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I. INTRODUCTION

Based on studies that sustain the effectiveness of psycho-
logical interventions for mental or developmental disorders
using technological tools, there is now a trend towards
involving robots in several therapeutic contexts. For instance,
a number of research groups have examined the response
of children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) to robots
[1], [2], [3] and demonstrated that robots generate a high
degree of motivation and engagement in children. This use
of Robot Assisted Therapy (RAT) permits the development
of skills in a highly standardized, predictable, and controlled
environment, while simultaneously allowing an individual to
work at his or her own level of ability [4].

II. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF RAT FOR ASD THERAPIES

Emerging research shows that autistic children proactively
approach robots [5] and that the robot acts as a mediator
between the child and the therapist [6]; others suggest
that robots could provide quantitative measurements of be-
haviours that are diagnostic characteristics of the disorder
[7].

Our ongoing work illustrates that social robots can be used
to enhance social and emotional abilities on children with
ASD. Using the social robot “Probo” as a story teller, an
improvement in expressing social abilities (with a greater
degree of independence and less need for prompting) in
ASD children has been shown. [8]. We also investigated the
difference in using a social robot vs. a computer display in
using social story intervention to improve the social skills
of ASD children [9]. Results indicate that the robot was
more effective in improving the independence of expressing
social abilities. Another study demonstrated that using Probo
can help ASD children improve their ability to recognise
situation-based emotions (both sadness and happiness) [10].

III. OUTLOOK AND FUTURE WORK

In general, robots in therapeutic contexts are tele-operated;
their behaviours preprogrammed and of limited complexity.
Improvements in human-friendly robots for RAT therefore
need to target a larger range of interactions, including (1)
gestures and whole body movements and (2) more complex

1CAP is with the Department of Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy,
Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania cristina.pop at
ubbcluj.ro

2ST is with the Interaction Lab, Informatics Research Centre, University
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interactions (a combination of actions). In particular, to
lighten the burden on the therapist, a certain degree of
autonomy in the robot would be desirable. These targets
therefore require robots to have the ability to understand
the actions and intentions of a patient in order to respond
appropriately. We thus argue that an important direction for
future research in RAT will involve insights from Theory of
Mind (ToM). Early work in this direction exists (see also
[11] in this workshop). Brian Scassellati, for instance, is
an early pioneer of robotic ToM [12], while a recent study
presents a model capable of detecting, with the assistance of
a therapist, affective states of ASD children, including the
ability to remember individual preferences [13].
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