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1
SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR
PROCESSING OBIJECTS, INCLUDING
AUTOMATED LINEAR PROCESSING
STATIONS

PRIORITY

The present application is a continuation of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 15/934,396, filed Mar. 23, 2018, now
U.S. Pat. No. 10,941,000, issued Mar. 9, 2021, which claims
priority to U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No.
62/475,421, filed Mar. 23, 2017, the disclosures of which are
hereby incorporated by reference in their entireties.

BACKGROUND

The invention generally relates to automated program-
mable motion control systems, e.g., robotic, sortation and
other processing systems, and relates in particular to pro-
grammable motion control systems intended for use in
environments requiring that a variety of objects (e.g.,
articles, packages, consumer products etc.) be processed and
moved to a number of processing destinations.

Many object distribution systems, for example, receive
objects in a disorganized stream or bulk transfer that may be
provided as individual objects or objects aggregated in
groups such as in bags, arriving on any of several different
conveyances, commonly a conveyor, a truck, a pallet a
Gaylord, or a bin etc. Each object must then be distributed
to the correct destination location (e.g., a container) as
determined by identification information associated with the
object, which is commonly determined by a label printed on
the object. The destination location may take many forms,
such as a bag, a shelf, a container, or a bin.

The processing (e.g., sortation or distribution) of such
objects has traditionally been done, at least in part, by human
workers that scan the objects, for example with a hand-held
barcode scanner, and then place the objects at assigned
locations. Many order fulfillment operations, for example,
achieve high efficiency by employing a process called wave
picking. In wave picking, orders are picked from warehouse
shelves and placed at locations (e.g., into bins) containing
multiple orders that are sorted downstream. At the sorting
stage, individual articles are identified, and multi-article
orders are consolidated, for example, into a single bin or
shelf location, so that they may be packed and then shipped
to customers. The process of sorting these articles has
traditionally been done by hand. A human sorter picks an
article, and then places the article in the so-determined bin
or shelf location where all articles for that order or manifest
have been defined to belong. Automated systems for order
fulfillment have also been proposed. See, for example, U.S.
Patent Application Publication No. 2014/0244026, which
discloses the use of a robotic arm together with an arcuate
structure that is movable to within reach of the robotic arm.

The identification of objects by code scanning generally
either require manual processing, or require that the code
location be controlled or constrained so that a fixed or
robot-held code scanner (e.g., a barcode scanner) can reli-
ably detect the code. Manually operated barcode scanners
are therefore generally either fixed or handheld systems.
With fixed systems, such as those at point-of-sale systems,
the operator holds the article and places it in front of the
scanner, which scans continuously, and decodes any bar-
codes that it can detect. If the article’s code is not immedi-
ately detected, the person holding the article typically needs
to vary the position or orientation of the article with respect
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to the fixed scanner, so as to render the barcode more visible
to the scanner. For handheld systems, the person operating
the scanner may look at the barcode on the article, and then
hold the article such that the barcode is within the viewing
range of the scanner, and then press a button on the handheld
scanner to initiate a scan of the barcode.

Further, many distribution center sorting systems gener-
ally assume an inflexible sequence of operation whereby a
disorganized stream of input objects is provided (by a
human) as a singulated stream of objects that are oriented
with respect to a scanner that identifies the objects. An
induction element or elements (e.g., a conveyor, a tilt tray,
or manually movable bins) transport the objects to desired
destination locations or further processing stations, which
may be a bin, a chute, a bag or a conveyor etc.

In conventional object sortation or distribution systems,
human workers or automated systems typically retrieve
objects in an arrival order, and sort each object or objects
into a collection bin based on a set of given heuristics. For
example, all objects of a like type might be directed to a
particular collection bin, or all objects in a single customer
order, or all objects destined for the same shipping destina-
tion, etc. may be directed to a common destination location.
Generally, the human workers, with the possible limited
assistance of automated systems, are required to receive
objects and to move each to their assigned collection bin. If
the number of different types of input (received) objects is
large, then a large number of collection bins is required.

FIG. 1 for example, shows an object distribution system
10 in which objects arrive, e.g., in trucks, as shown at 12, are
separated and stored in packages that each include a specific
combination of objects as shown at 14, and the packages are
then shipped as shown at 16 to different retail stores,
providing that each retail store receives a specific combina-
tion of objects in each package. Each package received at a
retail store from transport 16, is broken apart at the store and
such packages are generally referred to as break-packs. In
particular, incoming trucks 12 contain vendor cases 18 of
homogenous sets of objects. Each vendor case, for example,
may be provided by a manufacturer of each of the objects.
The objects from the vendor cases 18 are moved into
decanted bins 20, and are then brought to a processing area
14 that includes break-pack store packages 22. At the
processing area 14, the break-pack store packages 22 are
filled by human workers that select items from the decanted
vendor bins to fill the break-pack store packages according
to a manifest. For example, a first set of the break-pack store
packages may go to a first store (as shown at 24), and a
second set of break-pack store packages may go to a second
store (as shown at 26). In this way, the system may accept
large volumes of product from a manufacturer, and then
re-package the objects into break-packs to be provided to
retail stores at which a wide variety of objects are to be
provided in a specific controlled distribution fashion.

Such a system however, has inherent inefficiencies as well
as inflexibilities since the desired goal is to match incoming
objects to assigned collection bins. Such systems may
require a large number of collection bins (and therefore a
large amount of physical space, large investment costs, and
large operating costs), in part, because sorting all objects to
all destinations at once is not always most efficient. Addi-
tionally, such break-pack systems must also monitor the
volume of each like object in a bin, requiring that a human
worker continuously count the items in a bin.

Further, current state-of-the-art sortation systems also rely
in human labor to some extent. Most solutions rely on a
worker that is performing sortation, by scanning each object
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from an induction area (chute, table, etc.) and placing each
object at a staging location, conveyor, or collection bin.
When a bin is full, another worker empties the bin into a bag,
box, or other container, and sends that container on to the
next processing step. Such a system has limits on throughput
(i.e., how fast can human workers sort to or empty bins in
this fashion) and on number of diverts (i.e., for a given bin
size, only so many bins may be arranged to be within
efficient reach of human workers).

Unfortunately, these systems do not address the limita-
tions of the total number of system bins. The system is
simply diverting an equal share of the total objects to each
parallel manual cell. Thus, each parallel sortation cell must
have all the same collection bin designations; otherwise, an
object may be delivered to a cell that does not have a bin to
which the object is mapped. There remains a need, therefore,
for a more efficient and more cost effective object processing
system that processes objects of a variety of sizes and
weights into appropriate collection bins or trays of fixed
sizes, yet is efficient in handling objects of varying sizes and
weights.

SUMMARY

In accordance with an embodiment, the invention pro-
vides a method of processing objects using a programmable
motion device. The method includes the steps of perceiving
identifying indicia representative of an identity of a plurality
of objects and directing the plurality of objects toward an
input area from at least one input conveyance system,
acquiring an object from the plurality of objects at the input
area using an end effector of the programmable motion
device, and moving the acquired object toward an identified
processing location using the programmable motion device.
The identified processing location is associated with the
identifying indicia and the identified processing location is
provided as one of a plurality of processing locations along
a first direction. The step of moving the acquired object
includes moving the programmable motion device along a
second direction that is substantially parallel with the first
direction.

In accordance with another embodiment, the invention
provides a method of processing objects using a program-
mable motion device, wherein the method includes the steps
of perceiving identifying indicia representative of an identity
of a plurality of objects, acquiring an object from the
plurality of objects at an input area using an end effector of
the programmable motion device and moving the acquired
object toward an identified processing location using the
programmable motion device, said identified processing
location being associated with the identifying indicia and
said identified processing location being provided as one of
a plurality of processing locations that extend along a first
direction. The step of moving the acquired object includes
moving the programmable motion device along a second
direction that is substantially parallel with the first direction.

In accordance with a further embodiment, the invention
provides a processing system for processing objects using a
programmable motion device. The processing system
includes a perception unit for perceiving identifying indicia
representative of an identity of a plurality of objects asso-
ciated with an input conveyance system, and an acquisition
system for acquiring an object from the plurality of objects
at the input area using an end effector of the programmable
motion device. The programmable motion device for mov-
ing the acquired object toward an identified processing
location. The identified processing location is associated
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with the identifying indicia and the identified processing
location is provided as one of a plurality of processing
locations that extend along a first direction. The program-
mable motion device is movable along a second direction
that is substantially parallel with the first direction.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The following description may be further understood with
reference to the accompanying drawings in which:

FIG. 1 shows an illustrative diagrammatic view of an
object processing system of the prior art;

FIG. 2 shows an illustrative diagrammatic view of an
object processing system in accordance with an embodiment
of the present invention;

FIG. 3 shows an illustrative diagrammatic view of an
underside of a perception system in the object processing
system of FIG. 2;

FIG. 4 shows an illustrative diagrammatic view from the
perception system of FIG. 3, showing a view of objects
within a bin of objects to be processed;

FIGS. 5A and 5B show an illustrative diagrammatic view
of a grasp selection process in an object processing system
of an embodiment of the present invention;

FIGS. 6 A and 6B show an illustrative diagrammatic view
of a grasp planning process in an object processing system
of an embodiment of the present invention;

FIGS. 7A and 7B show an illustrative diagrammatic view
of'a grasp execution process in an object processing system
of an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 8A shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of a
processing station in an object processing system in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 8B shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of a
processing station in an object processing system in accor-
dance with another embodiment of the invention involving
a floor mounted programmable motion device;

FIG. 9 shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of the
system of FIG. 8A with the programmable motion device
deposing an object into a processing bin;

FIG. 10 shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of
the system of FIG. 8 A with the programmable motion device
moving a processing bin onto an outbound conveyor;

FIG. 11 shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of
the system of FIG. 8 A with the programmable motion device
having moved a new bin onto the processing bin conveyor;

FIG. 12 shows an illustrative diagrammatic exploded
view of a box tray assembly for use in a system in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 13 shows an illustrative diagrammatic view of the
box tray assembly of FIG. 12 with the components com-
bined;

FIGS. 14A-14D show illustrative diagrammatic views of
a bin removal system for use in a system in accordance with
an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 15 shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of an
object processing system in accordance with another
embodiment of the invention that identifies changing and
unchanging motion planning general areas;

FIG. 16 shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of
the system of FIG. 15, showing multiple possible paths from
the programmable motion device to a destination carrier;

FIG. 17 shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of
the system of FIG. 15, showing paths from the program-
mable motion device to a destination carrier with an empha-
sis on minimum time;
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FIG. 18 shows an illustrative diagrammatic top view of
the system of FIG. 15, showing paths from the program-
mable motion device to a destination carrier with an empha-
sis on minimum risk; and

FIG. 19 shows an illustrative diagrammatic view of an
object processing system in accordance with a further
embodiment of the present invention involving multiple
processing stations.

The drawings are shown for illustrative purposes only.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In accordance with an embodiment, the invention pro-
vides a method of processing objects using a programmable
motion device. The method includes the steps of perceiving
identifying indicia representative of an identity of a plurality
of objects and directing the plurality of objects toward an
input area from at least one input conveyance system,
acquiring an object from the plurality of objects at the input
area using an end effector of the programmable motion
device, and moving the acquired object toward an identified
processing location using the programmable motion device,
said identified processing location being associated with the
identifying indicia and said identified processing location
being provided as one of a plurality of processing locations
along a first direction, and said step of moving the acquired
object including moving the programmable motion device
along a second direction that is substantially parallel with
the first direction.

Generally, objects need to be identified and conveyed to
desired object specific locations. The systems reliably auto-
mate the identification and conveyance of such objects,
employing in certain embodiments, a set of conveyors, a
perception system, and a plurality of destination bins. In
short, applicants have discovered that when automating
sortation of objects, there are a few main things to consider:
1) the overall system throughput (objects sorted per hour), 2)
the number of diverts (i.e., number of discrete locations to
which an object can be routed), 3) the total area of the
sortation system (square feet), and 4) the capital and annual
costs to purchase and run the system.

Processing objects in a break-pack distribution center is
one application for automatically identifying and processing
objects. As noted above, in a break-pack distribution center,
objects commonly arrive in trucks, are conveyed to sortation
stations where they are sorted according to desired destina-
tions into boxes (or packages) that are then loaded in trucks
for transport to, for example, shipping or distribution centers
or retail stores. In a shipping or distribution center, the
desired destination is commonly obtained by reading iden-
tifying information printed on the box or package. In this
scenario, the destination corresponding to identifying infor-
mation is commonly obtained by querying the customer’s
information system. In other scenarios, the destination may
be written directly on the box, or may be known through
other means such as by assignment to a vendor bin.

The system also requests specific bins of objects from a
storage system, which helps optimize the process of having
desired objects be delivered to specific singulator cells in an
efficient way without simply letting all bins of objects appear
at each singulator cell in a purely random order.

FIG. 2, for example, shows a system 30 in accordance
with an embodiment of the present invention that receives
decanted vendor bins, e.g., 32, 34, 36 on an in-feed conveyor
38. A programmable motion device such as an articulated
arm 40 having an end effector is provided suspended from
and movable along a linear gantry 42. Adjacent the base of
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the articulated arm and also suspended from the linear
gantry 42 is a perception unit 50 (as further discussed below
with reference to FIG. 3). Additional perception units 56
may be provided (for example, near vendor bin in-feed
conveyor 38) that capture perception information regarding
a label that is applied to each bin e.g., 32, 34, 36 that
associates the bin with the contents of the bin.

The articulated arm is programmed to access each of the
vendor bins 32, 34, 36, and to move (including movement
along the gantry) to bring any of the objects in bins 32, 34,
36 to one of a plurality of break-pack packages 44 at a
plurality of processing locations. When a package 44 is
complete, the articulated arm 40 will move (push) the
completed box onto an output conveyor 46 on which com-
pleted boxes 48 are provided. The completed boxes may be
sealed and labeled at the processing station 30, or may be
sealed and labeled at a later station. An additional conveyor
52 may be provided that provides empty boxes 54 to within
access of the articulated arm 40. After a completed box is
removed from the processing location, an empty box may be
grasped by the end effector of the articulated arm and placed
in the processing location.

It is assumed that the bins of objects are marked in one or
more places on their exterior with a visually distinctive mark
such as a barcode (e.g., providing a UPC code) or radio-
frequency identification (RFID) tag or mailing label so that
they may be sufficiently identified with a scanner for pro-
cessing. The type of marking depends on the type of
scanning system used, but may include 1D or 2D code
symbologies. Multiple symbologies or labeling approaches
may be employed. The types of scanners employed are
assumed to be compatible with the marking approach. The
marking, e.g. by barcode, RFID tag, mailing label or other
means, encodes a identifying indicia (e.g., a symbol string),
which is typically a string of letters and/or numbers. The
symbol string uniquely associates the vendor bin with a
specific set of homogenous objects.

The operations of the system described above are coor-
dinated with a central control system 70 as shown in FIG. 2
that communicates wirelessly with the articulated arm 40,
the perception units 56, as well as in-feed conveyor 38. The
perception unit 56 captures indicia 33 on the bins that
identify the content of the bins. In particular, this system
determines from symbol strings the UPC associated with a
vendor bin, as well as the outbound destination for each
object. The central control system 70 is comprised of one or
more workstations or central processing units (CPUs). For
example, the correspondence between UPCs or mailing
labels, and outbound destinations is maintained by a central
control system in a database called a manifest. The central
control system maintains the manifest by communicating
with a warehouse management system (WMS). The mani-
fest provides the outbound destination for each in-bound
object.

As discussed above, the system of an embodiment
includes a perception system (e.g., 50) that is mounted above
a bin of objects to be processed next to the base of the
articulated arm 40, looking down into a bin (e.g., 32, 34, 36).
The system 50, for example and as shown in FIG. 3, may
include (on the underside thereof), a camera 72, a depth
sensor 74 and lights 76. A combination of 2D and 3D (depth)
data is acquired. The depth sensor 74 may provide depth
information that may be used together with the camera
image data to determine depth information regarding the
various objects in view. The lights 76 may be used to remove
shadows and to facilitate the identification of edges of
objects, and may be all on during use, or may be illuminated
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in accordance with a desired sequence to assist in object
identification. The system uses this imagery and a variety of
algorithms to generate a set of candidate grasp locations for
the objects in the bin as discussed in more detail below.

FIG. 4 shows an image view from the perception unit 50.
The image view shows a bin 44 in an input area 46 (a
conveyor), and the bin 44 contains objects 78, 80, 82, 84 and
86. In the present embodiment, the objects are homogenous,
and are intended for distribution to different break-pack
packages. Superimposed on the objects 78, 80, 82, 84, 86
(for illustrative purposes) are anticipated grasp locations 79,
81, 83 and 85 of the objects. Note that while candidate grasp
locations 79, 83 and 85 appear to be good grasp locations,
grasp location 81 does not because its associated object is at
least partially underneath another object. The system may
also not even try to yet identify a grasp location for the
object 84 because the object 84 is too obscured by other
objects. Candidate grasp locations may be indicated using a
3D model of the robot end effector placed in the location
where the actual end effector would go to use as a grasp
location as shown in FIG. 4. Grasp locations may be
considered good, for example, if they are close to the center
of' mass of the object to provide greater stability during grasp
and transport, and/or if they avoid places on an object such
as caps, seams etc. where a good vacuum seal might not be
available.

If an object cannot be fully perceived by the detection
system, the perception system considers the object to be two
different objects, and may propose more than one candidate
grasps of such two different objects. If the system executes
a grasp at either of these bad grasp locations, it will either
fail to acquire the object due to a bad grasp point where a
vacuum seal will not occur (e.g., on the right), or will
acquire the object at a grasp location that is very far from the
center of mass of the object (e.g., on the left) and thereby
induce a great deal of instability during any attempted
transport. Each of these results is undesirable.

If a bad grasp location is experienced, the system may
remember that location for the associated object. By iden-
tifying good and bad grasp locations, a correlation is estab-
lished between features in the 2DD/3D images and the idea of
good or bad grasp locations. Using this data and these
correlations as input to machine learning algorithms, the
system may eventually learn, for each image presented to it,
where to best grasp an object, and where to avoid grasping
an object.

As shown in FIGS. 5A and 5B, the perception system may
also identify portions of an object that are the most flat in the
generation of good grasp location information. In particular,
if an object includes a tubular end and a flat end such as
object 87, the system would identify the more flat end as
shown at 88 in FIG. 5B. Additionally, the system may select
the area of an object where a UPC code appears, as such
codes are often printed on a relatively flat portion of the
object to facilitate scanning of the barcode.

FIGS. 6A and 6B show that for each object 90, 92, the
grasp selection system may determine a direction that is
normal to the selected flat portion of the object 90, 92. As
shown in FIGS. 7A and 7B, the robotic system will then
direct the end effector 94 to approach each object 90, 92
from the direction that is normal to the surface in order to
better facilitate the generation of a good grasp on each
object. By approaching each object from a direction that is
substantially normal to a surface of the object, the robotic
system significantly improves the likelihood of obtaining a
good grasp of the object, particularly when a vacuum end
effector is employed.
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The invention provides therefore in certain embodiments
that grasp optimization may be based on determination of
surface normal, i.e., moving the end effector to be normal to
the perceived surface of the object (as opposed to vertical or
gantry picks), and that such grasp points may be chosen
using fiducial features as grasp points, such as picking on a
barcode, given that barcodes are almost always applied to a
flat spot on the object.

In accordance with various embodiments therefore, the
invention further provides a sortation system that may learn
object grasp locations from experience (and optionally
human guidance). Systems designed to work in the same
environments as human workers will face an enormous
variety of objects, poses, etc. This enormous variety almost
ensures that the robotic system will encounter some con-
figuration of object(s) that it cannot handle optimally; at
such times, it is desirable to enable a human operator to
assist the system and have the system learn from non-
optimal grasps.

The system optimizes grasp points based on a wide range
of features, either extracted offline or online, tailored to the
gripper’s characteristics. The properties of the suction cup
influence its adaptability to the underlying surface, hence an
optimal grasp is more likely to be achieved when picking on
the estimated surface normal of an object rather than per-
forming vertical gantry picks common to current industrial
applications.

In addition to geometric information the system uses
appearance based features as depth sensors may not always
be accurate enough to provide sufficient information about
graspability. For example, the system can learn the location
of fiducials such as barcodes on the object, which can be
used as indicator for a surface patch that is flat and imper-
meable, hence suitable for a suction cup. One such example
is the use of barcodes on consumer products. Another
example is shipping boxes and bags, which tend to have the
shipping label at the object’s center of mass and provide an
impermeable surface, as opposed to the raw bag material,
which might be slightly porous and hence not present a good
grasp.

By identifying bad or good grasp points on the image, a
correlation is established between features in the 2D/3D
imagery and the idea of good or bad grasp points; using this
data and these correlations as input to machine learning
algorithms, the system can eventually learn, for each image
presented to it, where to grasp and where to avoid.

This information is added to experience based data the
system collects with every pick attempt, successful or not.
Over time the robot learns to avoid features that result in
unsuccessful grasps, either specific to an object type or to a
surface/material type. For example, the robot may prefer to
avoid picks on shrink wrap, no matter which object it is
applied to, but may only prefer to place the grasp near
fiducials on certain object types such as shipping bags.

This learning can be accelerated by off-line generation of
human-corrected images. For instance, a human could be
presented with thousands of images from previous system
operation and manually annotate good and bad grasp points
on each one. This would generate a large amount of data that
could also be input into the machine learning algorithms to
enhance the speed and efficacy of the system learning.

In addition to experience based or human expert based
training data, a large set of labeled training data can be
generated based on a detailed object model in physics
simulation making use of known gripper and object char-
acteristics. This allows fast and dense generation of grasp-
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ability data over a large set of objects, as this process is not
limited by the speed of the physical robotic system or human
input.

FIG. 8A shows a diagrammatic top view of the system of
FIG. 2, including the linear gantry 42 from which the
articulated arm 40 and perception system 50 are suspended,
the in-feed conveyor 38 including decanted vendor bins
(e.g., 32, 34, 36), the break-pack packages 44, the output
conveyor 46 and the empty boxes 54 on the empty box
supply conveyor 52. In FIG. 8A, the articulated arm 40 is
grasping an object from in-feed bin 34. The grasped object
may be moved from the in-feed bin 34 to a break-pack
package as shown in FIG. 9. When a break-pack package is
complete, the articulated arm may push the completed
package 45 onto the output conveyor 46 as shown in FIG.
10. The articulated arm 40 may then be engaged to grasp an
empty box 54 from the empty box supply conveyor 52, and
place it into the processing location vacated by the com-
pleted box 45 as shown in FIG. 11. The system may then
continue processing the in-feed bins (e.g., 32, 34, 36). FIG.
8B shows a system similar to that of FIG. 8A, except that the
linear support 43 for (and providing the linear actuation of)
the articulated arm 40 is on the floor, and in the example of
FIG. 8B, perception units 51 may be positioned above the
in-feed conveyor 38.

The bins 44 may be provided as boxes, totes, containers
or any other type of device that may receive and hold an
item. In further embodiments, the bins may be provided in
uniform trays (to provide consistency of spacing and pro-
cessing) and may further include open covers that may
maintain the bin in an open position, and may further
provide consistency in processing through any of spacing,
alignment, or labeling.

For example, FIG. 12 shows an exploded view of a box
tray assembly 130. As shown, the box 132 (e.g., a standard
shipping sized cardboard box) may include bottom 131 and
side edges 133 that are received by a top surface 135 and
inner sides 137 of a box tray 134. The box tray 134 may
include a recessed (protected) area in which a label or other
identifying indicia 146 may be provided, as well as a wide
and smooth contact surface 151 that may be engaged by an
urging or removal mechanism as discussed below.

As also shown in FIG. 12, the box 132 may include top
flaps 138 that, when opened as shown, are held open by
inner surfaces 140 of the box cover 136. The box cover 136
may also include a recessed (protected) area in which a label
or other identifying indicia 145 may be provided The box
cover 136 also provides a defined rim opening 142, as well
as corner elements 144 that may assist in providing struc-
tural integrity of the assembly, and may assist in stacking
un-used covers on one another. Un-used box trays may also
be stacked on each other.

The box 132 is thus maintained securely within the box
tray 134, and the box cover 136 provides that the flaps 138
remain down along the outside of the box permitting the
interior of the box to be accessible through the opening 142
in the box cover 136. FIG. 13 shows a width side view of the
box tray assembly 130 with the box 132 securely seated
within the box tray 134, and the box cover holding open the
flaps 138 of the box 132. The box tray assemblies may be
used as any or both of the storage bins and destination bins
in various embodiments of the present invention.

With reference to FIGS. 14A-14D, a box kicker 184 in
accordance with an embodiment of the present invention
may be suspended by and travel along a track 86, and may
include a rotatable arm 88 and a roller wheel 190 at the end
of the arm 88. With reference to FIGS. 14B-14D, when the
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roller wheel 190 contacts the kicker plate 151 (shown in
FIG. 12) of a box tray assembly 120, the arm 188 continues
to rotate, urging the box tray assembly 180 from a first
conveyor 182 to a second conveyor 180. Again, the roller
wheel 190 is designed to contact the kicker plate 151 of a
box tray assembly 181 to push the box tray assembly 181
onto the conveyor 180. Such a system may be used to
provide that boxes that are empty or finished being unloaded
may be removed (e.g., from conveyor 182), or that boxes
that are full or finished being loaded may be removed (e.g.,
from conveyor 182). The conveyors 180, 182 may also be
coplanar, and the system may further include transition
roller 183 to facilitate movement of the box tray assembly
181, e.g., by being activated to pull the box tray over to the
conveyor 180.

The system of an embodiment may also employ motion
planning using a trajectory database that is dynamically
updated over time, and is indexed by customer metrics. The
problem domains contain a mix of changing and unchanging
components in the environment. For example, the objects
that are presented to the system are often presented in
random configurations, but the target locations into which
the objects are to be placed are often fixed and do not change
over the entire operation.

One use of the trajectory database is to exploit the
unchanging parts of the environment by pre-computing and
saving into a database trajectories that efficiently and
robustly move the system through these spaces. Another use
of the trajectory database is to constantly improve the
performance of the system over the lifetime of its operation.
The database communicates with a planning server that is
continuously planning trajectories from the various starts to
the various goals, to have a large and varied set of trajec-
tories for achieving any particular task. In various embodi-
ments, a trajectory path may include any number of chang-
ing and unchanging portions that, when combined, provide
an optimal trajectory path in an efficient amount of time.

FIG. 15 for example, shows a diagrammatic view of a
system in accordance with an embodiment of the invention
that includes an input area conveyor 38 (moving in a
direction as indicated at A) that provide input bins 32 to a
programmable motion device (as shown diagrammatically at
40), such as an articulated arm, having a base as shown at 59,
and an end effector (shown diagrammatically at 94) that is
programmed to have a home position (shown at 95), and is
programmed for moving objects from an input bin (e.g., 32)
to processing locations, e.g., destination locations at the
plurality of sets of boxes 44. Again, the system may include
a defined home or base location 95 to which each object may
initially be brought upon acquisition from the bin (e.g., 32).
The programmable motion device 40, as seen in FIG. 2, is
mounted on the gantry 42 and is movable in directions as
indicated at B while the articulated arm may also be moving.

In certain embodiments, the system may include a plu-
rality of base locations, as well as a plurality of predeter-
mined path portions associated with the plurality of base
locations. The trajectories taken by the articulated arm of the
robot system from the input bin to the base location are
constantly changing based in part, on the location of each
object in the input bin, the orientation of the object in the
input bin, and the shape, weight and other physical proper-
ties of the object to be acquired.

Once the articulated arm has acquired an object and is
positioned at the base location, the paths to each of the
plurality of destination bins 44 are not changing. In particu-
lar, each destination bin is associated with a unique desti-
nation bin location, and the trajectories from the base
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location to each of the destination bin locations individually
is not changing. A trajectory, for example, may be a speci-
fication for the motion of a programmable motion device
over time. In accordance with various embodiments, such
trajectories may be generated by experience, by a person
training the system, and/or by automated algorithms. For a
trajectory that is not changing, the shortest distance is a
direct path to the target destination bin, but the articulated
arm is comprised of articulated sections, joints, motors etc.
that provide specific ranges of motion, speeds, accelerations
and decelerations. Because of this, the robotic system may
take any of a variety of trajectories between, for example,
base locations and destination bin locations.

FIG. 16 for example, shows three such trajectories (,T*,
,T" and ,T") between base location 95 and a destination bin
location 102. The elements of FIG. 13 are the same as those
of FIG. 12. Each trajectory will have an associated time as
well as an associated risk factor. The time is the time it takes
for the articulated arm of the robotic system to accelerate
from the base location 95 move toward the destination bin
102, and decelerate to the destination bin location 106 in
order to place the object in the destination bin 102.

The risk factor may be determined in a number of ways
including whether the trajectory includes a high (as pre-
defined) acceleration or deceleration (linear or angular) at
any point during the trajectory. The risk factor may also
include any likelihood that the articulated arm may encoun-
ter (crash into) anything in the robotic environment. Further,
the risk factor may also be defined based on learned knowl-
edge information from experience of the same type of
robotic arms in other robotic systems moving the same
object from a base location to the same destination location.

As shown in the table at 96 in FIG. 16, the trajectory | T*
from the base location 95 to the destination location 102 may
have a fast time (0.6 s) but a high risk factor. The trajectory
,T" from the base location 95 to the destination location 102
may have a much slower time (1.4 s) but still a fairly high
risk factor (16.7). The trajectory ;T* from the base location
95 to the destination location 102 may have a relatively fast
time (1.3 s) and a moderate risk factor (11.2). The choice of
selecting the fastest trajectory is not always the best as
sometimes the fastest trajectory may have an unacceptably
high risk factor. If the risk factor is too high, valuable time
may be lost by failure of the robotic system to maintain
acquisition of the object. Different trajectories therefore,
may have different times and risk factors, and this data may
be used by the system in motion planning.

FIG. 17, for example, shows minimum time-selected
trajectories from the base location 95 to each of destination
bin locations 102-118. In particular, the tables shown at 97
that the time and risk factors for a plurality of the destination
bins, and the trajectories from the base location 95 to each
of a plurality of the destination bin locations are chosen to
provide the minimum time for motion planning for motion
planning under a risk factor of 14.0.

FIG. 18 shows minimum risk-factor-selected set of tra-
jectories from the base location 95 to each of the destination
bin locations 102-118. Again, the tables shown at 97 show
the time and risk factors for the plurality of the destination
bins (e.g., 1-3). The trajectories from the base location 95 to
each of the destination bin locations 102-118 are chosen to
provide the minimum risk factor for motion planning under
a maximum time of 1.2 seconds.

The choice of fast time vs. low risk factor may be
determined in a variety of ways, for example, by choosing
the fastest time having a risk factor below an upper risk
factor limit (e.g., 12 or 14), or by choosing a lowest risk
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factor having a maximum time below an upper limit (e.g.,
1.0 or 1.2). Again, if the risk factor is too high, valuable time
may be lost by failure of the robotic system to maintain
acquisition of the object. An advantage of the varied set is
robustness to small changes in the environment and to
different-sized objects the system might be handling: instead
of re-planning in these situations, the system iterates through
the database until it finds a trajectory that is collision-free,
safe and robust for the new situation. The system may
therefore generalize across a variety of environments with-
out having to re-plan the motions.

Overall trajectories therefore, may include any number of
changing and unchanging sections. For example. networks
of unchanging trajectory portions may be employed as
commonly used paths (roads), while changing portions may
be directed to moving objects to a close-by unchanging
portion (close road) to facilitate moving the object without
requiring the entire route to be planned. For example, the
programmable motion device (e.g., a robot) may be tasked
with orienting the grasped object in front of an automatic
labeler before moving towards the destination. The trajec-
tory to sort the object therefore, would be made up of the
following trajectory portions. First, a grasp pose to a home
position (motion planned). Then, from home position to an
auto-labeler home (pulled from a trajectory database). Then,
from the auto-labeler home to a labelling pose (motion
planned). Then, from the labelling pose to an auto-labeler
home (either motion planned or just reverse the previous
motion plan step). Then, from the auto-labeler home to the
intended destination (pulled from the trajectory database). A
wide variety of changing and unchanging (planned and
pulled from a database) portions may be employed in overall
trajectories. In accordance with further embodiments, the
object may be grasped from a specific pose (planned), and
when the object reaches a destination bin (from the trajec-
tory database), the last step may be to again place the object
in the desired pose (planned) within the destination bin.

In accordance with further embodiments, the motion
planning may also provide that relatively heavy items (as
may be determined by knowing information about the
grasped object or by sensing weight—or both—at the end
effector) may be processed (e.g., moved in trajectories) and
placed in boxes in very different ways than the processing
and placement of relatively light objects. Again, the risk
verses speed calculations may be employed for optimization
of moving known objects of a variety of weights and sizes
as may occur, for example, in the processing of a wide
variety of consumer products.

In accordance with a further embodiment of the present
invention, and with reference to FIG. 19, a multi-station
system 230 includes multiple processing stations 232 that
are similar to those shown in at 30 in FIG. 2. The processing
stations receive decanted vendor bins 234 via a pair of input
conveyors 238, each of which includes adjacent processing
locations at which break-pack packages 244 are filled. The
system also includes an output conveyor 242 on which
processed break-pack packages 244 may be placed when
completed. Each processing station 232 includes a program-
mable motion device that moves objects from an in-feed
area to any of a plurality of processing locations as discussed
above with reference to FIG. 2. The system 230 may further
include multiple processing stations as well as multiple input
conveyors and multiple output conveyors as shown.

The system, therefore, provides means that interface with
the customer’s outgoing object conveyance systems. When
a bin (or package) is full as determined by the system (in
monitoring system operation), a human operator may pull
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the bin from the processing area, and place the bin in an
appropriate conveyor. When a bin is full it gets removed to
the closed/labelled, another empty bin is immediately placed
in the location freed up by the removed full bin, and the
system continues processing as discussed above.

In accordance with a specific embodiment, the invention
provides a user interface that conveys all relevant informa-
tion to operators, management, and maintenance personnel.
In a specific embodiment, this may include lights indicating
bins that are about to be ejected (as full), bins that are not
completely properly positioned, the in-feed hopper content
level, and the overall operating mode of the entire system.
Additional information might include the rate of object
processing and additional statistics. In a specific embodi-
ment, the system may automatically print labels and scan
labels before the operator places the packages on an output
conveyor. In accordance with a further embodiment, the
system may incorporate software systems that interface with
the customer’s databases and other information systems, to
provide operational information to the customer’s system,
and to query the customer’s system for object information.

Those skilled in the art will appreciate that numerous
modifications and variations may be made to the above
disclosed embodiments without departing from the spirit and
scope of the present invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A processing system for processing objects, said pro-
cessing system comprising:

an input conveyance system for providing a plurality of
objects to an input area along a first direction;

a processing station including a perception system for
perceiving identifying indicia representative of identi-
ties of each of the plurality of objects, the processing
station further including an articulated arm that is
movable along a processing location distance in a
second direction that is generally parallel with the first
direction, and the processing location distance being
associated with the input area along the first direction
on which the plurality of objects are provided;

a container processing area associated with the input area
of the input conveyance system, the container process-
ing area providing a plurality of containers for receiv-
ing any of the plurality of objects from the input area
using the articulated arm, and the container processing
area being provided along a third direction that is
generally parallel with the first direction; and

an output conveyance system for receiving a plurality of
completed containers from the container processing
area at an output area along a fourth direction that is
generally parallel with the first direction, the output
area being associated with the processing location
distance,

the articulated arm being engageable for moving objects
from the input area to any of the plurality of containers
provided in the container processing area, and for
moving a completed container from among the plural-
ity of containers provided in the container processing
area to the output area of the output conveyance
system.

2. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
the perception system perceives identifying indicia on each
of the plurality of objects.

3. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
the perception system perceives identifying indicia on a
supply container that contains a subset of the plurality of
objects, the subset being a homogenous set of objects.
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4. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
the processing system includes a plurality of processing
stations, each of the plurality of processing stations includ-
ing a respective perception system and respective articulated
arm.

5. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
a base of the articulated arm is configured to move along the
processing location distance on a track that is positioned on
a floor below the input area.

6. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
a base of the articulated arm is configured to move along the
processing location distance on a track that is suspended
from above with respect to the input area.

7. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
each processing container is associated with identifying
indicia.

8. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
each processing container is provided with a box tray
assembly.

9. The processing system as claimed in claim 1, wherein
the processing system further includes an empty container
supply conveyor that provides empty containers to an empty
container area associated with the output area of the output
conveyance system.

10. The processing system as claimed in claim 9, wherein
the articulated arm is further engageable for moving the
empty containers to the container processing area.

11. A processing system for processing objects, said
processing system comprising:

an input conveyance system for providing a plurality of
objects to an input area along a first direction;

a processing station including a perception system for
perceiving identifying indicia representative of identi-
ties of each of the plurality of objects, the processing
station further including an articulated arm that is
movable along a processing location distance in a
second direction that is generally parallel with the first
direction, and the processing location distance being
associated with the input area along the first direction
on which the plurality of objects are provided;

a container processing area associated with the input area
of the input conveyance system, the container process-
ing area providing a plurality of containers for receiv-
ing any of the plurality of objects from the input area
using the articulated arm, and the container processing
area being provided along a third direction that is
generally parallel with the first direction;

an output conveyance system for receiving a plurality of
completed containers from the container processing
area at an output area along a fourth direction that is
generally parallel with the first direction, the output
area being associated with the processing location
distance; and

an empty container supply conveyor that provides empty
containers to an empty container area along a fifth
direction that is generally parallel with the fourth
direction of the output area of the output conveyance
system,

wherein the articulated arm is engageable for moving the
empty containers from the empty container area to the
container processing area and for moving objects from
the input area to any of the plurality of containers
provided in the container processing area.

12. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein the articulated arm is further engageable for moving
the containers to the output area of the output conveyance
system.
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13. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein the perception system perceives identifying indicia
on each of the plurality of objects.

14. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein the perception system perceives identifying indicia
on a supply container that contains a subset of the plurality
of objects, the subset being a homogenous set of objects.

15. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein the processing system includes a plurality of pro-
cessing stations, each of the plurality of processing stations
including a respective perception system and a respective
articulated arm.

16. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein a base of the articulated arm is configured to move
along the processing location distance on a track that is
positioned on a floor below the input area.

17. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein a base of the articulated arm is configured to move
along the processing location distance on a track that is
suspended from above with respect to the input area.

18. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein each processing container is associated with iden-
tifying indicia.

19. The processing system as claimed in claim 11,
wherein each processing container is provided with a box
tray assembly.

20. A method of processing objects comprising:

providing a plurality of objects to an input area along a

first direction;

perceiving identifying indicia representative of identities

of each of the plurality of objects;

moving an articulated arm along a processing location

distance in a second direction that is generally parallel
with the first direction, the processing location distance
being associated with the input area along the first
direction on which the plurality of objects are provided;
providing a container processing area associated with the
input area of the input conveyance system, the con-
tainer processing area providing a plurality of contain-
ers for receiving any of the plurality of objects from the
input area using the articulated arm, the container
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processing area being provided along a third direction
that is generally parallel with the first direction;

receiving a plurality of completed containers from the
container processing area at an output area of an output
conveyance system along a fourth direction that is
generally parallel with the first direction, the output
area being associated with the processing location
distance;

moving objects from the input area to any of the plurality

of containers provided in the container processing area
using the articulated arm; and

moving any of the plurality of completed containers from

the container processing area to the output area of the
output conveyance system using the articulated arm.

21. The method as claimed in claim 20, wherein the
perceiving identifying indicia includes identifying indicia on
each of the plurality of objects.

22. The method as claimed in claim 20, wherein the
perceiving identifying indicia includes identifying indicia on
a supply container that contains a subset of the plurality of
objects, the subset being a homogenous set of objects.

23. The method as claimed in claim 20, wherein a base of
the articulated arm is configured to move along the process-
ing location distance on a track that is positioned on a floor
below the input area.

24. The method as claimed in claim 20, wherein a base of
the articulated arm is configured to move along the process-
ing location distance on a track that is suspended from above
with respect to the input area.

25. The method as claimed in claim 20, wherein each
processing container is associated with identifying indicia.

26. The method as claimed in claim 20, wherein each
processing container is provided with a box tray assembly.

27. The method as claimed in claim 20, wherein the
method further includes providing empty containers to an
empty container area associated with the output area of the
output conveyance system.

28. The method as claimed in claim 27, wherein the
method further includes moving the empty containers to the
container processing area.
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