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Children are encountering robots in a wide variety of contexts from 

the classroom to the hospital to the shopping mall. Questions 

remain about how to manage the emotional and ethical facets of 

the interactions. Children attribute emotions and rights to a social 

robot, but have also been observed abusing or bullying robots. I 

propose systematic investigation of the effect of different ethical 

paradigms children can use when interacting with robots and how 

these paradigms might be leveraged to mitigate conflict between 

social robots and children in the public sphere.

1 INTRODUCTION 

As the technology for both robots and human-computer interactions continues to improve, robots 

are spreading out from factories and industry to healthcare, education, and homes. In many of 

these spheres, sophisticated robots are encountering children for the first time. Predictably, it 

does not always go well.  

There are a number of intertwined practical, social, and ethical issues surrounding the 

interactions of children and social robots. With apparent autonomy and expressed emotions, 

social robots can elicit emotional reactions from children that are typically given living beings 

rather than machines. Research to harness these reactions is ongoing and includes applications 

such as using robots to comfort children during medical treatment, tutoring students, and work 

with developmentally disabled children. However, negative reactions are also being reported. 

What has come to be termed robot abuse has been recorded when children interact with robots 

unsupervised and presents a challenge to both research and the general use of robots in public 

spaces.  

In Section 2, I examine how children perceive robots and their concept of ethical treatment of 

robots. Section 3 goes in depth on the phenomena of robot abuse. It seeks to examine some of the 

assumptions underlying current research on robot abuse. Several perspectives for defining the 

ethical treatment of robots are presented in Section 4. Finally, Section 5 outlines a proposed 

experiment to evaluate the frameworks and a series of proposed techniques for mitigating robot 

abuse while Section 6 discusses the interpretation and implications of potential results. 



2 CHILDREN AND SOCIAL ROBOTS 

Social robotics depends on the human tendency to anthropomorphize inanimate objects and uses 

social cues from human or animal interactions to inform interactions between people and robots. 

Interactions frequently utilize natural language interfaces, body language cues, and physical 

contact. To give an idea of the scope and impact of this field, consider social robots are being 

investigated for tutoring, classroom management, therapeutic interventions, comfort, and 

companionship. Tutoring applications have shown mixed results [5; 8; 10]. It is possible that a 

social robot both increases engagement, but also distractions. For classroom noise level 

management [11], a novel humanoid robot was more effective than either the teacher or a non-

social device. If this effect would persist overtime is unknown. Numerous studies are 

investigating the use of robots in treatments for children with Autism Spectrum Disorders [2; 3; 

9]. Initial results with pediatric oncology patients and the Huggable teddy bear robot indicate that 

it successfully engages children and elicits more emotional attachment than a virtual character 

with the same social capabilities [6].  

Social robots are difficult to classify from an ethical perspective. They are not quite inanimate 

objects because of their interaction capabilities. However, they are also not living beings. During 

the Huggable study [6], one of the children was upset the robot could not be left in her room and 

requested when the robot was taken away to “go to bed” that someone else be sent to play with 

him since she could not. In a multi-session study [7], nine to fifteen year old children were found 

to develop emotional bonds to a humanoid robot and considered them friends. Interviews at the 

conclusion of the study showed that the majority of children believed the robot had emotions and 

intelligence. They also believed the robot had some rights. These were roughly analogous to the 

rights awarded a domestic animal, such as a right not to be harmed but not a right to wages for 

labor. (Of note, the interactions in the experiment specifically included the robot advocating that 

it should receive fair treatment in a game and not be put in a scary closet, but experimenters 

overruled both objections.) 

While social robots can resemble humans, animals, or even imaginary characters, for the 

remainder of this paper I will be focusing on humanoid social robots. This is to avoid conflating 

the ethical and perceptual differences and to maintain consistency with significant previous 

works. 

3 ROBOT ABUSE 

3.1 WHAT IS ROBOT ABUSE? 
The definition used in [1] is “Persistent offensive action, either verbal or nonverbal, or physical 

violence that violates the robot’s role or its human-like (or animal-like) nature”. Specifically, 

they included persistent obstruction of the robot, offensive speech, and violence. For borderline 

cases, coders were instructed to base their judgments on what they would feel if they were the 

robot. This definition assumes a strongly anthropomorphized view of the robot. 



While I have been using the term robot abuse and will continue to do so for clarity as that is what 

is currently being used in the literature, I have significant reservations about the term. From the 

perspective of the robot creator and operator, pushing a robot that is not designed for such 

contact or obstructing its operation may seem like abuse. However, the term has extremely 

negative connotations that are, in my opinion, unwarranted when referring to relatively benign 

behaviors like temporarily blocking a robot’s path. Particularly given the term is being applied to 

the actions of young children, it seems unnecessarily harsh and biasing. Furthermore, the term is 

somewhat ambiguous and could be interpreted as abuse of or abuse by a robot, both of which are 

topics of public dialogue. 

3.2 WHO ABUSES ROBOTS? 
Thus far, the robot abuse reported in literature has been committed by children. Abuse was more 

likely with longer interactions, more children, a lack of parental supervision, and fewer 

passersby. A study [12] using the humanoid robot Robovie in a Japanese shopping mall observed 

28 children abuse the robot. The majority of the children reporting demographics were male 

(20:3) and all were nine years old or younger. 

The destruction of Hitchbot in Philadelphia presents a possible adult example [4]. Hitchbot was 

an autonomous social robot traveling across the US relying on strangers for transportation. 

According to reports, the robot’s components were powered down at approximately the same 

time and the robot was thoroughly destroyed, which suggests it may have been destroyed by 

older children or adults. While the current problem for researchers is children maltreating robots, 

it is possible that this is a factor of the environment used in these studies (an urban shopping 

mall) with significant foot traffic and easily surveilled. Perhaps in a less public and well 

monitored environment older individuals would also pose a problem. 

3.3 WHY DO CHILDREN ABUSE ROBOTS? 
Children interviewed in [12] gave a variety of reasons for their abusive behavior. Just one child 

interviewed wanted to harm the robot. The other children attributed their actions to curiosity, 

enjoyment, or said they were joining other children in the activity. Approximately, half of the 

children believed the robot suffered from their actions. 

3.4 PARALLELS 
In [1], researchers compared robot abuse to animal abuse. Animal abuse is considered an 

alarming behavior in children and has some correlation to future maltreatment of others. It is also 

possible however that abuse of a robot is most closely parallels common rough treatment of toys. 

Of note, no actual damage to the robot was incurred during the study.  

Most alarming would be if children abusing robots had some effect or correlation to the 

mistreatment of peers. Perhaps a child’s capacity for empathy or compassion could be hampered 

by repeatedly mistreating a robot with human-like reactions. There is no evidence for or against 

this at present and it remains strictly speculative. 



3.5 TECHNIQUES FOR MITIGATING 
The main technique utilized in [1] was avoidance and escape from an abusive situation. Verbal 

injunctions of various tenors and phrasings were found ineffective. Physically pushing past the 

children was partially successful, but children quickly escalated their behavior to compensate 

beyond levels that were safe and acceptable for the robot to counter. 

4 POTENTIAL FRAMEWORKS FOR DEFINING ETHICAL 

BEHAVIOR TOWARD ROBOTS 

Some initial paradigms for defining ethical behavior toward robots are useful for discussion and 

experiment design. I would propose three considerations: the rights of the owner/operator, 

concern for the actor, and intrinsic rights of the robot. 

4.1 RIGHTS OF OWNER/OPERATOR 
Rather than discussing the robot itself, we can view behaviors based on how they affect the 

human beings that are responsible for the robot. In this view, obstructing or attacking a robot is 

harmful because it interferes with what the person who put the robot there was attempting to do. 

It can also be framed as regarding property rights. The robot is someone else’s property and 

therefore should not be damaged or defaced.  

4.2 CONCERN FOR THE ACTOR 
Actions have effects on the actor as well as any recipient of the action. One common concern is 

that particular actions might reinforce undesirable behaviors or desensitize children to valuable 

stimulus. For example, repeatedly unheeded complaints that a child is hurting a robot when it is 

in fact not being damaged or feeling pain might make a child less likely to heed similar 

complaints from a peer. This is similar to the much contested argument that violent video games 

are bad because they might make players more prone to violence. 

Also, as previously mentioned, some researchers are implying that there may be a connection 

between robot abuse and antisocial behaviors similar to that between animal abuse and such 

behaviors. It is usually not expressed as causation but correlation, which makes it different from 

the above argument. It is not suggesting that robot abuse will cause someone to develop 

antisocial behaviors. However, it is a potential argument for the monitoring of such behaviors as 

a warning sign of more serious problems. 

4.3 INTRINSIC RIGHTS OF ROBOTS 
While I would argue that at the current state of technology a robot is an object and does not have 

intrinsic rights, some might disagree. Regardless of the objective truth of robots having rights, 

this is logic is commonly appealed to when designing social interactions. For instance, many of 

the messages suggested in [1] appeal to some intrinsic right of the robot to not be interfered with 

or that the robot has a right not to be “hurt”. This seems to be a result of deliberate 



anthropomorphization attempting to take advantage of the perception of the robot as a character 

and use it to motivate people to act as though the robot were human.  

4.3.1 Implications 

It is worth considering the implications of attributing intrinsic rights to robots in light of their use 

in violent or dangerous applications. Robots are routinely used for dangerous tasks such as 

exploring hostile environments and working with hazardous materials. The destruction of a robot 

is considered far less morally abhorrent than the destruction of a human life. So far, most, if not 

all, of the robots used in these applications have been mechanistic rather than social. Were social 

robots to be used, there may be psychological implications perhaps along the lines of the 

attachments developed between handlers and trained dogs in similarly dangerous situations. The 

rights and standards of ethical treatment taught or assimilated in childhood would likely, in my 

opinion, have an impact on this dynamic.  

Furthermore, while controversial for a variety of reasons outside the scope of this work, there 

have been numerous discussions of using robots in warfare, law enforcement, or security where 

they could pose legitimate danger to human life. It would be disingenuous and potentially 

harmful to instruct children in a manner that suggests all social robots are inherently trustworthy 

and safe or have some better nature that could be appealed. 

5 PROPOSED EXPERIMENT 

I propose a more thorough examination of both possible ethical paradigms to govern child-robot 

interactions and strategies to mitigate robot abuse. Ideally, this would be done in a two phases to 

allow the results of the first phase investigation of ethical paradigms to suggest and inform the 

mitigation strategies selected in phase two. 

5.1 PHASE 1 
Previous work [12] investigated the reasons children gave for abusing robots. They found 

variance as some children perceived the robot as a human-like entity and those who did not. 

Similar variance existed regarding belief that the robot could experience pain or harm from their 

actions. This is in line with other studies [5; 7; 11] that found children’s perception of emotion in 

robots was quite varied and nuanced. Some children ascribed robots human emotions, some 

considered believed they had emotions but attributed it to programming, and some did not 

believe robots had emotions.  

I would like to expand on this work in two dimensions. I would approximate the experimental set 

up of [1] by having a seemingly autonomous humanoid social robot operate in US shopping mall 

and observe children’s abusive behavior toward it. Assuming the pattern of behavior held, 

unsupervised children would abuse the robots until they were stopped by their returning parents. 

A researcher could then approach them to answer questions about the interaction. I would ask 

questions to gather the same information as [1] regarding why they acted as they did and how 

they perceived the robot, but with two significant additions. First, I would ask the children 



comparable questions about their treatment of peers. Second, I would like to ask the children’s 

parents their motivation for stopping the children.  

5.2 PHASE 2 
After analyzing the results from phase 1 for patterns and dominant paradigms that might suggest 

different mitigating strategies, I would run the same experiment again with conditions for each of 

the identified strategies to avoid or end instances of robot abuse. 

5.2.1 Potential Strategies 

Five potential strategies are discussed in detail below. Verbal messages and avoidance were 

investigated by [1], while appeal to authority, shelter in place, and placate and proceed are my 

contributions. As with the authors of [1], I dismiss the use of force against children as socially 

unacceptable. 

5.2.1.1 Verbal Messages 

Talking is the usual first line of defense in a conflict. In this case, the goal is to find something 

that the robot can say to diffuse a situation. While this strategy was tried and found ineffective, 

the focus was on using the phrases that emphasized anthropomorphization of the robot. There 

may yet be potential for appeals to other motivations. For instance, “Don’t twist my arm. You 

could damage a very expensive piece and my owner would not be happy.” 

5.2.1.2 Avoidance 

This has been the most successful tactic found thus far. It is very difficult to end an abusive 

encounter without the intervention of an adult, so planning the robot’s path to physically avoid 

likely conflicts in the first place is preferable. There may be numerous strategies for avoiding 

potentially abusive situations. 

5.2.1.3 Appeal to Authority 

While children may not respect the robot’s requests to cease and desist, their parents’ got far 

more obedience. Appealing to an adult authority might be a valuable tactic for real world 

applications and experiments in public spaces. Though not immediately present, a parent or 

guardian is usually nearby while a child is interacting with the robot. Something as simple as the 

robot broadcasting a message to attract the parent’s attention may be effective. Other options, 

particularly applicable to real world use, might include contacting facility security or summoning 

a clerk. 

5.2.1.4 Shelter in Place 

One option that does not seem to have been discussed is to have the robot “shut down” when 

being harassed. Having the robot refuse to engage an abusive child and assume a safe stationary 

position to wait out the child would be the robotic equivalent of ignoring a bully until they go 

away. While it might not physically protect the robot much and likely would not be effective 

immediately, it may teach children over time that the robot stops being fun when it is being 

mistreated. Potential problems include children escalating the violence while attempting to 



provoke a reaction and any penalties incurred from stopping, such as not completing a task on 

time. 

5.2.1.5 Placate and Proceed 

Finally, it may be possible to engage the child just enough to proceed with the intended task 

while waiting for the parent to arrive and remove the child. The idea is very much in line with 

how an adult might deal with being harassed in public. Politely engage just enough to prevent the 

encounter from escalating and carefully get on with your business until you can get away or until 

your adversary leaves. However, children can be very persistent and similar potential problems 

exist as with the shelter in place strategy. 

6 DISCUSSION 

Since the original experiments took place in Japan, it needs to be established if the pattern of 

robot abusive behavior observed there is applicable in the US. There are two obvious ways it 

could easily differ: 1) there could be some legitimate cultural differences in how children interact 

with social robots and 2) there may be difference in how children are supervised in shopping 

malls that mean the conditions of the original experiment cannot be replicated, e.g., it may be 

less likely that young children are allowed to wander on their own far enough to have 

unsupervised encounters with the robot. 

In phase 1, in addition to looking at the overall commonalities among the answers, I would 

compare the answers of parents with those of their children and children’s answers regarding 

human and robots. Parents may be motivated to stop robot abuse based on pragmatic factors not 

immediately apparent to children, such as the potentially high cost of damaging the robot. Those 

factors might be something we could point out to children in an attempt to mitigate the abuse. On 

the other hand, they may be motivated by the same factors children are, but as adults be less 

inclined to violence overall. I would hypothesis it is a combination of the two. There may also be 

patterns between the answers of parents and their children that prove interesting. For instance, it 

may be parents who strongly anthropomorphize the robot have children who strongly 

anthropomorphize the robot. Comparison of children’s perception of their peers and of the social 

robot is more difficult, but may reveal similar links. There is a significant problem in that we 

have no way to judge the accuracy of the children’s reports on their treatment of peers and there 

are strong social pressures that may bias the answers. However, given the low cost of simply 

asking the questions, it still seems worth the attempt. 

Analyzing the results of phase 2 should involve judging the length and severity of instances of 

abuse in each of the conditions. A previously mentioned, the shelter in place condition may be 

difficult to analyze as it is a more long-term strategy than the others suggested. It may very well 

only be effective in lengthy interactions, which would be quite useful in real applications of 

social robotics, but not in brief interactions like this. There may also be a combination of these 

strategies that proves more effective than any individual attempt. This would mirror human 

interactions where there is often an escalation from avoidance to verbal defense to appeal to 

authority or physical defense. 



When dealing with an issue like the treatment of social robots that bridges both practicalities and 

ethics, it is necessary to keep in mind that the technique found most effective in a short-term 

empirical study such as this may not be justified or ideal over time. In a study utilizing the 

humanoid robot Nao to regulate noise in a classroom [11], the most effective technique to get 

students to quiet down was to have Nao ask them to settle because he was getting a headache. 

For one thing, that is clearly a lie which may or may not be considered ethical. Secondly, what 

might happen when students realize that a robot cannot get headaches and the charade falls 

apart? The techniques proposed should be analyzed from an ethical perspective as well as 

pragmatically. 

One factor that my proposed experiment does not cover is the role of environment. It would be 

very interesting to run a similar experiment in a low traffic, low surveillance location and 

observe how that changes robot abusive behavior. In particular, it may expose a set of 

individuals prone to robot abuse that exercised restraint in the original experiment because of the 

likelihood of being caught. 

7 CONCLUSION 

As time goes on, we may find that the prevalence and significance of robot abuse changes. It 

may be that the first generation or two of children that is exposed to robots has these difficulties, 

but not subsequent generations. Once social robots are truly ubiquitous, parents and educators 

will presumably socialize children to robots as seamlessly as we socialize them to classmates, 

pets, and every other technological advancement made thus far. In the meantime, we need to 

figure out how to handle this first generation and lay a groundwork that they can one day pass on 

to their own children.  
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