
 

AI products for kids promising friendship
and learning: Three things to consider
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Smart toys with internet connections and AI-enabled robots, with
capacities for sophisticated social interactions with children, are widely
available today. This is no doubt driven by rapid development in
Artificial Intelligence, with impacts being widely felt. Companies are
looking to enhance productivity and revenue, while governments are
considering safety measures in their AI strategies.

Child-focused AI products include:

a robot, marketed for children aged five to 10, which
manufacturers call a "learning robot with heart" that has "endless
compassion";
a "smart educational companion" robot which promises language
learning and science, tech and math lessons;
a robot which offers "genuine friendship" and which the maker
says "knows how to connect with kids."

Parents and professionals working with children may feel pressure to
purchase these or other products as alternatives to in-person activities
like play dates, therapy or games—or wonder about their usefulness and
potential roles in children's lives.

Before charging ahead to a world of AI babysitters, machine therapists
and teacher robots, we should consider this technology carefully to assess
its abilities and appropriateness in children's lives.

Informed choices

We must examine assumptions built into these products or how they are
marketed and advocate for scientific approaches in assessing their
efficacy.
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https://pirg.org/edfund/resources/smart-toys/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/rashishrivastava/2024/01/20/your-childs-next-playmate-could-be-an-ai-toy-powered-by-chatgpt/?sh=1852046937e9
https://www.forbes.com/sites/rashishrivastava/2024/01/20/your-childs-next-playmate-could-be-an-ai-toy-powered-by-chatgpt/?sh=1852046937e9
https://aiindex.stanford.edu/report/
https://aiindex.stanford.edu/report/
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/news-releases/2024/04/07/securing-canadas-ai
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/news-releases/2024/04/07/securing-canadas-ai
https://moxierobot.com/
https://roybirobot.com/products/roybi-ai-educational-robot-toy-for-kids
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/language+learning/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/language+learning/
https://miko.ai


 

Evidence-based approaches from psychology, children's development
and education and related fields can systematically test, observe and
make recommendations for use of new technologies, without any vested
commercial interests. In turn, this promotes informed choices for parents
and professionals working with children.

This is critical with AI systems—systems that do not provide
transparency into their decision-making processes. There are also
concerns about data privacy and surveillance.

What are some underlying assumptions either potentially suggested or
directly asserted with these technologies and how they are marketed?
Three are examined below.

Assumption 1: Human traits like curiosity, empathy
or emotions like happiness, sadness, 'heart' or
compassion can be realized in a machine

A person might assume that since AI products can respond with human-
like qualities and emotions, these products can possess them. As other
academics have highlighted, we have no reason to believe demonstration
of human emotion or empathy is more than a mere simulation.

As sociologist Sherry Turkle memorably described in a 2018 opinion
piece, this technology presents us with "artificial intimacy" that can
perform but will never compare to the depth of human inner life.

Assumption 2: When companions, teachers, or
therapists engage with children, their human qualities
and traits are irrelevant
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https://www-nature-com.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/news/can-we-open-the-black-box-of-ai-1.20731
https://www-nature-com.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/news/can-we-open-the-black-box-of-ai-1.20731
https://news.temple.edu/news/2023-11-29/not-child-s-play-potential-risks-smart-toys-explained
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/11/opinion/there-will-never-be-an-age-of-artificial-intimacy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/11/opinion/there-will-never-be-an-age-of-artificial-intimacy.html


 

One may assume AI systems do not actually need to possess human traits
if their focus is on the practice of care, therapy or learning, avoiding the
previous concern.

But features that have made human presence essential in child
development relate directly to emotional life and qualities such as human
empathy and compassion.

Gold-standard interventions for mental health problems for children, like
psychotherapy, demand human characteristics such as warmth, openness,
respect and trustworthiness. While AI products can simulate a
therapeutic conversation, this should not compel people to use these
products.

Assumption 3: Research that proves the effectiveness
of human-led therapeutic, care or learning
interventions is applicable to AI-led interventions

Social relationships that children may form with others (whether
friendships, therapeutic alliances or teacher-student bonds) have proven
to be beneficial through decades of human research. As noted above,
many child-focused AI products may position themselves as alternatives
to these roles.

However, the extent to which research about human-to-human
experiences can yield any insight into benefits of child-AI relationships
should not be taken for granted. We know from decades of
psychological research that contextual factors like culture and how
educational and therapeutic interventions are implemented matter
tremendously. Given the novelty of the technology and a lack of
extensive non-commercial research on child-focused AI products, we
must approach efficacy claims with caution.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/human+traits/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/out-the-darkness/201203/empathy-the-ability-makes-us-truly-human
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/out-the-darkness/201203/empathy-the-ability-makes-us-truly-human
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mental+health+problems/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/ca/articles/202211/7-qualities-of-a-great-therapist
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2023.2260976
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2023.2260976
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/justice-matters/201808/evaluating-psychology-research
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/justice-matters/201808/evaluating-psychology-research


 

The value of human presence

Early developmental periods are critical for setting children up for
success in adulthood.

Social interactions with parents, friends and teachers can have profound
impacts on a child's learning, development and understanding of the
world. But what if some of those interactions are with AI systems? 
Researchers from psychology, human-computer interaction and learning
sciences are investigating these and related questions through ongoing
research.

Ultimately, we don't believe AI should be completely left out of
children's lives. Generative AI is an exciting form of AI with its
conversational interfaces, access to vast information and capacity for
media creation. Learning workshops such as ones conducted by MIT
Media Lab provide opportunities for children and youth to learn about
data and privacy and to debate ideas about AI.

Children need human care and companionship and will always benefit
from an engaged, emotional and thoughtful human presence. Empathy,
compassion, and validation are distinctively human.

Allowing another human to feel what we feel and say, "If I were in your
place, I would feel the same way" is irreplaceable. So perhaps we should
leave these situations to the people who do it best—people!

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://developingchild.harvard.edu/guide/what-is-early-childhood-development-a-guide-to-the-science/
https://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html
https://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190860974.003.0008
https://www.washington.edu/news/2021/09/13/alexa-siri-make-kids-bossier-research-suggests-you-might-not-need-to-worry
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12475
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12475
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12369-020-00736-8
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/the-sage-handbook-of-human%E2%80%93machine-communication/book273648
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/the-sage-handbook-of-human%E2%80%93machine-communication/book273648
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/ai
https://www.media.mit.edu/projects/data-privacy-design-for-youth/overview/
https://www.media.mit.edu/projects/data-privacy-design-for-youth/overview/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/ai-products-for-kids-promising-friendship-and-learning-3-things-to-consider-227851
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