
 

How would you like your assistant—human
or robotic?
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A robot hands a prescription bottle to a patient. Credit: Keith Bujak

(Phys.org) —Roboticists are currently developing machines that have the
potential to help patients with caregiving tasks, such as housework,
feeding and walking. But before they reach the care recipients, assistive
robots will first have to be accepted by healthcare providers such as
nurses and nursing assistants. Based on a Georgia Institute of Technology
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study, it appears that they may be welcomed with open arms depending
on the tasks at hand.

More than half of healthcare providers interviewed said that if they were
offered an assistant, they preferred it to be a robotic helper rather than a
human. However, they don't want robots to help with everything. They
were very particular about what they wanted a robot to do, and not do. 
Instrumental activities of daily living (IDALs), such as helping with 
housework and reminding patients when to take medication, were
acceptable. But activities daily living (ADL) tasks, especially those
involving direct, physical interactions such as bathing, getting dressed
and feeding people, were considered better for human assistants.

The findings will be presented April 27- May 2 at the ACM SIGCHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems in Paris, France.

"One open question was whether healthcare providers would reject the
idea of robotic assistants out of fear that the robots would replace them
in the workplace," said Tracy Mitzner, one of the study's leaders and the
associate director of Georgia Tech's Human Factors and Aging
Laboratory. "This doesn't appear to be a significant concern. In fact, the
professional caregivers we interviewed viewed robots as a way to
improve their jobs and the care they're able to give patients."

For instance, nurses preferred a robot assistant that could help them lift
patients from a bed to a chair. They also indicated that robotic assistants
could be helpful with some medical tasks such as checking vitals.

"Robots aren't being designed to eliminate people. Instead, they can help
reduce physical demands and workloads," Mitzner said. "Hopefully, our
study helps create guidelines for developers and facilitates deployment
into the healthcare industry. It doesn't make sense to build robots that
won't be accepted by the end user."
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https://phys.org/tags/robot/
https://phys.org/tags/instrumental+activities/
https://phys.org/tags/housework/
http://chi2013.acm.org/
http://chi2013.acm.org/
https://phys.org/tags/healthcare+providers/
https://phys.org/tags/human+factors/


 

This study complements the lab's prior research that found older people
are generally willing to accept help from robots. Much like the current
research, their preferences depended on the task. Participants said they
preferred robotic help over human help for chores such as cleaning the
kitchen and doing laundry. Getting dressed and suggesting medication
were tasks viewed as better suited for human assistants.

  More information: chi.gatech.edu/
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