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ABSTRACT 
Trust is a fundamental element in human cooperation and a 
critical factor in determining the success of human-human 
communications. This paper investigates trust in 
pharmacists and their customers and provides an insight 
into how trust is being established to effect human-human 
and human-agent interactions (HAI), in order to promote 
better design of robotic agents, such as a robot pharmacy-
advisor, in support of the healthcare industry. 
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INTRODUCTION 
There is a growing need for robotics in high-risk industries 
and situations, such as emergency rooms, evacuation 
protocols, etc.. However, there remains underlying 
uncertainties in users due to safety concerns about the use 
of these intelligent agents. Many people still do not feel 
fully comfortable placing their lives into the hands of such 
robots, which are not socially accepted in most high-risk 
industries. Thus, it is necessary to engender trust for more 
natural human-agent interactions (HAI) [1]. 

In the context of this study, we seek to investigate and 
understand how trust is being established between 
pharmacists and their customers. This trust is important for 
a customer to follow the advice and recommendation of 
drugs and treatment given by the pharmacist, in the hopes 
of recovering and to facilitate more readily acceptable and 
pleasant human-agent interactions [2, 3], such as between a 
robot pharmacy-advisor and its user.   

Purpose of Research 
To study trust in pharmacist-customer interactions, we 
would look into the roles of the pharmacist and the client to 

elicit the factors that contribute to the quality of trust 
established in their conversational interactions. These 
observations could be useful when it comes to the designing 
and programming of suitable features of an intelligent agent 
(robot) to help pharmacists meet increasing needs for more 
immediate and comprehensive healthcare, improving 
pharmaceutical business and the health of individuals at the 
same time. Then, through analyzing user’s reported 
symptoms, the robot could help assess and provide advice 
in similar way to that of a human pharmacist as well as 
establish trust with the user. 

METHODOLOGY 

Studying Trust in Human-Human Interaction 

Factors hypothesised to affect trust positively 
In this research, we conduct surveys and interviews with the 
pharmacists and the customers at various commercial 
pharmacies. In designing the questionnaire, three factors, 
namely, perceived ability, perceived congeniality, and 
perceived emotional sensitivity of the pharmacist, were 
taken into consideration since these are factors that could 
affect trust and credibility in human-human interactions [5, 
6, 7]. 

The perceived ability of the pharmacist depends 
significantly on how s/he displays his or her knowledge and 
experience. This definitely affects the perceived credibility 
of the pharmacist, ultimately affecting a customer’s 
decision to trust the pharmacist’s judgement and purchase 
the prescribed medicine or follow his/her advice. 

However, while many customers may presume that robots 
have better memory and more reliable database than human 
pharmacists, most customers also seek the empathy and 
understanding of a professional pharmacist and trust that 
the pharmacist's emotional sensitivity will result in a more 
suitable prescription. 

Due to the brief nature of interactions between pharmacist 
and customer, the customer will tend to make some 
assumptions about the general character of the pharmacist 
based on some social cues. For example, “how friendly, 
courteous, and positively predisposed” the pharmacist is 
could be attributed to other positive characteristics, such as 
sincerity and trustworthiness [4]. 

Data collection 
To gain a deeper understanding of the trust in pharmacist-
customer interactions that we plan to simulate in our robot, 
we are in progress of finalising the data collected from ten 
human pharmacists and thirty adult customers at major 



pharmacies at shopping malls, using a designed 
questionnaire approved by an appropriate institutional 
review board. 

Data analysis 
We will employ a statistical analysis method to analyse the 
data collected. The participants’ responses will be 
populated into the SPSS software to determine and report 
the relationship between each of three above-mentioned 
factors and trust. 

Prototype Design 
With the research findings from the field study, we could 
then discuss and further evaluate how trust can be 
engendered within the user interface for better HAI. On top 
of that, the suggestions made by customers and pharmacists 
on the design of the robot will be taken into consideration, 
so that the robot will be able to meet the needs of real users. 

Prototype Testing 
To assess the reliability and effectiveness of the final 
prototype, forty human volunteers would be invited to 
interact with the robot pharmacy-advisor and evaluate the 
credibility of this agent. They would also be asked to assess 
the relevant factors found to affect trust in interactions 
between human customers and pharmacists. Their feedback 
will also allow us to ensure that the design of our robot 
actually appeals to its target users and prompts them to 
accept and use the robot without fear or uncertainty in the 
studied context. 

CONCLUSION 
In the process of this research, we observed the 
unwillingness of potential users to accept the idea of having 
a robot that could support a human pharmacist in a 
pharmacy due to the fear of human pharmacists being 
replaced by robots, doubts of a robot’s qualifications to 
provide professional services, and uncertainties about safety 
of using a robot for such purposes (as expected). This is a 
typical challenge when it comes to HAI and we are positive 
that this research is meaningful and the findings would be 
useful to creating more acceptable agents, especially for 
high-risk industries. If we aim to make progress in the use 
of robotics in high-risk industries such as healthcare, we 
need to first seek ways to establish trust between robots and 
their human users, to allow people to begin accepting robots 
socially. 

Future Direction 
This research proposed the design concept of a robot 
pharmacy-advisor and highlighted the fact that users are 

still unwilling to accept the use of robots in certain 
professions or real world scenarios. How to engender trust 
in HAI stills remains a challenge and this paper seeks to 
shed some light upon this obstacle. Although this study 
focused on the perceived ability, perceived congeniality, 
and perceived emotional sensitivity of the pharmacist, the 
unavoidable subjectivity in the interpretation of these 
factors limits the development of the prototype in this 
research. In future studies, we could investigate other 
factors affecting trust in human-human interactions, such as 
body language or the use of specific words in conversation, 
that perhaps would be able to effect better HAI. 
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