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Introduction

Social robots are robots designed to interact with humans and in human
environments following social behaviors (Aymerich-Franch, 2016;
Bartneck & Forlizzi, 2004; Breazeal, 2004). These robots are
progressively being adopted by the service sector for a variety of
purposes (van Doorn et al., 2017), ranging from greeting and entertaining
customers to providing product information.

The progressive implementation of social robots in all economic sectors
to accomplish work tasks until recently conducted by a person raises con-
cerns regarding robots replacing humans in their job positions (Ford, 2015).

While human replacement by robots is a popular topic in media
(Cellan-Jones, 2019) and in everyday conversations, very few works have
actually accurately examined whether this apparent replacement is the
principal reason that explains the progressive implementation of social
robots or if it is better explained by other unidentified reasons. In fact,

the majority of the studies that investigate the implementation of social
robots in the service sector are field trials in real-world environments

(e.g. Glas et al, 2013; Iwamura, Shiomi, Kanda, Ishiguro, & Hagita,

2011; Kanda, Shiomi, Miyashita, Ishiguro, & Hagita, 2010; Pan, Okada,
Uchiyama, & Suzuki, 2015; Pinillos, Marcos, Feliz, Zalama, & Gémez-

Garcia-Bermejo, 2016; Shiomi et al., 2009).

However, it has been anticipated that service social robots will have
important implications “at the micro (i.e. individual customer experi-
ence), meso (e.g. the market for a particular service and market prices)
and macro level (e.g. societal implications) for all key stakeholders” (Wirtz
et al,, 2018, p. 908) in the near future. Also, it has been suggested that
people tend to respond positively to social robots used for customer
service (Stock & Merkle, 2018). Therefore, it is likely that this expansion
will continue in the coming years.

Here, we examine the particular case of the adoption of humanoid
and semi-humanoid social robots in the service sector. We conducted an
exploratory study to describe the current state of social robots in this sec-
tor and analyzed the reasons and purposes behind this implementation.



For that, we identified the industries within the service sector in which
social robots are used, the principal social robots and their manufacturers,
the principal brands and initiatives that have implemented social robots,
the countries with the highest number of initiatives, and the main func-
tions that these robots develop. We present the results of this vast analysis,
in which we identified and analyzed 178 cases that met the criteria.

We found that most experiences with social robots actually are in
response to marketing strategies to increase store traffic and publicity,
rather than to a functional strategy to replace human workers. As far as
we know, this is the first study that thoroughly examines the current state
of the actual implementation of social robots made in the service sector
worldwide and the reasons behind this adoption.

Origins of the Aversion Towards Humanoid Social Robots

While people tend to envision robots as futuristic beings, these entities
have actually been present in the human social imagery since ancient
times. The possibility of creating artificial servants and companions was
already present in ancient mythologies (Mayor, 2018). In Greek mythol-
ogy, for instance, the god Hephaestus made automatons and gold maids to
work for him. The term robot itselfis in fact etymologically related to slave
and forced labor (Harper, 2019). The word was popularized in the science
fiction play R.U.R. in the early 1920s, in which robots were arti-ficial
people, similar to cyborgs. However, the most significant advances in the
field of humanoid social robots have taken place from the 2000s onwards.

Humanoid robots are those that present body shapes built to resemble
a human body. Androids are humanoid robots with ultra-realistic human
appearances. Unlike other types of robots, humanoid robots easily raise
anxiety in people. The Uncanny Valley (Mori, 1970) tries to explain the
origin of this feeling of aversion or repulsion towards certain human-
like robots. According to this theory, a person’s response to a humanlike
robot will abruptly shift from empathy to revulsion as it approaches, but
fails to attain, a lifelike appearance (Mori, 2012).

That said, the acceptance of humanlike robots also has a strong cul-tural
component. Traditional religious beliefs are a crucial element to explain
robots’ acceptance (Aymerich-Franch, 2016). Certain religions, especially
Christianity, have long associated any human attempt at creat-ing lifelike
creatures with divine punishment, as this act shall be reserved to God (Bar-
Cohen & Hanson, 2009). In contrast, the Shinto religion in Japan presents
strong animistic influences. Animism defends the idea that both living and
inanimate beings have a soul (including robots), which contributes to
conceiving robots as friendly beings, as well as to their acceptance (Bar-
Cohen & Hanson, 2009).

Literary and audiovisual products largely influence how robots are
conceived in the social imagery of a society as well (Aymerich-Franch,



2016). These products also reflect the religious component explained ear-
lier. In Japan, for example, numerous cartoons and comic books such as
Testuwan Atom or Doraemon, which have influenced entire generations of
Japanese children, present robots as friendly beings, superheroes who
defend humanity, or as creatures that can be domesticated (Kaplan, 2004).
In contrast, in Western cultures, the idea that any artificial creature cre-
ated by humans that resembles a human being will rebel against human-
ity is highly rooted in science fiction novels and movies (Kaplan, 2004).
This theme can easily be associated with Christian beliefs, the rebellion
being the expected divine punishment present in the social imagery.

Method

We conducted an exploratory study to identify the most relevant existing
cases of social robots in the service sector worldwide and the countries
with the major concentration of experiences.

Data collection of the experiences with robots was done through a
documentary research method. This qualitative research technique was
chosen with the aim of finding patterns that were able to explain why
brands are bringing social robots into their businesses. Documentary
sources were consulted to extract information about how brands use the
functionalities of social robots. These documents include sources such as
media outlets, official websites of the brands, case studies published on
the websites of the brands, corporate websites of the robot developers,
robot suppliers, national robot associations, specialized blogs, research
papers, and international reports from robotics organizations.

In order to do a mapping of the experiences obtained through these
documentary sources, we created a database that allowed us to collectand
extract quantitative and qualitative information related to the use of social
robots by each brand. Due to the extremely large amount of cases and the
impossibility of quantifying all of them at the global level, we used a
strategic nonprobabilistic sample for the collection, which consists of 178
cases registered in our database that met all the inclusion criteria.

We classified the experiences using the following variables: social robot
name and manufacturer, brand that implemented the social robot, spe-
cificindustry and area of the industry, country where the experience took
or is taking place, and tasks performed by the social robot. We focused our
search on the areas in which the robots are in direct contact with cus-
tomers, in particular, retail, hospitality, financial services, transportation,
and entertainment.

Operationalization of Social Robots

The following definition was used to define a social robot: “Social robots
are physically embodied robots designed to interact with humans and



in human environments following social behaviors” (Aymerich-Franch,
2016; Bartneck & Forlizzi, 2004; Breazeal, 2004).

Including and Excluding Criteria

In order to include a case in the study, the following variables for search
criteria were considered:

e Autonomy: Only fully autonomous robots were included. Autono-
mous robots are those that are capable of interacting with the envi-
ronment and developing the functions for which they have been
designed without requiring human intervention.

e Social: Only robots that clearly exhibited some manifestation of social
behavior and thus clearly fell in the category of social robots were
included.

e Humanoid: Only humanoid (human-like shape) or semi-humanoid
robots (e.g. with wheels instead of legs) were included.

e Embodied: Only physically embodied robots (i.e. with physical bod-
ies) were included.

e Industry and contact with the customer: Only experiences of social
robots in direct contact with customers were considered from the
industries of retail, hospitality, financial services, transportation, and
entertainment (areas such as hospitals, schools, stocktaking, or secu-
rity were not included).

e Prototypes: Robots that are still in the prototype phase were not
included.

e Geography: We examined experiences worldwide.

e Temporality: We did not include any restriction by date in the search.
Also, we did not discard experiences no longer taking place if they met
all our criteria.

e Size: Norestriction regarding the number of robot units implemented
in a specific strategy was considered.

e Long-term implementation: We only retained experiences that imple-
mented social robots as a long-term strategy; we did not include expe-
riences with social robots hired for specific events or those exhibited
in technology innovation fairs.

Search Procedures

After defining the variables of interest, we searched the relevant experi-
ences using the Google search engine. To do this, we completed keyword
searches with relevant keywords (e.g. “social robot” and “customer ser-
vice”). We also traced news in mainstream and tech-oriented online
newspapers and blogs. Additionally, we looked for further information in
the corporate websites of the main developers of social robots (e.g.



Softbank, Ubtech, Toshiba, Quihan, etc.), as well as the corporate web-sites
of the brands that have led the experiences with social robots. We also
used first-hand information (market observation) that we located in
person in Japan, the United States, Australia, and Spain to trace back
experiences. Furthermore, we interviewed a researcher from South Korea
and a researcher from China, both working at a social robotics lab in
the United States, to help us assess the situation in those countries and
trace resources, which was particularly difficult due to language barriers.

Results

We traced the experiences that responded to the criteria described earlier.
We included 177 experiences in our database from the industries men-
tioned and an additional experience from the media industry. In total, our
final analysis contains 178 experiences.

The majority of the experiences we identified were localized in Japan,
France, and China. However, as mentioned earlier, we used a strategic
nonprobabilistic sample, as our goal was to analyze diverse cases all over
the world. In our final analysis, we included 43 cases from Japan, 21 from
France, and 16 from China. China has implemented a large amount of
waiter robots. However, we only included a few experiences of this type
in the analysis due to the similarity among them. We also analyzed
experiences from the United States (15), India (12), Germany (11), Tur-
key (9), the UK (5), Belgium (4), Malaysia (4), Switzerland (4), the Neth-
erlands (4), Singapore (3), Thailand (3), the UAE (2), Spain (2), Poland
(2), Norway (2), Finland (2), Nepal (2), South Korea (2), Australia (1),
Austria (1), Canada (1), Hungary (1), Italy (2), Macau (1), Taiwan (1),
Pakistan (1), and Qatar (1).

Clearly, this number is not indicative of the total number of experi-
ences. For instance, Softbank, one of the principal developers of com-
mercial social robots, reports that more than 2,000 companies around the
world have adopted their social robot Pepper so far (Softbank Robot-ics,
2018). Hence, we were able to incorporate only the experiences that have
more visibility online. We collected, classified, and analyzed the 178
experiences. We report the results next.

Timing

The oldest experience that we traced dates from 2010. This experience
employed robot waiters in China (Brenhouse, 2010). In this regard, the
commercial release of the social robot Pepper (Figure 5.1) in late 2015 for
less than the equivalent of 2,000 USD in Japan (Softbank Robotics, 2018),
greatly contributed to the turning point in the expansion of social robots
for customer service.



Figure 5.1 The social robot Pepper interacting with a customer in a Softbank store
in Tokyo, Japan

Areas of Implementation and Brands

The highest number of experiences that we localized are concentrated in the
retail industry (41 percent of the cases), followed by hospitality (23 per-
cent), financial services (18 percent), transportation (15.2 percent), enter-
tainment (2.2 percent), and other industries (i.e. media, 0.6 percent). Even
if our sample is strategic and nonprobabilistic, these percentages might be
offering a good overview of how robots are distributed across industries.

Softbank, Nestle (Nescafé), Nissan, Baskin-Robbins, Yamada, Carre-
four, HSBC Bank, Pizza Hut Asia, Aqua City Odaiba, Honda, The Mar-
riot Hotels, Hilton, and Lowe’s are among the brands that have adopted
social robots in their outlets and physical territories.

In a distribution by specific areas within each of these industries, we
localized and examined initiatives in restaurants (27 cases analyzed);
banks (26 cases); airports (16); electronics and home appliance shops
(10); telecommunication services shops (9); subways, trams, and rail sta-
tions (9); hotels (8); automotive shops (8); supermarkets (7); shopping
malls (7); fashion (5); insurance (5); cosmetic retail (3); travel agencies
and airlines (5); cruises (3); cafés and ice cream shops (3); robot sales or



rentals (3); real estate (1); museums (1 case, only included when robots
had an active function in providing a service within the museum, not as
part of the exhibition); casinos (1); movie theaters (1); media agencies
(1); shared offices (1); luggage storage (1); spas (1); beauty salons (1); and
other specialized stores (14 cases: air conditioners, bags, furniture, coffee
machines, flowers, water, rice, toys, etc.).

Social Robots

We identified 46 different social robots among the 178 experiences ana-
lyzed. We describe the characteristics of the most recurrent robots that
we identified.

Pepper, initially developed by Aldebaran and currently owned by
the Japanese multinational company Softbank, is the most advanced social
robot currently being commercialized around the world (85 cases
reported in our database). Pepper interacts verbally and interprets and
expresses emotions based on a facial and gesture recognition system. This
social robot started being commercialized in Japan and has progressively
expanded to other countries worldwide (Softbank Robotics, 2018).

Nao is a humanoid robot also developed by Softbank. While its pri-mary
implementation has been for research and education, it is also uti-lized in
the service sector, mainly in hotels and banks.

Sanbot robots, developed by the Chinese company Qihan Technology,
are also used in the service sector, specifically in airports, train stations,
banks, and retail shops. The experiences with Sanbot robots were found
in China, Malaysia, and Poland.

The robot waiters, produced by various companies in China (Pango-
lin Robotics, Guangzhou Aobo Robot Technology), Thailand (CT Asia
Robotics), and Nepal (Paaila Technology), can be found in several res-
taurants in these countries, but also in hospitality businesses in India, the
UAE, Malaysia, the UK, Australia, and the United States.

Cruzr, developed by the Chinese company Ubtech Robotics, is an intel-
ligent robot working principally in the retail industry as a shop assistant.
Other experiences of Cruzr are in financial services and airports in China.
Mini Ada, developed by the Turkish company Akinrobotics, is utilized
at the Istanbul airport to guide passengers and to answer inquiries about
flights. The Ada-series models have multilanguage functions, and besides
being employed in the industry of transportation, are also found in retail,
real estate, and hospitality businesses in Turkey.

Mitra (male-like appearance) and Mitri (female-like appearance) are
designed by the Indian company Invento Robotics. These humanoid social
robots are employed in multiple areas in India: restaurants, banks, retail,
entertainment, and transportation.

Cloi Guide Bot by the South Korean company LG is used in the area
of transportation in South Korea, giving directions in different languages
and accompanying customers to their destination.



Junko Chihira and Aiko Chihira are ultra-realistic androids utilized in
the service sector. Junko and Aiko Chihira are created by the Japanese firm
Toshiba (2018). They also combine technology from the androids
developed by Prof. Hiroshi Ishiguro in Japan. The Chihira sisters speak
Japanese, Chinese, and English and work mainly in the retail and enter-
tainment industry in Japan.

Other androids are Nadine, which works for an insurance company
in Singapore, and the “actroid” robots, which work in hotels, insurance
companies, and in retail in Japan, all produced by the Japanese company
Kokoro.

Other ultra-realistic androids exist in the world (e.g. the prototypes
designed by Prof. Ishiguro in Japan or Sophia from Hanson Robotics),
which are exhibited in museums or events, but they do not develop per-
manent functions in the service sector and hence, we did not include them
in the analysis.

Manufacturers

The principal manufacturers of the social robots that are commercialized
to provide customer service functions are the following:

e SoftBank Robotics (France and Japan) - robots Pepper and Nao.

e Akinrobotics (Turkey) - robots from the Ada Series.

e Hease Robotics (France) - robot Heasy.

e Pangolin Robot Corp. (China) - Amy waitress, Amy Plus, Alice, and
Beauty waitress.

e Qihan Technology (China) - robots Sanbot and Sanbot EIf.

e UBTECH Robotics (China) - robot Cruzr.

e Invento Robotics (India) - robots Mitri and Mitra.

e Fraunhofer Institute for Manufacturing Engineering and Automa-
tion IPA (Germany) - robot Care-O-bot 4.

e Kokoro Company (Japan) - robot Nadine and the actroid androids.

e LG Electronics (South Korea) - robot LG CLOi GuideBot.

e Paaila Technology (Nepal) - robot Ginger waiter and Pari.

e Toshiba (Japan) - androids Junko Chihira and Aiko Chihira.

Tasks

Figure 5.2 summarizes the most common types of tasks performed by
the social robots from our sample. Most of these robots execute multiple
functions. The functions that are more frequently available are greet-
ing customers, providing product information, entertaining custom-ers,
providing personalized product advice, providing indications and product
localization in stores, multilanguage capabilities, hosting func-tions,
collecting data for marketing purposes, and promoting products and
deals.



Functions performed by the social robots
(total cases n = 178)

Greeting customers 14
Providing product information 12

Entertaining customers

Personalized product advice _

1

4

97

79

Indications and localization 79

Multilanguage capabilities 73

Hosting functions 54

Collecting data for MK purposes 52

Promoting products and deals 35
Delivering objects in hotels

12

Providing tourist information

Taking orders

Providing weather information

Enrolling in loyalty programs n

Brand ambassador

Processing payments E
Assisting with inventory monitoring
Printing coupons

Figure 5.2 Tasks performed by social robots in customer service in the service
sector

In the retail industry, social robots generally do multitasking in stores,
supermarkets, and shopping malls. Of these, 66 percent provide informa-
tion on products and services. Also, more than half (51 percent) perform
functions to entertain customers while they wait to be attended or enter-
tain kids so that parents can do the shopping. Another popular function
(77 percent) is to greet customers when they enter the store. Other wide-
spread functions are guiding purchases and customers throughout the
store in order to find the right product (37 percent), collecting customer
data through the touchscreen in the chest for loyalty programs (22 per-
cent), promoting products (26 percent), or translating information and



having conversations in different languages (25 percent). Less popular
functions include positioning the robot in the store entrance as brand
ambassadors by giving flyers or attracting the attention of customers
to drive traffic through the store (7 percent) or assisting with inventory
monitoring (5 percent). It is worth mentioning that some robots are able
to recognize voices and faces from previous interactions, which is espe-
cially utilized in the function of data collection.

In the hospitality industry, we identified two different types of robots:
a robot with limited capabilities that is basically a waiter-deliverer (15
cases analyzed), which performs monotonous tasks and offers limited
functions, and a more complex type of robot that works normally as a
concierge or host (26 cases analyzed). In some of the experiences analyzed
(Big Bang Pizza, Henna Hotel), we found both types of robots working in
the same place with different functions.

The waiter robots are most widely sold to businesses in China and can
even be purchased online, for instance, through the e-commerce site Ali-
baba.com. Generally, waiter robots have very basic functionalities. The
principal function, available in 100 percent of the fifteen cases found, is
food delivery, which is done through a tray added to the robot. Another
function that we identified in more than half (53 percent) of this type
of robot is greeting customers. Finally, in some cases (13 percent), we also
identified the function of providing an explanation about the dish that is
being delivered. Once the order is delivered, some robots ask the customer
to press a button to go back to the kitchen or runner station (hence, the
robot is rather simple at the technological level). It is notice-able that
several waiter robots have already been retired from hospitality
businesses because of their poor performance (e.g. spilling liquids on the
customers) or simply because repairing a malfunctioning robot is more
expensive than hiring human waiters (Molloy, 2016). Lately, improved
versions of robot waiters have incorporated a screen in front of their chest
in order to facilitate a more fluent interaction with humans, giving
recommendations about the menu, displaying promotions, or communi-
cating in different languages (e.g. Amy waitress from Pangolin Robotics).
Our analysis also revealed that the majority (81 percent) of the robots we
identified that work as waiters wear female-like dresses and aprons and
have female bodies, voices, and names, such as Amy, Beauty, Ginger, Mitri,
or Lele.

On the other hand, robots like Pepper, Nao, or Dumi, which present
more advanced functionalities and can be adapted to perform different
tasks, usually work in the hospitality industry as concierges or hosts.
These robots are multifunctional. The main functionalities that we identi-
fied in these cases include providing product information (77 percent of
the 26 cases analyzed of this type) and entertaining (54 percent), assign-
ing tables and checking guests in and out (42 percent), giving personal-
ized recommendations (46 percent), or providing directions (31 percent),



and to a lesser extent, taking orders (15 percent) and promoting products
(27 percent); or, even some of them, processing payments (11 percent).

In the area of financial services, the analysis of the experiences revealed
a slightly more functional scenario than in retail (which is more oriented
to customer entertainment). Also, the robots working in banks or insur-
ance companies present more advanced functionalities than the average
robot waiter in the hospitality industry. Social robots in finance work
mainly as hosts, performing similar roles to those working in airports,
shops, or malls. The functions they perform seem more oriented to relieve
staff from repetitive tasks, avoid unnecessary work, decongest and reduce
delays in personalized attention, and finally, make the environment in a
bank friendlier. Ninety percent of the robots analyzed in the financial ser-
vices area are designed to greet customers when they enter the bank and
provide product information; 60 percent of the robots entertain custom-
ers through dancing, quizzes, playing games, or taking selfies; 59 percent
are used for data collection; 53 percent are the first filter for the customer
inquiries and are the responsible for sending the customer to the right
human specialist; and 53 percent are able to offer personalized assistance
through voice interaction. Finally, 34 percent of the robots have multi-
language functionalities.

In the transportation industry (social robots present at airports or
working for airlines or in train, metro, and tram stations), robots mostly
perform the role of hosts, similar to what they do in retail or in the
financial service industry. Essentially, the most vital tasks performed
by the social robots in this industry are to provide directions and to locate
products and services for customers. All cases (100 percent) that we
analyzed place the robots in busy areas in order to help custom-ers
get directions to their boarding gate, platform, restrooms, restau-rants,
etc.; robots show maps or sometimes even accompany guests to their final
destination. Other functions largely implemented are greeting customers
(93 percent); providing information on products or services (85 percent);
giving personalized assistance such as check-ins or scan-ning and printing
boarding passes (59 percent); performing entertaining tasks such as
dancing, singing, or playing (63 percent); collecting data for loyalty clubs,
registering visitors, registering faces and voices, getting feedback, etc. (22
percent); or providing tourist information (15 per-cent). Of all cases
analyzed, 70 percent in the transportation industry have multilanguage
functionalities. Some residual functions are provid-ing weather
information (11 percent) or promoting products, special offers, and deals
(7 percent).

In the entertainment industry, in which we included cases from a cin-
ema, a museum, a spa, and a casino, we found that 100 percent of these
robots greet customers, 75 percent entertain customers, and 50 percent
provide personalized product or service advice. Half of the robots (50 per-
cent) work as hosts, giving directions or product/service localization at



the same time they collect data, and 25 percent provide tourist informa-
tion. Three out of four also have multilanguage functionalities.

Finally, we classified a case as part of “other industries”, a Pepper robot
unit that works as a concierge in a digital marketing agency in the UK. This
robot greets customers, entertains, provides personalized assis-tance like
other robot-hosts, and is able to take orders and deliver things through
the office.

Discussion

The types of functions attributed to social robots in the experiences we
identified were rather simple, such as greeting customers or providing
information about products. Crucially, these functions are mainly built
from a marketing or entertaining perspective rather than a functional one.
In fact, we found very few experiences that were born with the aim of
replacing human tasks, as is the case of waiter robots. The robot wait-ers
in China are among the few initiatives that are primarily develop-ing a
functional role. Interestingly, some restaurants that tried the waiter
robots, as we mentioned before, had to retire these units when they did
not prove efficient enough to replace human workers, as these robots are
too slow for these functions or too expensive to repair after they break
down (Molloy, 2016).

In some cases, especially as observed in the financial services sector,
robots try to relieve staff from basic workloads, and hence seem more
oriented to perform a double function: functional-entertainment. How-
ever, the functional tasks attributed to these robots are more oriented to
helping the human workers, rather than to replacing them.

Some unique initiatives, such as the Hen-na Hotel in Japan, which is run
by robots, give social robots a major functional role. This fact defines the
essence of this business, which is used for marketing strategies (Hen-na
Hotel, 2018). Yet these are isolated cases that, for now, need to be
regarded more as a touristi attraction than as a general tendency.

The analysis shows that another main goal for having a social robot is
to entertain customers while waiting in lines or to assist retail personal
assistants, waiters, financial assessors, or tour guides in the delivery of
personalized service. In general, the process of giving directions, explain-
ing products or services, or simply providing information becomes much
easier with a social robot as a fun and enjoyable host to interact with.

When the social robots are implemented with the purpose of increasing
brand awareness or store traffic, most experiences seem to obtain positive
results. Front office and customer service robots are definitely increasing
store traffic. Social robots might be a more attractive method to deliver
promotions, discounts, or special deals than traditional methods, which
makes it likely to also increase brand recall (although empirical analysis
shall objectively evaluate this aspect). Regular visual advertising might



pass unnoticed to customers visiting a shop, while with social robots in
the store, it is easier to attract customer attention towards specific adver-
tising messages.

We identified a vast number of written and audiovisual news stories
that have reported on these experiences. Significantly, most of these
pieces do so in a positive and friendly note. Brands clearly take advan-tage
of this publicity. For instance, one of the cases that received more publicity
in Europe was the case of Pepper working for the supermar-ket chain
Carrefour in Spain and France. The company presented itself in its official
website as “a pioneer in the use of robotics for fun and informative
purposes” and the use of this social robot as a “part of the company’s
innovative strategy using new technologies to make shop-ping easier”
(Carrefour, 2018). The coverage of this news was extensive in media
outlets, social media networking sites, and high-tech blogs. As another
example, [sobar China Group, the agency that took care of the Dumi robot
campaign working at KFC China, mentioned in a case study that KFC
“gained over 600 new articles from various media outlets and created
tremendous discussions on social media. It also attracted many
consumers to the restaurant to explore fresher and more interesting digi-
tal dining experiences” (Haymarket Media, 2019).

Furthermore, adding social robots may help increase traffic to the store
in some cases (Softbank Robotics, 2018; de Panafieu et al,, 2016). In the
case of the Japanese stores Yamada Denki, the social robot Pepper was
adopted with the intention to seek measures to attract customers to the
physical stores. This trend can be framed as an experience that adds value
to the physical outlet over online shopping in the electronics sector (Soft-
bank Robotics, 2018). The company used the opportunity to physically
touch Pepper as a strategy to attract customers to the store (Softbank
Robotics, 2018). However, there are other ventures that failed in attracting
custom-ers, such as the use of Pepper in a Scottish grocery chain (Nichols,
2018). That said, it is important to notice that the novelty factor might
be playing a major role in the success of social robots in the service sector
for customer service. Thus, in the long term, the use of social robots with
no advanced functions might not be a valid marketing strategy anymore.

Limitations and Future Work

This study aims at identifying and classifying the experiences that use
social robots in the service sector. The implementation of social robots for
this purpose has only recently begun. However, these experiences are
rapidly growing. The method we utilized presents some flaws. Decisions
about “core” zones and limits are arbitrary (Cooper, 2016). While itis not
the aim of the study to report all the experiences with social robots
worldwide and provide representative data, it is important to point out
the fact that the number of experiences is extremely larger than initially



expected when we started the study. Hence, we were not able to collect
and analyze all the experiences worldwide. Also, there are several fac-tors,
such as the language used to report these experiences, our previ-ous
knowledge about experiences occurring in some countries, the ease of
access and availability of online information from certain companies, or
the media coverage of some experiences, that might have biased the
sample. That said, the main contribution of this research is the qualitative
analysis of the tasks, uses, and sectors involved in the implementation of
social robots by organizations and brands in the service sector.

Future works should also aim at directly interviewing the companies
that decide to implement social robots in their business and to discover
the reasons behind that implementation.

An interesting observation that would be worth exploring in future
worKks is the perpetuation of gender stereotypes through social robots. In
particular, we noticed that most robot waiters are meant to repre-sent
“female robots”. Also, the androids working as receptionists are female-
like.

Contribution of the Paper for Public Relations
Theory and Practice

In the process of rethinking marketing strategies for traditional busi-
nesses in retail, banking, hospitality, transportation, and entertainment, in
the high-tech era, many companies have seen an opportunity to raise
brand awareness or to improve brand image through the use of social
robots. The robots that are working in customer service areas (in stores,
restaurants, etc.) are creating a new experience in the brand-customer
relationship.

The brands that use social robots as a branding strategy aim at present-
ing themselves as innovators and pioneers in the use of break-through
technologies. In doing so, they generate free media coverage, which tends
to be positive. In this sense, robots are helping these brands build public
awareness at a lower cost than advertising.

Moreover, the social robots may generate empathy and emotional con-
nection with the customers and, in return, the consideration of the brand
as unique or different. This connection helps brands promote word-of-
mouth and viral marketing as strategies, especially through social media.
These social robots also motivate the creation of user-generated content,

such as selfies or videos with the robots, along with reviews and recom-
mendations. In some of the experiences that we analyzed, brands were
specifically encouraging customers to create or share content related to
the social robot through identifying hashtags, contests, etc., that were
posted on the brands’ official websites or the brands’ social media profiles.
Furthermore, the interaction between robots and customers may also
influence purchasing behavior. The purchase decision process does not



just include the product and the information about it but also other vari-
ables such as an engaging and entertaining customer service experience. In
this regard, it is crucial to notice that one of the main social robots used in
these strategies, Pepper, presents an important emotional component. Pep-
per is able to verbally interact with users. It can interpret the emotions of
the person with whom it is interacting, as well as simulate emotions. Pep-
per’s appearance, behavior, and voice are designed to resemble a 13-year-
old teenager. Pepper’s technical features have been particularly designed
to generate empathy and to create an emotional connection. Companies
consciously seek to link this affectivity to their brand image.

Based on the cases collected in this study, we can conclude that brands
experimenting with social robots are building good relations with media
and consumers equally, obtaining favorable publicity, increasing digital
word of mouth, and strengthening a solid corporate image as a result.
Companies seek to attract customers’ curiosity to interact with the social
robot, and this curiosity leads them to the businesses and areas where the
robot is located, thus increasing store traffic in these spaces and, poten-
tially, in some cases, also increasing sales.
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