
COVID-19 AND INDUSTRY 4.0: WHY INVESTING IN DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES DURING 

A PANDEMIC? 

 

The global COVID-19 pandemic is causing enormous challenges and threats to 

organizations all over the world. With production facilities forced to close, a global travel 

and tourism crisis, and millions of workers at home, organizations around the world are 

increasingly thinking and worrying about what their future and that of their workers will be. 

At a time where the health of millions of individuals is at risk, and it is unclear whether many 

of the companies that are currently struggling will eventually reopen their doors at all, it is 

thus natural to question whether talking about investments in Industry 4.0 technologies still 

makes sense in this incredibly challenging times.  

 

At ECOS4IN, we are promoters of the Industry 4.0 paradigm as a way to sustain 

companies’ competitiveness – especially in traditional industries – by adding a digital layer 

to their production facilities and excellent competencies. Thus, here are some reflections 

from us about whether we think it can help businesses along this challenging path.  

 

1. More digital means more flexible 

 

In the long run, the COVID-19 crisis can become an opportunity to reflect on what the future 

might look like, and invest in the tools that can strengthen firms’ abilities to cope with sudden 

disruptions. At a time in which well-known market dynamics and consumers’ habits are 

inevitably going to change, it is mandatory for even small companies to optimize production 

workflows and sales distribution channels, reduce costs while possibly approaching new 

consumers, and digitize their creative and decision-making processes without necessarily 

relying on physical meetings.  

 

Increasing levels of digitization will become essential as periods of lockdown and 

constraints take hold. As of yet, many businesses are using softwares as a stopgap to keep 

going, however as regulations are being expanded, long-term investment in emerging 

technology and the introduction of modern infrastructures might well be required. Keeping 

into consideration this scenario, COVID 19 is likely to help drive Industry 4.0’s accelerator 

button. Ideally, among the many reasons for which 2020 will be recalled, one of them will 

be the advancement of new cutting-edge technologies, both in terms of their use and 

growth.  

 

Thinking about how digitalization may have shaped - or will shape - the way organizations 

respond to the sudden environmental crisis would help companies reflect on how some of 

the innovations experimented during this period can be adopted permanently. These 

reflections can lead to ideas on how to reform existing practices by embracing the changes 

brought by this pandemic at the societal level to become better businesses in the long run, 

and thus going back to business with an improved capability to deal with the next outbreak. 

 

2. More digital means more able to run activities as usual, but at a distance and in 

rapidly changing environments 

 



COVID-19 has also emphasized the possible applications and advantages of Industry 4.0 

technologies. Augmented reality, for instance, can allow skilled technicians off-site to help 

on-site workers to perform tasks while working remotely (fewer people at work, safer 

working conditions). Across China, police use thermal sensor drones to identify crowd 

members with a fever, and frameworks for smartphones are being developed to help 

monitor people with flu symptoms.  

 

Digital twins and simulation can help companies make scenario analysis about what will 

happen if their production plans would change, and thus allow them to test hypothesis and 

thus make more informed and reliable decisions. Artificial intelligence and advanced 

algorithms can help companies make sense of data about production plants, sales trends, 

operations, as well as what the consequences of changing demand landscapes might be. 

This is a critical skill in uncertain times when companies need to think entrepreneurially and 

foresee which new needs may emerge, which growth trends are expected to arise, and 

how they can diversify their business to preserve their competitiveness when a crisis arises. 

3D printing may enable companies to print their components should their supplier no longer 

be able to produce or send them. Furthermore, officials are looking for additive suppliers to 

identify ways for mass-production of equipment and safety measures for frontline staff. 

 

These technologies - at the heart of the Industry 4.0 paradigm - can thus help businesses 

determine the actions required to go back to normal and their timing at multiple levels, and 

help leaders keep their eyes wide open for the opportunities that crisis such as the one we 

are all experiencing will bring in the future.  

  

3. More digital means more able to cope with the pandemic changing normative 

landscape 

 

At time like these, the concept of an entirely functioning factory floor that does not require 

permanent human staff means regular production efficiency. As the COVID-19 pandemic 

takes hold, this idea takes urgent importance. It incorporates topics such as Big Data, 

Artificial Intelligence, and sensor networks, which during the pandemic leapt into the 

collective consciousness. COVID-19 has given yet another clear opportunity to shift to the 

smart production plant, along with smart production or smart printing processes. 

Intelligence would not be surprised to find that the organizations least impacted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic were the ones with the best automation practices and digital workflow 

empowerments already in place. The world should not be shocked to see that the 

companies least impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic were also the ones with the best 

practices in automation and automated process empowerments. Technology such as 

cobots and other automation systems, for instance, can allow some activities to be 

performed by fewer workers, and thus increase manufacturing companies’ ability to 

maintain social distancing between workers inside production plants. Thinking about new 

ways of working may provide companies with the resilience they need to thrive despite new 

competitive landscapes and severe disruptions caused by the crisis.  

 

The COVID-19 pushed Industry 4.0’s importance at the front line. Digital workflows and 

integration are no longer ‘mere’ priorities; they become the intrinsic need of the time. 

Through this pandemic, IoT equipments gave companies a path to maintaining revenue 

sources. The future is here but it can only be taken to its full capacity by the savviest 



companies. Regional and territorial ecosystems and cooperation between different regional 

actors will be critical in the next months to help companies keep investing in innovation 

despite these challenging times. We hope that transnational projects such as ECOS4IN will 

be a valuable means to sustain cooperation and foster positive change.  

 

Startup Initiatives In The Time Of Covid-19 

 

Examples of multiple innovative techs tools developed to handle the COVID-19 pandemic 

by a number of new Industry 4.0 Startups: 

 

● AddiFab : The Danish 3D-printing pioneer created PPE which protects front-line staff 

● against exposure to airborne vira like Corona, Sars and Mers by adapting the masks. 

https://www.addifab.com/ 

● Mizar: The company from Miñano, Araba is manufacturing 3D sanitary masks, visors and 

valves for respirators. http://mizaradditive.com/ 

● Optimus 3D: This startup from Vitoria-Gasteiz, Araba is utilizing its expertise and resources 

in the manufacturing of protective materials for nursing homes and health centers. 

https://optimus3d.es/ 

● Innovae: An innovative Startup from Donostia-San Sebastián, Gipuzkoa has used the 

advanced Augmented Reality Offers and developed a remote assistance solution. 

https://www.innovae.eu/ 


