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Figure 1: Screenshot from the Ultimate Fighting Bots website (https://ufb.gg). The platform allows users to watch humanoid
fights or participate in proxy-based fighting: “Ultimate Fighting Bots is the world’s first robot combat league where humans pilot
robots in real-time battles, live from underground arenas in San Francisco or from anywhere on the planet.”

Abstract
From televised Robot Wars competitions to modern warfare with
teleoperated drones, robot combat has long been of interest in
entertainment and practical application. These systems are often
anthropomorphised, such as being given humanlike names, and
they are increasingly capable of real-world action, often operating
at least semi-autonomously. These capabilities have given humans,
sometimes everyday people, the ability to enact their will through
simplified interfaces in which complex and consequential actions
are triggered by a single button press. The disconnect between
user input and robotic action raises pressing questions for interface
design, in robot combat but also other contexts such as autonomous
coding agents in which humans can enact significant real-world
consequences with trivial effort. Prior HCI research has addressed
some of these questions, such as work on drones that surfaced
ethical challenges related to proxy-based control and responsibility.
In this paper, we explore these dynamics by reflecting on fighting
humanoid robots, a case that epitomizes the intersection of anthro-
pomorphism, robot autonomy, human responsibility, and interface
design. Drawing on these reflections, we foreground interactional
friction as a theoretical lens to consider how doing more for less is
not always better. By developing HCI theory in this domain, we can
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support human wellbeing as human-like artificial intelligence and
robots move out of the boxing ring and into everyday, real-world
contexts.
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1 Backdrop
Robots have long captured public attention, and this fascination
is especially pronounced when robots take on humanoid form.
Human-like embodiment shapes how people perceive robots, often
leading to heightened expectations about their cognitive, physical,
or social capabilities [14, 23]. When a robot looks human, people
intuitively ascribe to it a human-like range of motion, dexterity, in-
telligence, and competence—even when these capabilities are only
partially realised [31]. The power of human-likeness deserves care-
ful consideration as youth interact with increasingly human-like
systems, and powerful artificial intelligence (AI) systems such as
language models are already endowed with human-like voices [e.g.,
6] and could soon be endowed with human-like virtual avatars or
humanoid robotic bodies.

In recent years, humanoid robots have increasingly entered com-
petitive and sport-like contexts, including the world’s first Hu-
manoid Robot Games, hosted by China in 2025 [32]. This context
has two emerging paradigms. First, autonomous robots compete
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against one another as proxies for their human development teams,
directly translating software and hardware achievements into phys-
ical performance. Second, remotely controlled robots, such as racing
drones or fighting humanoids, are proxies for live human–human
competition between the operators, where outcomes are mediated
through front-end interfaces and robotic bodies.

These developments raise pressing questions for interaction
and interface design. When complex and consequential actions
are accessible through simple physical controls or language-based
commands, design choices can determine how users perceive those
consequences, howmuch responsibility users feel for consequences,
and how users are affected by dark patterns [10] and other drivers
of user action. This concern resonates with broader debates in
HCI about design friction, particularly in the context of AI and
robotics [e.g., 17], debates that have become increasingly urgent as
large language models and conversational interfaces transform how
people interact with human-like AI systems. Against this backdrop,
fighting humanoids provide a timely and provocative context for
reflecting on how interface design shapes agency and responsibility
in human-AI interaction.

In this paper, we first anchor our discussion in popular conceptu-
alisations of robots as shaped by movies, social media, and science
fiction narratives. We then turn to the related context of drones, in
which prior HCI work has characterised proxy-based control and
interface design and its consequences. We conceptualise these em-
pirical phenomena primarily in theories of design friction, distilling
its relevance for the interface design of fighting humanoids. Finally,
we articulate a provocation to stimulate discussion around ethical
interface design and potential directions for future work on fight-
ing humanoids and other domains in which advanced technology
connects trivial user actions to real-world action.

2 Violence, Robot Narratives, and Drones
Popular culture has long been fascinated with robots engaged in
combat. Robot combat framed as entertainment includes televised
competitions such as Robot Wars1 and BattleBots2, where machines
with a variety of weapons (e.g., chainsaws and flamethrowers) are
purposefully designed to damage or destroy one another, and large-
scale spectacles such as the Giant Robot Duel (marketed as the
world’s first human-piloted, giant-robot fight) [5].

Robot violence has also been a recurring part of science fiction
and media narratives. Films such as Real Steel depict humanoid
robots with individual human operators, fighting as proxies for the
rivalry between human individuals, while social media has popu-
larised aggressive robot performances, including robot dogs framed
as intimidating or militaristic [37]. Robot dogs are a particularly
interesting example because, in addition to biological dogs as com-
panion animals, they have been a popular and beloved toy, with
the AIBO robot dog even being honoured in funerals by Japanese
users [7]. HCI research has shown that people readily attribute
mental states to robot dogs [16] and show moral concern for their
welfare [30]. Across these representations, robots are repeatedly
positioned as what could be called ‘vessels for violence’, agents
that enact human will in the physical domain, enabling users to

1https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p03h7r7n
2https://battlebots.com

inflict physical harm on robots—and potentially on others—with
incredible ease.

Taken together, these portrayals—be it in movies or at displays
such as the CES [33]—suggest a form of vessels [21], in which robots
become stand-ins for individual human aggression and competi-
tion. Importantly, the popularity of fighting robots does not remain
confined to entertainment contexts; rather, it risks shaping broader
expectations of robotic systems across domains, influencing how
robots are designed and perceived in non-combat settings, as evi-
denced by AI spillover effects, the tendency of attitudes towards
one system to spill over to attitudes towards others [27] and shift-
ing perceptions of AI consciousness across different physical and
digital systems [24]. This makes fighting robots a critical site for
exploring the role of proxy interface design and effortfulness in
contemporary human–robot interaction.

However, as research is scarce on interface design for steering
robots—instead typically focusing on human-robot interaction, such
as their relative autonomy [15, 20], we draw from HCI research
on drones as a closely related domain. Drone systems are increas-
ingly deployed in complex physical environments (e.g., delivery
tasks [26]) and are frequently operated through proxy-based con-
trol. While early work on drones focused primarily on navigation
and autonomy, interface design has gained increasing attention in
recent years. For example, Bahodi and colleagues have explored the
role of interface design in coordinating drone fleets using battery
visualisation [3], supporting surveillance tasks through autonomy
design [2], and enabling supervisory control with different types
of warnings appearing in the interface to reduce cognitive load [4].
Related, Cauchard et al. [12] explored interaction techniques for
drones, highlighting that people used metaphorical gestures like
putting up a hand to signal to the drone to stop—related to recent
work by La Delfa et al. [22] on drones and metaphors. Boonyard
et al. [9] instead investigated interface design for firefighting drones
operating in high-risk environments. Ahlskog et al. [1] explored
how interface design shapes trust in drone systems, highlighting
the complexity around the combination of monitoring and manu-
ally controlling drones in more critical situations. One could easily
imagine how principles from current drone practices could be trans-
ferred to the domain of fighting humanoids. For instance, a drone
crash might be considered inappropriate drone flying, resulting
in a penalty in the form of either enforced down-time or time to
repair, and flying a drone until the battery runs out might result
in cooldown time, enforced by a rule or battery recharge, prior to
re-start. Similarly, fighting robots could—like drones—make use of
eligibility criteria, such as age, experience, robot licenses, or previ-
ous drone-flying behaviour before participation. These limitations
to how one might engage with fighting robots can be implemented
in the form of deliberate design frictions—both soft and hard, which
we outline in Table 1.

Despite this growing body of work, significant gaps remain in
understanding how interface design mediates human responsibility
and ethical engagement in proxy-controlled robots. Brown [11]
highlight several contemporary challenges in ‘military HCI’, includ-
ing issues of accountability, distancing, and moral disengagement—
issues that emerge outside the military context with fighting hu-
manoids.
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Table 1: Frictions in front-end command design across phases of proxy fighting humanoid interaction.

Friction Before fights During fights After fights

Soft frictions

● wait ➤ Force queueing ➤ Delay high-impact commands ➤ Enforce pauses
● explain ➤ Potential consequences of commands ➤ Cues to illustrate command impact ➤ Impact summary
● warn ➤ Warnings prior to enabling controls ➤ Warnings at escalation thresholds ➤ Warnings at repeated patterns
● reflect ➤ Communicate responsibilities ➤ Check-ins at command escalation ➤ Reflection on decisions

Hard frictions

■ gate ➤ Eligibility, age, and credentials ➤ Permission for advanced moves ➤ Gated re-entry after violations
■ limit ➤ Limit match and intensity levels ➤ Cap frequency or intensity of actions ➤ Block rapid matches
■ refuse ➤ Refuse access to certain modes ➤ Deny unsafe commands outright ➤ Refuse re-entry under conditions
■ defer ➤ Delay until conditions are met ➤ Postpone actions pending system state ➤ Cooldown before re-entry

3 Designing Interface Friction
Across product and service design, various mechanisms are used
to introduce friction and safeguard users: cigarettes carry warning
labels, gambling platforms implement stop or cooling-off mecha-
nisms, firearms are subject to restrictions and waiting periods, and
prescription medications require consultation with a medical pro-
fessional. In HCI, research has explored friction as a design resource
to positively influence interactions with technology. This includes
slowing down interactions to positively influence mindfulness [28],
time delays to decrease smartphone overuse [18], negative interface
cues to impact harassment perceptions [25], lock-out mechanisms
to support meaningful system usage [19], or emotion regulation on
social media [13]. While users can be supported by frictions, fric-
tions can leave negative impressions [8]. For examples, users can
feel as though their autonomy is not being respected as companies
or governments appear to be deliberately impairing their ability to
seek out resources and entertain themselves.

Recently, there has been a surge of interest in how large lan-
guage models can be configured to handle inappropriate or irrele-
vant user requests; refusal of a user instruction could be considered
absolute design friction, though the model could also offer alter-
native, lower-friction interaction possibilities. This work includes
technical approaches such as abstention [34] and refusal mecha-
nisms [29, 36, 38], as well as more HCI-focused approaches that
examine how denials should be designed and communicated to
users to optimise the user experience [35]. Research on design fric-
tion in interface design is increasing. However, AI-powered robots
and proxy fighting humanoids have not yet been included in such
research.

4 Looking Ahead
Although current humanoid fighting robots may appear farcical in
their appearance andmovement, there is little reason to assume they
will remain so. Given the rapid pace of technological development
in recent years, it is easy to envision a future in which fighting
humanoids and other proxy robotic systems become significantly
more capable, both in terms of physical movement and the range of
actions available to users via commands. Proxy fighting may extend
beyond simple button-based interfaces to incorporate alternative

forms of control, such as conversational commands, augmented
reality, brain-computer interfaces, or embodied controllers.

Correspondingly, we conclude with Table 1, which presents a
speculative and extensive list of potential soft and hard frictions,
some of which we highlighted in Section 2—that we hope will stim-
ulate discussion at the workshop. Future research on these frictions
could include co-designing policies and practices with users and
other stakeholders, identifying the pros and cons of the various
frictions, and assessing which frictions have historical precedent
of benefit or harm in other technologies.
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