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ABSTRACT
Previous studies have revealed that humans prioritize attention to
the space near their hands (the so-called near-hand effect). This
effect may also occur towards a human partner’s hand, but only
after sharing a physical joint action. Hence, in human dyads, in-
teraction leads to a shared body representation that may influence
basic attentional mechanisms. Our project investigates whether
a collaborative interaction with a robot might similarly influence
attention. To this aim, we designed an experiment to assess whether
the mere presence of a robot with an anthropomorphic hand could
bias the human partner’s attention.We replicated a classical psycho-
logical paradigm to measure this attentional bias (i.e., the near-hand
effect) by adding a robotic condition. Preliminary results found the
near-hand effect when performing the task with the self-hand near
the screen, leading to shorter reaction times on the same side of
the hand. On the contrary, we found no effect on the robot’s hand
in the absence of previous collaborative interaction with the robot,
in line with studies involving human partners.
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1 INTRODUCTION
In everyday activities, we often need to coordinate and synchronize
with our partners, whose perceptual and motor abilities might
differ from ours. Human beings effectively understand each other’s
intentions while interacting in social contexts. Such capability is
particularly remarkable if we consider that our visual perception
of space is often inaccurate but can suffer from biases (e.g., central
tendency [11], [22]), illusions (e.g., rescaling [20], [21]), and similar
phenomena affecting human attention [4], [19]. One of the main
goals of HRI is to design and employ robots that can interact and
collaborate efficiently and naturally with human beings. To this aim,
it is crucial to investigate the perceptual, motor, and attentional
mechanisms that could support (or hinder) mutual understanding
between the parties [16].

Previous studies proved that human attention is prioritized for
the space near their hands [1], [15], resulting in shorter reaction
times when detecting visual stimuli that appear close to their own
hands (the so-called near-hand effect) [14]. Besides, after a collab-
orative task, this effect also occurs on the human partner’s hand
[17]. These findings suggest that collaborative interaction with a
human partner influences our shared body representation, biasing
our attention toward the partner’s hand almost as if it was ours.

Our project aims at investigating under which conditions at-
tentional biases, such as the near-end effect, can also occur in a
human-robot interaction context. To achieve this goal, we need to
address two questions:

(1) Does the presence of a robot anthropomorphic hand bias
human attention following a near-hand effect?

(2) Can a collaborative joint physical interaction with the robot
lead to the near-hand effect?

To answer these research questions, we replicated a well-known
psychology paradigm to study the near-hand effect in humans in
individual and joint settings [12], using the iCub robot [7] as a
controllable stimulus. From a technical point of view, iCub is an
optimal choice since its hands have a similar structure and size as
human hands and are characterized by many degrees of freedom
that guarantee movements similar to human ones. Moreover, it can
be programmed to act as a social agent and generate bio-inspired
movements and actions [6], supporting compliance in physical
interaction.
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In this paper, we describe the methodology and results related
to the first research question and introduce the plan to address the
second research question in our future work.

2 METHODOLOGY
We designed an experiment to analyze the near-hand effect of
iCub’s hand. More precisely, we aimed firstly at quantifying each
participant’s near-hand effect for their own hand and then evalu-
ate whether such effect generalizes to a robotic anthropomorphic
hand presented by the iCub robot close to them. The participants
performed a well-known attention task called "Posner cueing task"
[12] while sitting next to iCub. The Posner cueing task (Figure 1) is
a classical paradigm used to study visual attention. There are two
empty squares (3.4◦) on both sides (7.4◦) of a central fixation cross
(3.4◦). After a random time interval between 1500-3000 ms, one
square is cued by increasing the thickness of its borders for 200 ms,
and then a target appears (black dot; 2.2◦). The participant has to
press the space bar on a keyboard as soon as the target appears. If
the target appears in the cued square, this is classified as a valid trial;
otherwise, this is classified as an invalid trial. Sometimes the square
remains cued for 2000 ms, but the square does not appear; these
are the catch trials, and they are used to check if the participant is
still focused on the task. We used 70% valid trials, 20% invalid trials,
and 10% catch trials in random order, as it was done in [17].

(a) (b) (c)

Figure 1: Posner cueing task: valid trial (a), invalid trial (b),
and catch trial (c).

2.1 Participants
Twenty-two right-handed people participated in the study (15 fe-
males, 7 males; mean age = 26.05 y.o.; std = 5.21 y.o.). All participants
had a normal or corrected-to-normal vision and were naive to the
purpose of the study. The Regional Ethical Committee approved
the experimental protocol for protecting human participants in
research, and all participants provided written informed consent
before participating in the experiment.

2.2 Apparatus
The experiment was programmed in MATLAB using the Psych-
Toolbox extension. All visual stimuli were drawn in black against
a light grey background on a monitor with a display resolution
of 1024 × 768 pixels. The experimental setup was the same for all
conditions. We used a chin rest to maintain the participant at a
constant distance from the screen (i.e., 50 cm). The participants’
responses and reaction times were collected through the computer
keyboard. When asked to place a hand near the computer screen,
participants rested the forearm on support to minimize the discom-
fort associated with a prolonged extension of the hand and arm
during the task.

(a) (b)

Figure 2: Experimental conditions: human’s hand near the
screen (a) and robot’s hand near the screen (b).

2.3 Procedure
Participants performed the Posner cueing task under three possi-
ble conditions: no hand near the screen, self-hand (i.e., human’s
hand) near the screen, and robot’s hand near the screen. Each ex-
perimental session included four blocks of 60 trials, two with no
hand near the screen and two with a hand near the screen (i.e.,
human’s or robot’s hand), as displayed in Figure 2. The block order
was randomized. Each participant did two sessions, one with the
self-hand near the screen and the other with the robot’s hand near
the screen. We asked participants to repeat the entire experiment
with both hands to avoid possible effects depending on the use of
the dominant hand (Figure 3).

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The dependent measure of interest was the participants’ reaction
times for target detection. The Reaction Times (RTs) of the re-
sponses were filtered between two thresholds: RTs > 200 ms, which
is the average physiological threshold for RTs in human beings [8],
and RTs < 1000 ms, following the research by Sun & Thomas [17].

(a) (b)

Figure 3: Experimental setup: P = participant, R = robot, and
E = experimenter. Each participant did the task with their
right hand (a) and left hand (b).
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Figure 4: Effect on the human hand. (a) There is a significant difference in RTs between no-hand (green) and human hand (blue)
conditions. (b) The effect on the human hand is consistent among all subjects. Almost all the dots lie under the bisector.

(a)
(b)

Figure 5: Effect on the robot’s hand. (a) There is no significant difference in RTs between no-hand (green) and robot’s hand (red)
conditions. (b) The effect on the robot’s hand is not consistent among the subjects. Data is distributed along the bisector.

We excluded one participant from the analysis for excessive errors
in catch trials (i.e., > 55%). The overall error rate of the participants
in catch trials was 9.2%. Eventually, 5.5% of trials were discarded
because they fell outside the 200–1000 ms window.

We analyzed participants’ reaction times using paired sample
t-tests. The result of the first test concerns the Posner cueing task.
We found a significant main effect of cue validity (t (21) = 9.03, p <
0.001), proving that participants detected faster the visual targets
in valid than invalid trials; this is always verified, regardless of the
experimental condition. Anyway, cue validity did not affect the
near-hand effect.

Afterward, we considered the hand validity variable, which pre-
scribes whether the hand near the screen is on the same side as the
appearing target. In particular, we refer to "hand valid" trials when

the hand and the target are on the same side, whereas in "hand
invalid" trials hand and target are on the opposite side. The bars in
Figures 4 and 5 represent the difference between the average RT of
"hand valid" and "hand invalid" trials.

Results showed the expected near-hand effect when performing
the attention task in the human hand condition, leading to signifi-
cantly shorter reaction times on the same side of the hand near the
screen (t (21) = 6.85, p < 0.001). Figure 4a displays the RT delta be-
tween the no-hand (green) and the human hand (blue) experimental
conditions. The scatter plot of Figure 4b shows the results are very
consistent between all the participants. Indeed, almost all the dots,
each representing a participant, lie under the bisector, meaning
most of the participants’ mean RTs are shorter in the human hand
condition than in the no-hand condition.
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On the contrary, we found no significant effect on the robot’s
hand condition (t (21) = 0.09, p = 0.928). Figure 5a displays the RT
delta between the no-hand (green) and the robot’s hand (red) ex-
perimental conditions, showing they have similar values in average
RT. In this case, data are more distributed across the reference line,
as displayed in the scatter plot of Figure 5b, and the mean value lies
on the bisector, meaning there is no significant difference between
no-hand and robot’s hand conditions.

Finally, the last test compares the human and robot conditions.
We found a significant difference between the above two conditions
(t (21) = -4.51, p < 0.001). The overall difference in reaction times is
about 13 ms. This difference highlights the near-hand effect on the
human hand and the latter’s absence on the robot’s hand.

4 CONCLUSION AND FUTUREWORK
This project aims at assessing whether collaborative interaction
with a humanoid robot can shape basic attentional and perceptual
mechanisms in humans, as previously observed in human-human
interaction scenarios.

The preliminary results of the experiment proved the presence
of the near-hand effect on the self-hand through the performance of
an attention task, i.e., the Posner cueing task. Moreover, we found
no effect caused by the mere presence of an anthropomorphic robot
hand. This finding expands the results of research conducted with
fake human-like hands or other persons’ hands [3], [5], demonstrat-
ing that an anthropomorphic robot hand, as a friend’s human hand,
is not per se sufficient to shift human attention toward itself.

With the next experiment, we will assess if a physical human-
robot interaction can bias human attention near the robot’s hand.
The task will consist of a physical joint action between the human
and the iCub, inspired by existing human-human research; then,
participants will repeat the Posner task. We have built the collabo-
rative task for the physical human-robot interaction and tested it
in a pilot study. We hypothesize to find the near-hand effect after
the physical HRI, as it happens between human dyads [17].

The use of the robot will allow us to precisely control and quan-
titatively assess the dynamics of the interaction to gain a better
insight into which features of a joint action might influence the
appearance of a "joint" near-hand effect as observed in human-
human collaborative interaction. Furthermore, it will be possible to
assess the role played by the social component of the interaction
by manipulating the robot’s behavior to exhibit different levels of
social intelligence. That has been shown to impact basic perceptual
mechanisms such as human space perception [10].

A final consideration concerns adaptation which is a fundamen-
tal ability evident both at the behavioral and physiological levels
and still quite an open issue in the field [2], [13], [18]. It would be
interesting for this research project future if we enable the robot
to adapt its behavior to that of the current interacting partner to
allocate the roles of leader-follower naturally as it happens between
human dyads [9].
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