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In July 2017, the Foundation for Responsible Robotics (FRR) released 
our first consultation document, entitled “Our Sexual Future with 
Robots.” This document was created with the intent of presenting 
an unbiased summary of the various issues and opinions regarding 

intimate relations between humans and robots as well as the state of the 
art in current technologies available. In it, we review scholarly literature, 

media sources, and interview 
manufacturers of sex robots and 
sex workers to ensure that a wide 
range of opinions have all been 
considered and appropriately 
addressed. We consider seven 
main questions that have 
received the most attention 

as this technology 
advances (which will 
be discussed below). 
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While media attention for 
sex robots has certainly 
spiked over the past 
several months, public 

perception of this technology remains 
primarily rooted in science fiction 
– highlighted in movies and T.V. 
programs such as A.I., Ex Machina, 
and Westworld, to name a few. The 
robots are highly advanced, with the 
ability to change their appearances to 
suit the user’s preferences, and are at 
times indistinguishable from humans. 
In reality, sex robots are currently 
mechanized sex dolls whose expressive 
and conversational capabilities are 
limited. By releasing this consultation 
document, we aimed to provide the 
public and policy makers with a realistic 
look at the technology that we are 
facing, rather than the sensationalized 
versions that are presented in the 
media.

Though sex dolls have been 
offered for decades they have certainly 
evolved since their first conception: 

no longer simple vinyl blow-up dolls, 
these more modern versions have 
silicon skin that is human-like to touch, 
often include a metal skeleton that 
allows them to have greater variety 
of positioning, and are increasingly 
customizable (regular versus elf ears 
for example). Current sex robots take 
these modern dolls one step further, 
allowing them to maneuver into 
different positions independently, 
simulate sexual movement, and 
including artificial intelligence software 
that allow the robots to mimic certain 
personality traits or even carry on basic 
conversations. Future developments 
in sex robots may eventually begin 
to merge with parallel developments 
in sextech – such as AI-controlled 
vibrators, devices with Bluetooth 
synchronization capabilities, and 
teledildonics for enhanced virtual 
sex. These potential advancements 
in the technology present increasing 
concerns about privacy and data 
security in the most intimate parts of 

users’ lives.
As stated above, we focused 

the bulk of the report on six central 
questions that are being asked in 
the media and scholarly literature. 
Those questions, and our subsequent 
conclusions, are as follows:

Q1. Would people have sex with a 
robot?

In short – some people would. 
However, there is a great deal of 
variation in responses between surveys 
and respondent groups and very little 
research done to say definitively one 
one of another. In one U.S. survey, 9% 
of adults polled said they would have 
sex with a robot if it were available; a 
different U.S. survey found that two 
thirds of male participants were in 
favor of using sex robots, while the 
nearly the same proportion of female 
participants were against it. This 
suggests that there are factors that 
make the concept of sex robots more 
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appealing to men than women, but we 
draw no conclusions as to what those 
factors may be; additional research is 
required to explain these differences. 
Furthermore, religious law may be an 
alienating factor for some people when 
considering sex with robots. There 
is therefore indeterminate results as 
to what proportion of people would 
feasibly have sex with a robot, and do 
not yet have the data to comment on 
what factors may drive certain people 
to be more receptive to the prospect.

Q2. What kind of relationship could 
we have with a sex robot?

The goal of sex robot manufacturers 
is to produce a product that can mimic 
a human sexual encounter as closely 
as possible. Articulated limbs and 
independent sexual movements bring 
physical encounters with sex robots 
closer to the human experience, but 
authentic intimacy requires human-
like characteristics like emotion 
and conversation. Humans tend to 
anthropomorphize inanimate objects, 

such as robots; however, since robots 
are unable to feel emotion, many 
academics believe that the only kind 
of relationship available to a human-
robot pair would be one-sided, with 
any perceived contribution to the 
relationship by the robot being only 
an illusion. In the report we make 
reference to a “fictive relationship” to 
describe this phenomenon. On the 
other hand, at least one scholar has 
contended that there is no difference 
between falling in love with a robot 
and falling in love in a chat room, 
because it is the user’s experience that 
matters, not what’s on the other side. 
This raises a new issue: are sex robots 
that enable fictive relationships in 
truth deceptive to their human users?

Q3. Will robot sex workers and 
bordellos be acceptable?

This question in entirely speculative 
and will only be answered with time. 
However, we can infer based on 
the current acceptability of sex doll 
brothels and escort services, which 

are both commercially successful and 
increasingly in socially acceptance. 
Some argue that sexbot brothels will 
satisfy the desires of customers while 
also lowering rates of sex trafficking 
and prostitution, but we found no 
evidence to support such a claim.

Q4. Will sex robots change societal 
perceptions of gender?

Current sex robots objectify and 
commodify the human body and 
are overwhelmingly pornographic 
representations of the female body 
(although it should be noted that 
male sex robots are in production). 
However, sexbots are not unveiling 
this adult industry replete with 
commodification and objectification: 
it already exists, and the question is 
whether this will shift perceptions in 
that industry or merely amplify them. 
Robots are merely machines and 
therefore do not have a gender; it is 
perfectly reasonable that a user could 
have sex with a unisex robot body that 
has interchangeable genitals, but the 
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driver of production will be what is 
demanded in the market, and we have 
yet to see if that will remain exclusive 
to pornographic female forms.

Q5. Could intimacy with robots lead 
to greater social isolation? 

The scholars referenced in our 
report are in general agreement that 
intimacy with robots has the potential 
to drive greater social isolation, 
although we have no empirical data 
to support these claims. Drawing on 
robots in other contexts may give us 
some insight on this issue: in some 
recorded cases studying children with 
autism, robot companions appeared 
to contribute to social isolation. 
The potentially addictive nature of 
relations with robots, which are easier 
than those with humans, could feasibly 
cause users to isolate themselves 
from society. It should be noted that 
greater social acceptance may shift the 
parameters of this argument: if sexbots 
are not shunned, or even welcomed, 

into social environments, users may 
be able to have intimate relations with 
their robots without feeling the need 
to isolate themselves.

Q6.   Could robots help with sexual 
healing and therapy?

Sex therapists have already 
suggested a wide array of problems 
that sex robots could be used to treat, 
including erectile dysfunction, social 
anxiety, or as part of one’s treatment 
following asexual trauma such as rape. 
They have also been considered as 
therapy for the elderly or for those with 
disabilities. Not all therapists are in 
agreement regarding the utility of using 
these robots– potential issues include 
getting informed consent from patients 
suffering from dementia, infantilizing 
users, or violating their dignity. These 
concerns are partially informed from 
baby doll therapy that has been used 
in care homes for several decades. 
Sex robots may also provide disabled 
persons with a private outlet for their 

sexual needs, though as discussed 
above, they also have the potential 
to drive further social isolation. There 
are promising arguments in support of 
using sexbots for therapy, but ethical 
implications that must be addressed 
arise when they are considered for 
more vulnerable populations.

Q7. Would sex robots help to 
reduce sex crimes?

Suggestions have been made 
to use sex robots as therapy for the 
prevention of sex crimes driven 
from paraphilia disorders, such as 
pedophilia or rape. These suggestions 
vary from having a kind of prescription 
for a doll to fulfill potentially harmful 
urges, to allowing all sorts of sex dolls 
to be openly available on the market 
for those who wish to make use of 
them. This type of therapy could 
include simulating rape on a robot, or 
a pedophile having sex with a child-
sized robot. Concerns lie not only in 
the actions themselves (it would be 

Bi
gs

to
ck

.c
om

/P
ix

ie
M

e

PAGE

54

AGE OF ROBOTS
Volume 1 Issue 2



“simulating” rape because a robot 
cannot give consent any more than 
toaster can) but in what, if any, long 
term effects the normalization of these 
acts might have on human behavior 
and society at large. Opinions on this 
issue vary wildly, with some scholars 
believing that sex robots could satiate 
harmful desires enough that would-
be offenders no longer have the urge 
to hurt humans, while others believe 
the repeated action could reinforce 
the offending practices. In short, this 
is an empirical question for which 
setting up controlled experiments 
to test the hypothesis would be 

unethical. To be clear, this is only a 
brief overview of “Our Sexual Future 
with Robots”; it presents the relevant 
research findings without going into 
the significant detail. Anyone who 
wishes to learn more about the 
issue is encouraged to read the full 
report, which is available on the FRR 
website, and includes interviews with 
sex robot manufacturers, anecdotes 
from sex workers, and more in-depth 
discussions than we could cover in a 
brief article.

The goal of this report was to spark 
a conversation between the public and 
policymakers on how sex robots and 

similar technology will be introduced 
and regulated in society. News 
about the report has spread to over 
26 countries, with nearly 200 news 
pieces (in newspapers, magazines, 
and online sources) addressing 
the topic. In addition to this public 
reception, the report authors have 
been working on follow-up research, 
including interviewing non-offending 
paedophiles and meeting with the 
UK Child Protection Agency to future 
proof new laws that deal with child-
sized sex robots.

The FRR is dedicated to the accountability of the humans behind the robots and 
ensuring that ethical decision-making is embedded into the design, development, and 
implementation of robots in society. After the release of this consultation document, 
we have been working to collect follow-up data on numerous points raised in the 
report to better answer the questions that were raised and to support more robust 
discussion at the public and policy levels.

responsiblerobotics.org
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