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Much more nuanced & divergent 

views:

a) Recognition of potential cost-

savings 

b) A lot of scepticism

40+ stakeholder 

interviews in UK



a) Explore discrepancies in 

expectations between broader 

discourse and views of 

stakeholders in the sector

b) Explore potential development 

trajectories for automation in 

goods mobility

Objectives



Classifying 

good 

mobilities

Modes Vehicle Geography Commodity

Heavy 

Goods 

Vehicles 

Light 

Goods 

Vehicles 

Urban

Inter-urban 

International

Ground

Sea

Air

Intermodal

Refrigerated/ 

chilled 

Large/heavy/ 

bulky

Two-wheeled 

vehicles



DISCREPANCIES IN EXPECTATIONS



Performative discourse: create 

support & legitimacy

Broader understandings of human-

technology relationships 

Organisation and structure of the 

goods mobility sector

Explanations 



Socio-
technical 
system

Vehicle 
(artefact)

Culture and 
symbolic 
meanings

Infra-
structures 
(e.g. lights 
and signs)

Maintenance 
and 

distribution 
networks

Regulations 
and policies

Industry 
structure (e.g. 
manufacturers, 

suppliers)

User 
practices 

(e.g. mobility 
patterns) 

Fuel infra-
structures 
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Societal embedding ≈ embedding new 

system in pre-existing environments
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Source: Gartner (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017)



Levels of automation



Simplification and linearization:

a) Help to make transition 

imaginable, manageable and 

even inevitable

b) Render entanglements of 

humans and technology 

invisible

Level 

representations 



Rests on an instrumentalist logic: 

technology solves problems as 

means to an end – this disregards 

unanticipated & unintended 

outcomes

Long history in transportation 

sector

Amplified by broader discourses 

about IT, AI, smart, etc. – these 

are crucial to (neoliberal) 

capitalism

Techno-optimism 





 Growth in e-commerce & 

van traffic

 Congestion, parking & 

road safety

 PM & carbon emissions

 Precarious working 

conditions

S
o

u
rc

e
: D

fT
(2

0
1

7
)



Culture of short-termism and risk 

aversion, in part because of 

stringent competition

High level of self-employment: 

owner-operators (interurban) and 

offering services to companies 

(urban) 

Driver shortages – “ticking time 

bomb” – and precarious & harsh 

working conditions, yet also 

appreciation of importance of 

driver as risk manager and service 

provider

Goods mobility 

sector in UK



POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENT

TRAJECTORIES
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Automated capabilities

Innovation Pathways

A - linear

B - leap-frog

C - Spatially 

diffused

ABC



S
o
u
rc

e
: B

a
rtle

 (2
0
1
5
)



S
o
u
rc

e
: G

e
e
ls

(2
0
0
2
)



S
o
u
rc

e
: G

e
e
ls

&
 S

c
h
o
t

(2
0
0
7
)





S
o
u
rc

e
: G

e
e
ls

&
 S

c
h
o
t

(2
0
0
7
)



Continuing 

micro-

automations

https://i2.wp.com/abouttruckdriving.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/img_0323.jpg
https://i1.wp.com/abouttruckdriving.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/img_03221.jpg


From ‘King of the Road’ to ‘Captain of the Ship’?

“A truck driver will become more like the captain of a ship 

who continually monitors a ship’s function but is not 

required to be at the wheel”

 Reduce regulations on drivers hours

 Improved work conditions and recruitment?



Shocks/surprises: 

High profile accidents/hacks, ???

Pressures: 

labour regulation, environmental 

regulation, public resistance, ???

Potentially 

relevant 

developments 

(‘landscape’)



FINAL THOUGHTS



Expectations about automation in 

goods mobility are divergent 

Understanding goods mobility as 

socio-technical system and 

focusing on its political economy 

tempers optimism

Gradual and selective 

incorporation of automation seems 

likely in many places, though there 

will be spatial variations and 

surprises/shocks should not be 

underestimated

Conclusions
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