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AGVs Improve Workplace 
Ergonomics

Automatic Guided Vehicles can reduce 
worker strain while increasing operational 
efficiency.

Improved efficiency is nearly always the 
primary justification for adding automatic 
guided vehicles (AGVs) to a manufacturing 
facility or warehouse. AGVs, however,  
can also bring considerable ergonomic  
benefits—benefits that will become increas-
ingly important to employers as their work-
force ages, increasing the potential for work-
place injuries.

“I think of AGVs as inherently ergonomic,” says JBT Corp.’s Mark Longacre, chairman of the Material  
Handling Industry of America’s (MHIA) Automatic Guided Vehicle Systems (AGVS) Industry Group. In  
many cases, Longacre says, using an AGV to transport products removes the person from the equation.
 
AGVs don’t have to entirely replace a worker, however, to provide ergonomic benefits. In a growing number of 
manufacturing, warehouse, and hospital applications, AGVs are working alongside people, making their work 
both more efficient and less strenuous.

Assembly
AGVs used in manufacturing plants for assembly operations can be equipped with different carriers that can 
raise, lower, and/or rotate the product being assembled to make part installation easier—and more ergonomic—
for assembly-line workers. 

In John Deere’s manufacturing plant in Horicon, Wisconsin, for example, automatic guided carts transport lawn 
tractors from one assembly station to another. “The carts are equipped with a scissor lift for ergonomic reasons,” 
says Jervis B. Webb’s Sarah Carlson, vice-chair of the AGVS Industry Group. “As they go to the various sta-
tions, they are adjusted for the height of the worker and for the task to be done at that station.” 

In such situations, says Carlson, it’s possible to program the hydraulic lifts to automatically adjust to the needed 
height as they approach each workstation. With today’s AGV systems, she adds, the controls are so user-friendly 
that users can easily change the programming when assembly processes change or new workers of different 
heights join the line.



Warehousing and Distribution
While assembly operations are a common application of AGVs, says Longacre, “where we’re seeing more ap-
plications now is in warehousing and distribution—even in the area of picking.” 

In many person-to-goods picking operations, order pickers walk around the distribution center with a pallet 
jack, building a mixed pallet of goods as they go. Some companies are now replacing that pallet jack with an 
AGV. The AGV not only increases picker productivity by choosing the most efficient route through the DC and 
by automatically retrieving empty pallets at the beginning of an order and dropping off full pallets at the end, 
says Longacre, “another special thing the AGVs can do during that picking process is position the pallet at an 
ergonomic height”—thus reducing the strenuous bending and stooping required of the picker. 

AGVs can also assist in goods-to-person picking. “In the case of goods-to-person,” says Longacre, “we’re typi-
cally bringing a cart with the proper items on it to the picker, and the picker is able to pick products off the cart.” 
The AGVs come and go automatically, speeding up the picking process and saving a picker from a long walk 
through the DC. In most goods-to-person applications he’s seen, says Longacre, AGVs simply bring carts to the 
picker and set them down, “but we could certainly equip the AGVs to lift the cart to a different height to make 
picking more ergonomic.”

Hospitals
Another growing application for AGVs is in hospitals, where they’re used to trans-
port fresh linens, food, and other items from central processing areas to patient floors. 
“Normally the alternative in a hospital is for a person to push around a cart, and those 
carts can be quite heavy,” says Longacre. “People get strains pushing those heavy carts 
around.” For many hospitals, the investment in AGVs is well worth the savings in time 
and risk of injury for their highly trained personnel.

AGVS Industry Group members are the Industry’s leading suppliers of automatic guided 
vehicle systems. They supply systems worldwide and in virtually every major manufac-
turing and distribution sector. The AGVS Industry Group is a recognized independent 

authority for end users and suppliers on market trends, standards, technology developments, and applications. 
Our mission is to promote the market growth and effective use of AGVs in manufacturing, warehousing, distri-
bution and other key markets. 

For more AGV case studies and information, visit www.mhia.org/agvs. To view the current members of the 
AGVS Industry Group, visit www.mhia.org/industrygroups/agvs/members. 
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