
  
 
 
 

OIT-72-E 
February 2026 

 

 

 
This case was prepared by Professor Joan Jané. February 2026. 
All the material contained in this document has been developed by the author unless otherwise stated. 
IESE cases are designed to promote class discussion rather than to illustrate effective or ineffective management of a given 
situation. 
 
Copyright © 2026 IESE. To order copies contact IESE Publishing via www.iesepublishing.com. Alternatively, write to 
publishing@iese.edu or call +34 932 536 558. 
No part of this content may be reproduced, incorporated into public AI platforms or services, transmitted, distributed, 
disseminated, or made available to third parties without IESE's authorization. 
 
Last edited: 15/7/26 

 

Midwest Industrial Components: betting on humanoid 
robots? 
Automation limits, labor scarcity, and a CEO's decision 
Joan Jané 

 

A decisión on the factory floor 

At 6:15 a.m., the Bloomington plant was already loud. 

Sarah Whitaker had paused just inside the entrance, hard hat in hand, watching forklifts weave 
between pallets stacked with unfinished components. A red light had flashed above one of the 
computer numerical control (CNC) cells on Line 4. The machine had been down for 12 minutes—
long enough to throw off the entire morning schedule. 

“Third time this week,” the supervisor had said, almost apologetically, as he had walked her 
toward the line. “We’re short again today. Two no-shows.” 

Whitaker had nodded. She had heard the same explanation in Dayton the week before, and in 
Evansville the month before that. The pattern was no longer episodic; it was structural. On Line 4, 
an operator was manually repositioning metal parts that had arrived in bins with slightly different 
orientations. The task required judgment—small adjustments, quick visual checks, instinct built 
over years. It was exactly the kind of work Midwest Industrial Components’ (MIC) automation 
struggled with—too variable for fixed robots, too repetitive to rely on scarce human labor. 

Whitaker had watched for a moment longer than usual. Two days earlier, MIC had missed a 
shipment to one of its largest automotive customers after a similar staffing gap cascaded 
through the line. The parts had been expedited at MIC’s expense, and the customer had issued 
a formal notice that cited repeated delivery failures. The penalty had been modest in financial 
terms, but the message was not. 
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MIC had built its reputation on such flexibility. Over several decades, MIC had grown into a leading 
supplier of precision mechanical components for automotive, heating, ventilation, and air 
conditioning (HVAC), agricultural machinery, and industrial equipment manufacturers. Customers 
had relied on MIC when designs changed, volumes fluctuated, or quality tolerances tightened. The 
company’s high-mix, medium-volume model had been its a competitive advantage for decades. 
But lately, that advantage had felt fragile. 

On-time delivery had been slipping well below customer expectations. Overtime costs had been 
rising, injury incidents were becoming more frequent, and staffing gaps had persisted across all 
three plants despite aggressive recruiting efforts. 

Whitaker’s phone vibrated as she had climbed the stairs to the mezzanine. A message from the 
CFO had said, “Board call moved to Friday. Apptronik proposal now item #1.” 

She had leaned against the railing and looked down at the line again. The Apptronik proposal 
had arrived two weeks earlier and it had not left her desk since. The Austin-based startup was 
offering something MIC had never seriously considered: humanoid robots—mobile, AI-enabled 
machines designed to walk factory floors, handle tools, and perform tasks that traditionally 
required human judgment. 

The pilot had proposed the placement of 20 humanoids across 2 plants. It had been proposed 
that the robots would tend machines, select parts from unstructured bins, assist with assembly 
preparation, perform palletizing, and conduct basic quality checks. The price tag—$11 million 
over 18 months—was significant for a company operating on thin margins. 

The board had seen the opportunity in this. “China isn’t waiting,” one director had said during 
an earlier conversation. “Some of our competitors are already experimenting with this. If 
humanoids become the standard, laggards won’t get a second chance.” Others had been 
uneasy. “We’ve been burned before by immature automation,” another director had warned. 
“This isn’t software. When things fail on the shop floor, they fail loudly.” 

Whitaker had felt the weight of both arguments. She had spent her career in manufacturing—
15 years at Cummins, then senior operations roles before becoming the chief executive officer 
(CEO) of MIC in 2023. She had deeply believed in technology as an enabler, but equally believed 
in trust in the workforce. Two of MIC’s plants were unionized. Rumors of “robots that walk like 
humans” had already been circulating on the floor, and not all of them were benign. 

An operator had glanced up at her from Line 4 and waved. Whitaker had waved back. She had 
known that doing nothing was also a decision. Labor shortages were not easing. Customers were 
not becoming more patient. Moreover, signals from abroad—from Japan’s precision factories 
and China’s rapidly scaling pilots—had suggested that humanoid robots were moving faster than 
many had expected. 

Nevertheless, committing MIC to an unproven technology carried real risk: operational 
disruption, workforce resistance, and dependence on a startup whose future was uncertain. 

When the machine on Line 4 finally restarted, Whitaker had checked her watch. She had noted 
that she had only 48 hours to face the board and to recommend whether MIC should move 
forward with the humanoid pilot as proposed, delay adoption while strengthening existing 
automation, or pursue a more limited experiment to buy time. 

Each option had consequences—for MIC’s customers, its workforce, and its future as a US-based 
manufacturer. 
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MIC: a successful but increasingly constrained manufacturer 

MIC was founded in 1981 as a family-owned machine shop that served regional automotive 
suppliers in the US Midwest. Over four decades, the company steadily expanded while remaining 
privately held. By 2025, MIC had grown into a midsize industrial manufacturer, with operations 
in Indiana and Ohio and annual revenues of approximately $780 million. MIC’s financial and 
operating profile is summarized in Exhibit 1. 

MIC produced precision mechanical components utilized in automotive systems, HVACequipment, 
agricultural machinery, and industrial equipment. Its customers included 22 large OEMs and 
approximately 180 smaller manufacturers. Many relationships were long-standing, built on MIC’s 
ability to meet demanding specifications, manage variability, and respond promptly to changing 
customer requirements. 

Between 2015 and 2022, MIC had steadily invested in incremental automation, installing industrial 
robots for machining, stamping, and other repetitive tasks. These investments had improved 
quality and productivity in stable operations and had offset the rising labor costs. However, a 
significant share of MIC’s workflows—particularly those that involved unstructured material 
handling, variable assembly, machine tending, and final inspection—remained dependent on 
human labor. MIC’s management had estimated that extending traditional automation into these 
areas would require significant retooling with uncertain payback. 

Financially, MIC had remained profitable but operated under structurally tight margins typical 
of Tier-1 and Tier-2 industrial suppliers. In 2025, its gross margins had averaged 22% while its 
EBITDA margins were approximately 7.5%. Its annual capital expenditures had ranged between 
$30 million and $40 million, primarily allocated to equipment upgrades, maintenance, and 
selective automation projects. Management had viewed the company as financially stable, but 
with limited room to absorb sustained cost shocks or operational disruptions. 

Simultaneously, the company was also facing increasing customer expectations. Several of MIC’s 
largest original equipment manufacturer (OEM) customers began demanding shorter lead times, 
higher on-time delivery performance, and explicit assurances around supply continuity. On-time 
delivery, which had historically exceeded 95%, had fallen to 87% over the previous 18 months, 
thereby reflecting growing strain in MIC’s operations. Although no major contracts had been lost, 
customer account teams had reported an increasing number of direct conversations regarding 
MIC’s ability to maintain output during labor shortages or demand spikes. 

Internally, labor availability—not demand or installed capacity—had become the company’s most 
binding constraint. Despite wage increases, signing bonuses, and expanded recruiting efforts, over 
400 production positions across 3 plants had remained unfilled. To meet customer commitments, 
MIC had heavily relied on overtime and temporary labor, thus increasing costs and contributing to 
higher injury rates, particularly in material handling and assembly operations. 

Senior management had not viewed MIC’s challenges as the result of poor execution. The company’s 
plants were well maintained, its engineering capabilities were respected, and its customer relationships 
had remained strong. However, leadership had been increasingly questioning whether MIC’s existing 
operating model—built around skilled human labor supplemented by traditional automation—could 
sustainably scale under tightening labor markets and intensifying global competition. 
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