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Service: Prospects and Limitation from the Perspective of the Users 

 
What can we expect from the new generation of intelligent robots for end users? How is this 
technology perceived in different social groups and cultures? How can we overcome barriers 
to its increased use? 
 
In our research we focus on the social aspects and the acceptance of new technologies. 
Furthermore, we investigate the conditions and consequences of modernization and 
technical innovations. Employing mainly discursive methods of investigation, we conduct 
systematic research into risk perception, technology assessment and communication 
processes. In a world characterized by a plurality of knowledge and values, communication 
and cooperation among and between societal actors gain more and more importance and 
are in particular essential for social debates on technology, environment, health and 
consumer protection. Here, controversial views about how to deal adequately with 
opportunities and risks often lead to fruitless manoeuvring, endless debates and often 
blockades between the relevant social forces. For these risk-sensible fields of politics we 
develop, implement and evaluate innovative forms of communication and investigate the 
social forces that drive the innovation process. The objective is to find new pathways for 
improving the governance of modern society.  
 
Scientists predict a rapid evolution of artificial intelligence and estimate that approximately 
from the middle of this century a variety of commercial products will be available for the end 
user. For many this is good news, for others this sounds like a horror scenario. In particular 
in the field of health care, basic services for the elderly and assistance to handicapped 
persons intelligent robots may be a viable and reliable alternative and addition to human 
caretakers. Due to the decline of traditional social structures and due to high wages in the 
service sector, it is assumed that human service will not be sufficient to meet the challenges 
of increase demand for personal care. Today we witness already a growing popularity of 
technical assistants in childcare if one interprets the sales of interactive toys that capture the 
attention of youngsters and keep them entertained as an indicator for acceptance. Electronic 
companions seem to be more readily accepted by young children than they are by the group 
of elderly people. However, at least in Japan, some of the artificial toys such as animals 
(dogs) that show natural behaviour are also welcomed by adults and older age groups. 
Artificial pets provide the illusion of having a companion and not being completely isolated. 
 
We expect more developments in the field of basic motion simulation for robots and in the 
area of intelligent software for enabling robots to solve various tasks in their environment and 
using a knowledge network e.g. the internet for robots. The new generation of robots will be 
able to interact with other machines in the home such as refrigerators, ovens, light fixtures, 
air conditioners and others. These embedded chips could provide a service environment 
which goes beyond human care and is hence not a “cheap” substitute but a true enrichment 
to traditional services. Yet, there is wide-spread scepticism about the acceptance of technical 
assistants in the home. Many potential users feel that they are not competent enough to deal 
with such a machine while others feat that the machine could get out of their control. Most 
prominently is the expectation that, with the advent of technical assistants, humans will even 
less care about those who are old or handicapped.   
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