


Germany was a very different place in 1946 – with its soci-
ety, culture, and economy all lying in ruins. It was at this 
difficult time that a man called Erwin Sick came to promi-
nence with his pioneering spirit, showing the courage of his 
convictions in the town of Vaterstetten near Munich. His 
idea? – To combine optics with electronics and use them in 
peaceful ways for the benefit of humanity. Referring to him-
self as the “Erfinder aus Leidenschaft” (“passionate inven-
tor”), he wanted to develop devices with the “wow” factor. 
These would offer “greater capabilities than other devices” 
and would stand out from the crowd thanks to their innova-
tion, quality, and distinctive benefits. Erwin Sick was moti-
vated personally – and in his entrepreneurial endeavors – 

by a desire to protect people and the environment, but it 
was also this very factor that led the incipient company in 
the direction of sustainable growth markets very early on.

At the end of September 2016, SICK AG will celebrate its 
70th anniversary. The company that Gisela and Erwin 
Sick originally intended to become a “healthy medi-
um-sized business with a select workforce of between 80 
and 100” is now a world technology and market leader 
in the area of sensors and sensor solutions for industrial 
applications – having become a global player with more 
than 7,500 employees and having achieved a sales vol-
ume of over EUR 1.25 billion in 2015.

FROM SENSOR TO SENSOR INTELLIGENCE
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The story of what is now SICK AG began shortly after the 
end of the Second World War. Basing themselves in an old 
barracks in their home town of Vaterstetten near Munich, 
Gisela and Erwin Sick single-mindedly followed their tech-
nological development aims: to produce opto-electronic 
devices that would be used for peaceful purposes. On Sep-
tember 26, 1946, the US authorities granted Erwin Sick 
the license he needed to establish a engineering firm. 
Erwin Sick secured the livelihood of his family for a tempo-
rary period by selling radios that he had made himself.

The first orders were received at the “ACHEMA” fair – an 
exhibition and congress for the chemical apparatus 
industry – in 1949. At the “German Inventor and New 
Development Trade Fair” in Munich in June 1951, Erwin 
Sick presented the first ever model of his light curtain and 
received a certificate for “exceptional creative perfor-
mance”. On October 20, the company registered a patent 
for the light curtain based on the autocollimation princi-
ple. This registration was a technical breakthrough.

At the "2nd International Machine Tool Trade Fair" in 
Hanover in 1952, SICK presented the first marketable 
accident prevention light curtain. The orders that fol-
lowed necessitated the expansion of serial production 
and further investments. His light curtain became estab-

lished on the market, along with a print mark control 
device that he developed.

It became clear that the family barracks would soon be 
too small to house the expanding company. In 1954, 
Erwin Sick tried in vain to obtain a loan from the Free 
State of Bavaria to build up the company. He managed 
to obtain one in the federal state of Baden-Württemberg. 
SICK moved from Munich to Oberkirch in Baden. At the 
new site, employees produced the print mark control unit 
and the light curtain in small series. By this point, SICK's 
products had already gained popularity with customers 
in France, Italy, and Switzerland as well as with compa-
nies based in Germany.

Just two years later, in 1956, the company had to move 
again because it needed even more space, this time relo-
cating to Waldkirch. By this stage, SICK had 25 employ-
ees. In October of the same year, SICK was granted the 
patent for a new type of photoelectric retro-reflective sen-
sor that would later become one of the company's stron-
gest products in terms of sales.

Back in 1958 - long before the environmental movement 
arrived on the scene - Erwin Sick applied for a patent for 
a smoke detection device. He hoped that the device 

THE EARLY YEARS 1946 - 
1971
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would help to prevent health hazards caused by smoke. 
This device was the starting point for the company's activ-
ities in the field of environmental measuring technology. 
Like the light curtain before it, this was a pioneering step 
for SICK. 

Over the following years, the company continued to grow. 
In addition, Erwin Sick founded the Institute for Automa-
tion in 1960 for the purpose of developing new technol-

ogies. However, the site in Waldkirch remained in charge 
of ongoing development and production.

In 1971, during the celebrations to mark the company's 
25th anniversary which were held in the town hall in 
Waldkirch, Erwin Sick was awarded the Federal Cross of 
Merit, First. Class. “Surely we need better and more use-
ful technology instead of simply more technology,” he 
said in his speech.
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At the beginning of the 70s, the company began to 
expand internationally. The first subsidiary was founded 
in France in 1972, which was quickly followed by a sales 
company in the USA in 1975.

In 1976, the company – previously run as a sole propri-
etorship – became Erwin Sick GmbH Optik-Elektronik. 
The company invested DM 10 million in a new building 
on Sebastian-Kneipp-Straße – which now bears the 
name Erwin-Sick-Straße – in Waldkirch. By 1977, the 
development, production, administration, and social 
facilities were all housed in one location with a floor 

space over 13,000 square meters. A training workshop 
was also built.

In November 1980, the Technical University of Munich 
awarded Erwin Sick his honorary doctorate in engineer-
ing in recognition of his contribution “to the scientific and 
constructive development of optical devices with elec-
tronic signal evaluation”. Two years later, Erwin Sick was 
awarded the Gold Diesel Medal “for his diverse inven-
tions in the field of opto-electronics”.

On December 3, 1988, Dr. Erwin Sick sadly died at the 

THE JOURNEY TO BECOMING AN INTERNATIONAL COMPANY
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age of 79 following a heart attack. Immediately after the 
death of her husband, Gisela Sick sent a message to the 
company management and employees. She promised to 
continue his life's work: “With the long-established expert 
guidance of our managing directors and your dedicated 
cooperation, we will ensure that Erwin Sick GmbH con-
tinues to succeed in the future.” Gisela Sick has been 
constantly guiding the company forward ever since as 
honorary chair of the Supervisory Board, a role in which 
she is now ably assisted by the next two generations of 
the family.

1972 -
1996
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Increasing globalization led to various developments, 
including the founding of subsidiaries in Spain, Finland, 
and Singapore. It was also during this period that Erwin 
Sick Engineering GmbH (based in Dresden) was founded, 
along with a new production site in Hungary.

In order to keep up with new requirements and remain 
competitive in the face of changing conditions, Erwin Sick 
GmbH became an “Aktiengesellschaft” (joint stock com-
pany) in 1996.

The following years were characterized by technical inno-
vations, including time-of-flight sensor technology and two- 
and three-dimensional camera sensors, and the technol-
ogy portfolio was expanded through the acquisition of 
companies including Maihak AG and Stegmann, a rotary 
encoder manufacturer based in Donaueschingen.

By the time the company celebrated its 60th anniversary 
in 2006, the SICK Group had over 4,000 employees 
worldwide. With over 40 subsidiaries and equity invest-

FROM INTERNATIONAL COMPANY TO MULTINATIONAL GROUP
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2016
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ments, SICK now had a presence in over 20 countries. 
Sebastian-Kneipp-Straße was renamed Erwin-Sick-
Straße in memory of the company founder.

In 2009, Gisela Sick was awarded the Medal of Merit by 
the federal state of Baden-Württemberg. The presenta-
tion speech praised her loyalty to the region, her courage 
and vision with regard to continuing the work of the com-
pany, and her commitment to training and professional 
development.

Thanks to globalization, the company continued to grow. 
Development and production facilities were set up in Sin-
gapore, Malaysia, and the USA to provide better support 
for customers based in Asia and America. By this time, 
the small company had become a global player, achieving 
sales of EUR one billion for the first time in 2013.

The four generations of the 
Sick family of owners.
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For 70 years, the SICK name has stood for innovative 
products and solutions which set standards in the field 
of sensor technology all over the globe. Brilliant ideas 
and exceptional pioneering spirit have produced auto-
mation technology which has changed the world. The 
work started by Dr. Erwin Sick in 1946 is being contin-
ued by over 7,500 employees all over the world as they 
embark on a new future with industry 4.0. With its prod-
ucts, SICK protects both people and the environment. 
SICK is helping to make processes more efficient and to 
preserve resources.

In 2004, SICK aligned its company slogan – “Sensor 
Intelligence.” – with the changes in the world of auto-
mation that were just starting to become evident at that 
time. Since then, this slogan has characterized SICK's 
commitment to technical intelligence, which extends far 
beyond sensor technology alone. Sensor intelligence 
has already become successfully established within the 
field of automation technology and is now a key part of 
Industry 4.0. The possibility of using a multitude of data 
to produce and supply goods in a more efficient and 
flexible way, while also saving resources and achieving 
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better quality, ultimately depends on the reliability of the 
data which forms the input of many process chains. This 
represents the fundamental starting point for complex 
systems to be able to make autonomous decisions. To 
put it in a nutshell: transparent data evaluation would 
be completely impossible without sensor technology.

70 years of SICK have produced 70 years of innovation 
in the field of sensor technology. With its new, intelligent 
sensors, SICK will keep setting standards in this field in 
the future and will promote the merits of useful technol-
ogy as its remarkable success story continues.
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