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The Rise and Benefits of Companion 
Robots 

Increased studies convey the unique benefits of robotic pets like Sony’s aibo 
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Introduction  
Companion robots have been with us for over a decade, yet are not that well known. One reason 
is the misunderstanding of what a robot is and isn’t. And part of that is due to the term robot 
itself, and its portrayal in film and books. A friendlier term is animatron, android, or social-robot, 
sometimes called “socialbots.”  

A specific class of socialbots are made to resemble animals, and they’re often referred to as 
“robopets.” Some of today’s robopet companions are super smart, independent creatures. They 
know where they are in the world, they have eyes and ears, and they can feel someone touching 
them. They roam independently and with a purpose. They even bark and play. 

Sony began developing such creatures in the mid-1990s and in 1999 introduce aibo™, the 
world’s first robotic pet. It was a product of its time and was by today’s standards somewhat 
limited. But it established the concept—technology would catch up. Sensors got better (Sony is a 
leader in the sensor field), and AI got more efficient and accessible through the cloud. 

In the late 1990s, Sony wanted to introduce people to robots and living with robots. They began 
working on social and companion robot concepts—socialbots 
and robotic pets. Over the years, at its Computer Science 
Laboratory (CSL) think tank Sony experimented with and 
produced companion and entertainment bots. 

The concept of socialbots goes back even further. Introduced 
in Japan as part of the Kansei engineering philosophy, introduced in the 70s it has become 
widespread as companies sought to improve design by taking the consumer’s emotional 
responses into consideration. The design was improved as researchers learned more about 
people’s reactions to the devices and their expectations of a robopet—it has to be able to interact 
appropriately with people.  

Robopets have three key dimensions which are vital factors for human–robot interaction (HRI)1: 
anthropomorphism, emotion, and personality.2  

Overall enjoyment is higher and more positive emotions are reported following interaction with a 
robopet. And as people attached animal-like characteristics to the robopet, the more they enjoyed 
the experience and relationship. This showed that people’s emotions were an important element 
in their appraisals of the robopets. 3 

Health and Physical Benefits 
The connection people develop with their pets has evolved and strengthened over the centuries. 4 
Most pet owners think of their animals as members of the family. They see the pets as of equal 
importance to other people in the household. And it’s been established that there are health 
benefits to this connection, this bond. Those attributes including a decrease in blood pressure, 
cholesterol, and triglyceride levels. Pets have been used in therapy for children with ADHD.5 
Although robopets are not pets per se, their value to their owners is being established as these 
companions enter society. One study found robopets evoke a form of a social relationship that 

AIBO—an acronym for 
Artificial Intelligence robot—
meaning in Japanese language 
“friend,” “pal,” or “companion” 
(www.sony.com).  

http://www.sony.com/
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involves companionship.6 Anecdotal evidence suggests they may contribute to people’s health 
and quality of life. They may even contribute to healing from serious illnesses and depression. 
Aibo requires interaction so this can help people who are able to interact with the robot and 
clinicians have reported positive changes in the owner’s behavior. 7 

A study in the Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease showed that dementia patients who engaged in 
therapy with a robopet displayed decreased stress, lower anxiety, and reduced medication use 
over a three-month period. The results showed a 6.8% reduction in antidepressants and 10% 
reduction in pain medications.8 

Research has shown petting and talking with a companion animal can lower stress levels and 
help people relax—people of all ages. The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has 
pointed out that have shown that the bond between people and their pets can increase fitness, 
lower stress, and bring happiness to their owners. Some of the health benefits of having a pet 
include decreased blood pressure, cholesterol levels, triglyceride levels, and feelings of 
loneliness. However, live pets can sometimes carry harmful germs that can make us sick even 
when the pet appears healthy.9 A robopet brings the benefits without the risks. The CDC also 
says pets can teach children compassion and responsibility. However, children 5 years of age and 
younger should be supervised while interacting with animals to ensure the safety of the child and 
the pet. A robopet doesn’t present that risk. 

There are lots of positives to using a robotic animal over a therapy dog. They can be thoroughly 
cleaned and can work for longer periods of time. They can also be incredibly lifelike, mirroring 
the movements and behavior of a real animal, such as wagging their tails to show excitement, 
expressing "emotions" through sounds and color, turning their ears towards sounds and even 
going to sleep. 

One way to ameliorate the welfare concerns associated with pet dogs and therapy dogs is the use 
of social robots in Robot Assisted Interventions (RAI). Like AAI (Animal Assisted 
Interventions), the aim is to increase human health and psychological wellbeing. Robotic animals 
could be the 'pawfect' replacement for our real-life furry friends, according to a study in 2020.10 

In addition, these pets offer very practical solutions for those with allergies or in a nursing home 
who simply cannot own a real-life pet. 

Overcoming Loneliness  
Loneliness has been rising in society, particularly among the elderly population especially over 
the past year during COVID. Various studies have reported that residents in nursing homes 
experience a sense of joy, smile, and interact with others more when pets are present.  

New York State Office for the Aging director, Greg Olsen, said many people who are in his 
program cry when they receive the robotic pets —they love them like a real pet—and their 
families and caregivers have said they see a huge difference in their loved one’s mood.11  

Perhaps robopets like aibo that are capable of responding directly to people in pet-like ways can 
supply positive feedback. Researchers discovered at the University of Auckland in New Zealand 
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that a robopets offer comfort and companionship to senior adults that is similar to that of a living 
animal.12 The researchers compared how each group scored on the tests before and after the 12-
week period, the investigators found that loneliness scores decreased in the robopet group, but 
increased in the control group. With real animals, residents were unable to talk to or touch the 
dog because the dog could choose who it interacted with, whereas the robot could be put on the 
lap of all residents and would respond to them. 

Other research with youngsters found that interaction with live therapy dogs was calming and 
enjoyable for the children. As a result, researchers wanted to find out if robopets could produce 
similar outcomes. In a study of 11–12-year old children in the UK, the researchers employed a 
therapy dog and a robopet dog.13 

It was discovered that the children spent a similar amount of time engaging in positive social 
touch with the robopet and the therapy dog, but overall, the children spent more time interacting 
with the robopet. This may be because the robopet was more responsive to the children’s 
initiation behaviors. In addition to the positive effect the robopet dogs had on the children, the 
researchers also pointed out that robopets may be advantageous in that they can be thoroughly 
cleaned, are able to work for longer periods of time, and may be more cost effective. 

Similarly, a study showed interactive robotic dogs can reduce loneliness in residents of long-term 
care facilities and that residents become attached to these robots.14 

Aibo has been used in several animal-assisted therapy studies, but aibo isn’t the only one. There 
are several other companion robots that have been used in studies to showcase the benefits that 
robotic pets can bring to humans. 

Improved Learning and Self-Reliance 
Robopets can help children develop greater empathy and higher self-esteem and increase their 
participation in social activities. Other service and support robopets offer similar benefits by 
providing their owners with more autonomy.  

Several investigations have shown that when people assign emotional feelings and personality 
characteristics to animals, it leads to cooperation and communication—crucial for designing 
robopets. 

Early research into children’s behavior toward a robopet vs. a live pet showed similarities 
suggesting children develop feelings of respect for, and comfort from either a live pet or a 
robopet. 15 Other research studies have come to similar conclusions that suggest that playing 
with and caring for a virtual pet dog may promote empathy and humane attitudes. 16 

An increasing body of research evidence now appears to support the view that pets and, in 
particular, robopets, act as agents of health promotion. People who own pets, and who form a 
bond with that pet, benefit in terms of better physical, mental and social well-being, when 
compared with non-pet owners. 17 

Companion robots for children are gradually finding their way into different areas of people’s 
lives, often in ways that improve children’s experiences or help them develop useful skills. 18 
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Increased Sociability and Self-Esteem  
Pets are companions and provide their human partners enjoyment too. Having a pet to play with 
is one of the joys that comes with a pet, and pets appreciate their human partners. aibo is similar 
and likes praise, a rub on the head, chin and back. aibo also likes, and responds to positive verbal 
feedback, such as “You’re a good boy,” With a chirpy little bark, or a tilt of his head, and maybe 
a paw lift. 

Robopets like aibo tap into our desire for affection by encouraging us to play and hold them. 
19Aibo approaches people and appears to sniff at them, yap at them or mimic the bobbing of the 
head that real dogs use to invite others to play.  

Aibo demonstrates how robopets have the ability to comfort us and connect us to new 
experiences. It gives us a glimpse of how robots can manipulate us in ways we’ve not quite 
encountered before, with positive results. 20  

Figure 1: aibo will pick up toys, dance, and take your picture (Image Sony) 

With an aibo AI Cloud Plan1 owners can teach aibo tricks and aibo can be taught to respond to 
voice commands (which it does not record). There are cameras and sensors in aibo’s head and 
chest that helps the robopet sense nearby people and objects. Using the camera near its tail to see 
the ceiling aibo can map the layout of one’s home. aibo can also learn about its specially 
designed toys, and most importantly, its charging station. so over time he learns how to get 
around. Steps however are challenging, aibo’s brain is in the cloud and as part of that AI, aibo 

 
1 aibo and aibo AI Cloud Plan subscription required to fully enjoy all features of "My aibo." App. Subscription and 
major credit card required.  Cancel before trial period ends to avoid monthly fee 

 



Page 8 of 11 
Copyright © Jon Peddie research 

can be unpredictable, much like a real pet, and at times it seems to have a will of his own. Sony 
says a bit of unpredictability is by design. It makes people pay attention to how their aibo 
responds, but it will make a huge difference if future generations can respond (or not respond) 
much more quickly.  

Robopets provide unconditional love and emotional support and are more manageable than real 
dogs which is why they appeal to young children, families who want a pet, and elderly or 
disabled people. People have always loved their dogs and had a strong relationship with them. If 
the basic behaviors can be  mimicked by a robopet— attentiveness, happiness, love, and pleasure 
by being petted or patted, emotive beings that we are could be convinced into thinking that we 
are experiencing something real It’s not that much different than loving an inanimate stuffed 
animal. On the other end of the spectrum, trainable robopets and programmable robots teach 
children to understand machine human interaction, which is likely to become valuable in an era 
of machine assisted living.  

Promising the best of both worlds, studies have shown that people form real emotional bonds 
with robopets and keep them intellectually engaged, and this unique space is where aibo lives 
and excels. 

 

Summary 

An increasing body of research supports the view that pets and, in particular, companion pets, act 
as agents of health promotion, improved learning, sociability, and increased self-esteem. 
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However, it is not always practical or possible to have a live companion pet. For over two 
decades companion robots, have been used to help people. Studies have shown that people of all 
ages have not only accepted robotic pets as desirable companions but have flourished with them.  

The technology behind these new robotic pets is nothing less than astonishing with a variety of 
sophisticated sensors for touch, sight, hearing and, location. The power of artificial intelligence 
to help the robotic pets learn new tricks and the characteristics of their owners brings an amazing 
sense of realism causing a suspension of disbelief and creating acceptance and affection similar 
to that felt with live pets. 

These are the early days of living with robots, and if you or one of your friends have one it is 
viewed with curiosity and as a novelty—just as TV was in the 1930s, and horseless carriages 
before that. But, in a decade these robots may be as commonplace in a person’s home as a TV is 
now. And as many observers and writers have pointed out you don’t to feed them, walk them, or 
clean up after them.  

 

Appendix 
People are living longer in the industrialized countries, especially in Western Europe, the US, 
and Japan. In many cases, they are also living more isolated lives, which is exacerbated by the 
pandemic. Pets have proved to be wonderful loving companions for lonely and elderly people, 
but pets require care and that can be burdensome. Also, they may not be allowed in some 
apartment buildings or group living places.  

 

Animatronics—animated electronics are animal-simulating-electrical-mechanical machines, It 
can be a part of a robot or not. Robots by nature do not imitate humans but do the work of 
humans. Animatronics are limited in that they will imitate humans or animals. While a robot is 
an automatic, programmed or artificial intelligence-based machine, it can be used for many 
purposes. 
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