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“The primary mission of  Bristol Robotics Lab (BRL) is to understand the science, engineering and social role 
of  robotics and embedded intelligence. In particular, the key challenges surrounding adaptive robotics, 
namely: dealing with people and their unpredictability, unstructured and uncertain environments, and 
equipping robots for flexible roles”

Mission statement of  the Bristol Robotics Laboratory (BRL, 2020).



Key challenge 
- road safety

But what other 
challenges are 
we missing?

What challenges 
are we creating?

Who will  benefit?

Who will lose?

How will public roads be 
transformed?

What are the 
environmental impacts?

What if  ‘self  driving’ cars 
will never be adopted?

What if  they will be 
implemented only in 
particular contexts?





TYPOLOGIES OF INTERDISCIPLINARITY

• Huutoniemi's et al. (2010) review recommended to analyse interdisciplinarity asking 1. Which 
disciplines are integrated? 2. How is it done in practice? 3. Why does interdisciplinarity take 

place? 

• Kelly’s (1996) typology of  narrow/wide interdisciplinarity



THEORIES FOR DOING INTERDISCIPLINARITY

• O’Donovan et al (in press) bring attention to capabilities to perform collaborative research: 
individual (skills), cognitive (training), social (networks), and organisational (funding) enablers 

of  research

• Barry et al (2008) brings attention to the guiding logics: accountability, innovation, and 

ontological change (i.e. reframing technical objects as both material and social)



METHODS

1. Bibliometrics: 644 (Scopus) and 485 (Web of  Science) peer-reviewed publications (2004-
2020), categorisation of  disciplines following Carley et al 2017 and co-occurrence of  most 

prominent keywords

2. Content analysis: 63 recent projects (2015-2020), data from BRL website, grant 

announcements, staff  profiles. Charting who collaborates and how research in framed.

3. Qualitative fieldwork: 13 interviews with BRL staff, observations and workshops (2018-2020) 
to research conditions making interdisciplinarity possible















Diverse 
logics and 
rationales 
for robotics 
research

• Assistive living robotics: 
innovation, market creation, 
dealing with crisis, accountability 
to society

• Bioenergy centre: 
experimentation, tackling poverty
• Connected autonomous vehicles: 

testing innovation, market growth



Interdisciplinary 
capabilities for 
engaging with 

real world needs

• BRL avoids a one-size-fits-all blueprint for 
public-funded robotics
• A diversity of capabilities for distributing, 

rather than concentrating, research resources 
and power – shaped by funding
• Accelerating vs steering robotics

• Funders, scientists, industry partners and end-
users both gain and lack capabilities to steer the 
direction of research and research policy.
• Especially in large consortia, who ensures 

benefits are shared by all?



“What’s the point of 
productivity if we 

don’t all gain”
- Roboticist at BRL


