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Abstract—In this contribution, the rising public and govern-
mental interest in the impact of interactive robots is used as an
argument for a stronger focus on narratives in HRI research.
First, the concept of the narrative is further developed, while
looking into its use in social research. Based on that it is
explained how clear connections can be drawn between concept
of the narrative and robotic technologies. The contribution then
elaborates on the possible role of narrative approaches in HRI
research. It entails a focus on developing new methodological
trajectories, while it also would add to the range of possible
research material. In this context, it is explained how the concept
of the narrative can be further embedded in HRI research.
Finally, connections are drawn between a narrative approach
and existing trends in HRI research.

Index Terms—technological imaginaries, methodology, narra-
tive approach, robot ethics, societal impact

I. INTRODUCTION

The current and potential interactive capabilities of robots
are becoming an increasingly prominent topic of concern.
Whereas robots and other automata have a long history of
capturing the human imagination in both positive and negative
ways, the rise of novel generations of robots are causing new
kinds of stir [1], [2]. There is a growth in public discourse
about robots’ impact, often combined with concerns about
the development of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies
[3], [4]. Moreover, governments have started to explicitly
engage with the (potential) interactive capabilities of robots
[5]. Even though there are still many types of interactive robots
that are not yet ready to be implemented on a large scale,
the consequences of their implementation are already highly
anticipated.

A good example that illustrates this development can be
found in the priorities that both the European Commission
and European Parliament have defined in several statements
and initiatives on robotic and AI technologies during recent
years. Ethical approaches play a central role in this type of
considerations about the future of robotics, as they should
help to create a framework for developing trustworthy and
human-centered robots [6], [7]. In this spirit, the Commission
argues for instance for setting up a ”regulatory framework to
ensure trust in AI systems while promoting the EU’s value-
based approach” [8, p.9]. Furthermore, there is a strong focus
on “fundamental rights such as human dignity and privacy
protection” [9, p.2]. In short, apart from the general idea of
robotics as an important competitive technology for the future
in terms of economic policy-making, the EU is pushing a

strategy focused on building trust in robots in combination
with an emphasis on ethical, value-based approaches.

I argue that this kind of developments have particular
implications for HRI as a field of research. To wit, the activities
and commitments mentioned above are leading to increased
emphasis on the potential, large-scale societal impacts of
robots. Within that context, interaction with robots has come
to the attention as a topic that demands paying attention to
many ethical, legal and social issues [10], [11]. The increasing
attention for such issues is in that regard becoming a consti-
tutive factor in the general perception of (interactive) robots.
That is to say, it renders it probable that the activities of HRI
as a field of research will increasingly be affected by newly
developing public and governmental imaginaries about robots
and their potential futures [12], [13]. Based on that, I argue
that it would be beneficial to implement a stronger focus on
narratives in HRI research. Below, I elaborate on what such
a focus would entail and how that would be beneficial. After
that, I discuss how it can become embedded in HRI research
while also drawing connections to existing trends in HRI.

II. NARRATIVES AND ROBOTS

In order to argue for a stronger focus on narratives in
HRI research it is useful to first provide a short summary
and reflection that is concerned with the general position of
narrative approaches in the social sciences and humanities.
The notion of the narrative is an important concept in different
domains of social research [14]. This is not surprising since
narratives constitute a crucial element of human social life:
we often think and communicate with the help of stories.
As such, narratives help to establish meaning and structure
in a world that is otherwise messy and overwhelming [15].
In this context, narratives can be defined as sets of shared
meanings and assumptions, organized in plot-like structures.
Narratives are thereby to be understood as constructive and
constitutive in the development of concepts and ideas. As
they become reproduced, narratives provide certain directions,
values and purposes, while enabling the configuration into a
meaningful whole [16], [17]. At the same time, through their
performative effect they stabilize and solidify certain visions
and discourses. In short, narratives simultaneously function as
a form of understanding as well as means of communication
[18].

In social science research the conceptual clarity of the no-
tion has often proven to be useful. That is to say, narratives can



be distinguished as objects of research in order to analyze the
way in which certain people, groups, or cultures understand the
world around them. For example, with the help of a narrative
approach one can scrutinize innovation cultures, public policy
developments and so on [19], [20]. Finally, it is important
to remark here that arguing for narrative approaches is not
necessarily the same as arguing for qualitative research (vs.
quantitative research). Even though most narrative research is
based on qualitative methods, narrative approaches in the field
of computational social science have been rapidly improving
during recent years [21], [22].

In the same spirit, narratives as analytical devices can be
useful for HRI research, since interactions between robots
and humans are influenced by the narratives that become
affiliated with robots. In what follows, I distinguish several
ways in which narrative approaches could add useful in-
sights when it comes to the phenomenon of human robot
interaction. First, robots are increasingly embedded in larger
narratives that are becoming increasingly complex. Especially
non-fictional narratives around robots, AI-technologies and
automation are developing very fast at this moment, which
is leading to an increase in buzzwords and hypes surrounding
those technologies [23]. Those buzzwords and hypes are likely
influencing the way people see, understand and associate
with robots. Second, historically robots themselves can be
seen as technologies that have a wide range of narratives
associated with their appearance. In other words, the very
appearance of robots themselves strongly alludes to narrative
content. For a long time, robots and other automata have
captured the imagination but especially in the last century,
the robot has become an important technocultural icon [24],
[25]. Examples of central elements in this narrative are for
instance the autonomy of robots, their anthropomorphism,
their potential danger and so on. Finally, on a broader scale,
in our society and culture there is an increasing awareness
of the societal impact of newly emerging technologies. In the
recent past, emerging technologies rapidly changed the ways
in which people understand themselves and the society they
live in [26], [27]. Attention for the role of such phenomena
of technology-based change and the narratives around it also
influence the way emerging technologies like robotics and AI
are understood. Insights into such developments can provide
insights and directions to interaction research. Thus, from a
more pragmatic perspective, increased attention for narratives
are likely useful in the quest for establishing familiarity and
trust in robots on a macrosocietal scale, whereas a lack of
attention for such narratives can severely hamper that process.

III. DISTINGUISHING NARRATIVE APPROACHES FOR HRI

A focus on narratives in the spirit of the descriptions above
would have several consequences for HRI research. Most
of all regarding the methodological focus but also in terms
of what can be considered as reliable and useful research
material. HRI generally has a strong reputation for the de-
velopment of frameworks that establish and validate measures
for the analysis of human-robot interactions. The notion of

the narrative as described above is in many cases not a good
fit for such research frameworks. First and foremost, the
results from those frameworks are often expected to provide
other kinds of knowledge. Narrative approaches generally
entail a hermeneutic understanding of the empirical material.
Whereas hermeneutic understandings are certainly present in
HRI research, they are often not mainstream and certainly do
not match well with the quantitative psychological laboratory
studies that are the standard in HRI research. Furthermore,
they often simply do not fit with what more technically
orientated fields within HRI consider useful knowledge in
the quest for the improvement of the interaction between
robots and humans. Therefore, narrative approaches come with
a range of difficult methodological choices that need to be
discussed and motivated. In what follows, I attempt to do this
by focusing on three different ways of applying the notion of
narratives and narrative approaches in HRI research.

A. Reflection: Narratives as instruments of immersion

Most HRI research maintains a rather strong focus on
characteristics. This means that research is mostly revolving
around user characteristics (e.g. age, gender, robot familiarity)
as well as on robot characteristics (e.g. anthropomorphic
features, communication cues, interactive skills, etc.) [28].
Narratives, in such a context, can be used to make certain sce-
narios appear more realistic. In other words, HRI researchers
would develop a specific story around a robot and use this
story to make the participant be more immersed in the use
case. Furthermore, closer to actual implementation, narratives
are deployed to put specific robots in the market.

This type of engagement with narratives is not very different
from what can be considered mainstream HRI research. In
fact, in many ways this is already done in many laboratory
settings, albeit that the notion of the narrative is often not
explicitly mentioned. There are however several examples of
HRI research where it is mentioned and used in such a way
[29]–[31]. Using the notion of the narrative in this case,
should assume a certain reflectiveness about the narratives
that are contructed and deployed to make the experience more
immersive. HRI has an important responsibility in this regard,
especially because of the fact that those narratives can start to
function as important tools that aid the implementation process
of robots.

B. Analysis: Narratives as carriers of attitudes

The paragraph above shows how narratives about and
around robots, can be used to influence and change human
interaction with robots. Apart from using them as such in order
to make experimental conditions appear more realistic, the
narratives that users associate with robots can also be analyzed.
Narratives are regularly studied in a qualitative manner in order
to understand specific experiences. In this context, narratives
are simply providing the content of what the researcher is
looking for and can be gathered through interviews, focus
groups and other tools from qualitative research.



Within HRI, there are several examples of approaches that
share similarities with what is described above. There are
several examples of studies that analyze the narratives that
humans project onto robots within a context of HRI research
[32], [33]. Such studies are often focused on understanding is-
sues like emotional attachment to technology or topics related
to trust, with the explicit goal to understand how for instance
cultural narratives influence user expectations, experiences and
decisions. Nevertheless, it must be stated once more that these
types of studies likely need some more time in order to be
established as a mainstream approach in HRI research.

C. Configuration: (Meta)narratives as processes behind the
negotiation of sociotechnical potential

It has already been explained how narratives constitute a
way to legitimate, understand, and explain. They should simul-
taneously be appreciated and criticized as such. Analyzing and
describing the way in which the robotics narrative develops
on a macro-societal scale and the way it is related to other
(meta)narratives is therefore increasingly important. The con-
cept of the metanarrative can be useful here. Without getting
into the details and discussions on the roots of this concept in
the analysis of postmodernity, metanarratives can be defined
as the narratives that establish and legitimate large-scale ideas
about our society and its development [34]. It is interesting
to remark in this context that robotics and automation can
increasingly become classified as becoming a technological
metanarrative [35]. Therefore it is important to invest in the
construction of new narratives about robots that can help to
develop a more balanced metanarrative around robots. This is
normally a task that is taken up by the Humanities, but the mis-
sion of HRI here would mainly be to engage in this debate with
its findings and engage in discussions with different epistemic
communities, such as historians of technology, philosophers
of technology, science and technology studies researchers,
and other cultural theorists focused on technology. Successful
metanarratives in a sociotechnical domain can therefore be
used to understand actual technological developments while
also discussing the way their speculative elements can be used
to engage and discuss new, inclusive futures with robots [36].

IV. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

The main point of this position paper is to provide a
contextual framework that can help to create a debate on
epistemic and methodological challenges for the future of
HRI research. Important to note here is that the goal of this
paper is certainly not to develop a completely new approach
to HRI; rather it aims to provide a nuanced and embedded
perspective on developments within HRI research. A useful
way to further embed the narrative approach could therefore
be to draw connections to larger trends in HRI. Currently most
people would agree that HCI and HRI are in what is often
called ’the third wave’ [37], [38]. Deliberations about a ’fourth
wave’ have started to develop, albeit mostly in the margin.
Whereas third wave research is exactly involved with recurring
topics such as the notion of human-centred technology, it is

interesting here to bring up the idea that a fourth wave could
bring about a stronger focus on politics, values and ethics
[37], [39]. The notion of a fourth wave, which pushes for
institutional change, might fit very well to the challenges this
paper has aimed to tackle.
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Opinions for Social Robots’ Ethical, Legal, and Societal Concerns:
Findings from Four International Workshops,” International Journal of
Social Robotics, vol. 12, no. 2, pp. 441–458, May 2020.

[12] E. Fosch-Villaronga and M. Heldeweg, ““Regulation, I presume?” said
the robot – Towards an iterative regulatory process for robot gover-
nance,” Computer Law & Security Review, vol. 34, no. 6, pp. 1258–
1277, Dec. 2018.
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