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Robot-Mediated Communication: Opportunities	and Challenges 
 
Telepresence robot-mediated communication (RMC) is an emerging mode of computer-
mediated communication (CMC) that provides communicators with mechanical “bodies” that are 
remotely navigable in physical space. Telepresence robots extend the ability of people who 
cannot or do not wish to travel to be telepresent and interact in remote locations. In this talk, I 
describe and illustrate this emergent phenomenon, identify issues that it raises, summarize key 
research findings, and discuss global trends. Specifically, I discuss how telepresence robot-
mediated communication affects patterns of social interaction and language use. Robot pilots 
cannot hear how loud they sound to locals; their peripheral vision is limited, and camera 
configurations typically do not afford depth perception, making it difficult for pilots to determine 
how close they are to objects and people. This affects the experiences of the pilot; how locals 
perceive and respond to the pilot; and how interaction is negotiated and what that interaction 
looks like. How, for example, does a person piloting a robot make a bid for, and gain, the 
conversational floor? Do discourse behaviors, including identity performances, carry over from 
face-to-face interaction, or are they altered by the mediation of the robotic device? How does 
the asymmetry of most RMC (someone is communicating via a robot, others are not) affect 
interactional power dynamics? I conclude by considering the future outlook for RMC and argue 
that it could give rise to strikingly new patterns of human communication. 
 
 
Susan C. Herring is Professor of Information Science and Linguistics and Director of the Center 
for Computer-Mediated Communication at Indiana University Bloomington. She received her 
M.A. and Ph.D. in linguistics from the University of California, Berkeley. A pioneer in language-
focused study of computer-mediated communication, she is a past editor of the Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication and currently edits the online journal Language@Internet. 
Her recent interests include online multilingualism, multimodal CMC, and telepresence robotics. 
She has been studying telepresence robots for six years, with a focus on applications in 
academic contexts. As a Visiting Researcher at the University of California, Santa Cruz for the 
past three summers, she was part of a team investigating language and social interaction in 
telepresence robot-mediated communication in job interviews. More information about her 
research can be found at http://info.ils.indiana.edu/~herring/ 
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