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ABSTRACT
Robots are increasingly introduced to work in concert with
people in high-intensity domains, such as manufacturing,
space exploration and hazardous environments. Tasks in
these domains are often well-defined, but involve complex
coordination under constraints and are performed under time
pressure. Although numerous studies on human teamwork
and coordination in these settings, very little prior work ex-
ists on applying these models to human-robot interaction.
In this paper we propose a methodology for applying prior
art in Shared Mental Models (SMMs) to promote effective
human-robot teaming. SMMs are measurable models devel-
oped among team members prior to task execution and are
strongly correlated to team performance.
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1. INTRODUCTION
We propose a novel framework that uses insight from prior
art in human team coordination and shared mental models
to increase the performance of human-robot teams collab-
oratively executing complex tasks. Shared Mental Models
(SMMs) [4] are measurable models developed among team
members prior to task execution and are strongly corre-
lated to team performance. Although numerous studies have
modeled the performance-linked characteristics of SMMs in
human team coordination, very little prior work exists on
applying these models to a human-robot interaction frame-
work. We propose that valuable insights can be drawn from
these works. For instance, a study evaluating teamwork in
flight crews [15] has shown that teams with accurate but dif-
ferent shared mental models among team members perform
worse than teams having less accurate but common models.
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Applying this insight to human-robot teaming leads to a hy-
pothesis that, to promote effective teamwork, a robot must
execute a task plan that is similar to the human partner’s
mental model of the execution. In this paper, we outline
a framework that leverages methods from human factors
engineering to promote the development of teaming mod-
els that are shared across human and robot team members.
The human factors community has developed and validated
a widely used set of techniques for eliciting, quantitatively
evaluating, and strengthening SMMs for human teamwork
[13, 20, 14]. Studies of military tactical operations and avi-
ation crews show that improved team performance and re-
duction of errors are related to both the quality and simi-
larity of the team members’ shared mental models [15, 16].
High quality shared mental models facilitate the use of im-
plicit communications, which are documented to play a pri-
mary role in effective human team coordination [22, 24].
These findings have potentially important implications for
designing safe and effective human interaction with robots
in safety-critical domains.

The proposed approach leverages this body of work and our
understanding of cognitive behavioral psychology to develop
new computational methods that facilitate (1) interactive
planning between human and robot co-workers, (2) assess-
ment of team models, and (3) promotion of effective team
interaction. The expectation is that this approach will yield
quantitative improvements in human-robot team safety and
performance, as demonstrated for human teamwork in the
military, aviation, and medical domains.

Our approach distinguishes two phases of human-robot team-
work that mirror the standard techniques for promoting ef-
fective human team coordination [24, 27, 13] a planning
phase, and a task execution phase. The purpose of the
planning phase is to derive a high-quality teamwork model
that provides a perceptual common ground to predict co-
workers’ actions, and integrate predicted effects of the hu-
mans’ and robots’ actions. The proposed methodology in-
vestigates a two-part planning phase: first, the robot inde-
pendently derives a team model for the task by observing a
team of expert human workers. The robot then executes an
interactive planning and cross-training process with a hu-
man co-worker, to iteratively refine and converge the team
model. The key hypothesis to be tested is that human-
robot performance at the execution phase can be improved
by achieving similar and accurate Shared Mental Models for
the human and robot in the planning phase.



2. APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY
We outline our proposed methodology in the following four
steps:

(1) The robot derives an initial teaming model from observa-
tion of coordinated manual work performed by two or more
expert human workers. The teaming model is described as
a Partially Observable Markov Decision Process (POMDP).
This step is discussed further in Section 2.1.

(2) Next, the robot and a new worker perform structured
interactive planning in a computer simulation environment.
We focus on computationally emulating cross-training, which
is defined as “an instructional strategy in which each team
member is trained in the duties of his or her teammates”
[27] (Section 2.2.1). Through this cross-training process, the
robot iteratively refines its teaming model until it converges
with the human workers’ mental models.

(3) We assess the quality and convergence of the learnt
model.

(4) Finally, we apply the converged teaming model to per-
form robot control on the production line or operational en-
vironment. We will evaluate the validity of our framework
by (a) empirically investigating the similarity of the robot’s
teaming model and the elicited human mental models us-
ing standard techniques [5], and (b) quantitatively assess-
ing human-robot team performance at the execution phase.
Each step is described further in the following subsections.

2.1 Deriving a team mental model
The literature presents various definitions for team mental
model [11]. In our work we use the definition in Marks
et al. [13], that mental models contain “the content and
organization of interrole knowledge held by team members
within a performance setting . . . and . . . contain procedural
knowledge about how team members should work together
on a task within a given task domain, including information
about who should do what at particular points in time”. We
address the challenge of deriving a computational represen-
tation of a teaming model as a statistical inference problem.
Whereas some task requirements and specifications are pro-
vided explicitly a priori, the robot develops an accurate com-
putational model of its actions with respect to the action of
its human co-worker, by learning from observation of two
expert human workers working together. The implicit na-
ture of mental models, the uncertainty in the observations
of actions and the prevalence of information-seeking behav-
ior in human team interactions makes a Partially Observ-
able Markov Decision Processes (POMDP) representation
attractive [10].

2.1.1 POMDP Formulation
We explore a POMDP representation [10] as the computa-
tional framework for encoding the teaming model. A par-
tially observable Markov decision process can be described
as a tuple {S,A, T,R,Ω, O}, where

• {S, A, T , and R} describe a Markov decision process;
• Ω is a finite set of observations the agent can experi-

ence of its world; and

• O : S×A −→ Π(Ω) is the observation function, which
gives, for each action and resulting state, a probabil-
ity distribution over possible observations (we write
O(s′, a, o) for the probability of making observation o
given that the agent took action a and landed in state
s′).

We propose that mental model features can be expressed as
a sequence of actions (policy π) over states. The robot uses
the POMDP model as the framework for learning an action
strategy (policy) based on a sequence of recorded demon-
strations of two human experts executing a task. In order to
capture a wide range of mental model features, the POMDP
model’s set of actions includes task-based actions (pick-and-
place) and interaction-based actions (gestures, motions, pos-
ture, and simple voice commands). As state we use a vector
of variables. Augmenting the state in a POMDP frame-
work has been used in previous literature for the purpose of
assisting patients with dementia [7] and elderly with mild
cognitive and physical impairments [17].The state vector S
includes:

• planning system variables for parametrized represen-
tations of the relative pose between co-workers,
• activity status variables to encode actionable sub-tasks

(e.g. ”assemble part A,” ”connect part A to part B”)
and partial ordering constraints among sub-tasks,
• interactive variables including gestural and verbal com-

municative acts and physical interactions such as joint
manipulation of objects, and
• mental model variables, which include parameterized

encodings of worker responsiveness, interdependence,
and role (e.g. leader/initiator, follower/responder).

Observations Ω are derived from human motion and speech
recognizers, which classify task-based motions and speech
utterances in real-time. We use a Phasespace optical motion
tracking system to provide real-time ground-truth on the hu-
man worker’s position, posture and movements. We capture
key features of shared mental models through elicitation and
adaptation of the structure of the POMDP, the transition
probabilities T relating state to action. The probabilities
are initialized based on a priori knowledge of the task in-
structions and constraints. Structure is then adapted based
on observation of several task execution sequences from two
human experts, and through iterative reinforcement learn-
ing during the interactive planning phase. We use the task
specifications to set rewards R within the POMDP model
to a large positive value for each successful completion of a
subtask. The robot’s optimal policy may be computed using
the PoliCy-Contingent Abstraction (PolCA) algorithm [19],
in which each task is mapped into a hierarchy of subtasks,
and solved separately. This algorithm performs well for hi-
erarchically structured problems, as solving for N subtasks
is usually computationally more efficient than solving task
which is N times large.

2.2 Robot and human information sharing
It has been shown in previous research that in cases where
effective communication is a key component for the mission
success, team members with similar mental models perform



better than teams with a more accurate but less similar
mental models [16]. Therefore, even if the mental model
learnt by observation of the two human experts is accurate,
the robot needs to adapt this model when asked to work
with a new human partner. The goal then becomes for the
human-robot team to develop a shared mental model. The
mental model adaptation process needed is often described
as “cross-training” in literature [13]. We plan to emulate
the cross-training process among human team-members by
having human and robot train together at a virtual environ-
ment, until they reach a shared mental model. In the follow-
ing subsection we describe the human-robot cross-training
paradigm, which is similar to the cross-training process for
human teams.

2.2.1 Cross-training
There are three types of cross-training [3]: a) Positional
clarification (b) positional modeling and c) position rota-
tion. Findings suggest that position rotation, which is de-
fined as “learning interpositional information by switching
work roles”, is the most strongly correlated to improvement
in team performance [13]. We plan to implement positional
rotation in the human-robot team scenario by having the
human worker switch roles with the robot at a virtual envi-
ronment. The robot then will refine the computed POMDP
model according to the new samples. We view this as an
iterative reinforcement learning process, where human and
robot adjust the interdependent action sequences to max-
imize a reward. We expect the cross-training to result in
human and robot converging to a shared mental model, sub-
sequently on improved human-robot team performance.

2.3 Evaluation
2.3.1 Mental Model Elicitation

After cross-training, we assess the similarity of mental mod-
els of the human and robot. Our approach generalizes from
standard techniques for eliciting and evaluating shared team-
ing models for knowledge-based tasks. Following prior work
that quantitatively assesses mental model similarity for hu-
man teams [14], we use a variant of the Pathfinder program
[5] to derive relational and similarity measures for SMMs in
human-robot teams.

2.3.2 Animation-Based Pathfinder for Human-Robot
Teaming

We describe prior work [28] assessing team-interaction mod-
els for military tactical teams as an illustrative example for
how Shared Mental Model elicitation techniques are applied.
First, subject matter experts conduct a comprehensive team
task analysis and identify task-related concepts across the
team member roles. Team members are asked to provide
ratings of the relations among critical task concepts. Some
task-related concepts are closely interrelated, while others
are weakly coupled. For example, identifying the enemy,
performed by the radar specialist, and selecting the appro-
priate weapon for that enemy, performed by the gunner, are
quite interrelated. Adjusting altitude is highly related to
escaping enemy attacks, though weakly related to selecting
waypoints. Team and task-related knowledge is documented
using a relational matrix and a Likert-type scale that ranges
from 1 (not related) to 9 (very related). These data are in-
put to the Pathfinder program [8], a computerized network-

ing technique that derives network structure based on the
perceived relatedness among task-related concepts. Pairwise
relations between concepts are represented by links and spa-
tial proximity. Pathfinder produces a similarity index, the
C index, reflecting the similarity among each pair of team
members’ relational matrices.

Pathfinder-like systems, including variants that encode time-
evolved behaviors, have been applied widely and have been
empirically validated to correlate to team performance out-
comes [12]. However, a Pathfinder-like network-analysis ap-
proach to eliciting and assessing team models has not yet
been developed for physical interaction tasks. Also, net-
works produced by Pathfinder-like systems are not appro-
priate to model and drive robot control. The proposed ap-
proach will apply the spirit of the Pathfinder system to new
computational techniques for representing teaming models
for physical interaction tasks.

Interactive planning and model convergence will be per-
formed using a virtual, animated simulation environment
and a structured view-show-modify process to prototype dif-
ferent human-robot interactions. We plan to add Pathfinder-
like similarity assessments in the cross-training process, in-
tegrating them as embedded tasks in the simulation environ-
ment. Relational information about sequencing and timing
of actions, communication, and strategies for resource uti-
lization will be portrayed and elicited, for example, through
animations of human-robot interactions.

2.3.3 Human-Robot Task Execution
When the planning phase is finished, human and robot will
execute the required task in real-time. As the human and
robot will share a common model, we anticipate better team
coordination and performance for the task. Furthermore, we
anticipate the robot will execute anticipatory actions assist-
ing the human using the refinements of the computational
model made at the cross-training phase (Section 2.2.1). We
base this hypothesis on recent findings that robot anticipa-
tory actions in a human-robot team setting lead to signif-
icant improvement in task efficiency and in the perceived
commitment of the robot to the team [8]. We will eval-
uate our framework by comparing human-robot team per-
formance after cross-training, with the performance of the
same team without the cross-training phase. For the perfor-
mance evaluation we plan on using the three fluency metrics
proposed in [8]: concurrent motion, human idle time, and
time between human and robot action. Furthermore, we will
perform a user study to show the effect of the cross-training
process on the human worker experience.

3. APPLICATION STUDY:
ASSEMBLY MANUFACTURING

Traditionally, industrial robots in manufacturing and assem-
bly perform work in isolation from people. When this is not
possible, the work is done manually. In the automotive in-
dustry the result is a split factory; on one side all robots,
on the other side all people. The impact of this imposed
dichotomy is more pronounced in the aerospace manufac-
turing industry. Assembly of large commercial airplanes is
primarily manual work. Tight integration and variability in
the build process makes it difficult to physically isolate el-



ements for robotic-only work without significant detriment
to efficiency and workflow.

We envision a new class of manufacturing processes that
achieve significant economic and ergonomic benefit through
robotic assistance in manual processes. For example, me-
chanics in aircraft assembly spend a significant portion of
their time retrieving and staging tools and parts for each
job. A robotic assistant can provide productivity benefit by
performing these non-value-added tasks for the worker.

Programming a robot to work in a team with a person is not
currently possible using standard industrial robot teach pen-
dants. Mechanisms exist to program multi-robot cells, but
these require repeatable, coordinated movements with pre-
programmed synchronization points. These techniques are
not applicable to programming human-robot teamwork, as
workflow changes from worker to worker based on personal
preferences and technique. Substantial difficulties arise in
attempting to capture convergent team behavior using tra-
ditional programming scripts. Next, we present an exam-
ple assembly task that illustrates the potential for adaptive
human-robot collaboration in assembly.

3.1 Motivating Example: Robot Assistant for
an Assembly Mechanic

We aim to develop a capability that supports efficient and
productive interaction between a worker and a robotic as-
sistant, such as the ABB FRIDA robot shown in Fig. 1.
Although important aspects like tolerances and completion
times are well defined, many details of assembly tasks are
left largely up to the mechanic. Assembly of airplane spars
is one example of a manual process where mechanics de-
velop highly individualized styles for performing the task.
Fig. 2 shows a mechanic assembling a spar. The spar is
composed of two pieces that must be physically manipulated
into alignment. After alignment, wet sealed bolts are ham-
mered into pre-drilled holes and are fastened with collars.
Excess sealant is removed, and the collars are re-torqued
to final specifications. Sequencing of these tasks is flexible,
subject to the constraint that the sealant is applied within
a specified amount of time after opening it.

Figure 1: ABB FRIDA robot acting as a robotic
assistant

A robot such as FRIDA can assist a mechanic by picking
bolts and fasteners from a singulator, rotating them in front
of a stationary sealant end-effector, and inserting them into
the bores. This would allow the mechanic to focus on wiping
sealant, hammering the bolts, and placing and torquing the
collars. This division of labor would provide productivity
benefit through parallelization of tasks.

Figure 2: Spar assembly is a manual process that
could be improved by a robotic assistant

Our aim is to enable a robotic assistant to adapt to person-
specific workflow patterns. If most mechanics like to ham-
mer all bolts before torquing collars, the robot will support
this approach by placing all bolts in a pattern that antic-
ipates the mechanic’s actions. When the robot is paired
with one of the mechanics that instead prefers to hammer
and torque the collar for each bolt as it is placed, the robot
will quickly perceive this difference and reoptimize its sched-
ule to converge on a turn-taking pattern with the mechanic.
The robot will adapt according to the mechanic’s prefer-
ences, subject to the constraint that the sealant is utilized
within the specified window.

3.2 Related Work in Collaborative Industrial
Robots

Recent research in human-robot collaboration for manufac-
turing has primarily focused on the safety aspects of working
with industrial robots. The National Institute of Standards
and Technology (NIST) has recently begun a project to de-
velop a technical specification for the safe operation of col-
laborative industrial robots [25]. This includes the use of ad-
vanced sensors to detect human positions and adjust robot
speed based on the separation distance between the human
and the robot. There is also a significant research effort in
Germany, the JAHIR CoTeSys project, aimed at enabling
safe physical human-robot co-work [12, 6, 28]. This research
effort is safety-focused and is aimed at performing real-time
sensing and tracking of human co-workers, performing dy-
namic collision avoidance and adapting the robot’s opera-
tional position and posture. Related efforts in Germany have
investigated gesture and interaction-based mechanisms for
flexible teaching of industrial robots (NEUROS and MOR-
PHA projects) [23, 2]. This work leverages recent advances
in the field of learning from demonstration [9, 18, 26, 1],
which involves the transfer of assembly skill from a person
to a robot.

We are interested in a complementary technical approach
to collaborative industrial robots. We are exploring the
use of shared mental models in designing high-level, person-
specific planning and execution mechanisms that promote
predictable, convergent team behavior. This capability is
tied to understanding of team members’ intent, situational
awareness, and risk-sensitive real-time analysis of human
behavior. One of the goals of the proposed work is to de-
velop the theoretical foundations and new computational ap-
proaches for generalizing human factors techniques to human-
robot teaming of physical interaction tasks: we envision a
situation where a mechanic trains in a virtual simulation
environment to work with a robot the same way a flight



crew trains in a simulator to practice effective crew resource
management (teamwork) techniques [21].

4. CONCLUSION
In this paper, we outline a framework that leverages methods
from human factors engineering to promote the development
of teaming models that are shared across human and robot
team members. We describe results of prior art in human
teaming that lend support to the hypothesis that human-
robot performance at the execution phase can be improved
by achieving similar and accurate Shared Mental Models for
the human and robot in the planning phase. We describe
a structured interactive planning process aimed at achiev-
ing convergence in teaming models, and present a manual
assembly manufacturing task where the proposed method-
ology will be applied and evaluated.
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