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Abstract

Due to the growing importance of electric vehicles,

charging stations (CS) deployment is becoming an

important issue in many cities. The aim of this paper is

to introduce a novel evolutionary‐based approach for

solving the CS deployment problem. This study in-

vestigates many aspects of the formulation of this ap-

proach, such as the design variables selection and the

definition of a feasibility function, to improve both

effectiveness and flexibility. In particular, the latter is a

key factor compared to many other state‐of‐the‐art
approaches: in fact, it can be used with most of the

available Evolutionary Algorithms (EAs) and can

manage different quality‐of‐service performance para-

meters. The proposed approach is successfully com-

pared with a greedy optimization on the case study of

the City of Milan (Italy) using four different EAs. Two

different performance parameters have been defined

and used to prove the flexibility of the proposed ap-

proach. The results show its very good convergence

rate and the quality of the obtained solutions.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The increasing presence of electric vehicles (EV) opens up new horizons on the city's public
infrastructure necessary to support and encourage this phenomenon. Many interests can drive
public administrations to promote EV diffusion: in fact, their impact on society is varied and
multiple.1 In the first place, great attention is paid to this theme for environmental and pollution
effects. Although the global environmental impact of EV depends very much on the specific mix of
sources used for the electricity production, certainly the local impact on cities is beneficial as the
possible source of pollution is moved away from city centres. Second, the increase in EV sig-
nificantly reduces the noise impact within cities compared to internal combustion engine vehicles.2

For this reason, many administrations have begun to provide financial incentives for the
purchase of EV.3 Although these incentives are a fundamental aspect, it is nevertheless necessary
to consider that in many cities there are limits to the possibility of the citizens to manage their
own charging point of electric vehicle. For this reason, the development of a public EV charging
infrastructure is crucial aspect. In this context, evolutionary computation (EC) algorithm can
provide a decision‐making system that can take into account different social requirements,
creating an effective and intelligent public infrastructure of charging stations (CS).

Computational intelligence (CI) is growing its importance in many fields, like performing
effective forecasts exploiting surrogate models, improving risk management,4 performing ef-
fective data mining,5 clustering,6 developing effective controllers,? and many other applica-
tions. Among all the CI tools, EC and, thus, evolutionary optimization algorithms (EAs) play a
fundamental role in many typical engineering applications, such as optimal design,7 parameter
identification,8 modelling,9 portfolio management,10 decision making,11 and management
systems.12 Many different Evolutionary Algorithms (EAs) have been developed and are avail-
able for solving these problems. The most traditional algorithm is the genetic algorithm (GA)13

that has been widely applied and developed during years showing very good performance.
Another well‐established algorithm is the particle swarm optimization (PSO)14: several varia-
tions of this algorithm have been proposed to avoid the problem of early convergence that
highly affects the original implementation of this algorithm. Another important EA is the
differential evolution,15 that has been studied and applied widely in literature.16,17

EAs show very good performance in a fast and effective solving of different NP problems. As
an example, Kόczy et al.,18 a new discrete Bacterial Memetic EA in the solution of the Tra-
velling Salesman Problem; the results of this algorithm have been compared with other ef-
fective solvers of this problem on 15 benchmarks. Elsisi et al.,19 implement and test an optimal
design for the nonlinear model predictive control based on Opposition‐based Learning (OBL).
The proposed method results to be very effective in tracking linear and nonlinear trajectories;
moreover, it results to be very robust to parameter variations. Massobrio et al.,20 describe the
application of a multiobjective EA for locating roadside infrastructure for vehicular commu-
nication networks over realistic urban areas. The proposed multiobjective EA is able to find
several trade‐off solutions between the installation costs and the Quality‐of‐Service.
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EAs have been exploited also for solving problems related to the optimal deployment of EV
CS. For example, Ezhilarasi et al.,21 propose a cluster‐based EA to find a multipath energy‐
efficient routing protocol to optimize network lifetime and efficiency. This method has been
compared against traditional routing protocols on a 200 nodes network. Kuwahara et al.,22 the
authors analyse the problem of finding the optimal way to equip carsharing system with electric
chargers for EVs. The proposed method has been tested using practical operational data for
Tokyo. Another problem that has been faced with EAs is the deployment of CS for UAV: Hu
et al.23 faced this problem with GAs and Mirzaeinia et al.24 with Particle Swarm Optimization.

The aim of this paper is to design, implement, and test a new CS deployment approach for urban
environment based on EAs: in particular, this study defines design variables, objective function, and
a new unfeasible solution management procedure for achieving the maximum flexibility and
effectiveness. The proposed method is capable of managing different social requirements by means
of the introduction of weighting maps that can drive the optimization solution toward different
Quality‐of‐Service performance indexes. The flexibility of the approach is also given by the possibility
to use different EAs within the same framework: in fact, the design variables have been designed to
maximize the integration of the proposed approach with most of the state‐of‐the‐art EAs.

The tests are performed with four different optimization algorithms and two weights maps
to assess the flexibility of the approach. The performance is proven by comparing the proposed
method with a greedy optimization algorithm, that provide the same flexibility, but with lower
performance and longer optimization time. Finally, the optimal solutions with the two weight
maps are compared to analyse the impact on different social requirements. All these tests are
performed on the case study of the city of Milan (Italy).

Compared to deterministic approaches, the one presented here guarantees the possibility of
varying performance parameters without having to change the method of solving the problem.
Many of the evolutionary‐based methods used in literature and described in the following
section are based on hypotheses to reduce the research space dimensionality: on the contrary,
the approach used in this study is of a general nature, and the discretization choices made can
be modified without changing the remaining parts of the approach.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: in Section 2 the related works are described,
analysing similarities and differences with the proposed approach. Section 3 describes the
problem of CS deployment, analysing the possible optimization goals, and describing a greedy
approach to this problem and the case study used. In Section 4 the proposed method is de-
scribed and in Section 5 the optimization results with two different objectives are presented.
Finally, the conclusions are presented in Section 6.

2 | RELATED WORKS

The problem of CS deployment has been addressed in literature under several working
hypothesis and conditions, and exploiting different algorithms.

Deterministic approaches, like linear programming, are used in many cases: they provide
and guarantee the optimal solution, while they are very often rigid and require a lot of work to
be adapted to new conditions.

Xu et al.25 developed a tailored branch‐and‐price approach has been developed for de-
termining the optimal deployment of CS for EV. The methods aim to maximize the covered
paths knowing the typical flows, being robust to path deviation and nonlinear elastic demand;
the proposed systems have been tested on a benchmark 25‐node network modelling a real‐word
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California State road network. As far as the technique is concerned, our method focuses the
attention on CS infrastructure in urban environment, where the paths definition is harder and
less important for charging purposes.

Linear programming has been used by Bouguerra et al.26 to find the optimal deployment of
CS, limiting the search space under the hypothesis that CSs can be placed only in parking and
gas stations. The optimization process takes into account the availability of CS within an
acceptable driving range. In all these methods, the search space for the deployment is reduced
with an a priori analysis of possible charging zones, as it is done for traditional gas stations. Out
approach avoids these hypothesis because the charging process for EV is relatively slow and it is
usually performed during long stays, for example, during night or during working time.

EAs can be applied for CS deployment to have a flexible and adaptable tool for different
working conditions. Zhang et al.27 adopt a Multiobjective Particle Swarm Optimization to
optimize the deployment of the CS. The available positions for the CSs are obtained overlapping
the traffic system and the power system maps and identifying the intersections. Two objectives
are here considered: the total cost, that includes both the investment and the expenditure costs,
and the average distance between two adjacent CSs. The methods proposed Zhang et al.27 work
well for highways and in nonurban roads.

An approach similar to the one used by Bouguerra et al.26 has been implemented by Pan
et al.28 where the deployment problem is targeted to taxis. In particular, the authors proposed a
multiobjective optimizing model. The problem is faced with a modified GA and models the
search space as a graph where the nodes are traffic nodes.

As pointed out before, this method is limited by the definition of the traffic nodes, that
requires information that could highly vary in the time horizon of an investment such as the CS
deployment.

Luo et al.29 jointly analysed the design CS and photovoltaic (PV) power plants for creating a
CS infrastructure for buses. They consider both the electric infrastructure and the main modes
of the bus lines as candidate solutions of the optimization problem. A Surrogate‐based
Optimization has been implemented here.

This paper combines many targets in the optimization process (charging costs, fees, bus
networks), with a search space for the installation locations that is limited by the nodes of the
bus network and electrical network. The complexity of this method grows with increasing the
number of nodes.

Akbari et al.30 used GA for the optimal deployment of CS. In this study, the authors defines
a priori some settlements in the urban environment. By means of settlements it is intended the
locations in which EVs are parked for the most of time. CS positions are defined by GA
minimizing the distances to the settlements.

The main limitation of this study is the definition of the settlements: in fact, it requires
many statistical information that nowadays are not available due to the relatively low share
of EVs.

Finally, in Vazifeh et al.31 managed again the deployment problem with GA. This study first
introduces a discretization of the geographical map for increasing the flexibility of the proposed
approach. The paper focus on the minimization of the total driving distance to reach the closest
CS. The authors compared the GA with the same greedy algorithm implemented in this study.

With respect to this paper, our work deepens the analysis of the optimization
environment, mainly the definition of different performance parameters and the
management of unfeasible solutions. Moreover, here the flexibility of the method is
assessed by testing different EAs.

5362 | NICCOLAI ET AL.

 1098111x, 2021, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/int.22515 by PO

L
IT

E
C

N
IC

O
 D

I M
IL

A
N

O
, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [15/10/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



3 | CS DEPLOYMENT

3.1 | Problem description

The problem analysed in this study consists in optimally positioning the CS for EV within the
urban area. It can be interpreted as a minimization problem where the design variables are the
CS coordinates on the city map and the cost value is inversely proportional to the coverage.32 It
can be formulated as follows:

∈
c x Wmin ( , )

x 
(1)

where x is a vector containing all the CS coordinates,  is the feasible search space,W is the
weight map, and c x W( , ) is the cost function that should be minimized.

The cost value represents the weighted coverage, and it is function of the design variables
vector and of the coverage weighting mapW : this last is introduced to manage different social
requirements of real city management, because it allows to modify the performance parameter
and, therefore, to find a different coverage solution.

The simplest W map weights each point of the city by a unitary factor: in this way, the
optimization process will distribute the CS to cover as uniformly as possible the city territory.
Alternatively, the map can weight the city cells according to the expected distribution of EVs
when they need to be charged: in fact, it can take into account the residential population
density as well as the density of offices and of jobs.

Both the city and all the weighting maps used in this study have been discretized to manage
the computational burden of the optimization process. This assumption does not reduce the
generality of the proposed work as the method, presented in the next Section, is able to manage
any type of discretization.

3.2 | Case study

The case study used in this paper is the city of Milan (Italy). This is a well representative case
because, due to historical and hydrogeological reasons, most of the houses do not have a private
garage in which they can have their own charging point. Due to this reason, the public
infrastructure represents a fundamental point for the diffusion of EV.

Figure 1 shows the city map: the urban area is represented in grey. This picture highlights
the jagged city boundary that will highly affect the CS deployment. The white lines in the figure
are the main urban streets: they denote that the population density is highly uneven inside
the city.

The city map has been discretized with an equally distributed grid in which each cell is
100 m× 100 m size. This map guarantees a good accuracy of the analysis, in addition the city
blocks are usually smaller than a cell and, thus, they do not affect negatively the optimization
results. With this discretization, the map is composed of 130 × 132 cells.

The first weighting map adopted in this study gives an uniform value to all the point of the
city. This map is shown in Figure 2A where the city area represented in grey. In this map
the white parts are outside the city boundaries: in these cells CS cannot be deployed and the
weighted coverage is not here computed. Solving the deployment problem with this map
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corresponds to equally distributing the CS infrastructure within the urban area: on average, all
city districts have the same Quality of Service.

The second weighting map implemented is shown in Figure 2B, and it is the city
residential density. In the figure, the colours represent the estimated number of in-
habitants in the cell. Solving the deployment problem with this map means placing more
CS where there are more residents: the average perceived Quality of Service will be
higher; however the currently sparsely populated areas risk being completely excluded
from the infrastructure.

FIGURE 1 City map of Milan (Italy): the urban area is highlighted in the dark grey, while the main streets
are indicated in white

FIGURE 2 Weighting maps implemented: (A) all the points are equally weighted, while in (B) the weights
correspond to the city residential density. The colours in (B) are proportional to the estimated number of
inhabitants in the discretized cell [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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3.3 | Greedy solution

The proposed deployment problem can be solved with a greedy algorithm: this provide a
suboptimal solution that will be used as reference value for analysing the results of the opti-
mization method.31 The greedy solution described here is capable to handle different type of
weighting maps.

The greedy solution consists in placing all the CS one at time such that each one is locally
optimal. This means that the first CS is deployed in the position that minimize the selected cost
function; then its location is fixed, and the second CS is deployed in a new optimal position.

At each step of the procedure, shown in Figure 3 for three CS, all the points of the map are
evaluated as possible location of the CS, and the cost value is computed. In this way, a cost
surface is obtained (Figure 3A, Figure 3C, and Figure 3E show the cost surface for a uniformly
weighted map) and the minimum cost point of this surface is selected as the new location of the
CS (red dots in the figures). This position is then fixed, and the weighed coverage distance can
be computed for all the points (Figure 3B, Figure 3D, and Figure 3F).

This iterative procedure is very flexible because it allows to change the weighting maps and
it finds at each step the global optimum for that specific CS; however, the final solution found is
suboptimal. The computational time required by this method depends on the number of
samples in the grid (Nx and Ny for the two axis) and the number of CS (NCS):

∝ ⋅ ⋅t N N Ngreedy x y CS (2)

The proportionality constant is the time required to compute the cost function for each cell
in the map. The computational time required by this approach is relatively high, and it grows
when the map discretization is improved.

4 | PROPOSED OPTIMIZATION ENVIRONMENT

In this section, the novel Evolutionary‐based optimization environment for CS deployment is
presented in all the details that are very important to obtain the required flexibility and, at the
same time, to fully exploit the optimization capabilities of many state‐of‐the‐art EAs. These two
objectives are achieved by a proper definition of the so‐called optimization environment, that is,
the definition of the design variables, the decodification procedure from optimization to design
variables, the implementation of an effective feasibility function, and the identification of the
cost function.

The proposed method is based on EAs. They are a class of population‐based optimization
methods that are able to provide a global optimization tool.33 These algorithms are growing
importance in many engineering fields due to their capability to solve multimodal problems
and their natural suitability to parallel computing.34 All these methods are based on a popu-
lation of candidate solutions that is evolved during the iterations exploiting the best features
found to improve the entire population. The performance of these algorithms depends on the
specific operators implemented and on the user‐defined parameters.35

The optimization environment designed in this study is aimed to be integrated with most of
the EAs developed in literature; thanks to this characteristic, the improvements in the opti-
mization algorithms can be directly and effectively introduced in this method.

The proposed optimization environment consists mainly in three important features that
have been properly designed to achieve the desired performance. First, the design variables
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FIGURE 3 First three steps of the greedy approach: (A), (C), and (E) show the cost values for each step of
the algorithm and the red dot is the locally optimal position; (B), (D), and (F) show the obtained
configuration at each step and the distance from each point in the city to the closest CS. At each step all the
points are evaluated as possible location of the CS, and the one that minimize the cost is selected.
CS, charging station [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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have been defined, as well as their relation with the optimization variables of the EAs. This
choice is important for the problem scalability, the integration with different EAs, and the
reduction of nonlinearities. The second feature is the management of unfeasible solutions:
while in many problems it is faced with penalization approaches, here a more sophisticated
procedure has been implemented for improving the convergence rate of the optimization
process. Finally, the cost function has been defined for taking into account different aspects of
the coverage problem.

The design variables selected of this problem are the x‐ and y‐ coordinates of all the CS: in
fact, their number depends on the number of CS and not on the city map discretization,
allowing a better scalability of the proposed approach. Moreover, they automatically embed the
constraint on the required number of CSs. Due to the grid discretization of the city map, the
design variables are the integer number representing the matrix indexes.

To enable the use of a larger set of optimization algorithms in this procedure, the variables
of the optimizer (optimization variables) were considered as real numbers in the range [0, 1]:
real‐valued algorithms are the most of the EAs in literature, and the use of the [0, 1] interval is a
common practice because it allows an a priori identification of the user‐defined parameters of
each algorithm. The optimization variables are mapped into the design variables using a scaling
and rounding procedure. The latter does not negatively affect the optimization process thanks
to the dimensions of the map matrix.

Each pair of design variables thus obtained represents the position of a CS in the map: in
this way, the number of design variables is double the number of CS:

⋅N N= 2DV CS (3)

The three‐step procedure implemented for obtaining the candidate solution (position of all
the CS) from the optimization variables is summarized in Figure 4.

While this procedure enables the use of a large set of optimization algorithms, it raises to
problem of managing unfeasible solutions; by this it is intended solutions in which one or more CS
are placed outside the urban area. Even if this issue it can be solved automatically during the
optimization process because all these unfeasible solutions are suboptimal, however, in this study
they are managed by a feasibility function to improve convergence speed. In addition, the impact of
unfeasible solutions would grow with the increase in the number of CS, if not properly managed.

FIGURE 4 Optimization process: the optimization variables are scaled and rounded to obtain the design
variables. Each couple of these represents a position of a charging station [Color figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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To face the problem of unfeasible solutions, in this optimization environment an ad hoc approach
has been implemented. It consists in analysing unfeasible solutions and in moving the critical CS in
the closest point that belongs to the urban area. This feasibility function has many advantages:
compared with other approaches as penalization methods or solution elimination, it improves the
optimization convergence. Second, it does not impact on the computational time required by
the optimization: in fact, the closest feasible point can be computed a priori for each unfeasible cell in
the map. Finally, maps in which some unfeasible areas are placed within the urban environment
(historical city centres, parks,…) can be used without loosing in optimization performance.

The feasible solution obtained from the feasibility function is both used in the cost function
computation and feedback into the optimization algorithm modifying the original candidate
solution: in this way, the modifications are well integrated in the optimization loop improving
even more the convergence rate. All this procedure is schematized in Figure 5.

Algorithm 1 shows the entire process from the optimization variables (the vector x) to the
final feasible positions of the CSs (the two vectors xCS and yCS). This decodification procedure is
based on three input information: the number of cells in the discretized map in x‐ and
y‐direction (respectively Nx and Ny) and the coordinates of the closest feasible point (the two
matrices xclosest and yclosest).

Algorithm 1 Design variable decodification and feasibility analysis

1: procedure Decodification x ⊳ x is the vector representing the optimization variables

2: for ←i N1, CS ⊳ NCS is the number of CSs

3: ← ⋅ ⋅x i x i N( ) ceil( (2 ( − 1) + 1) )CS x ⊳ Nx is the number of cells in x direction

4: ← ⋅ ⋅y i x i N( ) ceil( (2 + 1) )CS y ⊳ Ny is the number of cells in y direction

5: if incity X i Y i( ( ), ( )) = 0CS CS then ⊳ If the CS is deployed out of the city

(Continues)

FIGURE 5 Optimization process: effect of the feasibility function. All the charging stations outside the
urban area are mapped to the closest feasible position: the obtained solution is used for the cost function
computation and it is feedback in the optimization loop [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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6: ←x i x x i y i( ) ( ( ), ( ))CS closest CS CS ⊳ The closest feasible point is assigned

7: ←y i y x i y i( ) ( ( ), ( ))CS closest CS CS

8: end if

9: end for

10: return x y,CS CS ⊳ The position of the CSs is returned for cost calculation

11: end procedure

The computation of these last two matrices is a key point for the proposed procedure. In fact, this
improves the convergence of the optimization process and they can be calculated only once at the
beginning of the optimization. The definition of this matrices is shown by the pseudocode in
Algorithm 2. The procedure is quite computationally expensive, but it has been optimized: the search
of the closest point is performed with a circular search around each unfeasible cell of the map, thus
the first feasible point identified is the closest one and the process can be stopped. The first two for
loops in the pseudocode correspond to the analysis of all the points of the map. Then, the third loop
performs the circular search. This entire procedure, for the analysed test case, lasts only 0.89 s.

Algorithm 2 Calculation of closest feasible points

1: procedure FindClosest incity ⊳ incity is a matrix representing the urban feasible area

2: for ←i N1, x0 do ⊳ Nx is the number of cells in x direction

3: for ←j N1, …, y0 do ⊳ Ny is the number of cells in y direction

4: ←x i j( , ) 0closest 0 0 ⊳ Initialize to zero

5: ←y i j( , ) 0closest 0 0

6: if incity i j( , ) = =00 0 then ⊳ If the point out of the city

7: stopFlag←0

8: ←k 1

9: while not stopFlag do ⊳ While the closest point is not found

10: for ←z k0, do ⊳ Start the round search

11: if not z k= = then ⊳ Identify the search directions

12: ←D k k k k z z z z[− , − , , , − , − , , ]i

13: ←D z z z z k k k k[− , , , − , − , , , − ]j

14: ←n 8D

(Continues)
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15: else

16: D k k k k= [− , − , , ]i

17: D z z z z= [− , , , − ]j

18: ←n 4D

19: end if

20: ←l 1

21: while ≥l nD and not stopFlag do ⊳ Search in the identified directions

22: i i D l= + ( )n i0

23: j j D l= + ( )n j0

24: if i > 0n and j > 0n and ≤i Nn x and ≤j Nn y then ⊳ If it is inside the map

25: if not incity i j( , )n n then ⊳ If the point belongs to the city

26: x i j i( , ) =closest n0 0 ⊳ Set it as the closest one

27: y i j j( , ) =closest n0 0

28: ←stopFlag 1 ⊳ Stop all the search procedure

29: end if

30: end if

31: ←l l + 1

32: end while

33: end for

34: ←k k + 1

35: end while

36: end if

37: end for

38: end for

39: return x y,closest closest

40: end procedure

When the candidate solution has been correctly mapped into feasible CS positions, the
coverage values are computed. The proposed approach allows the use of different weighting
matrices, as described before, to face a large number of coverage problems and to be highly
effective in real life.
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For each cell of the discretized map, the Euclidean distance to the closest CS is weighted as
indicated by the weighting matrix W . From this procedure a weighted distance matrix is
obtained; thus, two different performance parameters can be extracted: the average distance,
that represent the global feeling of the quality of service, and the maximum distance, that takes
into account the worst‐case scenario in the urban environment. Both these values are used in
the optimization process, resulting in the following cost equation:

∑∑
⋅

⋅ ⋅ ⋅c
n n

w d w d=
1

( ) + 10 maxmax( )
x y i

n

j

n

i j i j
i j

i j i j, ,
−2

, ,

x y

(4)

where c is the cost value, nx and ny are the map dimensions, wi j, is the weighting matrix and di j,
is the distance matrix, that contains in each cell the Euclidean distance between the cell itself
and the closest CS.

Figure 6 exemplifies the procedure of weighted distance calculation: in (6A) the red dots
represent the position of the CS and the numbers are the Euclidean distances to the closest CS;
(6B) represents a weight matrix, and (6C) shows the weighted distance, obtained from an
element‐wise multiplication.

5 | RESULTS

In this section, the proposed method has been applied to the test case of the city of Milan using two
different weighting maps, that is, on two optimization objectives. For both of these, the four tested
algorithms have been compared and the best has been selected for the further analysis. Its results
have been compared in terms of performance indexes and achieved deployment with the greedy
approach. Finally, the two optimal solutions with 100 CS have been deeply analysed.

To prove the flexibility and effectiveness of the proposed method with different algorithms,
for EAs has been here tested: the first two are classical and well‐established algorithms, the
particle swarm optimization (PSO)36 and the GA.37 Even if these algorithms are often out-
performed by more recent ones, they have been introduced in this analysis due to the fact that
many other methods in literature exploit them and, thus, the improvements introduced with
the proposed optimization environment can be better investigated.

The second group consists in two more recent and performative algorithms: the
biogeography‐based optimization (BBO)38 and the social network optimization (SNO).39 Both

FIGURE 6 Weighted coverage computation: (A) the euclidean distance between each cell and the closest
charging station is calculated; (B) represent the weighting matrix; (C) with an element‐wise multiplication the
weighted distance is calculated [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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of them have been widely tested in literature over many engineering problems and their
performance have been well assessed.

Performance of EAs are highly affected by the definition of their internal parameters. In this
study, they have been defined by means of a sensitivity analysis for improving the performance.
The values found to be optimal are reported in Table 1.

The number of iterations of the algorithms (niter) is set in each test based on the number of
objective function calls (ncall) and the population size of the algorithms (npop):

⋅n n n=call iter pop (5)

In fact, in all test performed the number of objective function calls is used as termination
criterion for all EAs. This ensure a fair comparison between the algorithms because this last
parameter is proportional to the total computational time required to perform the entire op-
timization process since the self‐time of the algorithms is negligible compared to the total
optimization time. More details regarding the optimization times are provided in the following
of the section.

Furthermore, the total number of objective function calls was fixed by the greedy approach;
for this method, the computational effort depends only on the discretization of the city map and
the number of CS deployed:

⋅ ⋅n N N N=call x y CS (6)

TABLE 1 Parameters for all the four tested evolutionary algorithms: (a) particle swarm optimization,
(b) genetic algorithm, (c) biogeography‐based optimization, and (d) social network optimization

Parameter Value

(a) Particle swarm optimization

Population size 20

Inertia 0.95

Acceleration coefficients 0.45

Velocity clamping 0.35

(b) Genetic algorithm

Population size 25

Crossover probability 0.98

Mutation rate 0.1

Mutation amplitude 0.06

(c) Biogeography‐based optimization

Population size 20

Immigration coefficient 500

Emigration coefficient 1

Mutation rate evolution 0.01

(d) Social network optimization

Population size 40

Attraction rate 0.64

Preserve rate 0.52

Linguistic error probability 0.08
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where NCS is the number of CS, and N N×x y is the map discretization size; in the analysed case
study it is 130 × 132.

5.1 | Space coverage objective

The first group of optimization tests was carried out by optimizing the space coverage objective,
that is, weighting each point of the map with an unitary factor.

First, the four EAs used in this study (GA, PSO, BBO, and SNO) were compared. In this
comparison, a test case with 100 CS was used. The maximum number of calls to the cost
function was set, coherently to what said before, at 1,030,000 and 40 independent runs were
made to reduce the impact of the stochasticity of EAs.

Figure 7 shows the results of this comparison. In particular, in Figure 7A the convergence
curves in semilogarithmic scale of the four algorithms have been represented: the line corre-
sponds to the average of the 40 independent runs, while the coloured section represents the
confidence interval at 90%.

The algorithms have several convergence characteristics: PSO has the slowest convergence rate,
however the convergence continues with a good gradualness throughout the final part of the
optimization. This algorithm has the largest SD of independent trials. On the contrary, the other
three algorithms manage to have a rapid convergence phase after which the dispersion of the results
is very low. In particular, the BIMBO has a very low dispersion of trials throughout the optimization
process: this is due the strong pressure ratio of its selection operators. The GA exhibits good
convergence, however slightly slower and less effective than the BBO. Finally, the convergence of
SNO is characterized by a limited initial speed and by a fair dispersion of the launches due to the
initial exploration capability of the algorithm; however, starting from 50,000 calls to the cost function
(5% of the total optimization time), the launches return to having very similar cost values.

FIGURE 7 Comparison between four different EAs on the space coverage objective with 100 charging stations. In
(A) the convergence curves are reported: the thick line is the average of 40 independent trials, while the coloured bands
correspond to the 90% confidence value. In (B) the comparison on the final values is presented with the 90% confidence
value. BBO, biogeography‐based optimization; EA, evolutionary algorithms; GA, genetic algorithm; PSO, particle
swarm optimization; SNO, social network optimization [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Figure 7B shows the detail of the dispersion of the final results of the 40 independent
launches: BBO, GA, and SNO are characterized by a low dispersion. This is very important in
real applications, and in particular in computational expensive ones, because it allows to reduce
the number of independent runs that must be performed.

The details of the optimization results are shown in Table 2: the average value and the
standard deviation of all the 40 independent trials are reported for all the algorithms. In
addition, the table shows the average distance and the maximum distance achieved by the best
solution of each algorithm.

Table 3 shows the comparison between the computational time required by the four al-
gorithms to run on an Intel(R) Core(TM) i9 10900KF CPU. The small differences between the
computational times can be due to the different overload required by the algorithm and due to
different background operations.

From the results shown, SNO obtains the best performance with a computational time
comparable with PSO and GA; due to these reasons, the following analysis on this performance
parameter has been limited to this algorithm.

The solutions obtained by SNO are compared with the greedy approach. Also in this case
the number of objective function calls of SNO is set by the limits of the greedy approach
( ⋅ ⋅n N= 130 132call CS) to have a fair comparison.

Figure 8 shows the comparison between SNO and the greedy approach with a number of CS
varying from 10 to 100. The blue line is the cost value of the greedy method, while for SNO it is
represented the average final cost of 40 independent trials (green line) and the 95% confidence
bound (light green area). The insert shows the details for CS above 50.

TABLE 2 Final results of the optimization process of the four tested algorithms: the average and the
standard deviation of the 40 independent trials are reported with the average and maximum distance for the
best solution found

Algorithn Average cost SD Average distance (km) Maximum distance (km)

PSO 55.8 1.06 0.54 1.21

GA 53.1 0.07 0.53 1.34

BBO 52.49 0.09 0.52 1.31

SNO 50.55 0.07 0.5 1.08

Abbreviations: BBO, biogeography‐based optimization; GA, genetic algorithm; PSO, particle swarm optimization; SNO, social
network optimization.

TABLE 3 Average running time for the four tested algorithms

Algorithn Average running time (s)

PSO 104.06

GA 100.94

BBO 133.14

SNO 110.68

Abbreviations: BBO, biogeography‐based optimization; GA, genetic algorithm; PSO, particle swarm optimization; SNO, social
network optimization.
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In the figure, it is hard to see the confidence bound of SNO because the reliability of the
algorithm is very high. The performance of SNO outperforms for all the tested cases the greedy
solution. The improvement introduced by the optimization process ranges from the 3.6%
to 6.6%.

FIGURE 8 Comparison between the greedy approach and the solution of SNO, with a number of charging
stations ranging from 10 to 100. The insert shows the details for charging stations above 50, and the bottom
graph shows the improvement in per unit. SNO, social network optimization [Color figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

FIGURE 9 Comparison between the optimal solution with 10 charging stations of (A) the greedy algorithm
and (B) SNO. The red dots represent the position of the charging stations, while the colormap is
representative of the distance to the closest charging stations (in km). SNO, social network optimization
[Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Finally, the plot in the bottom shows the improvement from the greedy solution to the
optimized one. It is interesting to see that this is almost constant with respect to the number of
CS and it is around 4%.

The differences between the SNO and the greedy solutions can be seen from Figure 9. Here,
the optimal solutions with 10 CS is presented because it allows easy considerations that can be
extended to more complex cases.

In this analysed case, the coverage capability is quite limited for both the approaches
due to the reduced number of CS. The greedy solution has a limited coverage on the

TABLE 4 Comparison between greedy solutions and SNO solutions for all the tested number of charging
stations (NCS)

Greedy SNO

NCS

Average
dist. (km)

Maximum
dist. (km)

Average
dist. (km)

Maximum
dist. (km)

10 1.74 4.28 1.64 3.91

20 1.2 3.15 1.14 2.49

30 0.99 2.64 0.92 2.34

40 0.83 1.91 0.8 1.82

50 0.74 1.78 0.71 1.55

60 0.67 1.78 0.65 1.34

70 0.62 1.58 0.6 1.31

80 0.58 1.58 0.56 1.27

90 0.55 1.58 0.53 1.16

100 0.52 1.38 0.5 1.11

Abbreviation: SNO, social network optimization.

FIGURE 10 Convergence curves for SNO with 100 charging stations. The thick green line is the average value
of the 40 independent runs, represented each with a grey line; the black line is the cost value obtained with the
greedy approach. SNO, social network optimization [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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external parts of the city due to the approach limitations that force the first placed CS in
the centre of the city. This limitation is not present in the optimization approach because
it provides a global search that takes into account all the CSs at the same time. The
average distance from a cell to the closest CS is 1.73 km for the greedy solution, while it is
reduced to 1.65 km for SNO. The difference between these approaches is even higher
considering the maximum distance: in fact, it is 4.2 km for the greedy approach and
3.7 km in the SNO solution.

A comparison between the greedy solution and the optimal solution found by SNO is
provided in Table 4 for all the analysed numbers of CS. For both the tested approaches, the
table shows the average and maximum distances to the closest CS.

These results confirm the superiority of SNO with respect to the greedy approach, and
show how much this algorithm is able to properly handle both the average and maximum
distances.

Finally, Figure 10 shows the details of the convergence curves of SNO with 100 CS. Each
independent trial is represented with a grey line; the green thick line is the average
convergence and the black line is the cost value obtained with the greedy approach.

All the SNO trials outperform the greedy solution in 1/20 of the computational time.
Moreover, this figure clearly shows the reliability of the solutions obtained by SNO: indeed, all
independent trials achieve very similar cost values. This is very important in the real application of
the proposed technique: having a high reliability allows to perform fewer independent trials and,
thus, increasing the number of objective function calls with the same total computational effort.

5.2 | Population coverage objective

In this section, the flexibility of the proposed approach is tested analysing the second objective,
that is, the coverage in where each cell is weighted by its population density.

In this case the optimization process is slightly more complex, and the differences between
SNO and the other tested algorithms are increased. The numerical results reported in Table 5
refer to an optimization process in which for each algorithm 40 independent trials have been
performed using as termination criterion 1,030,000 objective function calls.

The cost value for PSO, GA, and BBO is comparable: in particular, the average weighted
distance value is very similar between the three algorithms, while the BBO is able to find a
solution with a better maximum weighted distance. The SNO results are better than the other

TABLE 5 Final results of the optimization process of the four tested algorithms: the average and the
standard deviation of the 40 independent trials are reported with the average and maximum distance for the
best solution found

Algorithn Average cost SD Average weighted dist. Maximum weighted dist.

PSO 51.84 1.29 46.97 253.31

GA 49.43 0.15 46.54 255.88

BBO 48.2 0.14 45.62 222.15

SNO 44.5 0.17 42.34 185.93

Abbreviations: BBO, biogeography‐based optimization; GA, genetic algorithm; PSO, particle swarm optimization; SNO, social
network optimization.
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algorithms both in terms of average and maximum weighted distances. The dispersion of the
results of the PSO remains quite high, while for GA, BBO and SNO it is comparable.

The convergence curves, shown in Figure 11, show a slightly different behaviour than
the previous objective. Indeed, in this case it is the BBO that starts with the lowest convergence
rate, followed by a rapid increase between 100 and 1000 objective function calls. In this time

FIGURE 11 Comparison between the convergence curves of the four different EAs on the population
coverage objective with 100 charging stations. The thick line is the average of 40 independent trials, while the
coloured bands correspond to the 90% confidence value. BBO, biogeography‐based optimization;
EA, evolutionary algorithm; GA, genetic algorithm; PSO, particle swarm optimization; SNO, social network
optimization [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

FIGURE 12 Comparison between the greedy approach and the solution of SNO, with a number of charging
stations ranging from 10 to 100. The insert shows the details for charging stations above 50, and the bottom
graph shows the improvement in per unit. SNO, social network optimization [Color figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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interval, also the PSO and the GA show an acceleration in converge, while for SNO this occurs
in a slightly later phase. Similarly to before, the SNO convergence delay guarantees a better
exploration to this algorithm, which therefore manages to converge towards a better minimum.
Also in this case, SNO outperforms all the other algorithms, consequently it has been used in
the following analyses.

TABLE 6 Comparison between greedy solution and the best SNO solution for 10 different number of
charging stations (NCS): for both the solutions the average and the maximum weighted distance are compared

Greedy SNO

NCS

Average
w. dist.

Maximum
w. dist.

Average
w. dist.

Maximum
w. dist.

Break even
time (%)

10 145.52 933.57 137.71 668.56 1.2

20 100.75 631.29 94.81 474.62 1.31

30 82.63 478.23 77.02 360.28 1.47

40 71.05 417.8 67.05 330.37 1.37

50 63.69 345.39 60.33 298.31 1.44

60 58.03 345.39 55.02 235.19 1.22

70 53.89 290.27 50.6 230.74 1.24

80 50.08 252.33 47.35 199.12 1.29

90 46.95 234.54 44.55 194.33 1.44

100 44.38 234.54 42.31 183.7 1.47

Note: The last column shows the percentage of optimization time required by SNO to reach the same performance of the greedy
algorithm.

Abbreviation: SNO, social network optimization.

FIGURE 13 Comparison between the optimal solution with 10 charging stations of (A) the greedy
algorithm and (B) SNO. The red dots represent the position of the charging stations, while the colormap is
representative of the weighted distance to the closes charging stations. SNO, social network optimization [Color
figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Figure 12 shows, as previously done for the space coverage, the comparison between SNO
and the greedy approach with a number of CS varying from 10 to 100. With respect to the
previous performance indicator, in this case the improvement introduced by the optimized
solution is higher; thus, this indicates that the optimization process becomes more convenient
increasing the complexity of the target required.

The effectiveness of SNO is finding a good solution both in terms of average and maximum
distance. This fact can be seen also in the comparison with the greedy approach shown in
Table 6. For the SNO optimization, 40 independent trials have been performed and the ter-
mination criterion has been set to ⋅ ⋅N130 130 CS objective function calls to have the same
computational time required by both the two approaches. The table shows the comparison for
10 different values of CS numbers: the best solution found by SNO is compared with the greedy
one in terms of average and maximum weighted distances.

The last column of Table 6 shows the percentage of optimization time required by SNO to reach
the same performance of the greedy algorithm. This last parameter is very important for under-
standing all the advantages of the proposed methodology with respect to the greedy approach: in
fact, to have the same performance, SNO requires less than the 2% of the computational time.

The distance weighting impacts on the greedy algorithm more than on the EAs. This can be
seen from Figure 13 where the greedy and the SNO optimal solutions with 10 CS are compared.
The red dots are the charging stations positions, while the colormap represents the weighted
distance between each point of the map and the closest CS.

The first CS placed by the greedy approach is located in the barycentre of the density map;
this means that it is placed in the city centre where the population density is relatively low,
worsening all the other solutions found.

Finally, Figure 14 shows a comparison between the two optimal solutions found by SNO
optimizing the space coverage objective (Figure 14A) and the population coverage (Figure 14B).
In these figures the coloromap represents the population density, thus it is possible to clearly
see the difference introduced by changing the weighting factors in the optimization process.

FIGURE 14 Comparison between the SNO optimal solution with 100 charging stations for (A) the space
coverage objective, and (B) the population coverage. The red dots represent the position of the charging stations,
while the colormap is proportional to the population density. SNO, social network optimization [Color figure
can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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In Figure 14A, the CSs are evenly distributed in the urban area; in the central part the
distance between the CSs is almost constant, while on the city boundaries they are located to
cover all the irregularities of the city boundary. On the other hand, in Figure 14B the CSs
location follows very well the population density: it is interesting to see that a CS is exactly
located in the highest density point of the city.

6 | CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, a new optimization environment has been introduced to apply in a flexible and
effective way EAs to the EV CS deployment problem. The proposed approach avoids many of
the hypotheses that are often introduced in other works, providing in this way a very flexible
tool capable of managing different requirements.

The presented optimization environment defines design variables with the aim to en-
large the number of EAs that can be integrated in; moreover, the scalability issue is taken
into account, as well as the reduction of non‐linearities. The selected design variables lead
to the problem of unfeasible solutions management, that has been solved with a metho-
dology able to improve the convergence rate with low computational impact on the
optimization process. Finally, the cost function has been designed to manage different
performance indicators.

This system models the social requirements for CSs by means of weights maps. Two dif-
ferent objectives have been analysed in this paper: the space coverage, where all the points are
equally weighted and provides an even distribution of CSs in the urban area, and the popu-
lation coverage, where the weights correspond to the population density. This last objective
leads to solutions in which the CSs are concentrated in the areas with more inhabitants.

The proposed methodology has been compared on both the objectives with the greedy
algorithm, showing the superiority of the evolutionary‐based approach both in terms of per-
formance and of computational time required to achieve a solution.

Many new social and economical requirements can be introduced in this procedure: the
simplest approach is the definition of new maps that take into account different aspects, like
the cost of installation, the distance from electrical network, and so on. The definition of the
cost function can be suitable for adding other performance metrics, like the average charging
time or the overload of the electricity grid. The low computational cost required by the opti-
mization makes this approach feasible also for hierarchical optimization.
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