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Credit: Mann Hummel/Universal Robots

The latest industrial robots look like petting zoo versions of the big
machines found in many modern factories—small, cute and you can play
with them. But don't be deceived by their cuddly appearance. They have
the potential to change the way humans work with machines and disrupt
the existing market for industrial robots.
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The big difference with this new generation of robots is that they don't
have to operate in closed-off areas. Instead they can safely operate
alongside and even collaborate with human workers. For this reason,
these machines are often called collaborative robots or "cobots".

Fully automating a factory isn't always desirable because modern
manufacturing companies need flexibility to quickly alter their processes
for a variety of products and customization. Instead, manufacturers in
such contexts are increasingly looking for automation with a human
touch.

This is where cobots can come in. Even if full automation with larger,
faster industrial robots is more efficient, cobots can allow factories to
increase their output while retaining a degree of flexibility.

For now, cobots are used for specific tasks. For example, cobots take up
the tedious and repetitive task of fastening each of the screws in a
battery pack from the hands of their fellow humans. Rather than
replacing human jobs, cobots may create new jobs in applications, in
which their strength, endurance and precision is combined with human
dexterity, flexibility and problem solving.

A promising use is in industrial assembly where multiple parts are
integrated in a final product. In this part of the manufacturing process,
humans still carry out 90% of the tasks. In the future, cobots will pick,
place and mount the components, and the human worker will finalize
and check the output.
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-04-13/musk-tips-his-tesla-cap-to-humans-after-robots-undercut-model-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12008-019-00591-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12008-019-00591-6
https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/IR-11-2018-0231
https://techxplore.com/tags/problem+solving/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212827119304779


 

  

Cobots might look like toys but they’re powerful machines. Credit: Universal
Robots

Disruptive innovation

For industrial robots, however, the risk of being replaced by cobots is
much more real than for human workers. For now, sales of cobots form 
less than 5% of the market for industrial robots, in which a few large
companies still dominate. But we argue the robotics industry is ripe for 
disruptive innovation by relatively small new entrants.

The incumbent companies tend to focus on conventional, heavy-load
industrial robots for large volume manufacturing of cars, electronics or
food products. But these robots also overshoot the needs of small and
medium-sized firms that lack the funds or expertise to use such systems.
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https://ifr.org/ifr-press-releases/news/robot-investment-reaches-record-16.5-billion-usd
https://techcrunch.com/2019/03/03/the-shift-to-collaborative-robots-means-the-rise-of-robotics-as-a-service/
https://hbr.org/2015/12/what-is-disruptive-innovation
https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/IR-11-2018-0231


 

Cobots, on the other hand, can do things that aren't typically relevant for
current customers of large-scale industrial robots, but which are very
attractive to other users. For instance, they can be moved around the
factory floor and easily be refitted with grippers for new applications.

Cobots are easy to setup and change, highly versatile, and can collaborate
with humans. And these capabilities will be particularly relevant as more
new customers adopt cobots and find new uses for them. Our research
on drones has shown that the potential of new technologies is often
beyond what even their manufacturers can envision.

  
 

  

Working together. Credit: Universal Robots

As cobots' speed, accuracy and ability to carry heavy loads continues to
get better in coming years, they will increasingly be able to compete with
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0007681317301210
https://roboticsandautomationnews.com/2018/11/06/analysis-universal-robots-continues-to-dominate-cobot-market-but-faces-many-challengers/19646/
https://roboticsandautomationnews.com/2018/11/06/analysis-universal-robots-continues-to-dominate-cobot-market-but-faces-many-challengers/19646/


 

traditional industrial robots and so there's a good chance that mainstream
customers will also start to adopt them as well.

This poses a problem for the incumbent manufacturers. The likes of
ABB, Kuka and Fanuc have a very small market share in cobots in
comparison to the new entrants, such as Denmark's Universal Robots.
This is because they are so used to catering to the needs of their existing
customers and it is harder to understand the needs of cobot users in the
emerging market.

But they could get around this problem by instead listening to their own
employees who already use cobots to manufacture industrial robots. This
would allow the incumbent firms to learn about emerging user needs and
protect themselves from the upcoming disruption.

While it is difficult to predict the future, it looks very plausible that the
"social skills" of cobots will end up making them more popular than the 
industrial robots in the long term. Right now they might appear to be
small ponies, but one day cobots could become the versatile and
powerful work horses of the factory.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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