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PR (3E30)
Summary

We conducted on-site interviews (three at nursing care facilities and five at child-care facilities) and interviews with
experts to investigate issues related to the increased burden of communication for essential workers, which has newly
emerged in nursing care and child-care environments due to restrictions on person-to-person contact caused by the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The figure below shows the daily tasks at nursing care and childcare facilities and analyzes
the tasks that have become problematic in terms of communication due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

In nursing care facilities, there are many tasks that require a lot of conversation with the caregivers, such as meal
assistance, oral care, excretion support, and nighttime patrols, and since wearing masks has become the norm,
communication problems have arisen. On the other hand, in child-care facilities, the problem of communication during
meals is the same as in nursing care facilities, but when reading picture books or teaching songs, which are unique to child-
care, we found that the masks prevent children from seeing facial expressions and mouth movements and there is a growing
concern that this may affect children’s growth and developments. In addition, when parents drop off their children in the
morning or picking them up in the evening, teachers are restricted from talking with the parents, which causes a great deal
of communication problems because they cannot talk directly with the parents about what is going on with their children at
the child-care during the day. To deal with this issue, teachers need to write more details in the daily report which also is
increasing the workload. As one of the solutions, the use of remote-controlled avatar robots (referred to as "remote avatar
robots™) is thought to be effective, so we conducted a survey on the trend of research and development on remote-controlled
avatar robots and the commercialization of such robots. The technology is still under development, and humanoid robots
combined with VR (Virtual Reality) technology and robots with moving telepresence (video chat) functions that can swivel
and move have been commercialized. Among them, we made a video showing the utilization of a remote-controlled avatar
robot with a swivel function (product name: KUBI) and an avatar robot with a mobile function (product name: TEMI). The
video was followed by a semi-structured interview with essential workers in nursing care and childcare settings, in which
they were asked to fill in comments on a sheet that they had prepared in advance. As for the feasibility study, in which a
remote-controlled avatar robot was brought to the site for investigation, it was difficult to bring the robot to most of the
facilities due to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, two facilities (Mikage Kindergarten in Kobe City, Hyogo Prefecture,
and Mizuumi Nursery School in Matsue City, Shimane Prefecture) cooperated with us and brought in the remote-controlled
avatar robot for evaluation and verification through demonstration tests. As a result of these feasibility studies, we were
able to gather positive opinions about the possibility of using the remote-controlled avatar robot in various work situations.
On the other hand, there was a great deal of anxiety in the field when it came to the actual use of the robots, and many
people felt that they could not introduce the robots without support from the government, especially because of liability
issues in the event of an accident.

In the midst of chronic labor shortage, the use of robots is one of the expected solutions to reform the work style of essential

workers in the field without degrading the quality of services in nursing and childcare. However, since the introduction of
robots into people’s daily living spaces is a lifestyle innovation that humanity has never experienced before, it is necessary
to clarify the various issues that arise from the use of robots and take concrete measures to solve them in order to put them
to practical use. In order for remote-controlled avatar robots to be used in nursing homes and childcare facilities, it is
important for the government to actively provide support for their widespread use. 1.3.3 shows the results of a survey on
the use of avatar robots in China. With more than 20 companies commercializing avatar robots, China seems to be leading
the world in practical use. In particular, the voice recognition and conversation functions using Al technology are
particularly noteworthy, and although Japan seems to have been ahead of the curve in the field of research and development,
we need to ensure that we do not fall behind in practical application. As reported in the FY2040 Health and Labor Sciences
Special Research Project, "Research for the Creation of Innovations in the Medical and Welfare Fields Using Robots, Al,
and Other Technologies with a View to 2040" (19CA2019), in order to put remote-controlled avatar robots to practical use
that will lead to the renovation of lifestyles in parallel with basic research, it is necessary to strengthen efforts to realize
social implementation for the purpose of practical use.
To this end, it is necessary to promote comprehensive policies to build an innovation-creating ecosystem where the results of
research and development can be steadily implemented in society, including the development of infrastructure (Internet
environment) for operating robots in nursing and childcare environments and robot literacy education for the general public. In
terms of technology, it also became clear that it is important to develop technology in a new research area that integrates
psychology and engineering to foster a sense of happiness that can make people smile through the utilization of robots.
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