Would Robots Make
Good Caretakers?
[examining the possibilities and ethics of robotic caregiving]

With an increasing aging population will come an increasing need
for caregiving. But caregiving is often very personal, very expensive, and vitally important to the quality of life of the aging person.
In this tricky context, we want learners to think about the role robots could play in helping with caregiving—for the elderly and for
friends, adults, and children.

Activity Parts
Part A
Students learn about the growing elderly population in the US and whether robots could
and should help care for them. Then, they learn about some real caretaker robots.

Part B
Students think about people in their own families who need care and ponder whether any
of the caregiver robots from part A might be able to help. Students also think about whether they would want robots doing this caregiving.

Part C
Students watch Big Hero 6 and think about the potential problems with robot caregivers
and humans becoming friends.
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Key

Part A
Big Idea for Kids
The number of elderly (old) people in the US is growing, and those people
will need care—from bathing to cooking to someone keeping them company. Today, we’re going to explore what makes good caretakers—and
whether caretaking is a job robots could take on.

Getting Ready
Time Estimate
1 hr 15 mins

Preparation
Read through the activity instructions
Print copies of the articles for step 6 and step 8, if desired

Materials
Printed articles or list of articles with links for students
Pens or pencils and journals
Paper for students to write on
Way to show videos
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Activity Instructions

2

Review the extended learning question from the previous session, if
applicable.
Watch the following videos as a
group:
•
•

3
4
5

6

Read students the Big Idea for Kids.
Provide students with the Open the
Window questions and give them
4-5 minutes to journal about them.
As a whole group, spend a couple of
minutes recapping what students
wrote about. Make a list of characteristics that are important for
caretakers to have.

What makes a good
caretaker?
What do you do that
would make you a good
caretaker? Not a good
caretaker?
Do you think a robot could
be a good caretaker?
Why or why not?

Individually, in small groups, or as a full group, read the following three articles:
•
•
•

7

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bE5eyJgAMUY
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=NwM27biSoe0

Open the
Window

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/20/opinion/sunday/the-futureof-robot-caregivers.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/26/opinion/when-a-robot-is-acaregiver.html
https://www.agingcare.com/Articles/robots-in-elder-care-170581.
htm

Take a couple of minutes to debrief and discuss the articles. The main question
here is whether robots can replace human caretaking in certain areas—mainly, in
social interaction. Is it ok for a robot to be a “friend” of a human? Is it okay for
the robot to be the human’s only friend or only opportunity for interaction? What
if there are no good alternatives?
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1

8

Split students into groups of 3 or 4. Assign each group one of the following (real) caretaker robots, and provide them with the corresponding article(s). You don’t have to use
all of the caretaker robots if you don’t have enough groups.
Paro
•
•

http://kalw.org/post/robotic-seals-comfort-dementia-patients-raiseethical-concerns
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jul/08/
paro-robot-seal-dementia-patients-nhs-japan

Nursebot Pearl
•
•

https://designtoimprovelife.dk/
nursebot-personal-mobile-robotic-assistants-for-the-elderly/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/northamerica/
usa/1457427/Meet-Pearl-shes-the-robo-nurse-designed-to-look-afterthe-elderly.html

Mobiserv
•
•

http://cordis.europa.eu/result/rcn/91525_en.html
http://www.gizmag.com/mobiserv-elderly-care-robot/28751/

Giraff Plus
•
•

http://www.wallstreetdaily.com/2014/08/19/giraffplus-robot/
http://www.gizmag.com/giraffplus-elderly-homecare/27960/

GeriJoy
It’s important to note that GeriJoy isn’t quite a robot—it’s a virtual pet that has behind
it a real, live human.
•
•
•

http://www.fastcompany.com/3037074/healthware/tomorrows-seniorsmay-lack-caregivers-but-theyll-have-digital-animal-friends
http://www.ohmidog.com/2013/05/24/
oh-you-are-so-good-virtual-dog-offers-unconditional-love-to-elderly/
http://www.gerijoy.com/faq.html

Babyloid
•
•

116

http://thefabweb.com/17069/babyloid-robot-baby-for-the-japaneseelderly-with-depression/
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2012/01/19/babyloid-robot-comfortselderly-japan_n_1215743.html

•

http://scitechdaily.com/
babyloid-robot-aims-to-combat-depression-in-the-elderly/

Hospi-R
http://www.gizmag.com/panasonic-hospi-r-delivery-robot/29565

•

http://robotsinsider.com/hospi-r-an-efficient-drug-delivery-robot/

Cody
•
•

9

Ask each group to read the articles and document the following things on paper:
•
•
•

10

http://www.coe.gatech.edu/news/robotic-cody-learns-bathe
http://www.fastcompany.com/1587924/
meet-cody-your-future-non-terrifying-health-care-helper-robot

What tasks does the robot do?
Do any of these tasks replace human interaction with the elderly (old) person?
If any of these tasks do replace human interaction, to what extent do you as
a group think that’s okay? Is it okay that a robot replaces a human for that
task?

Have each group share their findings with everyone else. Take
time to discuss students’ thoughts
and questions, and focus on
robots replacing human interaction—is that okay? Is it ethical for
robots to replace human care?
Keep students’ notes about these
robots—they’ll be needed in part
B.

11
12

Have students journal about
the View From My Window
questions.
Provide students with the
Extended Learning question, if
desired.

View from my
Window
What do you think it’s okay
for robot caretakers to do?
What shouldn’t they do?
Do you think robots could
completely replace human
caretakers? If not, why not?
Would YOU want a robot to
take care of you if you were
sick or when you get old?
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•

Extended Learning
Talk to a parent or someone else. What traits/characteristics/skills does that person think is important for a caretaker to have?

Part B
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Part B
Big Idea for Kids
Would Robots Make Good Caretakers? | Part B

We’ve explored some of the caretaker robots that already exist.
Today, we’re going to explore whether any of these robots could
help care for your family members.

Getting Ready
Time Estimate
45 Minutes

Preparation
Print profiles.  Have notes from Part A on hand.

Materials
Journals & pens or pencils
Copies of the blank profile sheet and the sample profiles
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Activity Instructions
1
2

3

4

5
6
7
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Review the extended learning question from the previous session, if applicable.
Provide students with the Open the
Window question and give them 2-3
minutes to journal about it (these questions are similar to the View From My
Window questions in Part A).
Ask students to think of a family member or friend (someone elderly, a baby
or young child, etc) who needs care. Ask
each learner to fill out the profile about
that person. If a learner can’t think of anyone, provide him or her with one of the
sample profiles.
Once students have completed the profiles,
ask them to think back to the caregiver robots they learned about in Part A (you can
pull out the student notes to help them
remember these robots). Would any of
those robots be helpful in caring for the
person in their profile?  Why or why not?  
What would they add or remove from the
robots in part A in order to create a suitable caregiver robot? Have them write
the answers to these questions on the
backs of their profiles.
Have students share their ideas in groups
or with the full class.
Present the View From My Window question and have students journal about it.
Present students with the extended learning
question, if desired.

Open the
Window
Would you want a robot to
care for your family? Why
or why not? Who would
the robot take care of?

View from my
Window
If you had a robot to help
take care of your family,
who would it be replacing?
Would the human who
usually does those tasks lose
anything by not doing them
anymore?

Extended Learning
Ask a parent or other adult what their favorite thing about caretaking is. What is something they’ve learned from caring from another person?
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Part C
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Part C
Big Idea for Kids
Today, we’re going to more deeply explore the possibility of humans becoming friends with their robot caregivers and what could happen if they
do become friends. The best engineers consider the ethical effects and potential problems with the robots they create and use those concerns to create safer, better robots.

Getting Ready
Time Estimate
2 hrs 15 min

Preparation
Print the watching guide
Find, rent, or buy a copy of the movie Big Hero 6

Materials
Journals, pens/pencils
Watching guide
Way to show the movie
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Activity Instructions

2
3

4
5

6

7

Review the extended learning question from the previous session, if
applicable.
Present students with the Open the
Window question, and give them 5
minutes to journal.
Pass out the watching guide. Tell
learners that the questions on this
are mostly to get them thinking and
prepare them for some discussion
afterward. They can take notes or
write bullet points, but they don’t
have to write in complete sentences.
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1

Open the
Window
Could and should
caretaker robots (or robots
in general) be friends with
humans? Why or why not?

Watch Big Hero 6.
Discuss the questions from the
watching guide. You can use the
teacher version to help guide
discussion, but remember—the
teacher version only has our
thoughts. There are far more
right answers and good ideas
than we included!
Provide students with the View
From My Window questions.
(They should journal in the form
of a letter to Hiro). Take time to
discuss, if desired.
Provide students with the extended learning question, if desired.

View from my
Window
Hiro is thinking of copying
Baymax and providing it
to people who need care.
Write a letter to Hiro about
Baymax, saying whether
you think it’s a good idea
for everyone to have a
robot like Baymax and why
or why not. What changes
could or should be made to
Baymax to lessen potential
problems?
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Extended Learning
Write or draw what you think the future of caregiving will look like. Will it be all human, all robot, or a mix of the two? Which tasks will each do? What problems do engineers and ethicists
need to figure out to make your future come true?  When you’re done, interview some friends or
family members and see if they agree.

Copyright © 2016 Through My Window
This material is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation under Grant Nos. 1223868 and 1223460.
Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.
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Name of person:________________________
Description of person:__________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
Task this person needs
help with

Who does this task
now?

COULD a robot do
this?

Would you WANT a
robot to do this?

Name of person: Allison
Description of person: Allison is a typical 5-year-old girl.
Task this person needs
help with

Who does this task
now?

Cooking

Allison’s parents try
to cook healthy food
for her

Bathing

Allison’s parents

Reading

Allison’s parents read
to her and are helping
her learn to read for
herself
Allison’s parents,
friends, teachers, and
other adults

Being entertained
(playing games, going
for walks, spending
time with friends, etc)
Affection (hugs,
kisses, high-fives,
being picked up and
held)
Remembering to
follow the rules (like
saying please and
thank you)
Going places
(preschool, to a
friend’s house, etc)
Tying her shoelaces

Allison’s parents and
other family members
Allison’s parents
usually remind her to
do this. Sometimes
her teachers do, too.
Allison’s parents
sometimes take her.
Sometimes her
friends’ parents pick
her up.
Allison’s parents
usually tie her
shoelaces for her

COULD a robot do
this?

Would you WANT a
robot to do this?

Name of person: Zachary
Description of person: Zachary is an 80-year-old man with
serious arthritis (that means his joints hurt a lot). He lives alone.
Task this person needs
help with

Who does this task
now?

Help with simple
exercises (that help
joints feel better)

Zachary goes to
physical therapy, but
can’t always do the
exercises at home by
himself
Home health nurses
who come by his
house, but they only
come once a week.
Sometimes friends
stop by.
Sometime Zachary
just has to do these
tasks himself, unless
the nurse is around
that day to help him
Zachary tries to use
his phone alarm, but
sometimes forgets

Having company
(someone to talk to)

Opening doorknobs,
other simple physical
tasks
Remembering to take
medication
Getting physical
exercise
(Zachary doesn’t like
going for walks or
running by himself.)
Cleaning
(Zachary gets tired
easily, so cleaning can
be hard for him)

His friends aren’t
always around to go
with him, so
sometimes he just
doesn’t get exercise.
Sometimes his house
just gets messy.
Sometimes a relative
or friend helps him
clean.

COULD a robot do
this?

Would you WANT a
robot to do this?

Name of person: Eleanor
Description of person: Eleanor is a 95-year-old woman with
Alzheimer’s Disease (her memory is slowly failing)
Task this person needs
help with

Who does this task
now?

Cooking

Her meals are
delivered by a local
charity, but
sometimes wishes she
had more options
Eleanor has caretakers
who come to her
house every day to
remind her, but these
caretakers can be
expensive.
Eleanor’s daughter
comes over once a
month to pay the bills,
but she would prefer
if she could spend
time with her mom
rather than spend that
time paying bills.
No one helps, which
means sometimes she
doesn’t change out of
her pajamas or dresses
in clothes that are too
hot or cold for the
weather.
The caretakers and
her daughter.
Sometimes her
daughter can’t come
by, and the healthcare
workers only come
for an hour a day.

Remembering to take
medications

Paying bills
(Eleanor can no
longer remember how
to pay her bills)

Getting Dressed

Conversation/
Company

COULD a robot do
this?

(General information from: http://www.webmd.com/alzheimers/guide/alzheimers-disease-stages)

Would you WANT a
robot to do this?

Watching Guide for Big Hero 6
What can Baymax do? Are these skills possible for robots to do now? If
not, do you think they’ll be possible in the future?

What can’t Baymax do and what problems does this cause?

Do you think Baymax is a good caregiver? Why or why not?

Do you think Hiro would say Baymax is his friend? Why?

Is Baymax just as good as a human friend?

Does Baymax replace Tadashi in Hiro’s life? If so, in what ways?

Why doesn’t Hiro want to leave Baymax in the portal?

If friend-like robot caretakers get destroyed, an already-fragile human
could lose a friend. How do you think Hiro would have felt if he lost
Baymax’s programming forever? Do you think the risk of losing a friend
means robot caretakers should never have friendships with humans?

Some people need caretakers because they’re easily confused about what’s
going on around them. These people might think Baymax actually had
feelings and loved them back. Is it fair to “trick” these people by giving
them a robot they think loves them? If you did give these people Baymax
and then Baymax was destroyed, what kind of problems could that cause?

Do you think Baymax has feelings?

TEACHER Watching Guide for Big Hero 6
What can Baymax do? Are these skills possible for robots to do now? If
not, do you think they’ll be possible in the future?
Baymax can lift 1000 lbs, complete a lot of medical procedures, detect injuries, sound activate,
see, speak (“on a scale of 1-10, how would you rate your pain?”), problem-solve (sees window in
old, locked warehouse), provide warnings about dangerous situations, protect Hiro from a fall,
hug, get new abilities downloaded, do karate, learn new things (fist bump), understand normal
human language, follow verbal commands, hear, float in water, warm up/warm other people
up/act as a heater, assess everyone’s healthcare needs, shoot off his fist, fly, define words (like
“quarantine”), record video.
Some of these abilities are possible now and some aren’t. I think most will be possible in the
future—although hugging—and the meaning of hugging—are more complicated.

What can’t Baymax do and what problems does this cause?
Baymax can’t avoid traffic, detect sarcasm, understand human language expressions (“you gave
me a heart attack!”, run fast, or fist bump (at first). These problems sometimes get Hiro and his
friends in trouble and/or make it hard for them to escape in certain situations. In addition, not
understanding the expression “you gave me a heart attack!” means Baymax almost uses electric
shock on Hiro’s heart.

Do you think Baymax is a good caregiver? Why or why not?
In some ways, Baymax appears to be a very good caretaker. He can perform medical
procedures, understand most language, see, hear, detect injuries, and won’t shut down until the
patient says they are satisfied with their care. However, Baymax can run out of batteries and
doesn’t understand some expressions (“you gave me a heart attack!”) which can put the patient
in a dangerous position.

Do you think Hiro would say Baymax is his friend? Why?
Hiro would probably say Baymax is his friend. He may care about Baymax partly because
Baymax is a reminder of Tadashi (Hiro’s brother). Hiro might also consider Baymax a friend
because Baymax takes care of him physically and emotionally.

Is Baymax just as good as a human friend?
This is a difficult question. Baymax can do some helpful things (do a lot of medical procedures,
detect injuries, etc) that many human friends can’t do. However, Baymax doesn’t have real
feelings, and the best human friends are often the ones who are most connected to us
emotionally.

Does Baymax replace Tadashi in Hiro’s life? If so, in what ways?

In some ways, Baymax does replace Tadashi. He takes care of Hiro in some of the ways Tadashi
did, and he becomes one of Hiro’s closest companions, like Tadashi. However, Baymax can’t
completely replace the brotherly relationship Hiro had with Tadashi, especially because Tadashi
used to give Hiro advice about college, etc, and Baymax doesn’t know anything about that.

Why doesn’t Hiro want to leave Baymax in the portal?
Hiro probably considers Baymax his friend, and he doesn’t want to leave behind this robot he
cares so much about. Even though Baymax doesn’t have real feelings, Hiro doesn’t want him to
get destroyed.

If friend-like robot caretakers get destroyed, an already-fragile human
could lose a friend. How do you think Hiro would have felt if he lost
Baymax’s programming forever? Do you think the risk of losing a friend
means robot caretakers should never have friendships with humans?
Hiro probably would have been very sad if Baymax had been destroyed. The risk of losing a
friend is serious, and there are many things to consider, including:
-Human friends die. Is having a robot friend get destroyed any worse?
-This sadness could be prevented if humans weren’t friends with robots, but are there some
benefits to human-robot friendship?

Some people need caretakers because they’re easily confused about what’s
going on around them. These people might think Baymax actually had
feelings and loved them back. Is it fair to “trick” these people by giving
them a robot they think loves them? If you did give these people Baymax
and then Baymax was destroyed, what kind of problems could that cause?
This is a major point of discussion about robot caretakers. Some people think it’s
ethically/morally unfair to trick already fragile/vulnerable people into believing a robot is real.
Others think it’s okay as long as it’s helpful to the person who needs care. Some are somewhere
in-between. Let students share their thoughts and explain why.
Hiro probably understood at some level that Baymax didn’t have real feelings, but Hiro was still
very sad about losing Baymax. That would be even worse for someone who didn’t understand
that Baymax didn’t have real feelings. It might also leave disoriented people even more
disoriented than before.

Do you think Baymax has feelings?
Baymax is a machine and therefore (almost definitely) doesn’t have real (human) feelings. But
give students room to discuss this—if some think Baymax does have feelings, spend time
discussing what it means to have feelings and why Baymax does or doesn’t have them!

