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Not too long ago, robots were giant, caged things, mainly found in automotive manufacturing
lines. Social robotics  was a new field of research pursued by the best and brightest in
university research labs.

In the past few years, however, it seems that social robots have finally come of age. All of a
sudden, the market is teeming with products. Some are distinctly humanoid.

The rise of social robots

Softbank Robotics’ Nao , Pepper  and Romeo  all have a head and two arms. With their
stylised designs, they deftly avoid the “ uncann
y valley
” of human-machine interfaces (realistic enough to look human, but non-human enough to look
spooky).

Others are more subdued in their anthropomorphism. Blue Frog Robotics&rsquo; Buddy  sports
an animated face on a screen, and scoots around on wheels. 
Jibo
is yet more subtle in its ability to evoke humanity, with its stationary base and a head that can
turn and nod.

What is a social robot, and what makes it special?

In her seminal paper, “ Towards sociable robots ”, Professor Breazeal , inventor of Jibo,
describes social robots as follows:

“(Social robots have) the ability to interact with people in an entertaining, engaging, or
anthropomorphic manner.”

The most noticeable quality in the interactions between a person and a social robot is the
emotion. This can be partially achieved via a speech-based interface. For example, Amazon is
reputedly working on an enhancement to Alexa
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_robot
https://www.ald.softbankrobotics.com/en/cool-robots/nao
https://www.ald.softbankrobotics.com/en/cool-robots/pepper
https://www.ald.softbankrobotics.com/en/cool-robots/romeo
https://www.engadget.com/2015/12/30/nadine-the-social-robot/
https://www.engadget.com/2015/12/30/nadine-the-social-robot/
http://www.bluefrogrobotics.com/en/home/
https://www.jibo.com/
http://robotic.media.mit.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2015/01/Breazeal-RAS-03.pdf
http://cynthiabreazeal.media.mit.edu/
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/601654/amazon-working-on-making-alexa-recognize-your-emotions/
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/601654/amazon-working-on-making-alexa-recognize-your-emotions/
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, the virtual assistant that lives inside the Echo device, to help it understand emotion. China’s 
Turing Robot
goes a step further, and claims that its 
Turing Robot OS
already understands emotion.

However, Dr. Breazeal’s research has demonstrated that adding non-verbal cues via physical
gestures can have a profound effect in increasing people’s engagement, trust and confidence
with the robot. In her 2010 TED talk , she discussed how people interacted with a robotic
diet-and-exercise coach significantly longer than they did with the exact same coaching
program running on a computer. A disembodied voice coming out of a mobile device, or a
cylinder on the kitchen counter, leaves a lot of engagement on the table.

A solution, or a gimmick?

So, social robots can be great interfaces. However, an interface, even one that embraces
emotion, is only useful as long as it connects people to a solution that solves a problem. And
therein lies the challenge. What do these robots do? What problems do they solve?

And the reality is, no one has really made it past the cool factor, and arrived at a killer app that
will take the mass market by storm.

Let’s look at the Softbank Robotics product line. Nao and Romeo are research platforms,
designed for developers – not ordinary people. Pepper is the first consumer-facing solution that
is designed to interact with end users out of the box. It has been deployed as a store attendant
in a variety of retail settings. It is also being tested in Japanese homes as a companion robot.

But what is Pepper’s job description in the store? A store representative can greet customers,
help them find items, and ring up purchases. Pepper can greet customers. Is it addressing a
real need, or is it a gimmick?

Household robots are still a ways away

As Pepper has some emotional intelligence, one could make the case that it can be a great
companion robot in the home.  Let’s look at who needs companionship at home.
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http://www.tuling123.com/html/index_en.html
http://www.tuling123.com/html/turingOS_en.html
https://www.ted.com/talks/cynthia_breazeal_the_rise_of_personal_robots?language=en
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Children or elderly people come to mind. Children would gladly play with a robot. But a robot is
no substitute for an adult. Any parent or caregiver of a young child knows this. And elderly
people do need companionship. But what they crave is time with those they love, not
companionship with a machine. Anybody who has cared for an elderly loved one knows this.

To their credit, Softbank Robotics’ website makes it clear that the robot companion is meant to
complement, not replace, people. However, it is not clear to what extent today’s social robots
can lessen the load for caregivers. The effectiveness of companion robots will improve in time,
but there is work to do.

Last but not least, there is the holy grail of service robots in the home. What about a robot
helper that can clean and cook? Alas, the technology in sensing, navigation and manipulation is
so far behind the real challenges of a messy household that a truly useful robotic helper is years
away. The best that today’s technology can offer is special purpose devices like the Roomba ,
or 
AI driven bar tending machines
.

As a long time robot enthusiast, I can’t wait to see robots become ubiquitous in the home. Right
now, the interface is more advanced than what the robots can do. Only when the back end
meets the front end in sophistication will we really start to see truly useful robots in the home.

Elaine Chen does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or
organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond the academic appointment above.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/robots-are-moving-in-to-our-homes-but-theres-no-killer-
app-59887
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http://store.irobot.com/vacuum-cleaning/roomba-robots/family.jsp?categoryId=2501652&amp;gclid=CKCF-vCDps0CFcMbgQod-tAA6Q
http://monsieur.co/
http://theconversation.com/robots-are-moving-in-to-our-homes-but-theres-no-killer-app-59887
http://theconversation.com/robots-are-moving-in-to-our-homes-but-theres-no-killer-app-59887

