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Vendors such as Universal Robots 
USA (Booth US-7279) report increas-
ingly rapid adoption by small and me-
dium businesses. A 2017 Markets and 
Markets report estimates cobot adop-
tion growing at a compound annual 
growth rate of 57% through 2023. Some 
industry financial analysts predict 
cobot sales are on a path to outpace  
traditional robot sales by as much as five 
times in the next few years.

The improved ease and speed of  
cobot reprogramming mean reconfigu-
ration is often measured in hours—not 
days or weeks. The ability to repro-
gram quickly and easily dramatically 
lifts ROI, essentially lowering how long the  
cobot must repeat any individual task to jus-
tify its total implementation cost. Lowering 
that volume threshold makes cobots cost-ef-
fective for niche tasks where annual volumes 
are far lower than typical production runs 
or in small batch environments with higher 
product variety. 

Cobots even can change line design:  
Traditional lines that are typically deployed 
in straight lines with conveyors now can 
operate as split lines with the potential to 
eliminate between-machine conveyors. For 
Medela, this represents a major upside. The 
new cobot-augmented lines allow multiple 
stock keeping units (SKUs) to be palletized 
concurrently, eliminating investment in new 
palletizing lines. Kirichkow explains, “We’re 
using a smart conveyer to move the right 
product to the right palletizing cobot. This 
creates amazing flexibility for us—it means 
we can run four different SKUs on two lines 
at rated speed—which is a lot of bang for  
the buck.”

Cobots accelerate and smooth the pack-
aging process, minimizing downtime and 
product waste while eliminating the risk of 
human error as well as associated staff train-
ing needs. Cobots excel in jobs that involve 
repetitive labor (such as manual secondary 
packaging), rendering them less susceptible 
to unskilled labor availability and reliabili-
ty and the high production staff turnover 
that saps processor productivity. The team 
at Medela is already looking at other uses 
for cobots. Kirichkow cites an example of 

the issues Medela faces in meeting changing 
Amazon eCommerce labeling requirements: 
“We can see using them to depalletize, rela-
bel and then repalletize the subsegment of 
products going to Amazon, which would be 
a significant savings in both cost and time.” 

While regulatory requirements are not 
on the horizon yet, related ISO technical 
specifications are available and provide use-
ful operational safety parameters. The ini-
tial ISO safety standards for robotics were 
adapted to high-speed industrial robots 
prior to the introduction of low-speed col-
laborative robots. In recent years, the ISO 
committee launched an initiative for ISO/TS 
15066 Robots and Robotic Devices - Collaborative 
Robots. It details allowable speed, force and 
pressure measurement guidelines for direct 
human/robot collaboration. The cobot in-
dustry has widely adopted and adheres to 
ISO guidelines.

How does an investment in cobot tech-
nology compare to traditional staffing 
costs? Well, market evidence points to to-
tal costs that are competitive with the sal-
ary of a full-time equivalent employee, but 
with far fewer “human” downsides and a 
long-term payoff in both scalability and 
productivity. In Europe, some companies 
have even introduced a business model for 
“leasing” cobot workers to manufacturers 
at equivalent labor rates. The upside is that 
cobots don’t leave or call out sick or require  
the benefits. 

Cobots are even evolving—utilizing ma-
chine learning, vision and artificial intelli-
gence to quickly learn new tasks, mimick-

ing the intelligence of a skilled human 
operator. They adapt to “on-the-fly” 
variations such as slightly non-uniform 
products, variable target positions and 
color differences, a valuable trait for 
nonvalue-added tasks such as moving 
goods on conveyors that require accu-
rate placement into packaging materials. 
Other advances include smart sensors, 
third-party peripherals integrations and 
self-monitoring, providing the ability to 
analyze errors and offer troubleshooting 
tips. (Cobot, heal thyself). 

Cobots offer new options to the 
market drumbeat of ever-better/faster/
cheaper. But as capabilities improve, 

cobots represent new opportunities and 
choices. For example, as cobot automation 
reduces the influence of labor and wages on 
production facility location, executives may 
seek to locate facilities on the basis of faster 
and more responsive supply chain logistics. 
Rapid redeployment increases production 
flexibility and reduces lead times, poten-
tially making small batch runs a cost-ef-
fective approach to mass-customization. 
Redeployment of scarce skilled resources 
away from repetitive tasks can improve 
worker productivity and satisfaction and 
perhaps even support staff with physically  
demanding roles. 

That’s not to say that cobots, or any au-
tomation, in fact, are not without risk. Obvi-
ous technological risks include cybersecurity 
and privacy. Operational risks may include 
business continuity and workplace safety. 
While legal or regulatory risks are nomi-
nal, observance of industry standards is  
warranted. 

Utilizing an experienced, reliable partner 
to “get out of the gate” helps alleviate risk, 
according to Kirichkow. “We have a long re-
lationship with Harpak-ULMA (Booth LS-
6101), our packaging original equipment 
manufacturer, who will be deploying this 
technology for us initially. We’ll more than 
likely get to a point where this is second na-
ture, but having a trusted partner that we can  
rely on to hold our hand in these initial stag-
es means we all sleep a little better at night.”

For more information, visit www.harpak- 
ulma.com, www.universal-robots.com. SD

Surviving in today’s ultra-competitive, cost-sensitive market 
demands a blend of traditional craft skills and processes 
with state-of-the-art automation technologies. Combining 

traditional and automation technologies can help manufacturers 
address endemic industry issues such as skilled worker shortages, 
product quality/cost tradeoffs and production scalability in high-
mix, low-volume operations. 

Innovations in digital technology and connectivity are rapidly 
meshing the digital world with machines. 

In fact, that’s one of the primary reasons Medela, a medical de-
vice manufacturer with U.S. operations based in Illinois, decided to 
invest in cobot technology, says Nick Kirichkow, Medela’s process 
engineering manager. He explains, “The small capital expense vs. the 
expected return and benefits made for a very low-risk investment de-
cision for us.  

“Manual boxing and palletizing operations always are subject to 
some level of error (counts for instance) and serve to gate line speed. 
We are experiencing rapid growth, so getting our lines up to rated 
speed combined with the error-proofing automation offers made 
for a very attractive solution at relatively low cost. Remember, co-
bots don’t take breaks, get sick or eat lunch—they really are a tireless 
worker, and that means better throughput.”

While most industrial robots remain isolated behind protective 
cages and operate at higher speeds, cobots are designed to work safe-
ly side-by-side with humans performing low-speed, repetitive tasks 
that require no such protections. This translates into tangible cost 
reduction as well as improved process consistency. 

Onboard sensors monitor for the risk of operator collisions and 
act to avoid such encounters, thus enabling positioning next to hu-
man colleagues. 

The ability to operate safely in the midst of Medela’s production 
staff sans safety gates was a key consideration, according to Kirich-
kow, as was maintenance and reconfiguration. He reports, “We have 
a two-fold plan to repurpose our existing staff. At first, they’ll trans-
fer to newer, still-manual lines, but we believe the real upside will 
be to develop them into cobot machine operators. They’ll assume 
responsibility for the automated palletizing set-up process and over-
see consumable materials flow. We believe we can even supplement 
our maintenance department by training them on cobot trouble-
shooting.” 

Simply put, cobots provide companies more choice when it 
comes to manual vs. automated tasks. Economical implementation, 
small size and simple programming make cobot technology applica-
ble and reusable in a variety of applications. 

A tireless worker? The cobots are coming! here!
Medical device maker achieves quick ROI. 

ULMA reports widespread interest in cobots due to their affordability and reusability in secondary packaging operations that would otherwise be manual.
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