
 

Newsletter   
 

  

 
  

Dear Readers,  
4flow is working intensively to enable the possibilities of technology in 

very specific customer situations. In this newsletter, you’ll read about 

two prime examples: robotic process automation in freight auditing and 

big data analytics in manufacturing networks. 

Alongside the many implementations of such innovative solutions, the 

entire 4flow team participated in developing and adopting our 2025 

strategy in a process that lasted several months last year. We will strate-

gically develop our entire portfolio of products and services as well as 

our footprint, while pursuing clear objectives. You can look forward to 

exciting developments at 4flow over the next few years. 

The ability to optimize current services and operational business activi-

ties while generating long-term strategic innovations at the same time is 

often described as ambidextrous. Sometimes I wonder why complicated 

words are used to convey what should be so easily understood.  

We hope you enjoy reading this latest issue. 
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Process automation at Continental in Shanghai 
4flow supports Continental in the evaluation and implementation of RPA  

Robotic process automation (RPA) is a relatively new but rapidly evolv-

ing technology. In a successful pilot, Continental Automotive Holding 

Co., Ltd. in Shanghai and 4flow, selected and implemented processes 

suitable for automation with RPA. Thanks to the successful implementa-

tion of RPA, efficiency for the automated processes was increased while 

the error rate was lowered, which ultimately resulted in reduced costs. 

As a globally operating automotive supplier that produces parts includ-

ing electronic brake systems, body electronics, and electronic drivers 

and offers after-sales services, Continental is among the digital leaders 

in its industry. As a driver of innovation, it also strives to lead in other 

technology areas. Working intensively with RPA gives the company a 

leading advantage in knowledge on the technology and of course more 

stable and efficient processes help to secure an edge in a climate of  

international competition and increasingly complex supply chains. 

 
Continental produces electronics for vehicles in Shanghai, China © Continental AG 
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Process automation in the future 

While the topics of digitization and automation are ever-present, robots 

for process automation are still uncommon. RPA, however, is on the rise 

as a technological approach in which robot software replaces humans in 

performing repetitive, rule-based processes. Its potential in logistics and 

supply chain management is enormous. "4flow has already successfully 

implemented robotic process automation for several customers. We are 

familiar with the technology and see the positive results that can be 

achieved with relatively little effort. We are therefore certain that the au-

tomation of processes using RPA in logistics and supply chain will pro-

gress significantly in the years to come”, said Soeren Hagen, partner at 

4flow and head of 4flow’s office in Shanghai, China. 

In logistics there are many repetitive tasks that generate a lot of manual 

effort which, on account of their monotony, are prone to error. This can 

include master data and parameter maintenance, notifications, booking, 

assigning, ordering, scheduling or creating reports. Robot software can 

take on these tasks, while increasing the speed of processing and reduc-

ing the rate of error. Employees in turn, are freed from repetitive routine 

tasks and can devote themselves to value-adding tasks. 

Small effort, large benefits 

Until now, automation efforts have not been successful mainly because 

the process of transferring data into a leading system is too expensive or 

not possible. RPA, in contrast, interacts with the existing heterogeneous 

system landscape where it can be seamlessly embedded. The effort is 

usually quite low, and the return on investment (ROI) is achieved quick-

ly. In such a favorable cost-benefit ratio, Continental also recognizes the 

great strength of RPA. 

Low complexity with the greatest possible savings potential – these 

were the criteria by which Continental and 4flow prioritized the jointly 

identified potential use cases. In a detailed evaluation, the individual 

implementation effort for design, modeling and testing was first esti-
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mated and then calculated against personnel expenses – which could 

be saved. Based on the ROI analysis that followed, two of the identified 

use cases were selected for the joint pilot project. 

ROI achieved in less than six months 

The first use case involved monthly invoice verification, with the robot 

comparing invoiced items against a price list and – upon encountering  

a deviation – automatically requesting the relevant service provider to 

recheck. The second use case involved handling surcharge claims. The 

robot verified whether the category and amount in the system matched 

the details on the claim form, automatically correcting them where  

necessary. 

For the two use cases, 4flow modeled the RPA software and successful-

ly implemented it after an intensive test phase. In doing this, first the as-

is situation and individual tasks chosen for automation were document-

ed and standardized, then the target process was defined and pro-

grammed. Once this was completed, the resulting robot software was 

tested with real data and then put into operation. The pilot project was 

completed with the handover of all documents including a comprehen-

sive operating manual, and RPA training for Continental employees.  

For both use cases, the ROI was realized in less than six months. 

Go-live within days  

The entire project, from evaluating the potential to successful imple-

mentation, was completed within days – and this included the devel-

opment of a roadmap to be used for the remaining use cases. After only 

two weeks from the start of the project, it was possible to increase the 

efficiency of automated processes by more than 20 percent. In addition, 

awareness about the larger topic of process efficiency was increased 

and transparency was improved. 

"RPA exceeded our expectations. Together with 4flow, we carried out  

a first pilot with little investment in time or money and after only two 

weeks, were able to significantly save costs and increase process quality 
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and speed. The investment quickly paid for itself, and now we continue 

to benefit from the savings and knowledge advantage”, said James Jian, 

Head of Transportation, Packaging and Warehousing at Continental. 

Based on these convincing results, Continental is planning another 

rollout. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

YUAN ZHANG,  
4flow consulting 

y.zhang@4flow.com  
 

XUEWEI QIN,  
4flow consulting 

x.qin@4flow.com  
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Big data enables more efficiency in collaborative 
manufacturing networks 
4flow and partners research secure reference architecture for data exchange in 
SmartCoNet project 

How can large amounts of data can be shared in collaborative manufac-

turing networks without jeopardizing business secrets? To answer this 

question, 4flow has been conducting research together with partners in 

the project SmartCoNeT (Smart Control of Customer-Based Collabora-

tive Manufacturing Networks with Secured Transparency). The objec-

tive is to enable cooperating businesses to optimize their collaboration 

in terms of large amounts of data – helping individual partners as well as 

the entire network to work more efficiently. 

Apart from 4flow, SmartCoNeT partners include Festo, manufacturer of 

scheduling and automation technology, Orkli, manufacturer of heating 

and air conditioning technology, optics manufacturer, Ariatech, as well 

as the Korea Institute of Industrial Technology and the Karlsruhe Insti-

tute of Technology. 

A stronger exchange of data in collaborative manufacturing networks 

improves the competitiveness of all participating businesses. If, for ex-

ample, components can vary in dimension when processed by partner 

companies, large amounts of waste can be avoided and save costs for 

both businesses. Concern about business secrets is quite often the sole 

obstacle.  

Although solutions for a risk-free sharing of data in collaborative manu-

facturing networks have long existed in theory, it is only through today’s 

possibilities for processing very large amounts of data that they have 

become relevant to practice.  
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Open standard for secure data exchange 

SmartCoNeT uses data-driven models to create recommendations for 

cooperation in networks and develop reference architecture for data 

exchange – in consideration of security aspects – as an open standard. 

The research models were put to practice in several use cases. 

“The possibilities for applying the results of our research in supply chain 

in the future are diverse. Live-route planning or shipment tracking 

comes to mind, said Dr. Stefan Wolff, CEO of 4flow. 

The project, which is international in scope, is funded by Germany’s 

Federal Ministry of Education and Research.  

4flow also contributes its expertise in the area of big data – along with 

partner Festo – to research projects such as ReKoNeT (data-based regu-

lation of collaborative value creation networks by means of protected 

transparency). 
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International case study competition for master’s 
students from Europe, China and the US 
4flow challenge teams to develop solutions for last mile delivery 

What challenges are posed by the rapid growth of e-commerce and  

increasing urbanization for last mile delivery? This topic will be tackled 

by students from Europe, China and for the first time – the US – in the 

fifth 4flow challenge, a supply chain case study competition for master’s  

students.   

“The many solid approaches to cutting-edge issues in supply chain de-

livered by the participants year after year never cease to impress me. 

And we also get the opportunity to discuss recent technological devel-

opments with the students,” said Dr. Stefan Wolff, CEO of 4flow.  

The competition will begin with the presentation of a case study task.  

The best teams from Europe, China and the US will be invited to the  

finals in June 2020 at 4flow’s headquarters in Berlin, Germany. In addi-

tion to the chance to win attractive prizes, participants will gain exciting  

insights into the work of consultants and visit a leading retail company’s 

distribution center.   

 
Students address the most recent topics in supply chain in the 4flow challenge  
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4flow team supports humanitarian aid projects 
Friends Kinderhilfe and Cities Without Hunger  

4flow acts in accordance with the principles of the UN Global Compact. 

This is the largest and most important global initiative for responsible 

corporate leadership. It serves to shape globalization in a more socially 

and ecologically responsible way. As part of its commitment to social  

responsibility, 4flow supports various aid initiatives.  

Last year, 4flowers were asked to name humanitarian aid projects they 

felt were particularly worthy of supporting. From a long list, two projects 

were then selected. Friends Kinderhilfe International and the aid organi-

zation, Cities Without Hunger, received the greatest number of votes.      

The Friends Kinderhilfe organization is active in Sri Lanka where it  

focuses on supporting projects in education. Among the achievements 

possible with 4flow’s assistance were the renovation of a school build-

ing and the purchasing of school uniforms. Cities Without Hunger, 

which is committed to small farmers in Brazil, put 4flow’s proceeds to-

wards the purchase of a manioc root peeling machine for a cooperative 

– to help families switch from tobacco farming to organic farming for a 

variety of crops.  

    

 
 



 
 
 
 
4flow newsletter, 1/2020 issue, page 10/11 
 

 

4flow news 
4flow Logistics Day – Sustainably reducing transportation costs 

in digital supply chains by using an iTMS 

How can transportation structures be optimized using digital solutions 

to reduce costs for the long term? This topic was explored by speakers 

from AGCO, Wilo, and the FH Münster University of Applied Sciences 

on January 30, 2020 at 4flow Logistics Day in Munich, Germany. The 

experts explained how businesses use innovative TMS solutions to suc-

cessfully plan their networks and intelligently manage their inbound and 

outbound flow of goods, along with any specific challenges they face.  

4flow presentation on machine learning in intralogistics at the 

German Material Flow Congress 

Whether through forecasting, classification, optimization, or speech and 

image recognition – the potential of machine learning and artificial intel-

ligence in intralogistics is enormous. And with increasing amounts of da-

ta, computing capacity and market-ready technologies, the barriers to 

implementation are disappearing. Markus Bauer from 4flow consulting 

will demonstrate what is required when implementing a machine learn-

ing algorithm using a specific use case in his presentation at the German 

Material Flow Congress in Munich on March 19, 2020.  

BVL’s master’s thesis award for supply chain visibility 

Alexandra Lorenzen of 4flow received the Thesis Award from BVL In-

ternational. The award recognizes outstanding bachelor’s and master’s 

theses. Alexandra’s thesis focused on supply chain visibility and how 

almost real-time process monitoring can help boost the performance of 

the end-to-end supply chain.  
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In the spotlight 
David Mueller – Manager at 4flow in Pilsen 

David Mueller is a specialist in supply chain  

operations. He joined the 4flow management 

team in Pilsen, Czech Republic, in 2015 and 

since then he has worked as a team leader on 

several customer projects – mainly in the auto-

motive industry. Since September 2019, David 

has worked intensively on the implementation of 

an iTMS for the entire transportation network of 

a globally operating vehicle manufacturer. The project is currently in the 

go-live phase. After completing business management studies at the 

Academy of Commerce in Pilsen, David worked in areas including ERP 

implementation, material management and intralogistics.  

Speaking about his role as manager, David sees enormous value in 

teamwork. “Everyone on the team is from a different background and 

that can be difficult, but at 4flow this diversity is our strength.” In daily 

operations involving more than 2,000 parties in the customer network, 

David emphasizes that good communication is key to delivering great 

results.  

On working at 4flow, David appreciates that its values are truly lived. 

“4flow values are not just signs on the walls. People are always respect-

ful of one another and everyone is encouraged to actively contribute 

their ideas to get the best possible results for our customers”. 

In his spare time, the Pilsen native likes to swim and play chess. Though 

his family life keeps him busy outside of work, when he finds the time, 

David also enjoys woodworking – something he describes as a healthy 

counterbalance to the digital world.   
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