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Artificial Intelligence in Toys


I have always been fascinated with how things work, and when I discovered artificial intelligence it brought up an entirely different aspect of how things work.  I couldn’t decide on what area of artificial intelligence that I wanted to talk about, so I decided to research an area that incorporates many aspects.  


Artificially intelligent toys look to be the thing of the future. You have the Tamagotchi, which was like the egg that everyone carried around for health class. Then there is the Furby, which was the first toy to make use of artificial intelligence. Finally you have Sony’s AIBO. AIBO is the world’s first commercial entertainment robot.  Though I have mentioned three, I will concentrate on the last two, Furby and AIBO.
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The Furby is the artificial intelligence toy for you and me. Furby responds to pats on the head, tummy tickles, feedings and being turned over. It reacts to all of these by utilizing its sensors.  With its infrared device Furby knows when it’s light or dark and when another Furby is in the room. Watch out though because the two Furbies will strike up an intense conversation in Furbish.


When you first get a Furby it only speaks Furbish, but it gradually learns English.  Combining these two languages, the Furby can create 1000 possible phrases.[image: image1.png]


  A “new-born” Furby is initially programmed to use a small part of its full capabilities. Over time the Furby will change what capabilities it can display.  

A Furby “learns” though positive reinforcement and its built in sensors.  It learns what makes its owner happy through the interaction it experiences.  For example, when Furby blows a kiss and gets patted on the back, it will repeat the behavior.

The Furby can express emotions such as joy or delight and dislike or even abhorrence. Furby is even emotional when it talks; it moves its eyes, ears and mouth.  Furby also entertains us by dancing when it hears music.  

At $30 the Furby is the closest most of us will get to an artificial intelligence toy for a while.
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On the other hand, Sony’s AIBO was targeted at the rich and curious with it’s hefty price tag of $2,500.  AIBO is for those who love trying new technology, and those that may want an interactive pet they don’t have to feed or clean up after.  Even with its targeted audience, AIBO showed the rest of us what modern technology can do right now.  

AIBO’s name originates from Japanese for friend or companion, and it is also an acronym for artificial intelligence robot. 

AIBO has four stages of growth, all of which come with behavior changes and better communication methods.  These stages are newborn, puppy, child, and adult.  As a newborn, AIBO is very curios and is getting use to its body movements.  As a puppy, AIBO is exploring its world and trying new things.  As a child AIBO is very difficult and is developing its character.  Finally, as an adult, AIBO acts as a full-grown faithful robot.

AIBO also expresses emotion.  When it plays with people, it can express joy, sadness, anger, fear and discontent.  It also has for instincts: love, search, movement, and recharge.  As a real dog would, when AIBO doesn’t receive attention for a while it will want to interact with people.  AIBO will walk around if it stays in one place too long; it will start sniffing around for it’s pink ball if it doesn’t see it for a while.  AIBO can also hint at its owner to “feed” it if it needs to be recharged.

AIBO can also be trained as a real dog would.  You can scold it to discourage bad behavior, and praise it t encourage good behavior. It also has pre-programmed tricks such as “stand,”  “sit,” and roll over.”  Owners have three modes to control AIBO’s actions: remote control, performance, and game mode.

Because AIBO’s physical resemblance and behavior are so similar to a dog, many owners find themselves feeling “parental love” towards AIBO, and they tend to treat AIBO as a regular dog.

As I researched these products, I understood more and more why there was such a craze over the Furby and why AIBO was a sellout.  These are great toys, but they’re more then that. These creatures are “human companions.”  They would be great for people like me, who want a pet but couldn’t possible keep one.  It would also be a great first step to learn if a child could take care of a real pet. 

I think that artificial intelligence in toys is a great idea, but it should also get more specific.  AIBO is a rudimentary version of artificial intelligence.  I see robots eventually becoming personal assistants based on the same technology.  If AIBO were given a voice or internal recorder along with an alarm clock, it would be great for someone like me who has ADD.  It could remind me when I have to do something, whereas I would have otherwise forgotten.  If AIBO could learn to recognize and locate keys, that would be worth nearly the $2,500 to a lot more people including me.

I see a lot of potential with the AIBO. Its possibilities are endless with the technology we do have, but when you take into consideration the imagination it took to come up with this, I know AIBO will far surpass even what I could think of.
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