
  DILFAKTUELT    SEPTEMBER 2022    UDGAVE NR. 18      2322      DILFAKTUELT    SEPTEMBER 2022    UDGAVE NR. 18  

THE FUTURE IS
SMART ROBOTICS
For most companies, the question is no longer
if they should embrace robotics, but when, where
and how many.

by Dwight Klappich , Vice President and Analyst at Gartner
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Of all the supply chain technologies on the mar-
ket today, none arguably is as hot as robotics. De-
mand for and investment in robotics reach new 
heights every day. According to the Association 
for Advancing Automation, orders for workplace 
robots in the United States were up 40% year-
over-year in the first quarter of 2022.”1 

Gartner’s research — such as our annual “Supply 
Chain Technology User Wants and Needs Survey” 
(UWAN) — supports this finding, and we expect 
this trend to continue at this pace for at least the 
next three years. 

For 15 years, the Gartner UWAN survey has ex-
plored various digital and technology topics 
from a business user’s perspective. Research for 
this year’s study was conducted in Q4 2021 and 
had around 350 respondents that spanned geog-
raphies, industries and company sizes. 

One question asked in the study was, “Does your 
organization currently utilize or plan to use cy-
ber-physical automation2 in your manufacturing 
or warehouse operations?” An astounding 96% 
of respondents said that they either have auto-
mation or plan to use it in the future. While we 
thought this number would be high, we didn’t 
expect this level of interest in automation given 
the respondents’ diversity in terms of geograph-
ical location and company size. 

This high level of interest was also seen in a sepa-
rate study focused on robotic buying trends that 
we conducted with Peerless Research Group on 
behalf of Modern Materials Handling, Logistics 
Management and Supply Chain Management Re-
view. Fifty-two percent of survey respondents 
said they currently use or plan to use robots.3

In a follow-up question for our UWAN survey, 
respondents were asked to choose between the 
following two options for their primary moti-
vation for investing in automation: reducing la-

bor costs or addressing labor–availability issues. 
Again, we were surprised at the high percentage 
(66%) of companies that said that labor availa-
bility was their primary reason for investing in 
automation. In Q4 2019, the numbers were re-
versed, with 53% of respondents saying that la-
bor cost reduction was their primary motivation. 

The latest survey findings are affirmed by over 
a thousand conversations with Gartner clients 

DANSK RESUMÉ
Robotteknologi er uden tvivl det 
nyeste indenfor effektivisering af 
supply chain teknologi, hvor invest-
eringer og efterspørgsler er højere 
end nogensinde før. 

Med udgangspunkt i meningsmålinger 
foretaget af Gartner, dykker denne 
artikel ned i præcis, hvor vigtig robot- 
teknologi er for de individuelle virk-
somheder indenfor moderne supply 
chain management. Derudover giver 
artiklen et bud på, hvordan den 
fremtidige vækst indenfor området 
kommer til at se ud.
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Notes:
1. Lucas Manfredi, “US robot orders surge 40% as labor 
shortages, inflation persist,” FoxBusiness (June 1, 2022): 
https://www.foxbusiness.com/technology/robot-or-
ders-labor-shortages

2. According to the National Science Foundation, cy-
ber-physical systems or automation involves “integrat-
ing sensing, computation, control, and networking into 
physical objects and infrastructure, connecting them to 
the Internet and to each other.”

3. Bob Trebilcock, “The State of Robotics,” Modern Ma-
terial Handling (May 10, 2022): https://www.mmh.com/
article/the_state_of_robotics
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during 2021 and 2022. Companies say they are 
struggling to find and keep people even after in-
creasing hourly pay dramatically over the last 18 
months. For example, one Latin America–based 
Gartner client said even though their hourly la-
bor rates are low, they are considering automa-
tion because they have such a high annual work-
force turnover rate — upwards of 300%. 

EXPONENTIAL GROWTH AHEAD
For those companies that have already imple-
mented robotics, we wanted to explore their fu-
ture investment plans. First, we wanted to know 
if companies planned to increase the size of their 
existing robotic fleet, and 86% of respondents 
said yes, they do. Second, we wanted to know 
if companies were exploring new robotics use 
cases, and an astonishing 92% of companies said 
they are exploring new use cases. 

One of our customers is a good example of this 
phenomenon. The customer originally imple-
mented autonomous mobile robots (AMRs) for 
basic unit-load transport. Looking at their op-

erations, the customer then saw a possible op-
portunity to use AMRs to replace humans hauling 
dunnage. They did a simple proof of concept and 
found that they could repurpose some of their 
AMRs to take over what was seen as an unpro-
ductive use of their valuable and constrained hu-
man workforce. 

Combined, we believe these trends (see Figure 
1) will drive exponential growth in what Gartner 
refers to as “intralogistics smart robotics” over 
the next five years. An intralogistics smart robot 
(ISR) is “the class of smart robots that orches-
trate and perform work within the four walls of 
a site and can be mobile or stationary, operating 
autonomously or collaboratively with humans or 
other robots.” We believe this growth will mani-
fest in four ways.

1. Net new customer growth: As noted 
above, 96% of companies in our UWAN study are 
investing or plan to invest in automation. Addi-
tionally, nearly 30% of respondents to the ro-
botics study said they plan to invest in robotics 

FIGURE 1.  Gartner research shows high interest in intralogistics robots

Source: Supply Chain technology user wants and needs survey, Gartner, 2022
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for the first time. This is also consistent with the 
demand we see from Gartner customer inquiries 
where a very high number of customers are ac-
tively looking at or piloting robots for the first 
time. 

2. Robot fleet expansion: The second wave 
of growth will come from customers expanding 
their fleets of robots. As mentioned above, over 
80% of companies that already have invested 
in robots plan to expand their fleets. For exam-
ple, one Gartner customer said it started with a 
limited deployment of about 10 robots, but now 
plans to grow its fleet to 1,000 robots over the 
next 18 to 24 months. This expansion could come 
in two steps. First, companies might just increase 
the number of robots needed to perform certain 
tasks within a single facility. Larger companies 
will then expand their use of robots across facil-
ities. We see this with several third-party logis-
tics providers (3PLs) that have robust processes 
for socializing robots across their organization. 
They start in one site then look to deploy the 
same robotic solution across multiple sites over 
time with similar needs. 

3. Expanding robotics use cases: As compa-
nies mature their use of robotics, they will con-
tinue to explore new use cases where robotics 
can add value. I was on a panel discussing robot-
ics, and one panel member was from a very well-
known 3PL. He said the company was working on 
hundreds of robotics initiatives across its global 
operations. While use – case expansion could be 
with a single key supplier, it’s more likely that us-
ers will branch out across other types of robots 
and vendors.

Gartner believes that within 10 years the ma-
jority of medium to large companies will have 
heterogenous fleets of robots doing different 
things. A company might have one type of ro-
bot for collaborative picking, another type for 
heavy payload transport, and maybe another for 
single-item picking. For example, we have clients 
that have deployed goods-to-person systems 

— such as AutoStore or Exotec — and are now 
exploring “goods-to-robots” where instead of 
a human doing the picking, a robot picks indi-
vidual items from a tote leveraging vendors like 
Righthand Robotics or Berkshire Grey. 

4. Recurring revenue growth. Finally, most 
robotics solutions have a recurring revenue com-
ponent that typically scales based on the number 
of robots that a company uses. This recurring 
revenue stream generally includes the annu-
al cost of the fleet management software plus 
support, maintenance and upgrades for the soft-
ware, as well as robot hardware maintenance 
and support. Business growth will also be fueled 
by the compounding effects of this recurring 
annual revenue stream.  

Combined, these factors make robotics a very 
strong growth market for the next decade. This 
growth will be good for the robot providers, but 
it will also be good for robot buyers. Buyers have 
the need and desire for automation, and their op-
tions expand as innovation continues. However, 
in the end, the most important factor is that our 
research finds that robotic automation is good 
for buyers because, compared to other types of 
automation, it typically has a faster time to val-
ue, a quicker return on investment (ROI), shorter 
payback times, and offers more flexibility, scala-
bility, and lower risk./
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