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              An old lady sits alone in her sheltered accommodation stroking her pet robot seal. She has not had any human visitors for days. A humanoid robot enters the room, delivers a tray of food, and leaves after attempting some conversation about the weather, and encouraging her to eat it all up. The old lady sighs, and reluctantly complies with the robot’s suggestions. When she finishes eating, she goes back to stroking the pet robot seal: “At least you give my life some meaning” she says, as the robot seal blinks at her with its big eyes, and makes seal-like sounds in response to her ministrations.

            


Abstract
This paper explores the relationship between dignity and robot care for older people. It highlights the disquiet that is often expressed about failures to maintain the dignity of vulnerable older people, but points out some of the contradictory uses of the word ‘dignity’. Certain authors have resolved these contradictions by identifying different senses of dignity; contrasting the inviolable dignity inherent in human life to other forms of dignity which can be present to varying degrees. The capability approach (CA) is introduced as a different but tangible account of what it means to live a life worthy of human dignity. It is used here as a framework for the assessment of the possible effects of eldercare robots on human dignity. The CA enables the identification of circumstances in which robots could enhance dignity by expanding the set of capabilities that are accessible to frail older people. At the same time, it is also possible within its framework to identify ways in which robots could have a negative impact, by impeding the access of older people to essential capabilities. It is concluded that the CA has some advantages over other accounts of dignity, but that further work and empirical study is needed in order to adapt it to the particular circumstances and concerns of those in the latter part of their lives.
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                    Notes
	A Care Quality Commission report (2012/13) found that ‘In around 90 % of cases, people were treated with dignity and respect and were receiving care treatment and support that met their needs and was safe.’, but that ‘in around 10 % of cases people received poor quality care’.
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