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What responsibility do roboticists have towards the public and
their participants concerning what a robot is actually capable of?
As social robots are steadily being introduced into the public with
applications in health care, elderly care, companionship, hospitality
and many other areas, there seems to be a discrepancy between the
public’s perception of robots and what robots are actually capable
of [7]. Recent movies like ”Ex Machina” and shows like ”Westworld”
portrays robots as super humans with a very high degree of ar-
tificial intelligence. Needless to say the ’robots’ featured in these
films are human beings acting in a role as a robot. These movies
and shows show robots that are not only capable of emulating and
understanding feelings, but can feel them for themselves. Although
these examples are obviously science fiction, they still constitute a
significant basis for people’s perception of robots. However, per-
haps more noteworthy, this discrepancy might also exists thanks
to roboticists and technicians endeavor to live up to high expec-
tations of socially advanced robots. In most public presentations,
researchers and technicians will choose carefully what to show and
how to prepare the presentation to make the best appearance.

As an example, at the event Clinton Global Initiative in 2015
[3], science communicator Neil deGrasse Tyson walks up on stage
with Pepper, a social robot created by Softbank Robotics [10]. Even
though the talk shows that Pepper is capable of speech, it conceals
how Pepper accomplishes the level of depth apparent in the con-
versation. It is hidden that the talk is a scripted conversation, well
prepared by a human in advanced, and in many cases, also remote
controlled at runtime. In the talk, Pepper says ”it’s nice to meet
you too Neil, how about a fist bump?” in which deGrasse Tyson
replies shocked ”wow, you fistbump?” Here, deGrasse Tyson acts
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surprised as if he was not expecting this behavior when in reality
this is (of course) well prepared in advance. Pepper then goes on
to say ”that’s a really nice outfit. You’re style is really out of this
world” and then giggles, appearing as if Pepper can be aware of
styles and even make jokes relevant to deGrasse Tyson being an
astrophysicist.

Throughout the talk, they make a point to tell the audience that
Pepper is not scary. In fact, Pepper even, as it appears, expresses
the feeling of being nervous to go on stage since some people think
robots are bad, which implies that Pepper is self-aware. Despite
this attempt to prove that robots are good, they still perpetuate the
public’s view of almost-human robots that are capable of feelings
and complex thoughts. This sort of presentation of Pepper, or any
robot for that matter, is the commonly used way to introduce robots,
both by public speakers such as deGrasse Tyson and roboticists.
But without debriefing the audience, is this way of presenting
robots always ethically motivated, and is there a risk that we, as
researchers in the field of social robotics, underpin a potentially
harmful discrepancy in the publics view of robots?

Moreover, in a trailer by SoftBank Robotics, Pepper is introduced
as a companionwith feelings, thoughts, and empathy [5]. The trailer
starts off by a lonely Pepper looking out at the moon, grasping its
hands around it. Throughout the trailer, Pepper is in several differ-
ent homes, being a key part of the household. He shows curiosity at
babies sleeping, happiness at engagements, sympathy at expressed
sadness, and playfulness at parties. The trailer shows off a versatile
robot with human-like qualities that is simply not possible today.
For an uninformed watcher, it is difficult to discern what Pepper is
actually capable of and not.

Similar staging have been used in commercials for many other
robots, e.g., Honda’s ASIMO [4]. Of course, overselling a product is
nothing new. As an example, in the 2005 Citroën C4 commercial,
the car transforms into a robot that dances [1]. Despite the fact
that Pepper and Citroën commercials has many similarities from
a marketing point of view, we see an important difference in that
cars are commonly known to the customer, making it obvious what
is staged and not, while the same does not hold for social robots.

Despite there being a discrepancy between the public views on
robots and what robots are capable of, it seems to often be avoided
by roboticists. In the paper by Riek and Howard [9], where robotics
ethics is discussed, the paper starts off by: ”Note, in particular, that
we deliberately avoid, for the purpose of this discussion, scenarios
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popular in science fiction, such as the ”Terminator” series", ”I, Robot”
or ”Battlestar Galactica.”We do this for the reason that focus on such
robo-dystopias draws attention away from the more mundane but,
therefore, more important ethical challenges that confront ongoing,
everyday, HRI work” Riek and Howard [9]. They certainly have a
point, the discussion regarding ethics in actual robotics research
is of high importance and should not end up in the shadow of
science fiction. However, many aspects of human-robot interaction
(HRI) are affected by people’s attitudes towards robots, which most
often stems from the public’s common view on robots. Therefore,
people’s views and expectations on robots ought to be considered
when conducting studies.

Indeed, a study by Thellman and Ziemke [12] showed that peo-
ple’s attitudes towards robots can easily be manipulated. A ques-
tionnaire covering people’s opinions on robots was constructed in
three versions. While all questions were the same in all versions
of the questionnaire, different cover pictures were used, depicting
three different robots with varying degrees of human-likeness. De-
spite the fact that none of the questions referred to the picture
and instead explicitly addressed robots in general, effects of the
presented pictures were shown. This highlights how easily peo-
ple’s attitudes towards robots, as still being a relatively unknown
phenomenon in most people’s lives, might be manipulated.

Thus, people’s attitudes towards robots can be vital in human
robot interaction studies. As an example, as part of the FP7 project
DREAM, a study on the effects of robot-enhanced therapy for chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorder was conducted [2]. The robot
used in this study, Nao by Softbank Robotics, constituted a social
stimuli to the child during therapy [10]. Both children participating
in this kind of studies and their parents come with expectations that
are often based on preconceived notions, possibly very different
than the experience of interacting with a real robot.

Despite the publics view of intelligent robots existing today,
it is important to understand that what robots are exhibiting are
not intelligence in the human sense. In drawing on the original
work of John Searle in the Chinese room experiment, Searl makes
a distinction between syntax (the grammatical combining of words
into orders) and semantics (the meaning of words) [11]. Robots
use language to express ideas or feelings, as well as move their
physical bodies to gesture and communicate. However, robots have
no semantic understanding of their gestures or speech. This un-
derstanding is with the human interlocuter. There is a rich history
and tradition of pupperty and theatre in which agents - human or
nonhuman take on roles to evoke human reactions. It is precisely
here the discrepancy occurs.

As pointed out by Lindblom and Ziemke [6] we can ask whether
robots is intended to be, in Searle’s[11] terms, a "strong AI" that
builds actual human-like minds with mental properties, having
original intentionality, or is it intended to be a "weak AI" that builds
better models of human minds than what might be possible with
other tools?

Furthermore, Mindell [8] addresses threemyths of today’s robots,
1) linear progress, 2) replacement, and 3) full autonomy. Mindell
argues that full autonomy is a myth since the robot or other kinds
of autonomous technology always is wrapped by human control. It
is the human designer’s assumptions, plans and intentions that are
built into the robot, which means that every person operating or

interacting with the robot actually is cooperating with the program-
mers who still is present in the robot. This means that how a robot
acts, although not only predicted in advanced, it still acts within
the constraints imposed by its designer. As phrased by Mindell [8]:
"How a system [robot] is designed, by whom, and for what purpose
shapes its abilities and its relationships with the people who use it".
This again, showing where the discrepancy occurs.

Indeed, to researchers and technicians working with robots on
a daily basis, it is most often obvious what is part of the staging
and not, and thus it may be easy to forget that illusions like these
are not explicit and the that the general public may actually be de-
ceived. Should the disclosure of the illusion be the responsibility of
roboticists? Or should the assumption be that human beings, on the
basis of their experiences as an audience in film, theatre, music or
video gaming, assume the audience is able to enjoy the experience
without needing to know everything in advance about how the illu-
sion is created? Therefore, we believe that a discussion of whether
or not researchers should be more transparent in what kinds of
machines they are presenting is necessary. How can researchers
present interactive robots in an engaging way, without misleading
the audience? In many types of studies on HRI and many other
areas, it is desirable and even necessary to mislead participants,
e.g., the commonly used Wizard of Oz setup. However, unlike many
other areas, HRI studies rarely comprise debriefing sections, where
deceptions are revealed to the participants. Therefore, one sugges-
tion on how to balance these two is to increase the use of debriefing
sessions in studies on HRI, and possibly also debrief the audience
at public events, making it explicit that the show was scripted and
well planned. The ultimate goal is to be transparent and honest
with where social robots are today and what they are capable of
without ruining the integrity of the important research that is being
done in the human robot interaction research field.
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