
Robotics experts give life to 
Asimov’s ‘three laws’
A group of academics, industrialists and lawyers has 
drafted a set of principles on building and using robots, 
hoping to widen the debate on the ethics of robotics, 
following a retreat organised by the Engineering and 
Physical Sciences Research Council.

The five principles were inspired by science-‐fiction 
writer Isaac Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics, which were 
used most famously in his book I, Robot. Asimov’s laws 
state that robots may not harm people, must obey orders 
from human beings and must protect their own exist-‐
ence, provided that they do not contravene the first two 
laws in doing so.

The real-‐life principles are likely to include that robots 
should not be designed purely as weapons other than 
for national security reasons, robots should be built to 
comply with existing laws and that people are ultimately 
responsible for the actions of robots. The group also 
states that these people should be identifiable.

The principles also state that while it may be desirable 
for a robot to appear to have emotions, this potential 
technological leap should not be used to exploit vulner-‐
able users. This would apply to robotic devices that are 
used for entertainment or companionship. 

The group concluded that, before attempting a public 
debate on the matter, a more united front needs to be 
reached between scientists, in order to cover all bases.

“We brought together people not just from the 
technology areas but from the humanities, social sci-‐
ences and law,” says Stephen Kemp, Control, Systems 
Engineering and Robotics Portfolio Manager at the 
EPSRC. “The technologists realised that there are a lot 
more voices in the conversation about potential applica-‐
tions than they originally thought so before they even go 
and talk to the public about the public’s concerns, they 
need to have some more interdisciplinary conversations 
and research with their academic partners across the rest 
of the university departments.”

Kemp suggests that by talking to specialists in other 
fields, robotics researchers will be better prepared to 
think about the ethical questions that are thrown up by 
the expanding use of autonomous systems in areas such 
as healthcare and home help for the elderly.

The retreat took place in Hampshire between 
29 September and 1 October.
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The Office for Life Sciences is being considered for the 
chop in the forthcoming government spending review, 
Liberal Democrat peer Phil Willis has said. 

Willis told Research Fortnight he had received informa-‐
tion that the OLS was being discontinued. “Nothing is 
reliable at the moment as it’s such a fast moving space…
but the OLS is definitely in the firing line,” he added. 

Responding to Willis’ question on the future of the 
OLS, Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
minister Judith Wilcox told the House of Lords on 27 
September that the office would, “continue to work to 
improve the UK business environment for life sciences 
companies”. 

However a BIS spokesman said he did not want to 
speculate on what might happen after the compre-‐
hensive spending review. “The [CSR] discussions are 
ongoing and wouldn’t want to go into details while that’s 
happening,” he added.

The OLS is not a quango, but as a government office 
receives funding for 14 full-‐time staff direct from the BIS 
administration budget, added the spokesman. 

Made up of officials from across government depart-‐
ments, the OLS was set up in January 2009 by then 

science minister Paul Drayson to boost UK life sciences 
in collaboration with industry and academia. In May, it 
was restructured to become fully subsumed into BIS. 

The chief executive of the Association of the British 
Pharmaceutical Industry, Richard Barker, says he is 
confident the OLS will not be cut. “It’s very important 
that everybody recognises that the creation of the OLS 
wasn’t some sort of whim of the last government,” he 
says. “We argued that we need joined up policymaking 
across Whitehall if you’re to stop the process of losing 
our competitive edge—that applies as much as ever.” 
Barker adds that the OLS has already led “to more and 
faster progress”, than in previous years.

Industry groups have praised the office as a model 
that countries such as Sweden and the US are consid-‐
ering emulating. In an email to Research Fortnight the 
BioIndustry Association listed improving the environ-‐
ment for the clinical trials in the NHS, the foundation 
of “capability clusters” of research fields and the UK 
Innovation Investment Fund as areas where the office 
has already had an impact. 
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