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An emerging research and therapeutic field is using social 
robots for encouraging social skills in children with ASD [1]. 
Technical advances have enabled robots to perform human-
like functions and are deployed in Robot Assisted Therapies 
(RAT). There are many potential advantages to use interactive 
robots in clinical settings with individuals with ASD. These 
advantages include the intrinsic appeal of technology to 
individuals on the spectrum, robots’ ability to produce simple 
and isolated social behaviors repetitively, and the fact that 
they can be readily be programmed and adapted so that each 
child gets individualized treatment [2].  

Several studies showed that, in general, robots generate a 
high degree of motivation and engagement for children with 
ASD [3], and that they can act as a social mediator between 
the child and the therapist [4]. Although these findings are 
promising, there are several important factors to consider 
about these studies. They are exploratory ones and the data 
are inconsistent even within these small samples, which limits 
their validity. Additionally, not all individuals with ASD 
showed an increase in social-communication when interacting 
with a robotic interlocutor in comparison to a human 
interlocutor, and some showed a decrease [5]. It is also 
important to note that these studies varied considerably in the 
amount of information that they provided on the 
characteristics of the group (diagnosis, verbal/cognitive 
abilities), which limits the ability to investigate patterns of 
ability/disability that might explain individual differences. 
Moreover, there are also studies like [6], that declared greater 
interest in individuals with ASD toward a robot therapeutic 
partner than a human, but in most cases participants showed 
better verbal and nonverbal imitation performance in response 
to a human partner. 

Until now most of the research in this field is engineering 
driven. Therefore, considerable attention has been given on 
which type of robots might be effective. But, not much 
emphasis has been put on topics like: what the best roles for 
robots are in therapy and who among children with ASD are 
best suited for this approach [2]. Currently, we do not know 
whether or not variables such as the level of cognitive and 
linguistic functioning, degree of social impairment, 
prominence of stereotyped and repetitive behaviors, sensory 
issues, or other important factors contribute to therapeutic 
outcomes. With the heterogeneity of the sample and 
outcomes, it is important to analyze group change and 
predictors to individual differences in order to understand the  
broader utility of the approach as well as how it can be 
tailored to individuals in therapy. Furthermore, it is unknown 
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how well the children can use what they have learned in 
interaction with social robots to real-life contexts. Therefore, 
there is a critical demand for researchers to change the focus 
in this field: firstly to take the needs of children with ASD 
and the limitations of current therapies as a start point, and 
then to adapt the robot and the experimental tasks to children 
with ASD particularities. To conclude, integrating this 
different perspective focused on the limitations mentioned 
above will be crucial for assuring advancements in this 
research field. 

 
Figure 1.  The social robot Probo in interaction with children with ASD. 
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