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ABSTRACT 
The convention that a robot treats every person it interacts with 
equally can be both reassuring and disconcerting.  Some users 
wish to have an experience more similar to interacting with a 
living creature, whereas others desire what they consider to be a 
machine to behave like a mechanical device.  Factors such as the 
desired personality traits and gender further complicate matters.  
A simple solution is to allow users to propose a name for a robot 
during their initial interactions.  There are well established trends 
for names, both in terms of gender and age, as well as perceived 
levels of education and personality types.  Nicknames can be even 
more revealing about desired personality traits.  The way in which 
a name is pronounced can also provide clues about how 
interactions might be preferred.  The wide range of situations in 
which robots can be found and the growing popularity of virtual 
assistants has meant that vocal interactions are becoming more 
common place, and this early-stage research explores how to 
make the experience more comfortable and rewarding. 
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1 Introduction 
The naming of a person or pet is often associated with identifying 
to the broader society a familial relationship and increase the 
underlying bond [9].  The use of pet names in marriage are an 
indicator of a satisfied relationship, and are especially prominent 
in the early stages as it flourishes [3].  Self-naming products has 
been seen to increase psychological ownership, and improved 
evaluations of its attributes [26].  A trend to allow users to provide 
nicknames for autonomous products has the effect of increasing 
the level of perceived control, and usage intention, but only as 
long as the relationship is not a competitive one [30]. 
 
Acceptance of social robots is considered to be affected by both its 
personality traits and gender according to the task being 
performed [27].  The levels of comfort a user has when interacting 

with an anthropomorphic robot are even thought to be linked to 
whether it is sufficiently closely related to a user’s social group 
[8].  The perceived gender of both a robot, and the end user are 
believed to have an impact upon attitudes towards robots [17].  
Stereotypical gender approaches to the design of virtual assistants 
have often opted for female voices due to an increased level of 
“likeability” [11].  Increased adoption of gender neutral voice 
options have been proposed to prevent reinforcing false 
normative assumptions of perceived female submissiveness [15].  
With regards to trust the  prosody, accent and naturalness of robot 
speech appear to have the greatest effect [28].  Users aged between 
18 – 44 with extrovert, agreeable and open personalities have the 
highest levels of acceptance of robots, whilst other groups such as 
neurotics have considerably more varied responses [7]. 
 
Naming objects has a long tradition, and gender is often a factor.  
When developing a social robot called “Sparky” the researchers 
found that the most common question posed was “What is your 
name?”  [23].  There is a possible trend for rounder sounding 
consonants representing women’s names [25], and that longer 
vowels are associated with males [18].  This makes it possible to 
estimate the preferred gender from nicknames even when well 
established conventions do not exist.  First names are considered 
important in robot human interaction as part of social 
engagement and building a rapport [13].  Easily pronounceable 
names have an association with both objects and people of a 
higher level of “truthiness” [16], which could indicate how 
authoritative a robot is desired to be.  
 
The choice of name and how it is delivered can provide an insight 
into a user’s personality, characteristics, and even emotions, 
especially through repeated addressing of a robot over time, 
which are aspects considered to require further research within 
the field of Adaptive Social Robots (ASR) [1].  The phonology of 
the chosen name can also provide an insight into the perceived 
attributes of characters or objects, such as their size, strength and 
mass [10].  Furthermore sonorous names have an association 
irrespective of gender with high levels of agreeability, 
conscientiousness,  emotionality, honesty and humility, with 
extroversion correlating to names with voiceless stops, such as 
Katy or Robot [24].   
 
Names also give a starting point for lexical alignment, which has 
been suggested to reduce the cognitive load of end users, as well 
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as increase in the perception of accuracy, speed and pleasantness 
of Spoken Dialogue Systems (SDS) [14], which are commonly 
employed within social robots.  Lexical entrainment has been 
proposed within HRI to improve the accuracy of speech 
recognition by narrowing down users’ choices [12].  The altering 
of language by users to increase the accuracy of spoken requests 
is widespread, and having access to a name, and its cultural 
associations could be used to provide predictors about its context.  
 
The central idea of this research is to allow users to assign 
personality traits and gender to a robot through the allocation of 
a name.  Each user can choose their own name to give a robot in 
a manner similar to nicknames.  This would not be the final 
settings for the robot, more of a starting point, where further 
interactions can refine the personality over time.  The intention is 
to replicate the manner of a living creature, who has empathy for 
the person they are interacting with, an alters their behavior 
accordingly.   

2 Method 
Three studies are planned, the first is an online questionnaire with 
1000 participants from across the world.  This will explore users’ 
current experiences with virtual assistants and robots, as well as 
examples of objects being named and attributing personality 
traits.  The second study will be a series of online video interviews 
with 100 participants to explore trends established in the online 
questionnaire.  The third study will be conducted in person with 
100 participants and utilize a combination of physical robots and 
images of robots, which participants will be asked to provide 
names, and describe their desired character traits.  The study will 
finish with participants being queried about how these character 
traits would be manifested in terms of auditory interactions, such 
as word choice, accent, prosody, gender and age amongst others. 

3 Discussion 
By allowing different users to name a robot, it is possible to 
understand a little about the expectations each individual has in 
terms of interaction.  Obvious names from science fiction such as 
HAL, Data or R2-D2 indicate well established tropes.  Utilizing 
the manufacturer’s name, or model suggests a more reserved 
approach is desired, whereas a name more commonly associated 
with a pet, may indicate the desire for a much closer and trusting 
relationship.  The given name or names can also be used as a 
baseline metric to indicate emotions and levels of comfort during 
further interactions.  The pronunciation of a name is a familiar 
form of communicating context within families and between 
friends.   
 
The style of the sounds, as well as the extent and regularity 
could all be set initially through the name choice, with 
refinement coming from further interactions.  These could 
include whether the user is directing their voice towards the 
robot or to the space in general.  This can either be measured 
through gaze direction [22], or by the relative intensity of direct 
to indirect sound, and frequency content.  Users who are 

addressing their query directly to the robot are possibly more 
likely to want a fuller response, than those who direct their 
request in any other direction.  Considering how chatty a robot 
could be based upon context is key to encouraging acceptance, 
and has already been explored for voice assistants in vehicles [2].  
Recommendations generally suggest a relatively generic starting 
point, with customization over time based upon users’ needs.  It 
appears that even if the intent is to have a personality free voice 
user interface (VUI) users will still assign one [6].   If it is 
impossible to have a robot’s speech be perceived without 
personality, then the extent of emotions being conveyed could be 
explored further through readily identified vocal bursts.  These 
are thought to predate language and could be utilized in both 
directions to convey a wide range of emotions in order to 
achieve a greater level of engagement for both parties [5].   
 
In robots the variation of a name used to communicate with it 
could provide a clue as to how distracted a user is. If a nickname 
is used a more effusive interaction may be desired, whereas if the 
bare minimum address is used, a correspondingly short 
interaction may be desired.  This can be extended into how often 
a robot provides sounds to convey where it is located.  
Broadband sounds are generally preferred [4], and the desire for 
a user to experience these can be indicated according to level of 
intimacy conveyed through the name choice and use.  If a 
conversation is being elicited between the user and the robot 
then between vocalizations sounds indicating proximity could be 
conveyed.  If there is no use of any personal names then the 
robot can remain relatively silent, which could be the default 
state if a more neutral name is chosen, such as the 
manufacturer’s name or model number.   
 
Real-time adaptation of robots has been considered successful 
with regards to humor and potentially for broader Human-Robot 
Interaction [29].  Using appropriate amounts and style of 
interactive speech can increase the level of trust, and a robot’s 
existence as a social entity, rather than a mechanical tool [20].  
Functions such as masking or enhancing of consequential sound 
should ideally be based upon how a user wants to perceive a 
robot [19].  For those named using mechanistic terms the 
naturally occurring sounds could be heard unmasked, whereas 
those who have been anthropomorphized then the enhancement 
can reflect the character ascribed more fully.  
 
It is hoped that by allowing each user of a robot the ability to 
provide it with a unique name that it can alter its auditory 
behavior accordingly.  This proposed research is to help with 
initial preferences so that users can quickly feel as comfortable 
as possible.  Ongoing interactions and how the naming evolves 
over time can then affect the sonic interface going forward.  If 
the user opts for nicknames, then the experience becomes more 
like a companion, with high levels of auditory engagement 
making it more person orientated [21].  If the name is returned to 
the default setting, or something more formal, then a servant, 
gender neutral, mechanistic relatively silent profile is adopted, 
which could be described as task orientated.  It would be possible 
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for the same user or group of users to make use of multiple 
names in order to meaningfully convey how much and what 
type of sonic interactions they wished to have at any point. 
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