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Dennis Gardner, Technical Manager, Construction Risk Engineering, The Hartford

Automated Assumptions:  
Risk Management in a Robotic World

Autonomous and semi-
autonomous robotic systems are 
coming to a jobsite near you—are 
you ready? Are you covered?

From UAVs and 3D printing to 
robotic welding systems and semi-
automated masonry machines, robotics 
systems have the opportunity to improve 
safety, drive efficiency and often execute 
otherwise difficult tasks. 

As insurance providers and 
underwriters, we recognize that the 
construction industry is going through 
a robotic evolution not unlike the 
manufacturing industry many years 
ago. However, construction is performed 
in a far less controlled environment 
than a plant, thus introducing new and 
different hazards.

That’s why we continue to invest 
in a strong risk engineering group to 
help inform and advise our clients 
about technology-implementation 
best practices. Our risk engineers are 
focused on investigating, evaluating and 
sometimes testing new advancements 
in real world situations. They provide 
clients with the in-depth insight 
regarding potential coverage concerns 
that go well beyond the price of your 
workers’ compensation policy. 

Hazard Awareness
Some robotic systems, such as 

demolition robots, have been part of 
construction for years. These machines 
have directly improved worker safety 
by reducing worker proximity to 
noise, falling debris, harmful dusts, 
or other hazardous vapors or fumes. 
More recently, we’ve started to see 
the emergence of semi-automated 
bricklaying robots, tile-laying machines 
and automated welding systems to 
drive jobsite efficiency, as well as 
the increased interest in and limited 
application of UAVs for inspection 

and monitoring and 3D printers for 
prefabrication. 

In light of today’s workforce 
challenges, it’s easy to see how a 
bricklaying robot that is designed to 
work alongside a mason can provide 
impressive productivity and quality-
control opportunities. However, they 
also incorporate automatic arm and 
carriage devices that must be monitored 
during operation for worker safety. 

Our approach to improving 
operations (i.e. reducing hazards 
and removing inefficiencies and 
job hindrances) looks at three main 
production factors: equipment, material 
and people (E-M-P). 

Is it the right piece of equipment to 
do the assigned job? How is it arranged 
and assembled? How is it maintained? Is 
the right material used, and is it placed 
and processed appropriately? Does the 
operator have the attitude, aptitude and 
training to operate the system, recognize 
potential problems and disengage the 
system as needed? Is the correct and 
proper supervision provided? Are 
system controls in place in case of fire 
hazards caused by fuel, electrical or 
hydraulic system failures? Many of 
these same questions must be asked and 
answered with regard to UAVs and 3D 
printing.

We believe today’s automated 
systems can help alleviate workforce 
shortage challenges. However, current 
and emerging talent must be trained in 
the use of new systems—just like jobsite 
crews had to be trained in the use of 
semi-automated demolition hammers or 
the crane and wrecking ball that are still 
occasionally used. 

Real-World Experience
An insurance provider’s risk 

engineering team brings broad 
experiences from many different project 
sites. We evaluate the equipment, the 
materials used/removed and the people 
(operators). With that experience, 
we can help determine liability and 
potential hazards and offer practical 
recommendations for appropriate 
coverage, ways to adapt safety programs 
and risk management principles, and 
help reduce your company’s net risk for 
adoption.

For contractors with extensive risk 
engineering and safety groups, we offer 
a second set of eyes. For those without 
those same resources, we provide 
comprehensive evidence of what works, 
what doesn’t and the associated risks. 
We’ll time visits to new construction or 
high-hazard operations to see systems 
at work.

So, to go back to the opening 
question—is your jobsite ready for 
autonomous and semi-autonomous 
robotic systems? Are you covered? As 
construction underwriters, we are ready 
and excited to help you, too.

To learn more, visit www.thehartford.
com/construction. n

The Hartford’s Loss Control Laboratory (ID 
100124) is accredited by the AIHA Laboratory 
Accreditation Programs (AIHA-LAP) LLC 
for Industrial Hygiene and Unique Scopes 
as documented by the Scope of Accreditation 
Certificate and associated Scope. 

Top risk engineering 
groups investigate, 

evaluate and sometimes 
test new advancements 
in real-world situations  

in order to provide 
in-depth insight into 

appropriate coverage. 


