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A B S T R A C T

A service robot can provide a smoother interaction experience if it has the ability to proactively detect whether
a nearby user intends to interact, in order to adapt its behavior e.g. by explicitly showing that it is available to
provide a service. In this work, we propose a learning-based approach to predict the probability that a human
user will interact with a robot before the interaction actually begins; the approach is self-supervised because
after each encounter with a human, the robot can automatically label it depending on whether it resulted in an
interaction or not. We explore different classification approaches, using different sets of features considering
the pose and the motion of the user. We validate and deploy the approach in three scenarios. The first collects
3442 natural sequences (both interacting and non-interacting) representing employees in an office break area:
a real-world, challenging setting, where we consider a coffee machine in place of a service robot. The other two
scenarios represent researchers interacting with service robots (200 and 72 sequences, respectively). Results
show that, even in challenging real-world settings, our approach can learn without external supervision, and
can achieve accurate classification (i.e. AUROC greater than 0.9) of the user’s intention to interact with an
advance of more than 3 s before the interaction actually occurs.
1. Introduction

Many emerging applications of robots have the potential of assisting
humans in everyday life tasks or automating jobs in the future [1].
Examples include social robots offering assistance at receptions [2], in
hospitality sectors [3] or at home [4]; navigation guidance in public
spaces [5] or personal care [6]; and object delivery [7]. In such
situations, robots should automatically understand the human intention
to interact well before the interaction starts to be more proactive and
offer relevant services.

The very initial phase of these interactions plays an important role
in establishing an effective Human-Robot Interaction (HRI), in which
the user first sees the robot and decides to approach and engage with
it. When users are unfamiliar with the situation, e.g., because they enter
a new environment and are unsure about the right action to take, the
robot’s behavior is crucial to determine if this approach phase yields a
successful interaction and a good user experience [8].

Consider the everyday-life scenario of a skilled human receptionist
operating in a bustling lobby. They can anticipate the arrival of a client
detecting cues in the client’s movement and body language well before
they reach the reception desk. In these circumstances, the receptionist
welcomes the client without being distracted by other nearby people
who are not interested in interacting. This behavior makes it clear to
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the client that the receptionist is indeed available for interaction and is
the right person to approach for assistance. Albeit it might just appear
as a pleasant but superfluous detail for a client who already knows what
to do, this subtle behavior of the receptionist can reassure novel users
who might be intimidated or confused in an unfamiliar situation.

To enable the widespread deployment and social acceptance of
robots in everyday life scenarios (see Fig. 1), they must develop similar
skills, namely, anticipate and adapt to human intentions. Indeed, an
effective service robot should have the following skills: (𝑖) keeping track
of nearby people; (𝑖𝑖) predicting when an approaching person intends
to interact with it; and (𝑖𝑖𝑖) reacting accordingly. In this paper, we use
off-the-shelf tools to solve the first point and focus our contribution on
the second skill, which is general and mostly independent of the type
of robot. Once the intention of the user has been detected, reaction
strategies can be designed according to the specific robot hardware and
sensory equipment.

Our primary contribution is a learning-based method that enables
the robot to classify whether each tracked person intends to interact
with it or not. As input, we use body motion cues that are provided by
off-the-shelf video or RGB-D sensing subsystems. The probability that
the person will interact is updated in real-time and can trigger a reac-
tion of the robot when exceeding a threshold. Eventually, each tracked
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Fig. 1. For a robot providing information in a corridor of a public building (top) or
serving a chocolate treat to a passerby (bottom), it is crucial to proactively detect
the human intention to interact even when the user is still at a distance, in order to
adopt behaviors perceived as friendly, demonstrate availability to interact, and more
efficiently offer the relevant services.

person either interacts with the robot, or leaves without interacting;
the corresponding data sequences, considered with hindsight, provide
additional training data that the robot collects without the need for
manual labeling, or any other form of external supervision. Variations
of this concept have been known and applied in various fields of
robotics research since the mid-2000s [9–20], denoted with the term
self-supervised learning, which highlights that the robot autonomously
generates labeled data for the task of interest.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. After reviewing
related work (Section 2), we describe our approach (Section 3) and
its implementation (Section 4); experimental results are presented in
Section 5. We finally derive our conclusions in Section 6, discussing
future work directions.

2. Related work

Nonverbal communication cues [21], such as body motion and
language, play a central role in HRI, from both users’ and robots’
perspective [22,23]. However, the perception of social nonverbal be-
haviors is a challenging task to solve in HRI [24], especially for the first
phases of the interactions [8]. Nonetheless, it is important to be able
to predict the intention to interact with the robot so that an effective
reaction strategy can be well accommodated to the users’ needs. For
example, human intention navigation is inferred using motion fea-
tures [25]. In the context of collaborative tasks, the human intention
is estimated from gaze and motion features in virtual reality [26] or
analyzing the motion performed in front of a humanoid robot [27].
In these cited works, the intention of the human is intended to be
related to the next action to take in the context of an ongoing activity.
Similarly, other systems based on body motion cues are used to classify
the social behavior of humans standing in the robot’s proximity [28,
2

29]. In our work, instead, we aim at predicting the human intent
well before the interaction actually starts. The intention to interact
based on gaze and body motion has also been proposed as a tool to
evaluate the engagement of a user standing in front of a system at
a fixed distance [30]. Our work focuses on a more general scenario
since we want to predict the intention of any users free to move into
social spaces. It is worth mentioning that a significant body of work
bases the intention recognition only on gaze cues, as can be found in
a recent review [31]. However, our work aims at predicting human
intention from far distances, where the performances of gaze trackers
are expected to decrease. Our work is more similar to approaches using
multi-modal features, including body motion, to train a binary classifier
predicting users’ intention to interact [32–34] or to assess the intensity
of human engagement intention [35]. These works rely on hand-labeled
datasets collected in controlled environments, which are expensive,
and sometimes unfeasible, to acquire for each deployment scenario. In
contrast, our approach is self-supervised, as discussed below.

In a standard supervised paradigm, one would need to collect large
training datasets composed of a large number of tracks representing a
given human in the robot’s vicinity, and manually provide labels assign-
ing a class to every track depending on whether the human interacts
with the robot or not. In contrast, our work relies on the robot’s ability
to reconsider its experience in hindsight, and automatically assign
a label to each recorded track, depending on whether it eventually
resulted in an interaction with the robot or not. This is a form of
self-supervised robot learning, that derives labels from data available to
the robot only after the sample was observed; robots capable of self-
supervised learning rely on data collected in previous experiences by
their own sensors in order to self-generate meaningful supervision, a
paradigm initially adopted in robotics for segmentation of traversable
terrain [9–11], then applied to other tasks such as grasping [12–14]
and long-range sensing for navigation [15–20]. It is worth noting that
in the recent deep learning literature, the term ‘‘self-supervised’’ has a
different meaning: it denotes the practice of using pretext tasks [36–
38] for learning useful data representations [39] from large amounts
of unlabeled data.

One of the advantages of Self-Supervised Learning (SSL) approaches
is that they allow the system to continuously update its models with
new training data acquired on the spot. This is especially valuable in
our scenario, as the robot can use these data to learn human behavior
cues that are specific to its deployment environment. A related but
different field of research is continual learning [40], which provides
methods to efficiently adapt models as new training data becomes
available, without having to store the entire training dataset and avoid-
ing the problem of catastrophic forgetting. In our work, we adopt a
simpler approach: we store the entire dataset and retrain the model
from scratch, without resorting to continual learning techniques.

3. Approach

3.1. Problem formulation

We consider a robot standing in an environment shared with hu-
mans, some of which might approach the robot in order to engage
with it. The robot is equipped with sensors capable to detect and
track people at least within a distance of 4 m, i.e. the robot’s social
space [24,41], but possibly beyond. During normal operation, people
routinely pass nearby the robot, entering and exiting the robot’s social
space; occasionally, some users engage with the robot.

We define 𝑟 as a fixed frame centered on the robot. For each
tracked person, the robot is capable to estimate the pose of their torso
(𝑡) and head (ℎ) frames. In particular, we denote as 𝒑𝑡 ∈ R2 and
𝜃𝑡 the planar position and orientation of 𝑡 w.r.t. 𝑟, respectively.
The distance of the person from the robot is 𝑑 = ‖𝒑𝑡‖. Similarly, 𝜃ℎ
indicates the orientation of ℎ in 𝑟 around the vertical axis. Finally,
the variable 𝒗 ∈ R2 indicates the person’s linear velocity. Note that
𝑡
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the position and orientation of a person’s torso w.r.t 𝑟 and its velocity
are informative of their proxemics [23] and are also useful to determine
which proxemic zone [24,41] they occupy. The head orientation is also
indicative of the user’s gaze and is expected to be informative of their
intention.

We tackle the problem of predicting the intention of a person to
interact with the robot, as soon as possible before the interaction be-
gins. To this end, we make use of information captured about possible
interacting people, elaborated by different classifier architectures, as
described in the following.

3.2. Sensing and features

In our study, we make use of the proxemics, i.e. the analysis of
motion cues of interacting users. More into detail, proxemics analyses
the way a user uses or occupies the social space in order to infer
useful information for the interaction [23]. Proxemics concepts are
particularly suitable to our scope as (𝑖) they are very representative
of the intention to interact and (𝑖𝑖) the quantities that define them
can be conveniently measured with state-of-the-art robotic sensors.
In particular, the RGB-D sensor used for data collection is the Azure
Kinect [42]. The SDK of this sensor provides the detection and tracking
of the human skeletons appearing in its field of view. More into detail,
each detected skeleton is given an ID and defined as a tree of frames
along the kinematic structures of the user. From the spatial information
of the skeleton, the motion of the user can be easily extracted and
used for our intention prediction module. Such data is saved in an
anonymous way, i.e., no RGB-D images are stored: only the metric
information required by the classifier is logged.

For our analysis, we take into account different sets of features. First
of all, we consider the distance or the orientation of the person’s torso:

𝒇 1 = 𝑑, and 𝒇 2 =
(

sin 𝜃𝑡, cos 𝜃𝑡
)⊤

∈ R2. (1)

where, according to machine learning best practices [43], we encode
the torso orientation into its sin and cos functions, to account for the
fact that the feature is cyclical, and thus the representation of angle 0◦

should be close to 359◦. The third set that we consider contains the
torso position:

𝒇 3 = 𝒑𝒕 ∈ R2. (2)

The fourth set of features gathers torso position and orientation to-
gether:

𝒇 4 =
(

𝒑⊤𝒕 , sin 𝜃𝑡, cos 𝜃𝑡
)⊤

∈ R4 (3)

In the fifth set, we also include the orientation of the head:

𝒇 5 =
(

𝒑⊤𝒕 , sin 𝜃𝑡, cos 𝜃𝑡, sin 𝜃ℎ, cos 𝜃ℎ
)⊤

∈ R6 (4)

and in the last one, we add the velocity of the torso as well:

𝒇 6 =
(

𝒑⊤𝒕 , sin 𝜃𝑡, cos 𝜃𝑡, sin 𝜃ℎ, cos 𝜃ℎ, 𝒗
⊤
𝑡

)⊤
∈ R8. (5)

The sets of features include the notions of proxemics at different
levels. Their comparison allows for analyzing the contribution of the
different proxemics elements in the prediction of the interaction.

3.3. Classification approach

To solve the problem, we train a binary classifier that takes as input
a feature vector describing a tracked person at a given time and outputs
the probability that the person will interact with the robot.

The classifier is trained on a dataset  composed of several se-
quences. A sequence represents a person tracked by the robot over time
and is composed of multiple samples (one per timestep). The sequence
begins when the person enters the robot’s social space and is first seen
by the sensor; it ends when the person either begins their interaction
3

Fig. 2. To collect data, the motion of people walking in a break area is monitored to
predict their intention to interact with a coffee machine.

with the robot or exits the social space of the robot without interacting.
The dataset is denoted as

 =
{

𝒇 𝑖,𝑗 , 𝑦𝑖,𝑗
}𝑁𝑗 ,𝑆

𝑖=1,𝑗=1
(6)

where 𝒇 is the feature vector, and 𝑦 the label; the subscripts 𝑖 and
𝑗 indicate the 𝑖th sample of the 𝑗th sequence, respectively; 𝑆 is the
number of sequences, whereas 𝑁𝑗 is the number of samples contained
in the 𝑗th sequence. For a given sequence 𝑗, all labels 𝑦𝑖,𝑗 are the same:
0 if the person did not interact with the robot; 1 if they did.

Assuming that the robot has the ability to detect that the user
has engaged in an interaction, the true label of a sequence becomes
available as soon as the sequence ends. This enables the robot to
grow its training dataset without external supervision and to iteratively
improve the classifier performance in a self-supervised way.

From an implementation point of view, we investigate different
classifiers: Logistic Classifier (LC), Random Forest (RF), and Multilayer
Perceptron (MLP) using their implementation provided by the scikit-
learn library [44]; and Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM) which is im-
plemented using PyTorch [45]. The MLP is composed of 2 hidden layers
with 30 neurons each, using sigmoid activations; the LSTM is composed
of 2 long short-term memory [46] cells with a 10-dimensional hidden
state each; both models have approximately 1500 trainable parameters.

It is worth noting that the input of the classifier is limited to the
information related to a single subject, i.e., the one whose intention
to interact is being classified, whereas it does not include information
about other people. However, during both training and inference, the
presence of multiple people is easily handled by our approach since
each person is tracked and processed independently. Since the classifier
is computationally light (i.e. on a standard laptop, it runs at 30 FPS,
which is the sensor’s maximum frame rate) and can be instantiated in
parallel for several users, we actually handle multi-user prediction by
tracking and classifying all the people appearing in the field of view of
the sensor (see Section 5.2).

4. Experimental scenarios

We test our approach in different scenarios, presented in Table 1
and described in detail in the following.

4.1. Real-world interactions at a coffee break area

We collect a real-world, challenging dataset of human–machine in-
teractions in which humans behave naturally. In particular, we consider
a coffee machine placed in a break area neighboring a corridor of an
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Table 1
Scenarios considered in our analysis.

Scenario Setting User Agent Self Sequences Mode Agent
labeling number behavior

Coffee In-the-wild Unaware Coffee Distance High Train Passivebreak machine based (3422) & Test

Waiter Controlled Actor Robo- Vision Medium Train Reactiverobot master based (200) & Test

Info Controlled Actor HSR-B Touch Low Test Passiverobot robot based (72)

office building (Fig. 2). During the day, many people pass through
the corridor, some of them stop in the break area, and some others
approach the machine to have a coffee. This scenario is interesting and
convenient for our analysis as we can observe the spontaneous behavior
of the users who plan to interact with the coffee machine, in a natural
context with many challenging complications and distractors: other
users hanging around chatting; users approaching the general area to
reach a nearby tap or fridge; users queuing up to use the machine.
In this scenario, we have collected 3422 unique sequences of tracked
skeletons, accounting for more than 12 h of recorded data. Recorded
users come from a heterogeneous sample of people, mainly employees
and guests who have access to the break area. The users are informed
about the presence of the sensor above the coffee machine. However,
they are unaware of the scope of the data collection. In this way, we
ensure that their behavior is as natural as possible. Non-sensitive data
(i.e. only the skeletons of the users) are recorded.

In this specific scenario, sequences should be ideally labeled by con-
sidering when a user operates the machine, e.g. by pressing a button on
it; similarly one might expect a service robot to easily determine when
a user engages with it. However, in our case, we do not have access to
the machine firmware and we cannot read its internal state. Therefore,
we rely on the sensor used for data collection to automatically gen-
erate labels. To do so, we use the following distance-based heuristic:
interaction is detected when a person stays very close (i.e. within a
distance of 1 m) to the coffee machine for an uninterrupted period of 5
seconds; we assume that the interaction takes place at the end of this
period; all samples, coming from the same sequence, in the preceding
10 seconds are labeled 𝑦 = 1. We empirically verified that such criterion
s very effective as a proxy to detect actual interactions, and we use it
o automatically generate labels in this scenario.

.2. Chocolate handover by a waiter robot

In the second scenario, we use a wheeled omnidirectional robot (DJI
obomaster EP [47]), placed on a table in the vicinity of the Azure
inect [42] sensor (Fig. 1, bottom). The robot behaves as a waiter who
erves chocolate treats to people passing by. During the data collection,
he robot does not perform any motion. Data can be self-labeled using
simple vision-based approach based on image-based detections taken
ith the robot’s onboard camera with which we can automatically
etect whether users take the chocolate or not. The recorded data
onsists of 200 sequences of a single user performing the same number
f interacting and non-interacting actions.

In the deployment phase, instead, we provide the robot with reac-
ive behavior. If an interaction is predicted, the robot enacts a reaction
y turning its LEDs on and orienting itself towards the user yielding
he highest probability. At the same time, the robot extends its arm
anding out a chocolate treat to the user: this acknowledges that the
obot has seen the user and is available to interact. When no interaction
s predicted, the robot gets back to its initial orientation, turns the LEDs
ff, and retracts its arm. Such behavior has been tested with users aware
f the interactions in a controlled environment. The users of these tests
ere informed about the purpose of the experiments and gave their
4

onsent to participate in the data collection.
4.3. Information service robot

Finally, we propose a controlled evaluation setup with the Toyota
Human Support Robot series B (HSR-B) [48] robot placed in a U-
shaped corridor (see Fig. 1, top). The robot is equipped with the Azure
Kinect sensor on its head, oriented horizontally w.r.t. the floor, at a
height of about 1.3 m. We have collected evaluation data from the
behavior of 12 participants. The participants who walk through the
corridor, initially cannot see the robot, after the first curve notice it,
and adjust their behavior according to their intention to interact. In
this specific data collection setup, participants act as actors, i.e., they
are informed of the presence of the robot. Furthermore, in half of the
cases, they are told to pretend that they do not wish to or do not
have time to interact with the robot. In this way, they provide non-
interaction sequences for our dataset. In the other half of the cases,
participants are instructed to walk to the robot when they see it and
touch its head, which we considered the interaction trigger for this
evaluation scenario. Each test participant produced 3 samples of not
interacting with the robot, and 3 that recorded interaction, resulting in
a total of 72 samples. The data collection protocol was approved by the
Ethical Committee of King’s College London, United Kingdom (Review
reference: LRS/DP-22/23-35586).

5. Results

We report the experimental analysis carried out in each scenario
described in Section 4. First, we perform offline experiments on the
large and challenging coffee break dataset presented in Section 4.1,
comparing different feature sets and classification approaches. Based
on these experiment results, we then select the most promising combi-
nation of features and classifier for the experimental validation within
the other two scenarios that involve actual robots. The presented results
can be further qualitatively evaluated in the video accompanying the
paper.

5.1. Offline experiment in the coffee break scenario

5.1.1. Sample-level performance
We compare different feature sets (Section 3.2) and classification

approaches (Section 3.3) using the dataset collected in the coffee break
scenario. We partition the set of the recorded sequences into 5 evenly-
sized non-overlapping groups. Then, for each combination of feature
set and classifier, we use a 5-fold cross-validation approach to compute
predictions for all the samples in all the sequences. In particular, the
samples in all the sequences of a given group are classified by a model
trained on all sequences belonging to the 4 remaining groups.

We then consider all samples from all sequences to compute perfor-
mance metrics. In particular, we report the Area Under the ROC Curve
(AUROC): a robust binary classification metric that does not depend on
a choice of threshold, and ranges between 0.5 (for a non-informative
classifier, e.g. one always reporting the majority class) and 1.0 (an ideal
classifier). It can be interpreted as the probability that, taking a random
sample from a person who did not interact, and a random sample from
a person who eventually interacted, the classifier assigns to the former
a lower score than the latter. When computed on all testing samples
pooled together, all models score very high when using feature sets that
include the distance-based information (see Table 2). The reason is that
the person’s distance from the device is a very strong cue of whether
the person ends up interacting with it.

However, we aim to evaluate the ability of our approach to classify
a person’s intention to interact independently on their distance from
the device. A more informative metric in our context is therefore the
AUROC computed among samples that all lie approximately at the same
distance; within this group of samples, the distance feature alone loses
its discriminative ability. Thus, we partition all our testing samples in
seven distance bins, determined in such a way to have an approximately
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Fig. 3. Coffee break scenario: performance of the classifiers according to the AUROC metric for the different models (from top to bottom: LC, RF, MLP, and LSTM); tested in
different ranges of distance (from left to right, ranging from below 0.75 m to above 3.5 m) and on average over all the distance ranges (last column); and using different sets of
features (from 𝒇 1 to 𝒇 6 for each column of the histograms from left to right). The horizontal dotted line denotes the performance of a noninformative classifier (AUROC = 0.5).
Table 2
AUROC for different classifiers (rows) and feature sets (columns) tested on all samples
pooled together (i.e., without distance-based binning).

𝒇 1 𝒇 2 𝒇 3 𝒇 4 𝒇 5 𝒇 6

LC 0.909 0.663 0.897 0.901 0.901 0.906
RF 0.838 0.559 0.872 0.896 0.905 0.931
MLP 0.908 0.666 0.914 0.925 0.921 0.940
LSTM 0.919 0.659 0.894 0.906 0.895 0.913

uniform amount of samples per bin: 𝑑 < 0.75 m, 𝑑 ∈ [0.75, 1) m,
𝑑 ∈ [1, 1.25) m, 𝑑 ∈ [1.25, 2) m, 𝑑 ∈ [2, 2.5) m, 𝑑 ∈ [2.5, 3) m, and 𝑑 ≥
3 m; this yields 7 AUROC values for each model, each representing its
performance on people in a given distance bin; we then average these
values together to get an overall metric describing how good a model is
to determine user’s intention, independently of their distance from the
machine. Fig. 3 reports this metric, separately for each distance bin,
and averaged over all the distances. We observe that:

• As expected, in non-recurrent models (LC, RF, MLP), 𝒇 1 alone is
not informative according to the chosen metric (the AUROC is
always close to 0.5).

• Consistently over all the models and distances, richer features
yield better results.

• The LSTM model does not benefit when provided with explicit
velocity information, since this can be already captured by the
model itself, which operates on sequential data. For the same rea-
son, the LSTM model performs significantly better than chance,
even when given only the distance feature as input, since it can
capture and exploit distance variations over time.

• When the models are provided with rich features, predicting per-
formance at short distances is harder (lower AUROC) than at long
distances. This can be explained considering the characteristics
of our dataset: people in the vicinity of the device often mingle
around it for a long time, chatting with others or being busy
with other tasks, even if they do not end up interacting with
the machine; people that are approaching from afar, in contrast,
exhibit clearer intention in their body language and gaze; this
5

also explains why, for people that lie far from the device, pro-
viding orientation and velocity information is very beneficial to
performance, whereas the same does not hold for people nearby.

5.1.2. Sequence-level performance
While sample-level performance is a relevant metric to robustly

compare different classification approaches, in a real deployment we
care about the ability of the approach to correctly classify the intent of
a nearby person, as early as possible after the person is first detected.
Therefore, we now limit our analysis to the LSTM approach using
the 𝒇 5 set, which shows the most promising performances for higher
distances with no need to explicitly encode velocity features. We report
sequence-level metrics, computed as follows.

We consider each sequence in the testing set separately; we evalu-
ate every sample in the sequence and simulate taking an irreversible
decision (e.g. to acknowledge the person’s presence and demonstrate
availability to interact) as soon as the probability returned by the clas-
sifier exceeds a given threshold. A sequence for which such probability
never exceeds the threshold is a true negative if the user does not interact
with the robot, or a false negative if it eventually does. A sequence for
which such probability exceeds the threshold for at least one sample
is a true positive if the person eventually interacts, or a false positive
otherwise. Then, we can compute the true positive rate (i.e., the recall),
false positive rate, and precision. For true positives, we also track the
advance detection time: the period (in seconds) between the first time
the probability exceeds the threshold and the moment in which the
interaction actually occurs.

Fig. 4 reports how these metrics change as a function of the thresh-
old. We observe that the resulting AUROC is well above 0.5, indicating
a good ability of the approach to discriminate sequences that eventually
interact from those that do not; as the threshold increases, the advance
detection time (averaged over true positives) decreases, as the system
takes a decision later in the sequence, i.e., when the person is closer to
the robot.
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Fig. 4. Coffee break scenario: ROC curve for sequence-level performance (left);
recision, Recall, and Advance detection time w.r.t the threshold of the classifier (right).

.1.3. Self-supervised learning
We test the ability of the system to improve its performance as new

raining data is collected in a self-supervised way [14,40]. In partic-
lar, we split the collected sequences into 10 disjoint, equally-sized,
emporally-contiguous groups. Each group has about 340 sequences and
e refer to it in the following as a ‘‘day’’ of data, assuming that the

obot is placed in an area with limited visitors. A crowded hall might
ee the same number of sequences in one hour or less. We then consider
setting in which the robot is deployed with no training at day 0:

he robot collects data for one day, then trains a new model using all
ollected data up to that day, which will be used and evaluated in the
ollowing day; the process is repeated for a total of 10 days.

Fig. 5 reports the improvements in the performance measured over
he considered period; statistics are reported over 20 runs of the ex-
eriment, obtained by randomly shuffling the order of the days. For
ach run, we take the average AUROC computed over each distance
in independently as explained in 5.1.1. We observe that median per-
ormance steeply increases in the first 4 days (about 1500 sequences);
dditional training further improves AUROC, with reduced returns.
ote that, although we did not test this in our current experiment,

his approach would be able to automatically adapt to domain shift
ver time, i.e. caused by changing user demographics, or changing the
patial layout of the environment.

.2. Robot validation experiments

.2.1. Self-supervised learning on the waiter robot
We leverage the self-supervised nature of the dataset collected as

escribed in Section 4.2 to implement the behavior of the waiter robot.
imilarly to the coffee break scenario, we split the available data in 3
‘days’’ and assume that each one of them is incrementally added to
he dataset as time goes by. At day 0 the robot starts without actual
raining and passively collects data. Each day, new data is recorded and

new model is trained using 𝑘-fold cross-validation, where 𝑘 equals
the number of available days of data. We then compute AUROCs for
each model and we observe the performance incrementally increasing
from 0.500 on day 0, to 0.871 on day 1 and 0.927 on day 2. On day
3, the robot becomes very confident about its prediction as the model
yields an AUROC of 0.944. At this point, the robot can start enacting
the reaction strategy described in Section 4.2.

The qualitative performance of the model can be observed in Fig. 6
and the supplementary video. Our perception module correctly detects
whether someone is approaching the robot to take the chocolate, or is
simply passing nearby the robot. This behavior would not be possible
to realize if the model used distance-based features only. Furthermore,
the model works with multiple users at the same time. In this case,
the robot shows availability to interact with the closest user whose
intention to interact is predicted.
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Fig. 5. Coffee break scenario: AUROC of the model on each day of the self-supervised
learning experiment (see text). Boxplots report statistics over 20 runs of the experiment.

5.2.2. Performance in the information robot scenario
Finally, we consider the classifier learned in the waiter robot sce-

nario, and test it in a new setting with different users. In particular, we
compute the performance of such a classifier on the dataset collected
in the information robot scenario. Fig. 7 reports solid sequence-based
metrics: AUROC is approximately equal to 0.99; also, for a threshold
of about 0.86 we get a recall of 1, and a precision of about 0.90,
maintaining an average advance detection time of more than 3 s, which
s a reasonable prediction time for the considered scenario.

A qualitative evaluation of the performance is shown in Fig. 8 and
he supplementary video.

.3. Discussion

The results obtained in the three scenarios illustrate that the pro-
osed approach works well to detect users’ intention to interact before
he interaction actually happens. The robot validation experiments
xhibit better performance than the experiments in the coffee break
cenario: in fact, the former is a controlled environment with users
hat were specifically tasked to interact with the robot; the latter relies
n a more challenging dataset collected in the wild. Nevertheless, the
UROC value computed for the sequence-based analysis in the coffee
reak scenario confirms the reliability of the approach.

The advance detection time, which is always >3 s, demonstrates that
the approach works well in practice. In fact, considering an average
human walking speed of 1.35 m/s [49], we can argue that we are
able to predict the intention of an approaching person and proactively
anticipate them to successfully start an interaction. This intuition is ex-
tensively verified in the attached video, where the classifier evaluated
in Sections 5.2.1 and 5.2.2 is successfully deployed. In the video, we
try to challenge the classifier, recording difficult sequences in which
people approach the robot just to pass by it without interacting. In
these circumstances, the use of only distance-based features would not
be sufficient to correctly classify the user’s intention to interact. Indeed
in the recorded sequences, our classifier that makes use of a rich feature
set (𝒇 5 in the presented experiments) manages to successfully detect the
user’s intentions.

Furthermore, the SSL experiments advocate for the practical use of
the proposed approach. Starting from the realistic assumption that a
robot can easily determine whether a person has interacted with it
(e.g. by pressing a button, or starting a conversation), the results shown
in Sections 5.1.3 and 5.2.1 demonstrate how a robot could be deployed
in an unknown environment. Most importantly, during the deployment,
the robot can autonomously collect new data, improve its predictions,
and start to proactively engage people in interactions.

Moreover, the choice of using only spatial-based features extracted

from the skeleton of the user, avoiding RGB-D data, proved to be
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Fig. 6. Waiter robot scenario: deployment of the classifier. If no interaction is predicted (snapshots on the left) the robot does not react at all. If a user is classified as intending
to interact (center), the robot orients its body towards them, turns its LEDs on, and extends its arm to hand out a chocolate treat. When multiple users are detected (right) the
robot orients itself towards the closest person that is predicted as intending to interact.
Fig. 7. Information robot scenario: ROC curve for sequence-level performance (left);
Precision, Recall, and Advance detection time w.r.t the threshold of the classifier (right).

ideal to make the approach more robust and general. Indeed, using
skeleton-derived data as features allows us to be independent of the
users’ appearance and more robust w.r.t. to the scene background. In
fact, we have obtained strong performances with the classifier trained
in the waiter robot scenario even when deployed in a new scenario,
such as the information robot one, without retraining. Both the video
and Fig. 8 showcase this important aspect, displaying sequences from
the robot information scenario and the predictions returned by the
waiter robot classifier. Also, avoiding image based information makes
data collection and processing easier, both in term of computation and
privacy concerns.

Finally, both Fig. 6 and the video show how the approach can
be deployed to handle multiple users. The input to the classifier is
limited to the information related to one single subject (the one whose
intention is actually classified) and does not include information related
to other neighboring persons that might be influencing the subject’s
behavior. However, both during training and inference, the presence
of multiple people is easily handled as each person is tracked and
processed independently. Indeed, in the waiter robot scenario, we
demonstrate that we can handle multiple users and interact with the
closest person who is predicted to interact. The video qualitatively
shows that the robot can proactively behave even when multiple users
are present at the same time.
7

6. Conclusions

We have presented a self-supervised learning approach to predict
the user’s intention to interact with a robot. To this end, we have
collected three datasets in different interaction contexts and settings,
with different sizes, containing hundreds of body-tracked users inter-
acting with agents, even within real everyday-life scenarios. We have
tested the system with various classification approaches to assess the
relevance of the features containing information on the user’s pose
and motion. We have also simulated the deployment of our strategy
in a self-supervised learning fashion and tested it at both sample
and sequence levels. Furthermore, we have validated our approach in
real human–robot interaction experiments, and involving two different
robot platforms. Finally, we have also shown a strategy to proactively
react to the user’s intention. The presented results are also reported in
the supplementary video.

In the future, we will investigate different robot reaction strategies
and the way they affect the interaction from the users’ perspective.
Similarly, we will analyze how the presence of multiple people influ-
ences the user’s intention to interact. To this end, we plan to augment
the feature set of the classifier with information about the people
neighboring the tracked user. Furthermore, we will also consider the
role played by the robot’s appearance and test our framework with
different robot platforms. Finally, we plan to conduct an extensive
data collection session in public environments and in different social
contexts.
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Fig. 8. Information robot scenario: snapshots taken from the robot’s sensor during two sequences. The bounding boxes that are superimposed on the acquired image report the
output of the classifier: red boxes mean a low probability of interaction, whereas green boxes indicate a higher probability of interaction. Top: a user walks through the corridor
without interacting with the robot; the system does not predict any interaction. Bottom: another user approaches the robot and the system correctly predicts the intention to
interact in advance.
Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary material related to this article can be found online
at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.robot.2023.104568.
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