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As manufacturers bring more robots into their facilities to work side by side with humans, they’re
creating more efficient workplaces and helping to reduce injury risk. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic has exacted a heavy toll on the manufacturing industry, it has also
driven a significant shift toward automation. 

Shortly after the pandemic hit in early 2020, global operations ground to a halt. A vast majority of the
industry’s workforce had to stay home, and businesses were forced to idle or slow production in the
face of weak demand. When factories eventually reopened, their owners were faced with implementing
new safety procedures and deep-cleaning schedules to protect workers. And a highly competitive
atmosphere in the industry meant many turned to automation in the workplace to maximize efficiency.

The robotics industry notched strong sales growth in 2020 driven by a fourth quarter that was the
second-best on record for North America. Sales rose 63.6 percent from the final quarter of
2019,according to the Association for Advancing Automation (A3), a robotics industry trade group.

“The surge in robot orders that we’re seeing, despite the pandemic, demonstrates the growing interest
in robotic and automation solutions,” notes A3 President Jeff Burnstein. “It’s promising to see the
growth of robotics in new applications and reaching a wider group of users than ever before.”
 

“The surge in robot orders that we’re seeing, despite the pandemic,
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Jeff Burnstein
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Autonomous mobile robots (AMRs) not only improve efficiency, they also offer another huge advantage
to workplaces: the ability to deal with the handling and moving of dangerous materials, or to lift and
transport heavy materials across factory floors, avoiding potentially costly injuries to human workers
and boosting their productivity.

https://www.automate.org/news/for-first-time-on-record-yearly-non-automotive-robotic-orders-higher-than-automotive-orders


What Are the 6 Steps in Safe Lifting?

When lifting an object from the floor, the Mayo Clinic recommends following
these six steps to prevent injury. (If an object is too heavy to lift safely, ask
someone to help you or make several trips carrying lighter weight.)

Start in a safe position: When lifting an object from the floor, stand as1.
close to the object as possible. Then kneel, resting one knee on the floor.
Don’t lift from a standing position with your waist bent or your knees
locked.
Maintain the natural curve in your lower back: With one knee resting on2.
the floor, tighten your core muscles—including the muscles in your
abdomen, back and pelvis—and lift the object between your legs.
Maintain the natural curve in your lower back, and don’t hold your
breath. Be careful to hold the object close to your body. Rest the object on
your knee as you prepare to stand.
Use your legs: As you stand, maintain the natural curve in your lower3.
back and keep your core muscles tight. Use your leg muscles—not your
back—to lift the object. Don’t twist when lifting. Step to the side if you
need to turn.
Squat instead of kneeling: Stand as close to the object as possible,4.
positioning it between your knees as you squat. Keep your feet parallel,
or stagger one foot ahead of the other. It might help to tilt one edge of
the object up to ensure a firm hold.
Let your legs do the work: As you stand, be careful to hold the object close5.
to your body. Maintain the natural curve in your lower back and keep
your core muscles tight. Use your leg muscles—not your back—to lift the
object.
Avoid twisting: When you’re standing and ready to move, continue6.
holding the object close to your body to decrease the strain on your lower
back. Keep your core muscles tight. Turn by pivoting your feet, not your
back.

As Honeywell notes in a recent report on AMRs, “innovations in vision, mapping, safety and other
technologies developed for self-driving vehicles” have enabled AMRs to “share the road” with human
co-workers and other vehicles and “respond to rapid changes in orders or logistics needs—all without
human intervention.” 

It’s worth noting that most companies have traditionally used forklifts to move heavy loads, and that
qualified drivers require training and certification—qualifications that can be hard to find in today’s
labor market. Forklifts are also a leading cause of warehouse injuries, leading to 79 work-related deaths
and 8,140 nonfatal injuries involving days away from work in 2019, according to the National Safety
Council.

Here’s how automation is helping to reduce workplace injury risks for humans:

No. 1: Lifting and Transporting Materials 

Physical overexertion is the most costly cause of workplace injuries nationwide, according to the 2020
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Liberty Mutual Workplace Safety Index, which tallies the leading causes of the most serious workplace
accidents that mean an employee misses more than five days from work. These injuries cost employers
$13.98 billion each year, according to the report.

Automated robotic platforms are helping to alleviate the problem. While employees would previously
have been required to lift a heavy item and push a cart around a manufacturing facility, mobile robots
can now take on the most labor-intensive jobs ranging from moving pallets or carts full of goods to
assisting human co-workers with repetitive and time-consuming tasks, such as pick-and-place
operations. 

Take, for example, the new “Stretch” robot from Boston Dynamics, which was designed to move boxes
in warehouses. The robot can reportedly move up to 800 cases an hour, which is a work rate that’s
comparable to that of a human employee.

These kinds of robotics are set to handle myriad material handling tasks in facilities delivering multiple
benefits, such as allowing companies to shift scarce and costly labor resources to higher-value jobs,
improving worker satisfaction and fatigue, and reducing injuries and turnover rates.

No. 2: Technologies That Improve Ergonomics

Occupational injuries and illnesses resulting in musculoskeletal disorders, or MSDs, are costly. They
occur when the body uses muscles, tendons and ligaments to perform tasks, often in awkward
positions, or perform frequent activities that over time can create pain and injury, according to the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Properly designed and configured workstations can help prevent these injuries, which are primarily
caused by overexertion and repetitive motions.

Smart workstation setups, configured to reduce waste and improve efficiency, provide employees with
a relaxed working position where work movements follow the body’s natural movements. 

Automation helps, too. Cobots, or collaborative robots, work alongside humans to take on repetitive
and physically demanding tasks at workstations to give people enough rest, boosting the safety of
workers. These robots make worker fatigue less problematic because robots can perform tasks for long
periods without breaks, and their performance doesn’t decline because of fatigue. 

Research shows that people are most at risk of occupational accidents and injuries when they don’t
take breaks often enough, or when the breaks are too short. 

A smart workstation may also include an adjustable table for upward, downward and angular
positions, or a chair with arm and back support. Storage bins and tools are located nearby for quick and
easy access, helping to keep clutter to a minimum and improving a worker’s ability to organize parts
around a workstation.

No. 3: Maintaining Safe Workplaces

Traditional hazards for manufacturing workers have included trips, slips and falls, exposure to heat,
cold and chemicals, or working on or near dangerous equipment. 

Now the COVID-19 crisis has introduced a new danger to workers: the coronavirus, and it has brought
workplace well-being to the fore, making health support a top concern for employers.

Technology is allowing companies to mitigate the effects of the virus on their workplaces, boosting
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employee safety and improving operational efficiency while allowing for safe social distancing
measures and staggered worker attendance.

In a recent report, McKinsey & Company points to a personal protective equipment (PPE) maker that
managed to expand production during the COVID-19 pandemic by using virtual reality glasses to
“expedite the final commissioning phase of their new manufacturing line,” overcoming travel
restrictions and ensuring the safety of their workforce. 

In this way, digital technologies are making remote work and collaboration possible, eliminating the
need for noncritical employees to enter a facility. Videoconferencing applications and wearable
technologies are also helping to maintain a safe distance between workers as manufacturing
operations continue. Supervisors can even monitor factory performance remotely and in real time,
deploying interventions when needed.

Manufacturers can prevent common avoidable injuries by using automation and technology to improve
workplace safety. Doing so can also increase productivity and can save manufacturers thousands of
dollars in lost productivity and workers’ compensation.

 

How are you using technology to keep employees safe? What strategies have you found most
successful? Share your thoughts in the comments below.
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