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Abstract
Robots are often framed as efficient helpers for older adults. We
study a different role: robots as proxies that may support older
adults’ access to participation when being there in person is diffi-
cult. We conducted Speed Dating storyboard interviews with 16
older adults living in care homes and aging in place, prompting
them to reason about robot-mediated action from both the sender’s
and recipient’s perspectives. Participants initially treated proxies
as practical extensions for acting at a distance. However, once the
proxy entered hallways, streets, and family events, their reason-
ing shifted from what the robot could do to what its presence and
actions might reveal to others. Participants raised concerns about
when proxy action might expose need, misrepresent the person, or
leave responsibility unclear. We frame these concerns as accessi-
bility tensions in robot-mediated social participation and discuss
three design directions for proxy robots: legible action, configurable
presence, and authority contracts.

CCS Concepts
• Human-centered computing→ Empirical studies in HCI.

Keywords
Older Adults, Proxy Robots, Social Participation, Agency, Account-
ability

ACM Reference Format:
Hugo Simão, Beatriz Nogueira, Alicia (Hyun Jin) Lee, Alexandre Bernardino,
Jodi Forlizzi, and Tiago Guerreiro. 2026. Robots as Proxies: Negotiating
Dignity, Legibility and Accountability in Accessible Social Participation.
In The 28th International ACM SIGACCESS Conference on Computers and
Accessibility (ASSETS ’26), October 25–28, 2026, Vila Nova de Gaia, Portugal.
ACM,NewYork, NY, USA, 13 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3797867.3829027

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
ASSETS ’26, Vila Nova de Gaia, Portugal
© 2026 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).
ACM ISBN 979-8-4007-2521-0/26/10
https://doi.org/10.1145/3797867.3829027

1 Introduction
Robots have long been conceived as assistive tools for older adults,
yet technologies for aging are often criticized for reducing later life
to care needs and task efficiency, overlooking participation, contri-
bution, and the social meaning of support. Increasingly, robots are
also imagined as technologies that may support older adults’ access
to participation in family life, care infrastructures, and community
settings when being there in person is difficult or inaccessible, espe-
cially as social connection and engagement remain important but
often difficult to sustain in later life [37]. These barriers to in-person
participation may involve age-related or mobility disabilities, in-
accessible environments, geographical distance, or institutional
constraints. Telepresence and social robots already allow remote
participation in everyday routines, classroom activities, and social
events, while mobile and service robots promise support with er-
rands, monitoring, and logistics [8, 15, 30, 53]. Importantly, these
systems are embedded in networks of relatives, care workers, neigh-
bors, and institutions [20]. When a robot acts publicly as a proxy,
it puts something into public view. A delivery, a check-in, or a visit
can become a practical act and a visible social signal that others
interpret, judge, and discuss. This shift pushes us to look beyond
interaction quality and ask how robot-mediated participation may
support access to social life, and under which conditions that par-
ticipation becomes exposed, stigmatized, or difficult to sustain for
older adults and others around the robot.

Understanding these consequences requires attention to what
older adults value in their everyday lives and relationships. Their
relationships with technology are molded by practical needs, values,
social roles, and changing abilities [15, 16], with independence, dig-
nity, social connection, altruism, and continuity of identity repeat-
edly identified as important in later life [4, 15, 59, 61]. These values
shape how older adults may judge robot-mediated participation,
including whether it supports contribution and social recognition
or instead threatens dignity, independence, or identity.

Yet less is known about how older adults themselves imagine
robots acting as proxies for such participation. We use “proxy”
to describe a robot acting on an older adult’s behalf, whether as
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a directly controlled extension, a delegated representative, or a
socially interpreted stand-in. Proxy use, therefore, concerns both
extending action at a distance and the interpretation of that action
by others in socially visible settings. When an older adult sends a
robot to a family celebration, to help a neighbor, or to participate in
a community activity, questions quickly arise about what the robot
reveals, whether it exposes need or stigma, and how responsibility
should be understood when something goes wrong socially.

Building on work on older adults’ values and agency in HRI [15,
59, 61] and value-sensitive and ethics-oriented robotics [23, 67], we
use Speed Dating [75] as an exploratory, scenario-based approach.
Our storyboarded futures depict different robot typologies acting
on behalf of older adults in everyday situations, including family
rituals, neighborhood support, group activities, and meaningful
past social roles. Because these proxy situations remain rare, varied,
and difficult to study through any single platform or deployment,
structured storyboards let us examine how older adults reason
about access to participation, public legibility, selective presence,
and accountability across contexts before narrowing to a specific
system deployment [75]. We ask:

• RQ1: How do older adults imagine robots as proxies for partic-
ipation, action, and presence across community settings?

• RQ2: What tensions do older adults identify around visibility,
stigma, control, and accountability when these robots act on
their behalf?

Participants reviewed and discussed storyboard scenarios in
which robots mediated action and participation through differ-
ent proxy roles and embodiments. Although participants initially
treated these robots as practical means of acting at a distance, their
reasoning shifted as soon as the proxy entered socially visible set-
tings such as hallways, streets, and family events. Robot proxies
may support older adults’ access to participation when being there
in person is difficult, but that access becomes fragile when proxy
action exposes need, misrepresents the person, or leaves respon-
sibility unclear. We therefore examine how participation through
robot proxies depends on how actions are interpreted in public, how
presence is configured across settings, and how authority remains
understandable once the robot acts on someone’s behalf. These
findings offer design directions for supporting participation with-
out unnecessarily exposing dependency, identity, or responsibility
in public settings.

2 Related Work
When a robot acts “on someone’s behalf,” it becomes a public repre-
sentation that will be read through social norms and relationships.
This representation can reshape what is disclosed, what is consid-
ered appropriate, and who is responsible [32]. This matters in aging
contexts, where technologies are often introduced under narratives
of assistance or empowerment, but their social consequences, such
as dignity, stigma, trust, and accountability, play out in everyday
settings and infrastructures [39, 64]. We situate our study across
work on aging and values, robots for older adults, telepresence and
representation, and agency and control.

2.1 Aging, Values, and Technology
While getting older often brings physical or cognitive changes,
age itself doesn’t define disability. Accessibility is shaped by our
environment, social support, and stigma, which can make people
hesitant to accept help in public. Ultimately, these factors influence
how older adults interact with the world around them [15]. HCI
research has long examined how well-being depends on the fit
between individual capabilities and environmental demands [42],
highlighting that technologies can both compensate for limitations
and extend what older adults can do in everyday life. The balance
of the physical environment, social relationships, and available
technologies is therefore essential to supporting independence and
well-being in later life [20, 40].

Older adults often prioritize values such as independence, dig-
nity, and social connection [4, 40]. Recent accessibility research also
highlights how social engagement and connection remain impor-
tant but often difficult to sustain, and how decisions about disclosing
difficulty or support needs are socially negotiated [37, 52]. Support-
ing quality of life, therefore, requires systems that focus on identity
and what people find meaningful, rather than narrowly focusing on
deficit or disability [27]. Value-Sensitive Design (VSD) and related
approaches have begun to address these concerns in the design
of technologies for aging and care [22, 59]. Recent work in social
robotics further suggests that HRI involves recurring concerns and
value tensions and that these need to be addressed in relation to
the specific contexts in which robots operate [1]. Yet robots for
older adults remain largely framed around care and task efficiency
and may reflect developers’ assumptions more than older adults’
everyday wishes and concerns [63, 64]. HRI focused on accessibility
and dementia technology research further call for attention to lived
experiences, local infrastructures, and values beyond autonomy
and safety, including justice, interdependence, and privacy [7, 31].
Building on this literature, we treat values as a starting point and
ask what changes when those values are enacted through robots
as proxies in everyday social settings, where actions can become
publicly interpreted and consequential.

2.2 Telepresence Robots and Representation as
Proxies

Robots are increasingly described as social or physical proxies that
can represent people at a distance, mediate communication, or
embody intentions [12, 13, 19, 30, 53]. Telepresence robots enable
people to “be there” remotely, but participation in shared spaces
is shaped by embodiment, bystander attention, privacy of others,
identity presentation, and public legibility [28, 49, 50, 55, 72, 73].
Recent work also shows older adults can use robots as communica-
tion vehicles to send messages and objects to peers, shifting agency
toward the older adult and treating the robot as an extension of
their intentions [61]. Our work builds on this trajectory by asking
what happens when proxy action moves beyond care-home peer
interaction and into family, community, and institutional settings.

Prior work suggests that telepresence in public and semi-public
settings is not solely a matter of access or immersion. In a study
of shared outdoor geocaching through a Beam robot, Heshmat et
al. found that remote participation was shaped by environmental
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awareness, safety, unwanted public attention, and privacy con-
cerns arising from bystander interactions [28]. Yang et al. similarly
show that shopping over distance through a telepresence robot can
support affection, familiarity, and joint participation, while also
surfacing tensions around responsibility, dependency, contribution,
and interactions with bystanders in a shopping mall [72]. Recent
accessibility work on telepresence further shows that mediated
presence can feel intensely exposing for people with non-visible
disabilities, highlighting how telepresence can make one newly
legible and scrutinized in shared institutional settings [73]. Related
accessibility-focused HRI work also suggests that embodiment, pri-
vacy, and social demand are experienced differently depending on
the task and user group, reinforcing the idea that mediated robotic
support cannot be assumed to feel appropriate in the same way
across contexts [45].

Outside of aging, telepresence and avatar robots have also been
used as stand-ins for disabled people and homebound children in
education and work. Telepresence robots have also served as prox-
ies for homebound children in classrooms, raising questions about
their participation, their representation, stigma, and recognition
from others [51, 56]. Takeuchi et al. describe “avatar work,” in which
bedridden or severely disabled people perform customer service
using an avatar robot, demonstrating how such arrangements can
support fulfillment and social participation through tailored tasks
and workload [65]. Work on physical proxies in remote collabora-
tion further demonstrates how artifacts and robots can serve as the
voice of people and extend their reach [19].

Crucially, previous studies show that “being there” with a robot
is more than a technical matter and depends on infrastructure, local
norms, and the reactions of incidentally present others. Beyond
bystander attention in public space [28, 72], conference-based telep-
resence research shows that remote presence is socially organized
through identity presentation, navigation constraints, privacy, local
in-person support, and whether the robot is shared or dedicated
to one user [49, 50]. Work at larger venue scales further suggests
that the setting itself reshapes what telepresence can comfortably
support in practice [55]. Newhart and Olson similarly show how
telepresent participation of children is governed by teachers, ad-
ministrators, parents, and school policies [51]. Recent studies also
shift attention from adoption to the articulation work required to
support values such as identity, privacy, and courtesy for remote
attendees [17]. This question also resonates with recent accessibil-
ity work on mediated identity, where participants using inclusive
avatars described tensions around whether a representation felt like
“part of me” and what disability-related features should or should
not be made visible to others [2].

FamilyDittos similarly examines a non-robotic mimetic agent
that serves as a proxy for a remote family member, illustrating how
such proxy interaction can support intergenerational engagement
without physical robotic embodiment [66]. Our work extends this
concern tomobile, materially present proxies whose actions become
visible and interpreted in shared social spaces. However, this litera-
ture largely foregrounds access, usability, and remote participation
rather than older adults’ own reasoning about robots acting on
their behalf across family, neighborhood, and institutional settings.

2.3 Robots for Older Adults and Their
Caregivers

Robots designed for older adults have been largely framed around
caregiving and assistance, including support for routine tasks, mo-
bility, and safety [3, 46, 58, 62, 63, 74]. From the perspective of
care infrastructures, robots are often positioned as tools to reduce
physical demands and coordinate care through monitoring and
physical support. Social robots have been explored as a way to
mitigate loneliness, improve communication, and support cogni-
tive rehabilitation [24, 35, 54]. Recent accessibility research with
socially isolated older adults suggests that technologies for connec-
tion are valued, but also shaped by hesitation, barriers, and differing
expectations about how connection should be supported [37].

At the same time, older adults’ preferences for robot roles and
interaction styles vary and depend on living arrangement, inde-
pendence, relationships, and what feels appropriate in emotionally
significant situations [21, 46, 63]. Although social robots can sup-
port autonomy by enabling valuable goals and psychological needs
such as relatedness and competence [33], research also documents
resistance when robotic assistance feels intrusive, dependency-
enhancing, or misaligned with dignity and self determination [21].
Qualitative work further suggests that many social robots for older
adults reflect developers’ assumptions more than older adults’ ev-
eryday reasoning, wishes, and concerns [64].

Such a body of work shows that what matters is simultaneously
whether a robot can provide support, and whether that support feels
appropriate to the person, the relationship, and the situation. We
build on this literature by shifting attention from robots as care tools
to robots acting on behalf of older adults in family and community
life, where proxy action may help sustain valued roles, participation,
and contribution, while also carrying social consequences around
interpretation, disclosure, and accountability.

2.4 Agency, Control, and Contextual
Adaptability in Robotic Design

Questions of agency and control shape whether robotic support
feels empowering, trustworthy, and acceptable. Złotowski et al.,
for example, show that systems that balance autonomy and user
control are more likely to be trusted and adopted [76]. Related work
highlights that automation choices can either support autonomy or
create disempowering experiences, particularly in assistive settings
where dignity and self-determination are at stake [21]. Beyond im-
mediate interaction, proxy systems can also redistribute agency by
mediating actions and decisions on behalf of users, raising questions
about who is represented, who benefits, and who is responsible
for what the system does in the world [32]. Proxy use may range
from direct teleoperation to delegated or partially autonomous ac-
tion, and these configurations differ in how strongly the robot is
experienced as “me,” “for me,” or as its own visible actor.

What counts as supportive or appropriate robot behavior is
shaped by the social and physical contexts in which robots oper-
ate, as well as by how users understand control, autonomy, and
responsibility [38, 47, 57]. Recent work on meaningful human con-
trol suggests that keeping people meaningfully in charge of au-
tonomous systems requires attention to technical oversight, and
also to how authority and responsibility are distributed in practice
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[67]. Building on calls to design from older adults’ wisdom rather
than deficit framings [39], we examine what a proxy should do,
what it should reveal, and how responsibility is understood when
its actions extend into family, neighborhood, and institutional life.

3 Methods
We explored how older adults reason about robots acting as proxies
in situations where participation, contribution, and social connec-
tion might otherwise be difficult. Because our focus was on robots
acting on behalf of older adults across multiple social settings, such
as care homes, private homes, and neighborhood life, rather than
within a single deployment context, we used Speed Dating, a qual-
itative scenario-based design research technique suited for early-
stage design exploration [75]. Speed Dating is a design research
technique introduced by Zimmerman and Forlizzi [75], in which
participants respond to a sequence of storyboarded hypothetical fu-
tures, eliciting participants’ expectations, concerns, and normative
judgments, including implications that extend beyond the imme-
diate interaction. Speed Dating with storyboards has been used
in HCI to probe ambiguous, emerging technologies and uncertain
design spaces, surfacing expectations, boundaries, and trade-offs
that are difficult to access through evaluations of a single deployed
system [9, 10, 29, 34, 36, 43].

This approach was well-suited to our research questions. Be-
cause we asked how older adults imagine robots as public proxies
across community settings (RQ1), and what tensions they identify
around visibility, stigma, control, and accountability when such
robots act on their behalf (RQ2), we needed a method that would
let participants reason across multiple possible situations rather
than react to a single deployed system. Speed Dating, therefore,
allowed us to compare reflections across contexts, proxy purposes,
and embodiments, using storyboards as prompts for reflection and
comparison rather than as prototypes to be validated. Examples of
storyboards are shown in Figure 1.

3.1 Ideation process and storyboard set
The storyboard set was developed iteratively to support our re-
search questions about how older adults imagine robots acting on
their behalf across socially visible settings. We began by reviewing
relevant literature on aging, telepresence, proxy interaction, and
social robotics, and then brainstormed a broad set of situations in
which older adults might use robots to act, participate, help others,
or remain present when being there in person was difficult. We
initially generated 24 candidate situations, which were iteratively
refined and narrowed to 15 storyboards. From this broader set, we
developed candidate scenarios that varied along three dimensions:
(1) context (e.g., care home, home, neighborhood/community), (2)
proxy purpose (e.g., instrumental tasks versus socially situated ac-
tions), and (3) robot typology/embodiment (e.g., more mechanical
versus more social or humanoid forms). We also included situations
involving tasks older adults currently perform, as well as activities
and roles they might value but no longer be able to enact in per-
son as easily due to accessibility issues, so that participants could
reflect on how proxy action might reconfigure capability, social
participation, and recognition.

The final storyboard set consisted of 15 scenarios. Two authors
led the writing and revision of the scripts, while a broader team
of five researchers reviewed them across several internal sessions
to refine the situations, clarify their intended tensions, and select
the strongest scenarios for discussion. Only after agreement on
the scenarios’ communicative goals did we illustrate them. The
storyboards were rendered by the first two authors for digital pre-
sentation and printed in A3 format to improve legibility during
in-person interviews. Each storyboard was designed to be under-
standable without technical expertise and to invite reflection on
feasibility, appropriateness, boundaries, and implications for other
people in the surrounding social setting.

We piloted the storyboard set with four family members aged
65+ (two connected to the first author and two connected to the
second author) to assess whether the scenarios were understandable
and whether they elicited the kinds of reflection needed for our
research questions, such as reasoning about acting on someone’s
behalf, what such an action might reveal, and how others might
interpret it. Pilot participants were not included in the final study.
Based on pilot feedback, we revised scenarios whose scripts were
ambiguous or whose intended tensions were unclear.

The study was conducted in two iterative rounds with the same
16 participants. Round 1 used the initial storyboard set to map
participants’ understanding of proxy action across different set-
tings. Round 2 then revisited selected scenarios for comparison
and introduced revised or new storyboards designed to clarify and
stress-test concerns raised in Round 1, such as recognizability, pub-
lic interpretation, and responsibility when the robot acted in the
world on someone’s behalf. We did not aim for every participant
to see all 15 scenarios. Instead, for each participant, we selected a
smaller subset that balanced two goals: (1) relevance to that partici-
pant’s life context and experiences, and (2) variation across context,
proxy purpose, and embodiment. This allowed us to probe scenarios
likely to resonate with a participant while still comparing reflec-
tions across different kinds of proxy situations. Across both rounds,
participants discussed between four and eight distinct storyboards
each (𝑀 = 5.6). Storyboard coverage was uneven by design because
scenario selection balanced relevance to participants’ experiences
while varying context, proxy purpose, and embodiment.

3.1.1 Storyboard format. Each storyboard (see Fig. 1) featured a
leading question that introduced the situation and prompted reflec-
tion on a consistent relational structure. An older adult character
(Person A, e.g., “Helen”) used a robot proxy to perform an action
toward a recipient (Person B, or a group, e.g., “Joseph”) within
a specific social context. We used this structure intentionally to
frame proxy action as something experienced by multiple parties
and interpreted within a social setting, rather than as an individual
interaction with a device.

The storyboards included explicit teleoperation, delegated task
execution, and cases in which the operator or degree of autonomy
was left underspecified. We did not aim to compare these modal-
ities. This ambiguity was analytically useful when it prompted
participants to question who was acting, whose intention the robot
represented, and who would remain accountable. We used their
answers to understand how people could relate to and act through
robot proxies, not to test or judge one particular robot system.



Robots as Proxies: Negotiating Dignity, Legibility and Accountability in Accessible Social Participation ASSETS ’26, October 25–28, 2026, Vila Nova de Gaia, Portugal

Figure 1: Two storyboard scenarios from our study. The top sequence shows a programmable robot supporting community
participation when mobility limitations prevent in-person involvement. The bottom sequence shows a robot supporting remote
family presence when physical distance or health conditions make travel difficult.

The scenarios covered social interactions, caregiving, remote
presence, and community involvement. Participants were invited
to reflect on their reactions to each situation, whether they would
use or accept such a system, what would feel appropriate or inap-
propriate, and how the presence of the robot might affect others.
Sample prompts included:What concerns or hesitations would you
have about robots in personal family settings? How might this affect
other people around you? What would you want to control, and what
could be delegated? What would feel inappropriate or risky in this sce-
nario, and why? Participants were also encouraged to challenge the
scenario itself, propose alternatives, or explain why the situation
did not make sense to them. The Supplementary Material includes
a storyboard-by-participant coverage table, the leading questions,
and the complete set of 15 storyboards. The materials are available
online at this clickable link and are also listed in Appendix A.

3.2 Participants
We interviewed 16 older adults living in a care home and in private
residences (aging in place), reflecting two common living arrange-
ments relevant to how care, autonomy, and community participa-
tion are organized. We interviewed eight care home participants
and eight participants aging in place (age range: 70–91; M = 79.0,
SD = 6.0; median = 80). In the care home, we interviewed three
male and five female participants. Among those aging in place,
we interviewed four male and four female participants. The care
home is a non-profit organization that provides social support to
people in need. Participants in this institution were recruited with
the help of two occupational therapists and a psychologist, who
ensured that the individuals interviewed were cognitively capable
of participating and had no dementia. Older adults aging in place
were recruited in one village and two cities by word of mouth. Our
university’s Ciências Ethics Committee approved the study, and
all participants provided informed consent. All participants lived

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1htWWxvsn6rd-hO319w6i63-yp7dupZ74?usp=sharing
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in Portugal, and recruitment covered one care-home setting, one
village, and two urban areas.

3.3 Study procedure
Speed Dating sessions were conducted in person with the partici-
pants. We first collected demographic information, then introduced
the study and obtained informed consent. We used the same story-
board materials and interview guide in both settings and followed a
common structure across interviews: (1) demographic and contex-
tual questions, (2) storyboard discussion, and (3) opportunities for
participants to revisit or compare earlier opinions. Interviews and
storyboard discussions were conducted in European Portuguese.
Storyboard materials were presented in Portuguese, and quotations
were translated into English for publication.

During the storyboard discussion, we presented one storyboard
at a time. Participants first read the storyboard aloud, after which
the interviewer used the leading question and a consistent set of
follow-up probes to elicit reflection and comparison. These ques-
tions focused on appropriateness, control, and delegation, how the
situation might affect others, and what kinds of risks or boundaries
the participant perceived. The goal was to maintain a common
scaffolding for discussion across participants, while leaving space
for them to interpret the scenario subjectively.

For each scenario, we invited perspective-taking across roles.
Participants were asked to respond as Person A (e.g., “How do you
see yourself as Helen in this situation?” ) and then as Person B (e.g., “If
you were Joseph receiving this action, how would you feel? Does that
change your perception?” ). This role-switch was used to broaden
reflection to stakeholders and to examine how proxy action might
be understood differently when enacted versus when received. It
was not used as an analysis category in itself, but as a prompt to
surface expectations that might remain implicit.

To ground speculative reactions in lived experience, we also
asked participants to recall analogous situations from their own
lives. For example, we invited them to describe recent situations in
which they had helped someone, received help, or navigated a sim-
ilar social interaction in their family, care home, or neighborhood.
We then asked how those experiences shaped what would feel ap-
propriate to do through a robot proxy in that setting. These prompts
helped connect storyboard judgments to participants’ existing rela-
tionships and local practices rather than to abstract opinions about
robots. Sessions lasted approximately 40 minutes.

3.4 Analysis
We audio-recorded the sessions and used an automated audio-to-
text service to transcribe approximately 20 hours of interview data.
We analyzed participants’ responses using affinity diagramming
[6], a common approach in Speed Dating studies [9, 10, 36, 43].

We first segmented the transcripts into analytically relevant ex-
cerpts, including reactions to a scenario, concerns or boundaries,
comparisons between situations, and examples from participants’
lived experiences. Excerpts were tagged by participant, living con-
text, and storyboard scenario. Across multiple affinity-diagramming
sessions, the first two authors clustered excerpts by similarity on
a shared Miro board and iteratively merged and split clusters as
interpretations developed. Participant and storyboard tags were

retained throughout the analysis to preserve traceability. The team
documented emerging codes, cluster definitions, and candidate in-
terpretations, which were discussed with the wider research team
and refined into the final themes. The de-identified storyboard
coverage table in the Supplementary Material (Table S1) identifies
which participants discussed each storyboard.

4 Findings
Our findings describe three ways of reasoning about robot proxies:
1) as practical extensions for remote action, 2) as visible forms of
presence in social settings, and 3) as delegated actors in the world.
These sections reflect analytic themes that cut across participants
and scenarios, rather than a fixed sequence in the interview struc-
ture. Participants often began by discussing whether a robot could
reliably support action at a distance. Their reflections then moved
to how robot-mediated action and presence might be interpreted
by others in everyday social life, including questions of visibility,
recognition, stigma, ownership, control, and responsibility.

4.1 Robots as Practical Extensions for Remote
Action

Across both living contexts, participants described robots as accept-
able for functional and logistical tasks, particularly when proxy
action addressed physical barriers or distance. Participants first
approached robot proxies instrumentally, as tools that could extend
action across distance, compensate for limited mobility, and remain
under the older adult’s control. They envisioned robots for func-
tional tasks such as errands, deliveries, and remote visits, without
expecting rich social or emotional interaction.

Participants described functional and logistical tasks as appro-
priate uses of robots, especially when the robot could compensate
for accessibility constraints arising from physical limitations or
distance, for example, cutting bushes or delivering groceries or
medication. “A robot is a machine, and machines are something that
exist to help us, to increase our quality of life, mostly for people who
are stuck in care homes or home-bound, or have accessibility and im-
pairment issues.” P2. Notably, some participants initially described
these benefits as primarily relevant to an imagined "home-bound"
or impaired other, rather than positioning themselves as potential
users, suggesting that accepting proxy support in principle could co-
exist with resistance to being personally associated with disability
or dependence.

When participants framed the robot as a practical extension for
remote action, they did not expect it to be emotionally expressive.
They described it simply as a helper rather than something that
required social or emotional skills, as P7 explained: “In this case, I
think the robot is already a great help. The affectionate, sentimental
part doesn’t come into play. It’s solely about helping the person.”

P4 described the robot as “a smartphone with arms and legs that
I can control remotely and do tasks at a distance, or even delegate
the task completely, and the robot goes itself to cut the bushes as an
extension of me.” Robots used for remote participation in activities
and travel were framed similarly, as acceptable ways to remain in-
volved when bodies or circumstances limited mobility. Participants
described these robots through the tasks they enabled, as P2 noted:
“In-person, it’s much more beautiful than seeing it through a screen,
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whether it’s a robot or a television. Nothing replaces seeing it live.
However, it helps people, even if they can’t leave their homes due to
mobility issues, for example.” Similarly, P3 reflected that “...is always
safer, less tiring. . . more economical. . . and perhaps even much more
fun because you can go to places that you otherwise wouldn’t be able
to reach at all (because of potential motor impairments).” This instru-
mental framing only felt legitimate when ownership and control
remained with the older adult. As one participant put it, “It’s not
‘you decide’ (the robot). A machine that is an extension of myself will
not be okay... unless I decide! It has to be ‘I decide’ over the robot!” P6.

4.1.1 Caring for others through extended action. P5 and C3 de-
scribed robots as a means to continue helping others through prac-
tical actions, such as delivering items or responding to routine
needs. For them, the social value of the proxy lay in remaining the
person who helps, gives, or responds to others’ needs. P5 explained
that “...giving peace to people is priceless. Using a robot for this (a
selfless act of helping someone in a vulnerable situation) is acceptable.
A robot, machine, computer, whatever. It could be any robot. If it’s
doing what I believe is right for that person and if it’s acting accord-
ing to my will, it’s good. I think the person would still appreciate my
gesture, even if through a robot.”

In care homes, robots were envisioned as proxies for routine
care, while residents felt they were the ones caring for their peers
through a robot. “If I had a robot like this, I would say, ‘Fill this glass
and bring it to the gentleman who has difficulty walking.’ (...) It’s
not me, but the robot is acting in my terms, because I asked it.” C3.
The value of the proxy was that it allowed participants to still be
the person who acts, such as who brings water, sends food, helps
a neighbor, or supports a cause, regardless of their impairments.
Even if a machine, the proxy mattered more as a means of keeping
the participant’s care actionable and attributable to them.

4.1.2 Continuing to contribute through purposeful action. Partici-
pants wanted to remain useful and engaged. They imagined robot
proxies as a way to continue contributing through purposeful ac-
tion, especially when physical participation had become difficult.
What mattered was that the action still felt meaningfully theirs,
even if carried out through a robot.

P1, P4, P8, and C4 described robot proxies as ways to resist being
“put on a shelf” after retirement, institutionalization, or increasing
physical difficulty. “It would be like me, as a flight attendant for
twenty years. If there were a robot on a plane and I could manage
things remotely as a cabin chief, it would bring me back happy memo-
ries and a sense of nostalgia. It would pull me out of my daily routine
and fill me with purpose (...) I could feel like part of a plane again (...)
especially because I cannot do it now since I am way older and would
need help walking” P1. P4 said, “I wouldn’t mind participating in
my professional area to help solve problems. It’s a way for retirees to
stay active without feeling like they’ve been put on a shelf. I’d still be
contributing remotely, without the pressure of being there physically
(...) it would be like working remotely, as my son does, and so many
people do today, but instead of being through a computer, it would be
through a robot.” P4.

P8 described proxy use as a way to remain connected to roles
and activities that had long mattered, such as “...to do what (the
storyboard character) always enjoyed. He feels useful to society, despite
his age. He’s not a nobody who’s just sitting around doing nothing

because of health limitations.” P8. C4 similarly described continuing
to help despite institutional constraints, stating that “Some people in
care homes feel somewhat oppressed by their situation, unable to leave
or participate (in society, outside of the care home). But they still have
a strong will to feel proud and satisfied by helping. A robot would
give them an advantage to help children in orphanages or elsewhere,
through robots.” C4.

Participants emphasized that robot proxies could help them re-
main active, useful, and involved when physical participation was
difficult. However, once the robot moved beyond practical action
and into family, hallway, or community settings, attention shifted
to how it would be seen, recognized, and interpreted by others.

4.2 Robots as socially visible proxies
When participants imagined robots in family and community set-
tings, questions of utility became secondary, and attention shifted
to social visibility. Robots were understood as devices that enabled
action while also becoming publicly present objects that others
could notice, interpret, trust (or mistrust), or judge. Participants
therefore raised questions about recognition, legitimacy, disclosure,
and what the robot might communicate about the person behind it
or the person receiving help. We organize these concerns into two
contexts: as proxy presence in family and intimate spaces, and the
public visibility of proxy care in community settings.

4.2.1 Proxy presence in family and intimate spaces. A robot proxy
was described as a way to “be there” when attending in person was
not possible. However, participants differed in what that presence
should mean. In family rituals and intimate settings, they wondered
whether others would experience the robot as representing them
in a meaningful way, and whether that presence would feel recog-
nizable, appropriate, or emotionally sufficient. For some, the robot
should be recognized and responded to as standing in for them. For
others, its value lay less in being recognized and more in enabling
them to witness what was happening from a distance.

P1, P3, and P4 articulated different expectations about whether
a proxy should visibly represent them, allow them to observe from
a distance, or count as their presence in a family setting. These
questions surfaced across weddings, baptisms, anniversaries, and
other family events. For P4, the issue was whether the robot would
be perceived as them in a ceremonial setting where presence carries
emotional and symbolic weight: “I can only go if they (the family)
take a small robot with them (personifying the participant) to showme
what’s happening, like at weddings, baptisms, or graduation parties.
But I don’t know. How would they perceive me there? Or talk to me?
Am I there? Because I am not. Well, I am, but. . . if you get what I am
saying. But I am unsure whether it counts as me” P4.

Participants also differed in what the proxy should represent.
Some wanted the robot to make their identity explicit, treating
recognizability as part of what it means to “show up” in family
spaces: “At least the robot has to have a photo of me on the front of
the robot. It has to have my identity. If it represents me to my family,
it will have to have it (...) Maybe if the robot had my face on it, people
would recognize it as my identity. I think that it is important if the
robot is being me to my family, to have parts of me represented on it.”
P1. Others were less concerned with how they appeared to others
and more with what the proxy would let them perceive. For them,
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the value of the proxy was less about “being seen” and more about
“seeing others”: “The robot wouldn’t have to look like me, it would
have to do what I wanted, go to the places I wanted, but it didn’t have
to look like me (...) It’s not important that they realize that I’m on the
other side (controlling the robot), what’s important is what I see.” P3.

A limitation was the sense that robot-mediated presence could
feel emotionally thin, especially in regard to touch, warmth, and
affection. Even when P8 and P2 imagined family members hugging
the robot, they described a mismatch of closeness and distance,
because someone “...could hug the robot, and I could witness that
through the robot cameras, because I am the one controlling the robot
remotely, but it would feel distant, I wonder? Distant but close, I
think, or even close but distant. Close to my eyes and my ears through
the robot, but distant in terms of touch, like in terms of warmth.”
P8. Meanwhile, participants were pragmatic, reflecting that when
physical presence is impossible, a proxy can still be useful, even if it
feels imperfect. P2 captured this “better than nothing” stance while
questioning authenticity, saying that “It’s not the same as being
there in person, but when you can’t go yourself, it’s something. It
helps bridge that gap, even if it’s never quite perfect, because it’s never
quite me (...) I don’t know if it’s a robot being me or me being a robot.”
P2. Even when participants accepted robot-mediated presence as
better than nothing, they did not describe it as a replacement for
the emotional weight of “showing up” in person.

4.2.2 When proxy care becomes visible in public. Participants rec-
ognized that robot proxies could extend care and assistance across
distance. At the same time, they emphasized that this help would
not remain socially impartial once it became visible in public. When
a robot appeared at a doorstep or on a neighborhood street, partic-
ipants described the care as noticeable, attributable, and open to
interpretation by others. The concern was what the robot was do-
ing, but interestingly, what its presence might communicate about
the person receiving help.

P8 and P2 worried that visible robot assistance could threaten
their identity as capable and independent people. They imagined
the robot as a statement that others might read as evidence of
dependency. P8 stated “I wouldn’t want to be helped by a robot,
especially as someone who lives alone. Do you see what that would
say about me? (. . . ) There are human social workers who can come
and help me without it being such a visible signal.” Surprisingly, the
concern was less about receiving help, even if through a robot, but
about what using a robot would signal to the public. P2 made the
reputational issue even more explicit by linking robot help to gossip
and to the loss of a “still capable” identity. P2 said: “People gossip
about others (. . . ) People congratulate me for being a widow, living
alone, and still being capable (. . . ) If I had a robot delivered to help
me, I don’t know if people would congratulate me (. . . ) I fear that’s
what would happen to other people if I used a robot to help them, even
if with good intentions.” For P2, the problem was the robot’s social
signal. Receiving help through it could make a person seem less
independent, and sending it to help someone else could do the same
by making their need visible in public. These accounts also show
participants distancing themselves from a stigmatized identity of
disability or dependence. Aside from the concern that the robot
would respond to a functional limitation, its visible presence could

publicly recategorize someone who understood themselves, and
was recognized by others, as still capable and independent.

P3 also expressed a desire to knowwho was controlling the robot
that would provide assistance. Anonymity could be interpreted
as risky. P3 connected the need for transparency to protection
against potential scams, mentioning that “If a robot helps me, I want
to know who’s controlling it (. . . ) People my age are often targeted
with scams disguised as help or charity requests.” Beyond a simple
delivery device, a robot proxy raised questions about who was
behind the assistance, whether it could be trusted, and who would
be accountable for it.

In other cases, preferences for visibility depended on the partici-
pant’s role. P3 wanted to know who was behind a robot providing
assistance, whereas P1 preferred anonymity when imagining pro-
viding charitable assistance. P1 stated that “when it’s about doing
good deeds, I think it’s nicer if it’s anonymous (. . . ) If I were the one
receiving help, yes, I would like to know who is helping me (. . . ) to
know if I can trust that particular robot.”

P8 and P2 extended these dignity concerns to people with fewer
socioeconomic resources, arguing that receiving help could feel
embarrassing when robot assistance publicly signaled need. As P8
mentioned, “Some people have ‘shameful poverty.’ They don’t ask for
help because they don’t want to be seen that way. If a robot delivers
food or goods anonymously, it’s better for everyone (...) Often, (charity)
institutions identify those in need and provide them with food and
other necessities because they recognize them. They know a dozen
people that know what’s going on there (needing help), but they never
say it’s them.” Participants worried that robots could make help
more visible than intended by activating local conceptions about
who is “in need.” P8 described how the idea of “it’s already the
4th time the robot goes there (to someone’s house)” becomes legible,
stating that “Whenever the robot appears, it unintentionally identifies
that family as needing assistance.” This concern felt even stronger
for households already seen as vulnerable. “If it’s an impoverished
family, a robot to help them would only highlight even more that it’s
an impoverished family.” P2.

Participants expected that having a robot help them would still
be subject to social judgment. Once a robot appeared in public on
someone’s behalf, care became visible, attributable, and potentially
consequential for both giver and recipient. These concerns also
led participants to ask who the robot acts for, who remains in
charge once it is out in the world, and how accountability should
be understood in practice.

4.3 Delegation, ownership, and accountability
P1, P4, C7, and P7 distinguished between operating a robot and
having authority over what it could do in their name. Rather than
treating the robot as a device “in their hand,” participants antici-
pated that it would move through public space, be questioned by
others, and potentially be constrained by external rules. This raised
questions about who the robot was acting for, who remained in
charge once it was out in the world, and who would be held respon-
sible if something went wrong, regardless of the good intentions.

P1 was less concerned with whether a proxy could execute an
action well, and more concerned with what it meant for a robot
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to act in their name while they were physically absent. P1 cap-
tured this by contrasting a proxy with a smartphone, saying that “I
have a smartphone, which is mine, but this is different, because the
smartphone is always with me, and the robot will not (...) It will have
autonomy, probably to go around the street, but, I don’t know. The
responsibility will be directed to whom? The robot will be there and
I will not (...) Even if my intention is to help, imagine that it makes
a mistake. . . what do I do?” What mattered was the fact that the
robot could move through public space and be interpreted by others
as representing someone who was not physically present. In this
sense, controlling the robot did not feel sufficient, requiring clearer
boundaries around what the robot could do, who it represented,
and who would remain responsible if something went wrong.

This uncertainty became clear when participants imagined bor-
rowing a robot from an institution. In P4’s example, renting a robot
from a public library raised a question, which was focused on "when
the robot is out in the world, who does it speak for? If I am renting
but it does belong to the library, it’s not my robot, I guess, but maybe
for that period of time I am responsible, maybe? Like a rented car,
I imagine (...) but we have a car license to behave in a certain way.
We need driver’s licenses to know how to behave on the road, right? I
don’t know if the robot has some kind of code of conduct for walking
on the sidewalk and interact with people." Participants described the
robot as “my delegate, my messenger,” but immediately questioned
whether authority was theirs or the library’s, especially if someone
stopped the robot in public. As C7 exclaimed, “So during that period,
I’m responsible for that robot, right? (. . . ) It would be my delegate, my
messenger. My question is, who is in charge of it? (. . . ) Is the authority
mine or the library’s?”, showing concerns on how others might in-
terpret who remained responsible when the proxy was questioned,
denied access, or seen as inappropriate.

Participants also extended this concern beyond borrowing insti-
tutions to manufacturers and software systems, with P7 worried
that even if a robot were “mine,” its behavior in social situations
could shift due to updates or company decisions that a user cannot
control. “My problem is related to the manufacturer (. . . ) depending
on the updates, the robot can be more or less bound to my authority.
I notice that sometimes updates on my smartphone mess up some
definitions I had already curated (...) And if the robot stops acting
as I told him to? It could be embarrassing or worse, do something I
didn’t want and could not control, regardless of my good intentions.”
This suggested that participants did not see authority as guaranteed
simply by ownership. Instead, they questioned where their control
may end and where institutional or corporate control may begin.

5 Discussion
Our findings show that older adults evaluated whether participa-
tion through a robot proxy would remain socially workable once
the robot entered family, community, and institutional settings.
Across the study, this raised concerns about public visibility, selec-
tive disclosure, and responsibility when a robot acts on someone’s
behalf. Robot proxies may support older adults’ access to par-
ticipation when being there in person is difficult, but that
access becomes fragile when proxy action exposes need, mis-
represents the person, or leaves responsibility unclear. From
this perspective, accessibility in robot-mediated participation is

about whether remote action remains socially workable in prac-
tice, including how proxy action becomes legible, how presence is
configured, and how authority is understood once the proxy enters
social life. This aligns with recent work arguing that accessibility is
a situated process shaped by the barrier at hand, the options avail-
able to a person, and the contextual factors that determine which
form of access is workable in practice [44]. Recent work focused on
accessibility HRI similarly shows that robotic support must be de-
signed in relation to lived experiences, local infrastructures, and the
social consequences of introducing robots into communities, rather
than assuming a single model of assistance [7]. Importantly, these
possibilities should not be understood as substitutes for accessible
transportation, mobility aids, human support, or more inclusive
community and public spaces. Proxy robots may offer alternative
and augmentative ways of participating in activities that matter
to a person, but they may also individualize barriers that require
broader structural change. Our stance is that proxy robots can sup-
port accessibility, but they should not replace broader efforts to
make society and public spaces more accessible. We discuss these
concerns through three design directions: legible action, config-
urable presence, and authority contracts.

5.1 Designing for legible actions of robot
proxies

Our findings suggest that when robot proxies act in public,
participation through them is shaped by howothers interpret
what the robot is doing. A robot proxy showing up at a doorstep,
in a hallway, or in a neighborhood may be read both as completing
an errand and as communicating something about the person be-
hind it or the person receiving help. Participants worried that even
mundane acts, such as delivering groceries or checking in on some-
one, could be interpreted differently depending on the setting, for
example, as support, visible need, monitoring, or even a scam [18].
This concern is consistent with prior telepresence research in public
and semi-public settings, where participants reported unwanted
attention from bystanders, worries that others would assume they
were being recorded, and the need to actively make the robot’s
presence feel socially acceptable [28, 72]. Our findings extend this
concern by showing that, for older adults, public interpretation
is also about dignity, dependency, and what robot-mediated help
may reveal about a person. For proxies, this public interpretation
becomes attributable to someone who may be absent, assisted, or
represented through the robot.

Some of these consequences are not unique to robots; for ex-
ample, repeated deliveries by a human volunteer, care worker, or
delivery worker can also leave a visible social trace. The issue spe-
cific to a robot is therefore not the existence of the trace alone, but
the way its physical presence changes people’s interpretation of it.
When a robot is used as a proxy, the represented person may be
absent, the operator may be invisible, the level of autonomy may
be unclear, and responsibility may be distributed among multiple
entities, such as the user, institutions, and system providers. Parallel
questions already arise in everyday arrangements, such as renting
a car. People drive the car, but do not own it. People must follow
the rental company’s rules, and responsibility is shared across the
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driver, the company, and the law. Robot proxies raise similar ques-
tions, but they also add new ones around autonomy, representation,
and acting on someone’s behalf.

When proxies operate in public, they may make care or
assistance more visible than intended. Designing for legible ac-
tion, therefore, means considering what a proxy does, and what the
action communicates to recipients and bystanders. A grocery deliv-
ery may appear as ordinary support in one setting but as a visible
marker of need in another [60], and repeated visits may accumulate
meaning over time, particularly where receiving help is stigmatized
[41, 68]. Prior work similarly points to the need for contextual ex-
planations and privacy-aware behavior [14], while showing how
robots can reproduce assumptions about frailty and dependence
[70, p. 80–87]. In practice, legible action requires explanation and
control over what proxy actions reveal in public.

5.2 Designing for configurable presence
Configurable presence concerns what a proxy reveals, to
whom, and in what situation. A proxy can make someone
“show up” in a way that feels legitimate, but it can also ex-
pose them or the person receiving help. Our findings suggest
the need for different degrees of recognizability across situations.
While legible action concerns how proxy behavior is interpreted in
public, configurable presence concerns how the proxy represents
someone socially. Proxy robots can create impressions that others
interpret and evaluate, much like people managing impressions
in front of an audience [25] and being held accountable for what
their actions “say” about who they are [69]. Participants questioned
whether the proxy should “count as me,” serve simply as a window
into a social setting, or remain anonymous. These differences may
become more pronounced across proxy configurations, since direct
teleoperation, partial delegation, and more autonomous action can
each make the robot feel differently like “me,” “for me,” or like its
own socially visible actor [49, 50].

Participants wanted things from the proxy depending on their
role in the interaction and the social setting in which it unfolded.
When imagining themselves as recipients of proxy actions, partici-
pants valued attribution for safety and legitimacy while wanting to
avoid a public signal that would announce “this is help,” especially
in contexts where receiving support can be stigmatizing. When
imagining themselves as providers of proxy actions, participants
valued lower-profile proxy actions that would not expose the re-
cipient or create expectations of reciprocity [26]. In family and
intimate contexts, recognizability felt important for legitimacy and
for “really being there.” In other situations, participants wanted
the proxy to function more like a window into what was happen-
ing, without putting their identity at the center of the interaction.
In community-help scenarios, anonymity was valued to protect
dignity, avoid stigma, and reduce expectations of reciprocity.

The design problem, therefore, extends beyond whether the user
can steer the robot to shaping what the proxy reveals, to whom,
and with what likely consequences. Recent work similarly argues
that identity-relevant robot behavior should be user-controlled
rather than inferred, and that disclosure must be situational, con-
figurable, and constrained by the social risks of a given setting

[48]. Accessibility-focused HRI work with disabled people also sug-
gests that embodiment, privacy, and social demand are experienced
differently depending on the task and the user group, reinforcing
that no single form of robot presence will feel appropriate in all
contexts [45]. In practice, this suggests design opportunities such
as adjustable identity cues and different levels of visibility for re-
cipients and bystanders.

Proxy actions may also trigger obligations, gratitude, or a sense
of debt, meaning that designing for presence in these cases means
supporting acknowledgment without amplifying social pressure.
The broader challenge is to support socially appropriate forms
of recognition without making sensitive situations more publicly
visible than participants would want.

5.3 Designing to support authority contracts
Proxy robots make questions of authority visible. Institu-
tions may shape what the robot does and what it discloses,
while the older adult may still be credited or blamed for its
actions. Our findings raised questions about ownership, control,
and institutional authority. Participants distinguished between con-
trol, who operates the proxy, and authority, who the proxy speaks
for, under which rules, and with what accountability. These dis-
tinctions may become even more consequential as proxy systems
move from direct teleoperation toward partial delegation or more
autonomous action on someone’s behalf [5].

Considering this, participants asked a practical question: when
the robot is out in the world, who answers for it? Their concerns
suggest that governance and accountability are key tomaking proxy
action workable in real-world settings. By authority contracts, we
mean clear boundaries around who the robot is acting for, whose
rules it follows, and who is responsible for its actions once it enters
public life. Related work on bystander privacy similarly suggests
that these boundaries are technical, but importantly, a matter of
consent, intervenability, and responsibility, because accountability
is still expected to remain with the humans and institutions that
design, deploy, and authorize the robot [14]. Participants likewise
worried that acting “on my behalf” might still follow the institu-
tion’s rules, not “mine.” In-home HRI work similarly shows that
robots entering family settings become entangled with existing rou-
tines, authority structures, and household expectations, sometimes
shifting who remains responsible for what [71].

Authority contracts are not unique to older adults or to dis-
ability contexts. Their accessibility relevance becomes especially
pronounced when participation affected by age-related or mobility-
related disabilities is delegated to a visible, mobile proxy in a shared
social space. In such situations, responsibility may be distributed
across the older adult, a remote operator, an institution, the robot’s
manufacturer, and the system provider. Our claim is therefore not
that authority contracts apply exclusively to this population, but
that their consequences become particularly salient when access to
participation depends on delegated proxy action.

Proxy robots may therefore carry out a user’s intentions while
also enacting the norms, permissions, and constraints of the institu-
tions within which they operate. Prior work similarly suggests that
robots can reinforce existing social norms and power structures
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rather than function as neutral intermediaries [70, p. 200–201]. Act-
ing through a robot may also involve system-imposed constraints
on how one expresses oneself. In a teleoperated avatar-robot setting,
proactive guidance sometimes limited operators’ expression to sup-
port more appropriate, less pressuring interactions with vulnerable
users [11]. This suggests that proxy robots may carry normative
rules about acceptable conduct.

Designing for authority contracts means making these layered
constraints and responsibilities more legible as proxy systems move
into public deployment. Proxy systems may need clearer ways of
signaling when a robot is directly teleoperated, when it is acting
with delegated autonomy, and when its behavior is constrained
by institutional or technical rules. Responsibility may also need to
be communicated more clearly so users and bystanders can under-
stand when the robot is acting in accordance with the older adult’s
intentions and when external rules are shaping its behavior [61].
In practice, this could include visible operating-mode indicators,
institutional markings, or activity traces that help recipients and
bystanders understand who authorized what kind of action.

6 Limitations and Future Work
Our study is exploratory and uses Speed Dating storyboards to ex-
amine how older adults reason about robot proxies rather than how
they would respond to deployed systems. Participants’ accounts,
therefore, reflect expectations, moral judgments, and local social
norms. Storyboard selection was adaptive, with participants dis-
cussing four to eight distinct storyboards each, but no participant
encountered the full set. Finally, all participants lived in Portugal
and were interviewed in Portuguese. Understandings of help, in-
dependence, and disability stigma are culturally and relationally
situated and may differ across cultures.

Future work should examine these tensions through situated and
repeated deployments, including how proxy actions become legible
over time, how people configure what a proxy reveals and to whom,
and how authority is negotiated among multiple stakeholders. Stud-
ies could also vary robot embodiment and anthropomorphism to
examine how appearance and social cues shape recognition, discre-
tion, trust, and stigma [12, 38].

7 Conclusion
This paper shows that robot proxies can extend older adults’ par-
ticipation when being there in person is difficult, but technical
access does not guarantee socially workable participation. A proxy
may successfully act at a distance while still exposing need, mis-
representing the person, or leaving responsibility unclear. When
reflecting about using a robot as a proxy, participants asked what
their action may reveal, how others will interpret it, and who re-
mains responsible. We therefore argue that accessible proxy design
requires requires legible action, configurable presence, and clear au-
thority contracts, because together, these directions ask designers
to consider what the proxy is doing, what it reveals about the per-
son, and whose authority governs its actions. Ultimately, designing
robot proxies means enabling participation that remains socially
workable across family, community, and institutional life.
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A.1 Study Materials
The supplementary materials for this study include the storyboard-
by-participant coverage table, the leading questions for each story-
board, and the complete set of 15 storyboards.
All materials are available in the online supplementary materials
folder.

https://doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025855
https://doi.org/10.1145/3679318.3685367
https://doi.org/10.1109/TAFFC.2023.3278707
https://doi.org/10.1109/TAFFC.2023.3278707
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smhl.2018.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791780
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12369-024-01128-y
https://doi.org/10.1145/3371382.3378361
https://doi.org/10.1145/3532106.3533536
https://doi.org/10.1145/3532106.3533536
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12369-022-00914-w
https://doi.org/10.1145/3371382.3380737
https://doi.org/10.1145/3757600
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11023-021-09561-y
https://doi.org/10.1145/2696867
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243287001002002
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/15301.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1145/3757279.3788654
https://doi.org/10.1145/3274460
https://doi.org/10.1145/3663547.3746363
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2023.1291682
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2017.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2016.12.008
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1htWWxvsn6rd-hO319w6i63-yp7dupZ74?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1htWWxvsn6rd-hO319w6i63-yp7dupZ74?usp=sharing

	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Related Work
	2.1 Aging, Values, and Technology
	2.2 Telepresence Robots and Representation as Proxies
	2.3 Robots for Older Adults and Their Caregivers
	2.4 Agency, Control, and Contextual Adaptability in Robotic Design

	3 Methods
	3.1 Ideation process and storyboard set
	3.2 Participants
	3.3 Study procedure
	3.4 Analysis

	4 Findings
	4.1 Robots as Practical Extensions for Remote Action
	4.2 Robots as socially visible proxies
	4.3 Delegation, ownership, and accountability

	5 Discussion
	5.1 Designing for legible actions of robot proxies
	5.2 Designing for configurable presence
	5.3 Designing to support authority contracts

	6 Limitations and Future Work
	7 Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References
	A Supplementary Material
	A.1 Study Materials


