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Teen mental health: 
a wicked problem 
requiring a 
crosscutting design 
solution

Increased, chronic 
stress → teen 
depression



A social robot can:

•Engage teens to provide 
data

•Invite social conversations 
about stress

•Be an innovative idea to 
solve wicked problem



Participatory Interaction Studies
in the Wild

Collaborating with teens as:

•Co-Designers

•Co-Researchers

•Robot Operators



Our research

• 17 studies so far!
• 11 Seattle Area High Schools
• 425+ teens and counting, now from all over 
the country



How do teens envision a social 
robot designed to help with 
stress?



How do teens experience 
sharing stressors with a 
robot?



Study findings 
• Empathetic interactions

• Teens will engage with 

robots remotely

• Sharing stress with a robot is 

therapeutic

• Customization and 

transparency are key in a robot



Finalizing the hardware and 
software



Finalizing the hardware and 
software

• Open-source software development 
kit for social robots

• Includes tools for designing the robot 
face, controlling the robot through a 
Wizard-of-Oz interface, and scripting 
autonomous interactions

• Lower the barrier to entry for HRI 
through end-use tools



Studies of 
Customization

• Allows for endless 

customization

• Accessible to a large range 

of use cases 

• Can be used across multiple 

application scenarios, with 

attachment pieces

• Open-source accessible 

end-user programming for 

interdisciplinary teams



Project EMAR: Broader 
impacts & next steps

• Teens are the future roboticists, 
designers, and engineers.

• Novel, creative and scalable solutions to 
support their mental health are essential 
to the success of our future. 

• We have learned alot about teen-robot 
interaction and the strong need for 
customization of both hardware and 
software
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