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A history of automation
In the past, something was called automated as soon as a 
small step was triggered by human interaction. Immediately, 
it could be transformed into an automated action with 
predefined rules, and carried out by a technical device. People 
were quite happy to implement a small function into a device, 
which was able to assist in simplifying recurring or unattended 
processes.

It was recognised that programming laundry machines to 
start operating at a predefined time was beneficial. Similarly, 
the error reduction from scanning a barcode number instead 
of typing in long number sequences was seen as a revolution 
in processing. 

The evolution of automation has developed very 
quickly over the past two decades. Regardless of whether 
the automation was introduced to B2B or B2C markets 
and stakeholders, it became an increasingly large part of 
businesses.

Evolution of automation?
The more automation became integrated into almost all areas 
of our lives, the more it was taken for granted. Automation 
has developed extremely well and has been an integral part 
of the industry for several years. 

Looking at the original drivers for automation, it is easy 
to see that they are now completely outdated and have been 
extended many times over. They include the following:

l Error reduction.
l Unattended work.
l Assistance to simplify process steps.
l Increasing consumer inquiries.

Figure 1 shows the current drivers of automation in a 
simple way, up to today´s requirements. The term automation 
once had a different meaning to what it is understood to 
mean now. With the advent of digital transformation and 
the Internet of Things (IoT), the term automation has had to 

be adapted. The drivers shown in Figure 1 represent a small 
summary that can be derived from different markets and 
requirements.

The simple distinction between the two different levels, 
in terms of safety and areas, makes it clear that automation is 
represented everywhere. 

The graphic also provides information about how 
knowledge has multiplied and how complex themes can be 
approached. In the past, it was unthinkable that a refrigerator 
would send a message to a smartphone when the door was 
not closed correctly. Today, this is almost a matter of course. 
Triggers of today´s business include the following:

l Cost reduction.
l Acceleration of processes.
l Inter-system communication.
l Inter-system automation.
l Artificial intelligence.
l Value-adding creation.
l Multi-system integration.
l Simplification.
l Start to end process automation.

If automation keeps developing as it has over the 
last decades, it will reach a dead end. The reason why is 
very simple: as shown above, the drivers have changed 
significantly. What was originally driven by technology and 
its devices is now only controlled by business processes, and 
the resulting multi-system integration and inter-system 
automation. Different markets, with all their customers and 
consumers, expect real added value in terms of function, 
cost, speed, and handling, or integration into their daily lives, 
including the entire, simplest installation. For these  reasons, 
two very clear questions can be deduced: 

l What are the “new” requirements?
l What do we have to pay attention to when we talk 

about automation?
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Process transformation first
The best approach for achieving high level, intelligent 
automation is to rethink and, where necessary, adapt the 
entire value chain and coherent processes. A good approach 
is the Jens Oliver Process Optimisation (JOPRO) model, which 
guides the user through the transformation’s black box. The 
basis of this rethinking is the JOPRO model.

In order to use the JOPRO model to its full potential, the 
following questions must be asked. The goal is to recognise 
the current situation, to understand it, and to completely 
overtake the remaining transformations.

What is the goal? 
Monetary and non-monetary objectives must be 
differentiated, as well as main and secondary/long and 
short-term goals.

What changes can I expect?
This does not only affect equipment. The same applies to 
processes, functions, and positions, even though they have 
been used successfully for years.

Which component/functional area is affected? 
Note that large functional areas may also be affected. The 
affected area is often not the first thing that catches the eye.

Where are the pain points?
The painful points are often the most unexpected findings. 
The less painful findings are often the ones that can be 
neglected throughout the whole process of change.

How can processes be optimised to achieve higher 
results?
The answer is often obvious: eliminating asymmetries 
that are quickly identified leads to a faster increase in the 
efficiency of processes and possibly also to higher revenues 
in the short term.

What are the intelligent goals?
Intelligent targets are vastly different from unintelligent 
targets. Simple goals can be achieved in the short and 
medium-term through simple means. This often does not 
require much transformation.

These questions should be explored in more detail. It 
is important that they are answered honestly and openly, 
without prejudice. The resulting findings are very valuable, 
as they simplify the automation process and offer a better 
introduction.

Learn
This first step towards the introduction of intelligent 
automation is the most important and most underestimated 
task. A solid basis for improvement and automation can 
only be achieved, if the exact work that is to be done 
is already known. The existing workflows have to be 
analysed intensively from the different perspectives of the 
individual functional areas. It behaves like the top-down 
communication of any company. The deeper it goes, the 
more detailed it gets.

The different roles they play in the observed processes 
must be taken into account. These can be, for instance, the 
roles of the operator, but also those of management or 
external stakeholders. It is extremely important to keep an 
eye on IT security at all times.

Pain
During the analysis of the affected transformation processes, 
points of pain occur very quickly. These can be simple things, 
such as usability issues, but also financial aspects, violations 
of the data flow, or time expenditure itself. 

Findings
Thus far, a new level of knowledge has been reached and 
the process managers have a solid basis for optimisation. 

Differentiation between small and big targets.

Evolutional change of automation.
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It is now imperative to define the minimum objective of 
automation, or rather, the minimum level of the basic steps 
in terms of automation. This is a necessary step, so as to 
define this specific goal at a lower level and not to lose 
focus on the more detailed goals.

Smart automation
The most effective way of adding value by making 
automation smart is to open the mind and consider all 
the possible situations. It is important to imagine both the 
positive and negative possibilities. 

Each target should be observed from a bird’s eye view, 
and the applicable process scenarios can be derived from 
this observation. Each of these theses must be proven to 
be feasible, and accepted by the stakeholders, financial 
influencing factors, etc. Here too, it is important to always 
focus on IT security.

Smart target vs target
In general, there are two goals. First of all, the minimum 
set of requirements must be achieved. If automation is only 
considered as it has been called in the past, the minimum 
requirements would have been met. The second objective is 
far more intelligent and therefore is called more precisely a 
Smart Target.

Through increasing the intelligence of the automation 
and using the JOPRO approach, higher spheres can be 
achieved and the desired process automation for pending 
changes can be enabled.

Smart Target takes several perspectives into account. 
From process satisfaction for stakeholders to surprising new 
solutions that really drive business.

Skills for smart automation
Smart automation requires slightly different development 
and execution skills than it did 15 years ago.

In the past, it was technical skills that were mainly in 
demand. These have driven the automation approach from 
the bottom-up. Most of the time, an existing technology 
has been integrated into the new approach. However, it is 
usually the case that these technologies cannot be adapted 
to the new process system. Nevertheless, many try to 
implement these in new processes through customisation. 
Unfortunately, this attempt often leads to unforeseeable 
problems, which are difficult and expensive to solve and 
which, contrary to the management’s strategy, cause more 
problems than they solve.

Today, it is no longer primarily a matter of technology. 
That is why smart automation puts the focus on topics other 
than just technology. Today, strategists and management 
have to think about what is needed, not just what is 
wanted. This transition and change of perspective also 
requires other skills.

Project management/process management
Effective and efficient project management is a basic 
requirement. Open communication within the organisation 
is extremely important. All relevant stakeholders must have 
access to the information they need.

Open-minded thinking
Think outside the box and do not obstruct new approaches. 
Change, both technological and process-oriented, is taking 
place much faster today.

Transferable thinking
Be prepared to take a completely different view. Every 
opinion in the project has a right to exist.

Commercial thinking 
It is important to generate real monetary added-value.

Experience 
The field of experience has two essential aspects. First, even 
though automation is, nowadays, a top-down process, it 
is essential to plan and integrate people from the “lower” 
part of the value-added chain in the planning, control, 
and implementation of the project. The principle of 
“learning from others” applies here. Second, a generation 
change should be used as an advantage. Make use of the 
experience and knowledge.

Strategy
The strategy must reveal the following:

 l Where the company wants to be in 5 years.
 l What the goals are.
 l What resources the company needs to implement in 

the project.

Conclusion
In consulting and implementing automation projects for 
customers worldwide, Axians has regularly experienced this 
area of tension. 

There are two essential aspects, which attention must be 
drawn to again and again, and which must be kept in mind 
and dealt with.

It is often the case that classic automation topics 
already exist or have been implemented. However, these 
are not sufficient to meet the future requirements of a 
company. The task is to identify and eliminate asymmetries. 
Furthermore, taking into account the existing automation 
and experience, the company must be prepared for the 
future with smart automation and set it up accordingly. 
This is supported by a broad knowledge of automation 
processes and, finally, is implemented with modern 
technologies.

The challenge is to work on automation projects with 
a holistic approach and to realise a clear and measurable 
added value for the customer. 
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