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I Blame You Anyways!  

An Experimental Study on the Perceived Responsibility of a Social Robot’s Pre-

Programmed Behavior 

Since social robots are rapidly advancing, they increasingly enter people’s 

everyday environments such as homes, work places, schools, and hospitals (Broekens et 

al., 2009; Dautenhahn et al., 2005). Consequently, human-robot interactions are becoming 

more socially situated and multi-faceted (Dautenhahn, 2007; Young et al., 2011). With this 

increase in social interactions, the question arises how people perceive and evaluate the 

robots’ actions, particularly regarding responsibility. According to attribution theory, 

people constantly attempt to understand the causes and implications of others’ behaviors 

(Kelley, 1973). Different factors determine whether (problematic) behavior is attributed to 

an internal or external cause (Kelley, 1973). Against this background, circumstances 

influencing whether a robot or other factors are considered responsible for its behavior are 

examined. 

Various studies show that people expect artificial entities to adhere to social norms 

such as politeness (Fogg & Nass, 1997; Nass et al., 1999). With a robot’s behavior being 

pre-programmed, not the robot but the programmer(s) should be perceived responsible for 

impolite behavior since they pose a high external justification for the robot’s behavior 

(Kelley, 1973). Here, we hypothesize that when a social robot’s feedback is impolite and 

believed to be pre-programmed compared to autonomous, this leads to a more positive 

evaluation of the robot and the interaction with it.  
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In addition, people’s feelings towards social robots are often mixed due to the 

prevalence of two contradicting prospects for them (Bruckenberger et al., 2013; Scopelliti 

et al., 2005). Many people fear that robots will become competitors to them, mainly 

professionally but also personally (Khan, 1998; Ray et al., 2008). In contrast, social robots 

are also expected to make life easier by functioning as helpful assistants (Horstmann & 

Krämer, 2019; Oestreicher & Eklundh, 2006). Since previous research showed that a robot 

is evaluated differently after being framed as threatening or helpful (Horstmann & 

Krämer, 2020), we hypothesize that when a social robot is believed to become an assistant 

compared to a competitor, the robot’s impolite feedback leads to a more negative 

evaluation. 

In an experimental online study with a 2x2x2 between-subjects-design (N = 394), 

people read a vignette describing the social robot Pepper either as future assistant (will be 

very helpful and assist humans with many exhausting tasks) or competitor (will take over 

many tasks currently executed by humans). Furthermore, they were told that they will 

receive feedback by Pepper that was either described to be generated autonomously by the 

robot itself or to be pre-programmed by programmers in advance. During a subsequent 

quiz, Pepper either provided positive (e.g., “I am impressed by how well you are doing!”) 

or negative (e.g., “I am impressed by how bad you are at this.”) feedback. Effects on the 

evaluation of the robot (its agency, responsibility, competence, and sociability) and the 

interaction with it are measured. These self-reports are extended by an implicit measure of 

the automatic activation of negative or positive attitudes towards Pepper and robots in 

general. The study will deliver valuable insights to successfully design human-robot 

interactions by avoiding and diminishing misunderstandings and subsequent frustrations. 
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