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INTRODUCTION

For the past 4 years I have worked as a researcher and designer on a project funded by the National Science Foundation (USA) on the cognitive and social design of assistive robots. In this role I have collaborated with social scientists and roboticists on a range of projects, including ethnographic studies of aging-in-place, designing social behaviors for a mobile robot that interacts with humans, developing conceptual robotic products, and investigating common ideas and beliefs about robots in the home. In these projects I have endeavored to bring theories and methods from both design and contemporary social discourse – particularly material culture and science and technology studies – to the activities robotics research. 

In participating in the workshop Designing Robot Applications for Everyday Use I will share my experiences and insights in these endeavors. In particular, I am interested in pursuing dialog about robots as products and how approaching robots as products provides useful theories and methods for conceptualizing and designing robots. Too help facilitate these goals I will present the The Personal Exploration Rover robot as an example of a currently existing robotics research platform to re-envision as a consumer domestic product. 

ROBOT AS PRODUCT
Through collaborations with roboticists I discovered that working from idea of a robot as a product is a substantial difference from and potential contribution to the domain of academic robotics research. The term “robot” carries cultural associations and expectations, which are often inappropriate or unrealistic for the kinds of service robots that may soon exist. The term “product” describes an artifact that people are familiar with, and realistically, the first service robots deployed in the home will most likely resemble “smart” versions of existing products rather than science fiction visions of mechanical maids. Envisioning how technologies become products is an approach that design and contemporary social discourse brings to the domain of robotics research.

Products occupy a central role in both design and contemporary social discourse. Theories and methods from these domains shifts the orientation from designing robots to designing robotic products. This shift from robots to robotic products effects research efforts in (at least) three manners: 1) it places an emphasis on form, 2) it situates the artifact in human use and everyday practices and environments , and 3) it recognizes and seeks to reconcile the socio-cultural contexts of the use of the technology (e.g, the home) with the production of the technology (e.g, the lab). While me might recognize the value of addressing these effects of an emphasis on robots a product, how to do so remains a substantial challenge. 

REINVISIONING THE PERSONAL EXPLORATION ROVER ROBOT

The Personal Exploration Rover (PER) robot was developed by Illah Nourbakhsh at Carnegie Mellon University (http://www-2.cs.cmu.edu/~personalrover/) In a sense the PER straddles the bounds between research artifact and a product. The PER was developed as part of a NASA funded educational program to educate and excite children and adults about science technology. The PER is a small, six-wheeled mobile platform capable of climbing over small obstacles. The PER comes equipped with basic vision capabilities – it can track objects or people and transmits is camera view. It can operate autonomously, or via tele-operation (with a well-designed interface that runs on Windows), or with shared autonomy. Dozens of  PERs have been installed in museums exhibits over the past year and visitors and docents have been interviewed after interacting with it. 

Because the PER was designed to work for 12 hours a day for weeks on end with substantial human-contact, it is a very robust robotic platform, suitable for use in the home. However, the PER is does not have an immediate value in the home, it is simply an accessible and viable platform. As such it provides both a unique opportunity and hard challenge, namely are there any uses for such a platform in the home, and if so, what might the uses be? Moreover, how do we invent those uses in an informed manner? Even if we assume that the PER might best exist in the home as an open platform, either for hobbyists or a sort of technological probe to discover what people might do with such a device, how is the PER transformed from product for research to domestic product? How would a PER compare and contrast to a Sony Aibo, a iRobot Roomba, or a WowWee Robosapien? Such questions beg not only answers but approaches for discovering the answers in an informed and innovative manner.




