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Why Manufacturers Turn to

 Collaborative Automation
for Business Resilience



During and after the COVID-19 pandemic, manu-
facturers of all sizes are evaluating their business 
practices so that they can position themselves for 
success going forward. What’s become clear is that 
resilient businesses—those that can weather the 
crisis and come out of it with plans for growth—
share common traits. These companies can react 
quickly and decisively to protect workers while 
keeping business running, even at a reduced rate. 
They can adapt processes and product lines, often 
using flexible collaborative automation to make 
those changes efficiently and cost-effectively. And 
they begin looking to the future, even in the midst 
of crisis, so that they can adapt and position 
themselves for the “new normal.” 

Collaborative Automation 
Builds Flexibility And Agility

Of course, COVID-19 isn’t the only crisis manufac-
turers will face. Extreme weather conditions and 
geopolitical upheavals can cause sudden disrup-
tions. Even changing consumer tastes, access to 
raw materials, and labor issues can occur with little 
warning and similar impacts. For years, experts have 
pointed manufacturers to automation to help them 
build flexibility and agility into their businesses. 
That’s never been more important than in the face 
of adversity. This is especially true for small and 
mid-sized enterprises (SMEs), which—with small-
er cash reserves and limited customer bases than 
larger companies—can be more vulnerable to unex-
pected events.
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Disruption Accelerates Adoption of Automation 
The move to automation isn’t an unusual response 
to disruption. Dalia Marin, Chair of International 
Economics at the University of Munich and a re-
search fellow at the Center for Economic Policy 
Research, points to the Great Recession of 2008/9. 
She writes that “the sharp post-2008 decline in in-
terest rates relative to wages boosted robot adop-
tion and reshored a larger share of production.”1 In 
her report “How COVID-19 Is Transforming Manufac-
turing” (which addresses global trends) she predicts 
a similar impact in response to the coronavirus pan-
demic: “Based on monetary policy so far, a 30% drop 
in interest rates can be expected, as central banks 
try to offset the damage of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Past data indicate that this could bring a 75.7% accel-
eration in robot adoption.”2 

For smaller manufacturers, there are even more 
opportunities for automation today. In the past, 
automation was targeted to large manufacturers 
who had the space, cash, and technical resources 
to make large investments in traditional industrial 
robots. In order to justify these investments, com-
panies needed to have large runs of the same prod-
ucts and processes over long periods of time. Even 
then, investments took years to pay for themselves. 
That kept traditional automation out of reach for 
most smaller manufacturers, whose businesses are 
often built around lower-volume, high-mix produc-
tion lines. 

2019

USD
593.5 million

2025

USD 
1.95 billion

The situation began to change in 2008 where the 
first collaborative robot applications started to 
appear. The advantages were quickly recognized, 
and collaborative automation became the fastest-
growing segment of the robot market within less 
than a decade.3 That growth is expected to 
continue: ResearchAndMarkets forecasts an 
increase from USD 593.5 million in 2019 to USD 
1.95 billion by 2025, a compound annual growth 
rate (CAGR) of 23.07%.4

Collaborative Robotics market growth

23%

What Is Collaborative Automation?

Collaborative applications solve specific manufacturing challenges with affordable and easy-to-use cobots or 
light industrial robots. These smaller robots offer easy-to-use, application-specific tools and simple 
programming and setup, even for manufacturers with little experience. Built-in protective features let the 
robots work beside humans—even sharing the same work space once a risk assessment is completed. Without 
the bulky and expensive safety guarding required for traditional industrial robots, collaborative applications 
can be installed affordably in tight spaces and can be easily moved for new processes as requirements change. 
The robots handle repetitive, dangerous, or difficult-to-staff processes so that human workers can be moved 
to higher-value tasks. The result is higher output, improved product consistency and quality, reduced waste, 
and greater opportunities for innovation, with return on investment in less than a year.
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Collaborative Automation Presents  
New Opportunities
Collaborative applications level the automation 
playing field for smaller manufacturers, and is 
key to business resilience. Rather than focusing 
on large, risky traditional automation invest-
ments, companies can focus on specific man-
ufacturing processes they can improve using 
collaborative approaches. These solutions are 
fast, easy, and affordable for efficient and pro-
ductive processes during and after a crisis. 

The promise of collaborative automation plays 
out in three related areas for opportunity: 

1. Flexible production

2. Supply chain competitiveness

3. Worker wellbeing

Donk Industries

“We are already automating many other parts of the production process with industrial robots. However, we 
have to be flexible with our product variety and the small quantities involved and be able to convert our pro-
duction lines quickly. In addition, Donk Industries’ individual products require special handling. Collaborative 
applications meet these requirements in particular: They can be flexibly converted for new tasks and are easy 
to program. In contrast to conventional industrial robots, the combination of cobot and corresponding end-of-
arm tooling can be used directly next to humans and works directly with them.” 

Jaap Zentveld, Assistant Production Manager
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According to the National 
Association of Manufacturers 
(NAM), more than 53% of 
manufacturing firms anticipate 
a change in their operations 
in the coming months.5 While 
manufacturers typically view 
automation as a productivity 
tool and a way to address cyclical labor shortages, a 
key advantage is the flexibility it gives them. 

As companies explore their options, flexible, 
collaborative applications become more attractive. 
During normal times, they can quickly adapt 
lines for product change-overs or new processes or 
applications. During a disruption, flexible 

1.  Flexible Production

automation lets them quickly 
retool their operations. That can 
help address labor interruptions 
and respond to public health 
measures for distance between 
workers, for instance. It can 
also be a way to respond to 
supply chain interruptions or 

to switch to producing items that are needed to 
address the crisis. Many news stories during the 
COVID-19 crisis illustrate this, with automotive 
manufacturers making ventilators, electronics 
companies producing face masks, perfume makers 
manufacturing hand sanitizer, and engineering 
solution providers developing COVID-19 test 
applications.

 ...more than 53% of 
manufacturing firms 

anticipate a change in their 
operations in the coming 

months.”
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Crises often cause labor and transportation 
instability that impacts supply chains. Surveys 
conducted early in the COVID-19 crisis by Industry 
Week (IW) magazine and the US-based NAM saw 
similar impacts to manufacturers’ supply chains. In 
the IW survey, one-third of manufacturers surveyed 
saw supplier-related issues reduce or halt their 
production operations;6 in the NAM survey, one-
third stated that they were facing supply chain 
disruptions.7 In contrast, in a World Economic 
Forum (WEF) study, 84% of manufacturers rated 

2. Supply Chain Competitiveness

their supply-side disruptions as moderate to high, 
with 34% ranking the disruption from 8 to 10 on a 
ten-point scale.8 

With supply chains at risk, manufacturers are likely 
to increase local safety stock and look for additional 
suppliers. According to the WEF, “at the mid- to 
long-term, companies indicated that they will push 
for ruthless multi-sourcing across regions, reduced 
complexity across the supply chain, and a more local 
supply chain set-up.”9 The focus will be on operating 

Grenå Spåntagning

In 2014, Denmark-based machine shop Grenå Spåntagning felt the pain of the oil crisis. As a supplier for the 
industry, Grenå had to restructure production and diversify its customers. That lead to a high-mix, low-volume ap-
proach that meant the company needed to make better use of the facility, increasing productivity on the milling 
machines and saving time on each production cycle. Collaborative automation has made Grenå more competitive 
with greater production capacity. The system can run for more than 300 hours in a month, with 75 percent of 
that time unmanned. “Last month alone, we had DKK 100,000 in profits [USD 14,500] on the system.” 

Claus Hyldahl, Owner and Director
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shorter, regional supply chains closer to 
the point of demand. This transforms 
supply chain competition from an 
emphasis on low cost to low risk. 

Economics researcher Dalia Marin states, 
“When uncertainty rises, global value 
chains suffer. Based on past data, one can 
predict that a 300% increase in uncertainty—as the 
COVID-19 pandemic seems likely to produce—would 
reduce supply-chain activity by 35.4%. Firms no 
longer consider the cost savings of offshoring to be 
worth the risk.”10

What does this mean for small manufacturers? 
They need to assess their own supply chains and 
ensure that they have continuity plans in place, 

but the other side of the equation is 
more interesting. SMEs may have new 
opportunities to become local suppliers 
to large manufacturers as those 
companies adapt for future risk. 

Of course, just being close by may not be 
enough: Local firms still need to compete 

to win the business. Collaborative applications help 
them compete by increasing output, consistency, 
and quality while reducing costs and downtime, even 
during labor interruptions. According to the WEF re-
port, “Apart from significantly lower error rates, the 
higher the level of automation within a supply chain, 
the higher the degree of agility and flexibility. This 
allows for quick responses in times of disruptions, 
which makes supply chains more robust.”11

Tomenson Machine Works

Collaborative automation has enabled Chicago manufacturer Tomenson Machine Works to quickly respond 
to customer needs. “Say it’s a Thursday and we get a hot order. We’ll get the job set up and it’ll be on the saw, 
and on Friday I can have second shift run the robot, just loading and unloading it. By Monday, we’re already 
shipping the parts to the customer. It gives us a lot of flexibility to respond to market demands and on-time 
deliveries, as well as just ease-of-use around the shop.” 

Geoffrey Rose, Secondary Lead and Quality Supervisor

 Firms no longer 
consider the 

cost savings of 
offshoring to be 
worth the risk.”
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3. Worker Wellbeing

For years, manufacturers have turned to automation 
to address labor shortages. Collaborative applications 
can take on dangerous and repetitive tasks that are 
hard to staff. By automating undesirable tasks, the 
company can put employees into higher-value and 
more desirable positions. During and after disruption, 
collaborative automation keeps production running 
while skilled workers focus on jobs where their 
unique capabilities provide the most value. 

The International Federation of Robotics (IFR) 
states, “Companies around the globe are 
reassessing their global supply chain business 
models in reaction to the lessons learned from 
coronavirus. This will likely accelerate the 
introduction of robots, leading to a renaissance 
of industrial production in some regions—and 
bringing back jobs.”12

FT Produktion

“The demand for productivity continues to grow, but relevant manpower is hard to come by these days. 
Thanks to automation, one operator can keep three or four machines running at once without stress. Robotiz-
ing the high-volume production run has enabled us to eliminate monotonous manual tasks, giving employees 
more time to work on smaller runs with greater variation in their tasks.” 

Joakim Karlberg, Co-Owner and Operator
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Rosborg Food Holding

Rosborg Food Holding, a Danish producer of herbs and mini plants, introduced collaborative automation to 
ensure a larger surplus capacity for daily operations, doubling production in peak season during Christmas, 
New Year, and Easter. The company did this without losing profits on overtime and replacement worker 
expenses. “Employees in production are also very positive about the prospect of collaborative robot 
technologies helping them work more efficiently and minimizing overtime.” 

Henning Jørgensen, Partner and Operations Manager

When business disruptions cause labor disruptions, 
automation can keep lines productive, even with 
fewer employees. During the pandemic, for 
instance, many manufacturers split shifts to reduce 
the number of operators on the line to create safe 
distance between them. Human-robot collaboration 

lets robots perform upstream and downstream 
tasks to replace absent or off-shift workers. 
Even after the pandemic, automation meets the 
increasing demand for “low-touch” production, 
especially for food and beverage and medical 
products. 
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There comes a point during every major disruption 
when business owners ask themselves “what’s 
next?” During the COVID-19 crisis, as with others, 
discussions about the “new normal” often center 
around which short-term measures will become 
long-term trends. 

In many ways, COVID-19 is unique, as stated 
in IW magazine: “For the first time in modern 
manufacturing history, demand, supply and 
workforce availability are affected globally at the 
same time.”13 A McKinsey Global Institute analysis 
indicates that the economic impact could be the 
biggest in nearly a century, with greater economic 
declines in a single quarter in Europe and the US 
than during the 10 years of the Great Depression.14 
Physical distancing has led to a worldwide shift 
to remote work and reduced on-site workers 
in ways that may continue indefinitely. Some 
businesses can survive using technology such as 

Where Do Manufacturers Go From Here?

video conferencing platforms, but distancing puts 
new strain on manufacturers who may need to 
restructure production with fewer workers on-site. 

In the NAM report, more than 78% of surveyed 
manuacturers expect that uncertainty around 
the COVID-19 outbreak will have a negative 
financial impact on their businesses and more than 
53% anticipated a change in their operations to 
respond.15 The changes they make now will help 
define whether they emerge as a resilient business 
that finds new ways to grow and succeed through 
the crisis and whatever comes next. Collaborative 
applications present manufacturers with new 
opportunities to build resilience and adaptability in 
productivity, competitiveness, and workforce.

Contact us to discuss how your business can 
benefit from collaborative automation by visiting 
onrobot.com/contact.

10

https://onrobot.com/en/contact


About OnRobot

OnRobot is the right choice for manufacturers who want the benefits 
of collaborative automation to build a resilient, productive business. 
No matter what process you need to improve, OnRobot can help you 
automate swiftly and seamlessly. With all the tools you need from 
one partner, you can focus on your business needs and manufacturing 
processes. You’ll save costs and increase productivity while growing 
your business with flexible automation tools, unified programming, 
and easy deployment.

One stop, one system, zero complexity.

Headquartered in Odense, Denmark, OnRobot also has offices in 
Dallas, Los Angeles, Soest (Germany), Aalborg (Denmark), Barcelona, 
Warsaw, Shanghai, Tokyo, Seoul, Singapore and Budapest. 

For more information visit: www.onrobot.com
Or contact us: sales@onrobot.com 

One Stop Shop for 
Collaborative Applications
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