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SKF ups the digital ante - Göteborg plant 4.0 
 

Swedish group, SKF, has been implementing its digital transformation since 

2015, investing close to €19 million to carry out its digital revolution at its 

historical Göteborg plant which has, for over a century, been producing the 

quality bearings on which the Swedish group’s success is based. 

 

Over the years the plant has witnessed developments brought about by 

successive waves of automation including the introduction of the first forklifts 

in 1970, the implementation of lean manufacturing ten years later and the 

arrival of the first industrial robots in production in 1995.  

 

2015 saw the Göteborg facility launch the complete modernisation of its 

spherical roller bearing manufacturing plant. The initiative, based on a model 

called World Class Manufacturing, saw SKF gradually opening more sites in a 

bid to bring production closer to customers. The objective was to increase 

customer uptime and productivity by helping to reduce their stock levels and 

improve lead times.  

 

However, more sites led to a significant fall in production for European plants. 

The global bearing and rotating technology specialist reviewed its production 

tool and adapted it to a product catalogue that is as varied as ever but with 

smaller volumes to achieve the digitalisation goal which is not to produce 

more but to gain in flexibility.  
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Historically, the Göteborg plant ran four conventional production lines, each 

dedicated to the manufacture of only one type of bearing. Digitalisation 

resulted in the replacement of the four original lines with a new, almost 

completely automated 4.0 production line which can deal with different sizes 

and selections. Three of the previous lines have already been shut down while 

the life of the fourth line has been extended to serve as back up and will be 

shut down by December 2018 when the workshop’s digital transformation will 

be complete.  

 

The digital transformation incorporates a range of solutions from robots and 

AGVs (Automatic Guided Vehicles) to sensors and tablets. There are 22 

industrial robots on the new production line which is divided into four distinct 

units corresponding to four production steps namely grinding, assembly, 

marking and lubrication. In all, 25 different software applications are used to 

coordinate the process. A Manufacturing Execution System (MES) collects the 

production data in real time in order to control a certain number of activities 

such as the management of the Automatic Guided Vehicles (AGVs). This 

system is in turn coupled with new Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) 

software, linking production to demand to ensure the seamless running of the 

workshop operation which involves some 1,500 trips by the AGVs daily.  

 

In the grinding phase, the AGCs place the rings on pallets before being 

grasped by a massive six-axis robotic arm. Fitted with adaptive grippers on 

the wrist joint, the arm can grasp nearly 200 different types of rings (It takes 

just three seconds to automatically adapt to parts with a diameter of between 

180 and 400mm). Plunged into a closed chamber, the rings come out less 

than a minute later, ground and polished, for placement in a pallet whose 

volume is monitored by three 3D cameras. Once the pallet is full, an AGV 

takes it to the assembly island, after which follows the final two phases - 

lubrication and marking. The QuickCollect sensor, developed by SKF, ensures 

constant monitoring of machine operation. Operators who constantly move 

between workstations during the day are able to conveniently take 

instructions directly from their tablets.   
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With a wide range of solutions always available to solve a particular problem, 

SKF did not jump on all cutting-edge technologies. Instead, the company first 

thoroughly assessed each technology to ensure they met a real need before 

the process was integrated. For example, in order to be integrated into the 

new grinding unit, certain machines dating back to the 1980s were retrofitted 

with the addition of servomotors and an IoT layer. Automation was done 

without interrupting production.  

 

Digital transformation is an ongoing process at SKF as the company continues 

to strive in adding value by improving efficiencies, product quality and service 

delivery to the ultimate benefit of all its customers. 

 

 /Ends    
 
 
SKF is a leading global supplier of bearings, seals, mechatronics, lubrication systems, and services 
which include technical support, maintenance and reliability services, engineering consulting and 
training. SKF is represented in more than 130 countries and has around 17,000 distributor locations 
worldwide. Annual sales in 2017 were SEK 77 938 million and the number of employees was 45 
678. www.skf.com 
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