
request at a time on a customer first come first serve basis.
So the dispatcher would have to attend to request 1 first,
and assign taxi 1 to service it since taxi 1 is nearer to the
request than taxi 2; this leaves taxi 2 to be assigned to the
remaining request 2. However, one can see that if we could
allow the taxis to exchange their assigned requests, the group
average distance (or time) taken by a taxi, and hence the (group
average) customer waiting time, would be shorter. This more
balanced allocation is often possible if the two requests could
be considered concurrently for taxi assignment, exploiting the
mutual assignment effects in attempting to minimize the total
real-time travel period of the taxis in picking up the customers.
And the allocation is practically efficient only if it can be done
without excessive communication between the taxi dispatch
center and the taxis. To the best of our knowledge, current
taxi dispatch systems do not support the kind of concurrent
taxi assignment envisaged, and cannot therefore exploit this
real world scenario to full advantage as needed for improving
fleet performance.
In our opinion, to support such concurrent taxi assignment
for current taxi bookings necessitates a novel approach to
fleet dispatch operation. The new approach should not only
aim at increasing average customer satisfaction, but also visà-vis average driver and dispatcher satisfaction. And it must
be implementable on an existing technological infrastructure.
With this philosophy in mind, we propose one where there are
collaborative taxi agents that can, on behalf of taxi drivers,
cooperatively negotiate to decide among themselves their
different assignments, from among the multiple taxi requests
initiated within a time window. A taxi agent is an active
software entity residing in an in-vehicle computing unit of a

taxi. By cooperative negotiation [4], several taxi agents can
collaboratively search for an assignment solution that they
jointly agree.1
Although using multiple computing agents is not new in
intelligent service transportation [5], we realize that it might
be a radically new ideology to deploy them for the specific
purpose of taxi dispatch. For, the new idea entails the software (‘agents’) localized in the in-vehicle computing units to
collaborate and play a more active role in consensus decisionmaking, rather than just passively presenting a new request
from, and relaying the human driver’s request accept-or-refuse
decision to the taxi dispatch center. However, in our opinion,
investigating this idea is timely, since a multiagent approach
will invariably provide a set-up to harness the existing power
of multiple intelligent transportation technologies in, for example, vehicle routing [6], automatic vehicle location [7], mobile
phone location determination [8], and palmtop-based navigation [9], exploiting the huge investments already made in the
internet, wireless communication and mobile devices, GPSbased location, geographic and traffic information systems.
The rest of this paper is organized as follows. Section
II describes the basic architectures of both the existing and
proposed taxi dispatch systems, with emphasis on the core
problem of the latter. Section III presents and discusses a
microscopic simulation study comparing the proposed and
current dispatch approaches. Section IV concludes the paper
and points to some future work.
II. TAXI D ISPATCH S YSTEMS
A. Current Taxi Dispatch System
Fig. 2 depicts the architecture of a current taxi dispatch
system in use by a taxi operator in Singapore. Incoming taxi
service requests are queued on a first come first serve basis
at the dispatch center. For each customer (online booking)
request, available taxis in the vicinity of the customer location
are considered, and a taxi among them is dispatched to service
it, upon the human driver accepting the booking job. An
efficient way is to assign a nearby taxi that can traverse the
shortest-time path to the customer location, computed using
real-time traffic conditions [3].
B. Proposed Taxi Dispatch System
As suggested in the introduction, multiagent collaboration
might leverage on the improved dispatch method [3] by
exploiting the mutual assignment exchange effects among
multiple taxis awaiting multiple requests - a scenario that is
not uncommon. Towards this end, an infrastructure2 to support
a taxi agent capable of collaboration is proposed, as shown in
Fig. 3(a). And, to effectively utilize such software agents for
taxi dispatch, we deploy them in a multiagent architecture,
proposed as depicted in Fig. 3(b).
1 At this juncture, a general notion of negotiation suffices; it will become
clearer in Section II-B, where a specific automated negotiation mechanism for
taxi agents is introduced, with its concrete details elaborated in Appendix I.
2 We use JADE [10] as the (Java) agent development environment for agent
software implementation; in principle, any other agent development package
may be used.

3

Fig. 2.

Current state-of-the-art taxi dispatch system: Centralized architecture

1) Multiagent Taxi Dispatch Architecture: The architecture
assumes that a geographical road network is partitioned into
m logical areas of taxi operation, m ≥ 1. This partition is
made known to all taxi agents. At the dispatch center, available
taxis and booking requests in a logical area are recorded in
a taxi queue and a request queue, respectively. The area and
corresponding queues are identified by the same index i, 1 ≤
i ≤ m.
Initially, all participating taxis are in one of the designated
areas of operation, and the taxi queues at the dispatch center
are updated accordingly. The ‘housekeeping’ communication
protocol supporting the dispatch operations can then be prescribed as follows:
1) A taxi agent(see Fig. 3(a)) performs the following
mandatory tasks:
a) Announce the availability of its taxi in a new area
of operation to the dispatch center when (i) the taxi
has left its last recorded area and is currently in the
new area, and (ii) the passenger has just alighted
from the taxi or the taxi is empty. Also does so
if its already assigned customer is found to have
cancelled the booking.
b) Negotiate on behalf of its human driver for a
booking job when it receives from the dispatch
center, a request package containing a group of
bookings and the ad hoc group agent members with
whom it will collaborate with.
c) Inform the dispatch center of the taxi driver’s decision to accept or refuse its negotiated assignment.

2) The dispatch center performs the following mandatory
housekeeping tasks:
a) DMT-A: Update the availability of taxis in the
respective queues from a common taxi queue continually updated in response to notification by the
taxi agents. When a taxi has left an area x and
entered a new area y, update by deleting the taxi
record from the taxi queue x, and inserting the
record, in a first in first out fashion, in the taxi
queue y.
b) DMT-B: Insert the records of taxi bookings continually accepted in a common request queue, on
a first come first serve (FCFS) basis, into the
respective request queues. If a taxi request is from
an area i, insert the record, in a FCFS fashion, in
the request queue i.
c) DMT-C: Delete the records of a taxi and the
negotiated assignment that the taxi has accepted.
Penalize by placing the record of a taxi that has
refused to accept its negotiated assignment at the
tail of the same taxi queue at the time of update;
and compensate by placing that of the refused
assignment at the head of the respective request
queue.
Under the proposed architecture, the dispatch center carries
out the following operations per cycle:
1) Distribute pending requests to available taxis for each
logical area i.
Take a group of N requests from the head of the request
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(a) An in-vehicle agent infrastructure

(b) Non-centralized collaborative multiagent architecture
Fig. 3.

Proposed NTuCab dispatch system

queue i and send it to an ad hoc group of taxis assembled
from the head of the taxi queue i. The size of N of the
last group assembled may vary depending on the number
of pending requests and available taxis. Do so until the
the taxi or request queue is empty. (As soon as a group
of bookings is received, the taxi agents concerned will
asynchronously carry out intra-group negotiation over
the N requests.)
2) Do housekeeping and await taxi assignment decisions.
a) Do housekeeping tasks DMT-A and DMT-B as

needed till notification is received about completion of a group collaboration; following which
there is a pre-specified period when every agent in
the group submits the human driver’s decision of
either accepting or refusing its negotiated booking.
b) Do housekeeping task DMT-C.
3) Continue with Step (2) if not all the ad hoc taxi groups
across all the logical areas have completed negotiation,
else do tasks DMT-A and DMT-B as needed and
proceed to next cycle of dispatch operations.
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We call the resulting system the N-Taxi GroUp CollABorative
(NTuCab) dispatch system.
2) Core Problem & Solution: Within this architecture, the
core issue in multiagent taxi dispatch is a linear assignment
problem (LAP) [11]. The problem is concerned with efficiently
assigning every taxi agent with a different taxi request. The
efficiency (or optimality) of the concurrent allocation is measured either in terms of minimizing total cost or maximizing
total service quality.
To elaborate formally, consider a group of taxi agents A =
{a0 , a1 , · · · , aN −1 } of size N ≥ 2, and a group of different
taxi service-requests O = {r0 , r1 , · · · , rN −1 } of size N . The
A-QoS (application quality-of-service) that an agent a ∈ A
can offer for each request is defined by d[a, r] for all r ∈ O.
Then our core objective of taxi dispatch is to find, for an N ×N
LAP, the particular (total) assignment solution
Π : A → O such that for ai , aj ∈ A,
i 6= j implies Π(ai ) 6= Π(aj )

round are documented in Appendix I. To speed up the negotiation process, an assignment initialization heuristic (labelled
H-Max) is applied prior to negotiation; the details of which
are documented in Appendix II.
3) Theoretical Boundary and Optimal Situations: The
physical locations of taxis and customers are significant information for taxi dispatch. They are in general not known
a priori. However, two theoretical boundary situations about
their relative locations can be identified:
1) DT-CC: Geographically distributed taxis for concentrated customers, as when dispatching taxis to a taxi
stand.
2) CT-DC: Geographically concentrated taxis for distributed customers, as when dispatching taxis from a
depot.

a0
a1
a2

(1)

a one-to-one mapping of agents to requests that (ideally)
maximizes the total A-QoS Stot ,
X

r0
xh
yh
zh

r1
xh
yh
zh

r2
xh
yh
zh

a0
a1
a2

(a) For DT-CC

r0
xv
xv
xv

r1
yv
yv
yv

r2
zv
zv
zv

(b) For CT-DC

|A|−1

Stot =

d[ai , Π(ai )]

(2)

i=0

Π(a) ∈ O refers to a request selection by agent a ∈ A (under
an arbitrary permutation of Π); and max{Stot (2)} defines the
(ideal) optimal social goal of the agents. An assignment or
allocation set corresponds to one permutation of Π (1), and
can also be equivalently represented as containing elements of
the form (a, Π(a)) ∈ A × O.
The generic LAP has been extensively researched in the Operations Research literature [12]. Using agent modeling ideas,
recent research has developed agent mechanisms [13], [14]
for a multiagent version, termed collaborative LAP (CLAP),
where knowledge about the LAP is distributed among the
agents, such that every agent a ∈ A initially only has its
own local information, d[a, r] for all r ∈ O. The automated
mechanisms developed enable collaborative taxi agents to
cooperatively negotiate for different requests by themselves,
in contrast to a centralized algorithm deciding for them as in
[12]. In essence, these taxi agents can compute and leverage
on the possible overall A-QoS increments, gained through
reassigning requests among themselves.
One important development for CLAP is a decentralized
agent algorithm called MA3 -LM [14], which is well-suited and
adapted for use with the proposed taxi dispatch architecture.
The reasons for considering MA3 -LM are: (i) the core problem
in collaborative taxi dispatch - taxi online assignment or
allocation - can clearly be treated as a CLAP, (ii) MA3 LM is decentralized and so maps directly onto our proposed
multiagent architecture, and (iii) being computationally simple
and easy to understand, one of our research contributions
is to provide the first potential real-world application of
MA3 -LM, along with an investigation of its applicability and
performance.
The MA3 -LM agents divide their collaborative reasoning
process into negotiation rounds. Details of their reasoning per

Fig. 4.

Types of CLAP for the boundary situations, shown for N = 3

Being ‘geographically concentrated’ means that the taxis
or customers are in close physical proximity of one another.
Theoretically, we shall assume that they are at the same
location point. Following, the DT-CC and CT-DC situations
result in taxi agents facing the types of CLAP as depicted in
Fig. 4, where each row of matrix entries are the respective
A-QoS values d[ai , rj ] as computed by an agent ai ∈ A for
every request rj ∈ O. The A-QoS data entry d[ai , rj ] < 0
denotes the negation of the shortest (planned) real-time for
a taxi (that the agent ai ∈ A represents) to travel from its
designated location to the pick-up location of a customer (who
initiated the request rj ∈ O). This real-time travel period is
that computed over a directed road network with real-time
traffic information [3]. The smaller this time value is, the
nearer to the customer the taxi is said to be.
In between the two boundary situations, we also identify a
situation, labelled OM-TC, where the geographical distributions between the taxis and the service requests are optimally
matched, such that every taxi agent a ∈ A has a different
request r ∈ O that is the nearest to its taxi location; all its
other requests are not as near. An example of situation OMTC is given in Fig. 5, in which the values shown each indicates
the largest A-QoS (or least negative travel time) of an agent
ai ∈ A for a different request.
a0
a1
a2
Fig. 5.

r0
−
−
x00

r1
−
x11
−

r2
x20
−
−

A CLAP instance of OM-TC, with N = 3

Following, we present two propositions on MA3 -LM in the
situations identified. To understand the proofs, the reader is
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referred to Appendix I for the formal definitions of Belief (B),
Desire (D) and Intention (I), and other features of MA3 -LM.
For the proof of Proposition 2, the reader is also referred to
Appendix II for details of the speedup heuristic, H-Max.
Proposition 1: The MA3 -LM taxi-agents in situations DTCC and CT-DC will incur one negotiation round to reach an
optimal (or a maximum) total A-QoS assignment.
Proof: We sketch the proof as follows: In either situation,
in the first round of negotiation, every MA3 -LM taxi-agent will
yield a nil intention (Definition 3) - the termination condition
for MA3 -LM. In the former situation, it is due always to an
empty belief set (Definition 1) computed by every agent. In
the latter, it is due always to an empty desire set (Definition
2) computed by every agent except one, which yields a nil
intention due always to an empty belief set. The first round
is thus the last negotiation round. Finally, the total A-QoS
assignment solution reached must be optimal when negotiation
terminates, since, in either situation, it is the same total value
regardless of the request selections [under Π (1)]. Hence the
proposition.
In other words, in situations DT-CC and CT-DC, MA3 -LM
taxi-agents incur the minimum number of negotiation rounds
[13], [14].
Proposition 2: The MA3 -LM taxi-agents using H-Max in
situation OM-TC will incur a total of two negotiation rounds
to reach an optimal total A-QoS assignment.
Proof: We sketch the proof as follows: In situation
OM-TC, immediately after assignment initialization through
H-Max, every MA3 -LM taxi-agent [under Π (1)] will have
selected or reselected a different request that is the nearest
to its taxi location. This initialization process is considered
to incur the first negotiation round. In the second round of
negotiation that follows, every MA3 -LM taxi-agent will yield
a nil intention - the termination condition for MA3 -LM - due
always to an empty belief set computed by the agent. The
second round is thus the last negotiation round. Finally, since
every agent will have selected its nearest request [under Π (1)]
when negotiation terminates, it follows that the total A-QoS
assignment solution reached is optimal (or maximum). Hence
the proposition.

Fig. 6.

The TM2S-MITSIMLab simulation model

the moment it accepts (or commits to service) a negotiated
assignment.
A. Experimental Scope & Investigation

III. S IMULATIONS & P ERFORMANCE E VALUATION
To study the comparative performance of the proposed
NTuCab dispatch system and an existing centralized system
(see Section II-A), we conducted microscopic computer simulations on MITSIMLab [15], [16], simulating taxi operations
in a selected ITS-managed urban road network of reasonable
complexity. We focused on two performance measures: (i)
dispatch efficiency and (ii) operational efficiency. The former
for both the systems was investigated in terms of dispatch
completion time; and the latter, in terms of customer waiting
time versus empty cruising time. In our simulations, dispatch
completion time is measured as the period for a complete cycle
of dispatch operations; customer waiting time is measured
from the moment a customer raises a request to the moment
an assigned taxi arrives to pick up the customer; empty taxi
cruising time is measured from the moment it is available to

Fig. 7.

The urban road network model used

The experiments were performed on MITSIMLab [15], [16],
through a Taxi Management Microscopic Simulator (TM2S)
developed for this research study. The overall software architecture of the simulator is shown in Fig. 6. The TM2S
module wraps around the MITSIMLab to simulate the real
time activities of a dispatch operator and the associated
negotiation processes of a network of collaborative taxi agents,
in accordance to either the centralized or the proposed NTuCab
dispatch system (see Section II), but confined to one logical
area of operation. The urban road network model used for all
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the experiments is shown Fig. 7; it covers a physical area of
about 15km×10km, and was built using a road network editor
[16]. In providing the required traffic information for dispatch
operation, an abstracted road network is also built over the
MITSIMLab-based urban road network model.
For both the centralized and proposed systems, we computed the travel times using real-time traffic information as
proposed in [3]. The expected travel time for a taxi to reach a
customer’s pick-up location (the negation of which determines
an A-QoS data) was calculated using the router-choice model
mechanism in the MITSIMLab network model; the time computation considered (i) current traffic conditions, (ii) delay and
regulation of turning movements at road intersections and (iii)
possible penalties for certain designated links (e.g., freeway
bias).
In the MITSIMLab environment, the taxis move randomly
in the road network. Upon the taxi agents in TM2S deciding
and accepting their negotiated assignment, each corresponding
taxi moves from its current location to the assigned customer’s
pick up location, and then to the customer’s destination.
In principle, both the existing centralized and NTuCab
dispatch systems should operate for any taxi fleet size. For
our simulations over the TM2S-MITSIMLab model, a taxi
fleet size of 1000 was simulated for a one-hour duration. The
taxi fleet is about 30 % of the traffic volume that can be
simulated on MITSIMLab, and constitutes a reasonable traffic
composition in the urban setting considered.
To evaluate operational efficiency, we carried out experiments for a range of hourly demand rates (defined by taxi
bookings per taxi per hour). For each demand rate, simulated
with incoming requests generated by the request manager, the
customer waiting and empty taxi cruising times were recorded
for centralized dispatch, and collaborative agent dispatch for
several group sizes N ∈ {5, 10, 15, 20}.
To evaluate dispatch efficiency, we did the simulations for a
range of request queue sizes, each as generated by the request
manager, and recorded the dispatch completion times.
The experiments were repeated for collaborative agent dispatch with speed-up initialization heuristic incorporated (see
Appendix II).
The simulation data (raw dispatch completion, customer
waiting and empty cruising times) gathered from the dispatch
operator and taxi agents were saved into a text file for off line
performance analysis.
B. Analysis of Numerical Results
1) On Dispatch Efficiency: Fig. 8 shows that, in centralized
dispatch, the dispatch completion time increases sharply with
the request queue size. In contrast, under NTuCab dispatch,
for each group size N , it remains relatively constant as the
queue size increases, due to the advantage of concurrency
in multiple intra-group negotiations. But as N increases, the
dispatch completion time of NTuCab also increases due to the
increasingly longer group negotiation.
The dispatch completion time of centralized dispatch is
significantly shorter than that of NTuCab dispatch when the
demand queue size is small (50) or for N = 20. However,

because of the relative independence on demand queue size,
NTuCab dispatch tends to outperform centralized dispatch
with a shorter dispatch completion time when the queue
size increases, with the smaller N -group sizes starting to
outperform from a smaller queue size. For instance, N = 5
starts outperforming centralized dispatch from queue size 100
whereas N = 15 starts from queue size 500; the only exception is N = 20, which could not do better than centralized
dispatch [see Table I(a)].
Incorporating the speedup heuristic, the negotiation time,
and hence the dispatch completion time, decreases at every
demand rate and for all N -group sizes considered, with
improvement (or reduction) of over 50% at queue size 100
for N = 5, and is maintained at bigger queue sizes from
some N -group size onwards [see Table I(b)]. Comparing Figs.
8(a) and 8(b), we observe that with the speedup heuristic, a
larger N can outperform centralized dispatch starting from a
smaller demand queue size. For instance, N = 5 now starts
outperforming centralized dispatch from queue size 50 (instead
of 100) whereas N = 15 now starts from queue size 300
(instead of 500); and at each queue size, we can set a N -group
size that outperforms centralized dispatch [see Table I(b)].
2) On Operational Efficiency: Fig. 9 shows that under
NTuCab dispatch, at each demand rate and for a small N = 5,
the customer waiting time is longer. This is due to less
efficient assignments as some better positioned taxis for the
requests might not be in the taxi groups that negotiated for
them. As N increases, initially, the customer waiting time
becomes shorter due to increase in grouping efficiency, but at
N = 20, especially at higher demand rates, it starts increasing
due to offset to the gains in grouping efficiency, namely,
longer negotiation time for a bigger N , and service demand
outstripping taxi supply at higher demand rates.
Comparing Figs. 9(a) and 9(b), we observe that incorporating the speedup heuristic mitigates the problem of negotiation
time, shortening customer waiting time for all demand rates
and N -group sizes.
Fig. 10 shows that, regardless of the group size N , under
NTuCab dispatch, as the demand rate increases, empty cruising
time shortens. This implies that taxis roam less frequently
without customers onboard. The empty cruising time converges approximately to the N -group negotiation time, with
the roaming time without request negotiation approaching
zero. Comparing Figs. 10(a) and 10(b), we observe that with
the speedup heuristic, group negotiation, and hence empty
cruising time, shortens for all demand rates and N -group sizes
considered.
At each demand rate (except when it is 1 for N = 5,
and without applying speedup heuristic), NTuCab dispatch
outperforms centralized dispatch, with good improvements in
customer waiting time of up to 33.1% at demand rate 4 for
N = 15 [see Table II(a)], and up to 41.8% at demand rate 2.5
for N = 20, when the speedup heuristic is used [see Table
II(b)]; and with good improvements in empty cruising time
of up to 26.3% at demand rate 1.5 for N = 20 [see Table
III(a)], and up to 41.2% at demand rate 4 for N = 20, when
the speedup heuristic is used [see Table III(b)].
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Time (s)

Dispatch completion time

120

5

100

5

5

5

5

5

80

1

60
4

4

4

4

4

4

1

40
1
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Request
0
queue size

1

3

3
1

1

2

2

3

3
2

3

3
2

2

2

50

100

200

300

400

500

1

1.2625

4.2375

11.8032

24.6515

37.7469

63.0266

2

1.53825

1.6086

1.52565

1.46685

1.6464

1.7157

3

10.923

11.023

10.932

11.654

11.432

11.765

4

42.1995

43.5225

44.5725

44.016

45.1395

45.192

5

87.9375

94.7415

94.1325

97.398

100.4325

98.9415

(a) Centralized versus NTuCab

Time (s)

Dispatch completion time
70
1
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5

5

5

5

5

5

40

1
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1
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4

4

4

4

4

4

1
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Request
queue size

3
1 2

0

3

1

3

3

3

3
2

2

2

2

2

50

100

200

300

400

500

1

1.263

4.238

11.803

24.652

37.747

63.027

2

0.969

0.893

0.998

1.102

1.189

1.356

3

5.812

5.902

5.756

6.212

6.298

6.543

4

16.761

15.734

16.217

17.320

18.243

16.812

5

42.972

42.112

43.985

44.698

44.876

46.215

(b) Centralized versus NTuCab with H-Max
Fig. 8.

Dispatch efficiency
TABLE I
D ISPATCH COMPLETION TIME : I MPROVEMENTS ( IN %) OF NT U C AB OVER CENTRALIZED DISPATCH
(b) With H-Max

(a) Without H-Max

N
5
10
15
20

50
-21.8
-765.2
-3242.5
-6865.3

Demand queue size
100
200
300
62.0
87.1
94.0
-160.1
7.4
52.7
-927.1
-277.6
-78.6
-2135.8 -697.5 -295.1

400
95.6
69.7
-19.6
-166.1

500
97.3
81.3
28.3
-57.0

IV. CONCLUSIONS
The new idea of multiagent collaborative assignment of
current bookings for automating distributed taxi dispatch is introduced in this paper. The proposed NTuCab dispatch system

N
5
10
15
20

50
23.3
-360.3
-1227.6
-3303.7

Demand queue size
100
200
300
78.9
91.5
95.5
-39.3
51.2
74.8
-271.3
-37.4
29.7
-893.8 -272.7 -81.3

400
96.9
83.3
51.7
-18.9

500
97.8
89.6
73.3
26.7

realizes the idea using MA3 -LM through a proposed multiagent architecture (see Section II-B). Using TM2S-MITSIMLab
simulations on an urban road network model (Fig. 7), we
evaluated the performance of the NTuCab dispatch system,
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Time (s)

Customer waiting time

600

1
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2
5

400

3
4
1
2

300

5
3 4

1
200

1
1 2

1

1

2

3 4 5

2

2
3 4 5

3 4 5

3 4 5

3 4 5

2

100

0
Demand rate

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

1

135.217

137.876

145.321

178.316

205.415

312.43

527.321

2

128.050

126.984

135.875

165.656

188.982

281.187

3.5

479.862

4

3

109.931

111.404

116.111

141.048

161.251

225.574

371.761

4

110.067

106.578

113.496

136.590

155.499

222.138

352.778

5

111.960

112.920

120.762

144.079

168.646

255.880

422.911

(a) Centralized versus NTuCab

Time (s)

Customer waiting time
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1
500
2

400
3

4
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1
300

2

1
200

1
1
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2
3
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0
Demand rate

2
3

4

5

3

100

4

3

2

4

5

2
3
4

5

4

5

5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

1

135.217

137.876

145.321

178.316

205.415

312.43

527.321

2

126.969

126.570

135.003

166.547

187.133

282.124

3.5

468.261

4

3

108.850

102.442

93.296

117.332

129.206

196.518

347.505

4

110.067

99.546

97.220

111.982

126.946

192.144

349.614

5

111.960

98.995

95.040

103.780

127.152

195.269

340.649

(b) Centralized versus NTuCab with H-Max
Fig. 9.

Operational efficiency: Customer waiting time
TABLE II
C USTOMER WAITING TIME : I MPROVEMENTS ( IN %) OF NT U C AB OVER CENTRALIZED DISPATCH
(b) With H-Max

(a) Without H-Max

N
5
10
15
20

1
5.3
18.7
18.6
17.2

1.5
7.9
19.2
22.7
18.1

Demand rate
2
2.5
3
6.5
7.1
8.0
20.1 20.9 21.5
21.9 23.4 24.3
16.9 19.2 17.9

3.5
10.0
27.8
28.9
18.1

4
9.0
29.5
33.1
19.8

N
5
10
15
20

1
6.1
19.5
18.6
17.2

1.5
8.2
25.7
27.8
28.2

Demand rate
2
2.5
3
7.1
6.6
8.9
35.8 34.2 37.1
33.1 37.2 38.2
34.6 41.8 38.1

3.5
9.7
37.1
38.5
37.5

4
11.2
34.1
33.7
35.4
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Empty cruising time

Time (s)

3000
2

1

2500
5

3
4

1

2000

2

3 4
5

1500

1

2

3

4

5

1000

1

2
3 4 5
1

2

500

3 4 5

0
Demand rate

1

2

3 4 5

1

2

3 4 5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

1

2715.498

2018.34

1596.321

904.235

511.437

420.231

315.231

2

2780.670

1973.937

1572.376

885.246

495.071

408.885

303.883

3

2305.458

1544.030

1235.552

697.165

389.204

333.243

247.141

4

2221.277

1519.810

1184.470

688.123

389.204

324.839

239.260

5

2332.613

1487.517

1227.571

709.824

412.730

325.259

250.924

(a) Centralized versus NTuCab
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5
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1
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5
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1 2
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1 2
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3 4 5

0
Demand rate

1 2
3 4 5

1 2
3 4 5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

1

2715.498

2018.34

1596.321

904.235

511.437

420.231

315.231

2

2685.628

1947.698

1529.276

868.970

495.071

403.002

303.883

3

2142.528

1463.297

1211.608

622.114

367.723

279.454

201.117

4

2169.683

1519.810

1168.507

641.103

340.617

279.874

200.802

5

2251.148

1408.801

1096.673

602.221

340.617

270.209

185.356

(b) Centralized versus NTuCab with H-Max
Fig. 10.

Operational efficiency: Empty cruising time
TABLE III
E MPTY CRUISING TIME : I MPROVEMENTS ( IN %) OF NT U C AB OVER CENTRALIZED DISPATCH
(a) Without H-Max

N
5
10
15
20

1
-2.4
15.1
18.2
14.1

1.5
2.2
23.5
24.7
26.3

Demand rate
2
2.5
3
1.5
2.1
3.2
22.6 22.9 23.9
25.8 23.9 23.9
23.1 21.5 19.3

(b) With H-Max

3.5
2.7
20.7
22.7
22.6

4
3.6
21.6
24.1
20.4

and showed that, even on a basic infrastructure (Fig. 3(b)), the
distributed multiagent system approach is promising in terms

N
5
10
15
20

1
1.1
21.1
20.1
17.1

1.5
3.5
27.5
24.7
30.2

Demand rate
2
2.5
3
4.2
3.9
3.2
24.1 31.2 28.1
26.8 29.1 33.4
31.3 33.4 33.4

3.5
4.1
33.5
33.4
35.7

4
3.6
36.2
36.3
41.2

of significant improvements in both dispatch and operational
efficiency over the existing centralized approach.
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To approximate the ideal situation OM-TC (see Proposition
2) in real-time so as better manage the overall efficiency of
NTuCab dispatch, future work will include investigating the
following issues:
1) Intelligent taxi roaming: Using historical service demand
data might lead to better advisory for available taxi
drivers to roam more intelligently to match the distributivity of service demand.
2) NTuCab dispatch queue pre-processing: Re-grouping
based on physical proximity among groups of requests
and taxis in the respective queues, prior to the start of
every dispatch cycle, might better match the geographic
distributivity of service demand to that of the available
taxis.
The impetus is to influence and better match the physical
distributivity between service demand and non-empty taxi
supply in real-time.
In conclusion, in computing the shortest-time paths using
real-time traffic conditions [3], the proposed NTuCab dispatch
system achieves high efficiency, particularly in limiting customer waiting time, provided the demand for taxi service is
manageable for a fleet size.
As a final note, the work presented not only provides a
complementary and distributed approach to taxi dispatch, but
also serves as the first service-automation application of the
new agent algorithm MA3 -LM.
A PPENDIX I
R EVIEW OF MA3 -LM M ECHANISM [14]
The MA3 -LM mechanism is said to enable N ≥ 2 agents in
group A to cooperatively negotiate for objects in group O of
the same size, and solve the CLAP. This section reviews the
model formalization of the B, D and I knowledge components
in an arbitrary negotiation round, as well as the decentralized
mediation component. It should be clear that the BDI component definitions below, which are A-QoS data dependent,
can be naturally interpreted as an agent’s beliefs, desires and
intentions. In these definitions, the current object selections of
all agents refer to those made under an arbitrary permutation
of Π (a one-to-one mapping required by CLAP, as defined in
Section II-B.2).
Definition 1 (Belief Set Bi ): Given that an agent ai ∈ A’s
current object selection is ri ∈ O. Then its (current) belief set
Bi is given by
Bi = {r ∈ O | d[ai , r] > d[ai , ri ]}
(3)
If Bi 6= ∅, this means that agent ai ∈ A has at least one
alternative object selection r ∈ Bi that may lead to increase
in total A-QoS (see Section II-B.2) when made in exchange
with an agent whose current selection is r ∈ O.
Definition 2 (Desire Set Di ): Given that an agent ai ∈ A’s
current object selection is ri ∈ O and its belief set is Bi , Bi 6=
∅. An arbitrary agent aj ∈ A whose current object selection is
rj ∈ O is said to accept agent ai ∈ A’s beliefs Bi if rj ∈ Bi .
To generate the desired exchange options or desires Di , agent
ai ∈ A broadcasts its beliefs Bi and current selection ri ∈ R,
and an arbitrary agent aj ∈ A who accepts the beliefs would
respond with a pair of A-QoS values d[aj , rj ] and d[aj , ri ], so

that for each of the |Bi | responses received, the corresponding
object exchange option [(ai , rj ), (aj , ri ), ρ] ∈ Di (i.e., is agent
ai ∈ A’s desire) if ρ > 0, where ρ is defined by
ρ = −d[ai , ri ] + d[ai , rj ] − d[aj , rj ] + d[aj , ri ]
(4)
If ρ > 0, it means that there is a net exchange gain if agent
ai ∈ A gives up its current selection ri ∈ O and selects
rj ∈ O, and in exchange, agent aj ∈ A gives up its current
selection rj ∈ O and selects ri ∈ O. Thus, any desire d ∈ Di ,
when carried out, will definitely lead to an increase in total
A-QoS without violating Π. Quite naturally, it provides the
motivation for agent ai ∈ A to want to exchange its current
object selection.
Definition 3 (Intention Ii ): Given that an agent ai ∈ A’s
desire set is Di , Di 6= ∅. Then, agent ai ∈ A’s intention Ii is
given by
Ii = [(ai , rj ), (aj , ri ), ρ] ∈ Di , for which
(5)
ρ = max{ρ′ | [−, −, ρ′ ] ∈ Di }
Agent ai ∈ A’s decisive stance or intention has to be Ii since it
is viewed as the best exchange option (in terms of incremental
social gain from the agent’s perspective) that the agent can
propose. It is said to have no intention if either Bi = ∅ or
Di = ∅, in which case Ii = nil, where nil = [−, −, 0].
All the agents’ exchange intentions (or the lack thereof
communicated as a nil intention) Ii ∈ I would need to undergo
arbitration to decide which two agents to proceed with the
object exchange, before a negotiation round is concluded, and
the next round begins. Essentially, an intention I = [−, −, ρ]
with the highest exchange gain ρ > 0, i.e., one that contributes
to the highest increase (in total A-QoS) if carried out, would
need to be selected.
The negotiation process will terminate following a negotiation round when all agents have no (more) intention to
exchange objects and so submit nil intentions, discovered
through arbitration.
In MA3 [13], the role of arbitration is handled through a
dedicated agent in a distributed setting. MA3 -LM [14] uses
the same BDI negotiation model but does away with the need
for an explicit arbitration agent, through a local mediation
procedure among MA3 -LM agents that effectively carries out
the arbitration role.
In what follows, we also refer to agent ai ∈ A by its unique
identification number i, 0 ≤ i ≤ N − 1. In MA3 -LM, each
agent ai ∈ A initially selects an object r ∈ O according
to (a permutation of) Π. Upon activation, all agents begin
negotiation concurrently.
The generic BDI assignment (reasoning) mechanism of an
agent in an arbitrary round of negotiation can now be described
as follows:
MA3 -LM : Decentralized Agent ai ∈ A
1) If agent believes that there are alternative object selections which
may lead to increase in total A-QoS, it would, based on its (local)
beliefs, generate the desired exchange options or desires, from
which the best option will be chosen as its intention.
2) Agent invokes LM Com(.).
3) Concurrent with Step 1 and Step 2, it responds to any requesting
agent whose beliefs it accepts, by sending to the requesting

12

agent the A-QoS values as required for computing the requesting
agent’s desire.

LM Com(.) in Step 2 realizes the mediation procedure
which follows next.
Let Z+ denote the set of positive integers, N =
{0, 1, 2, · · · , N − 1} and i ∈ N be the unique identification
(id) number of an agent.
Define X Init : Z+ → N, a deterministic function with
X Init(n) = m read as ‘object exchange initiator for negotiation round n is agent m’. This is a common function used by
all agents ai ∈ A for dynamic assignment of the initiation role.
An example of X Init(n) is (n mod N ). Initially, n = 1,
and is incremented upon the start of every successive round.
MA3 -LM : LM Com(.) for Agent ai ∈ A
1) If i = X Init(n), it
a) sends its intention (or the lack thereof) to agent (i + 1)
mod N ;
b) receives a mediated intention (or the lack thereof) from
agent (N + i − 1) mod N .
i) If there is no mediated intention, it terminates the negotiation by informing all agents to quit.
ii) Otherwise,
A) if it is one of the two agents associated with the final
mediated intention, it
• will change its object selection as intended, and
instruct the other agent to proceed with the object
selection change;
• receives acknowledgement of object exchange
made as instructed (from the other agent concerned), before informing all agents to proceed
to next round of negotiation;
B) else it
• instructs, according to the final mediated intention, the two agents concerned to proceed with
the object exchange;
• receives acknowledgement of object exchange
made as instructed (from the two agents concerned), before informing all agents to proceed
to next round of negotiation.
2) Else it
a) first receives a mediated intention (or the lack thereof) from
agent (N + i − 1) mod N ;
b) then mediates by comparing it with its own and selecting
one intention, which it sends to agent (i + 1) mod N ; and
c) will change its object selection if instructed (and then acknowledges the agent, say a, instructing the change) and/or
proceeds to next round of negotiation or quit when as
instructed by agent a.

Important properties of MA3 -LM include it not incurring
higher reasoning (i.e., computation and communication) complexity than MA3 , and always reaching a final solution in at
least one round of negotiation [13], [14].
A PPENDIX II
A SSIGNMENT I NITIALIZATION H EURISTIC
The negotiation speed of MA3 -LM depends on the initial
assignment. In attempting to hasten the negotiation, a simple
heuristic (labelled H-Max) is proposed and presented herein.
Intuitively, the heuristic attempts to set the initial (assignment)

solution, with each agent selecting, as far as it is possible,
a self-optimal but different object to begin negotiation with.
Logically, it can be said to contribute one negotiation round
but the overall process can become faster. The details are as
follows:
Heuristic H-Max: One of the agents in group A is designated as an (initialization) arbitration agent, and this fact is
made known to all agents at the outset. Every agent ai ∈ A
selects and proposes to the arbitration agent an object rmi ∈ O
that satisfies the following:
d[ai , rmi ] =

max{d[ai , r]| r ∈ O }

(6)

The arbitration agent, upon receiving all such proposals, will
do the following:
1) For each object r ∈ O,
• it will approve an agent’s proposal (i.e., object
selection) if it is the only agent selecting object
r ∈ O;
• if two or more agents propose to select object r ∈
O, then it will approve the proposal by an agent that
offers the highest A-QoS value among them.
2) Assume that F agents, F ≥ 1, have had their proposals
approved. Then if (N − F ) ≥ 1, it will arbitrarily
allocate the remaining (N − F ) agents, each with a
different object from the (N − F ) unselected objects.
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