Overview of my research

My shallow sense of self (or heightened awareness of my consciousness) has frequently led me to worry (with real ambition) about how ‘the other’ (De Beauvoir, 1949) perceives me. I would find myself “indulging in all the misery of reflection” (Shelley, 1818), stalking my own social media, re-reading my own messages, looking at myself in the mirror—through another mirror—in an attempt to see what others see. I couldn't trust what others say, their responses are tailored to what they think I want to hear. Who could be so bravely objective? 
Matt Haig commented in 2018, “When progress happens so fast, it can make the present feel like a continual future… it feels like reality has become science fiction”. Technology has accelerated exponentially since (Roser, 2022), following Moore’s law (Tardi, 2024), proving the necessity of this research, not just for my own insights but for public knowledge Walliman (2009).  AI poses numerous threats to artists, encroaching on our livelihoods, plagiarising our work and impacting the artistic process itself (Mello-Klein, 2022). With this in mind, one can either be on the steam roller, or under it. 
The aim of this research through design (RtD) is to create an artefact, an AI chatbot that can mimic my identity, which shall hereafter be referred to as ‘FrankeNico’. This research explores how successful emerging technologies can understand the nuanced nature of the human mind. She has been crafted by inputting archival letters I have written into ChatGPT, poising questions about the author's (my) identity, then inputting the responses into a character chatbot. This study is supported by Isley and Rider (2018), who state the “researcher and the object created are entwined and cannot be separated”.  
 Although the whole research project incorporates multiple methods, this paper shall exclusively discuss the use of autoethnography, which utilizes the researchers' own lived experiences, under the methodology of narrative enquiry, a research method that entails collecting stories. This paper shall cover their strengths and weaknesses, followed by the ethical implications of the research of my archived documents and AI’s interpretation. 

 Methodology   

Any methodology is best defined as how a researcher designs a study to address its aims and objectives (Jansen and Warren, 2023). It is applied during the initial stage of the research process, which informs which methods will be utilised.  
Narrative enquiry provides qualitative data in the form of written text, field notes, conversations, photos, and archival objects to convey participants' lived experiences through authentic storytelling, which is the penultimate aim underlying my research.  
Through this methodology, the researcher can delve deeply into the participants’ subjective experiences and construct meaning from their narratives. This unearths the subject's underlying values, beliefs and emotions, revealing an insight into the broader cultural or social scope. It is an apt approach for my research as it is exploratory in nature, with no set end point or concrete definitive answer. Furthermore, humans are made of subjective experiences and stories; consequentially, research methodologies with this at its core are clearly the best suited. Its greatest asset and biggest downfall are not just the subjectivity of the data but also how it is interpreted.  

Strengths and limitations  

Walliman (2009) acknowledges that human emotions and feelings are potentially impossible to quantify, so word-based data is necessary to gain an understanding of the subject's whole experience. It is less established than alternative methodologies with its advent in the early 20th century, therefore looked down upon (Bochner and Riggs, 2014) despite storytelling being innate in our biology (Gottschall, 2013), “wherever there are humans, there appear to be stories” (Cobley, 2001), art is older than agriculture (Harari, 2019) by around 40000 years so the act or art of storytelling should not be discredited.  

The biggest drawback of narrative enquiry in my research was how time-consuming it became. Firstly, to write the letters, which then became my primary data, but also ‘interviewing’ AI however this was more convenient than an interview with a real person as AI was always available regardless of time or location and never had prior engagements as human interviewees tend to. Furthermore, to ensure FrankeNico is more attuned to my personality, the results must be triangulated by conducting further research from living, breathing participants who know me and could confirm or deny whether AI has successfully mimicked my persona. Narrative enquiry usually uses a smaller pool of participants which can also lead to limited and biased results.  
When conducting narrative enquiry research, the subject tells their own story, in their own words, however, may come with their own biases of telling the story how they believe the researcher to perceive them, equally there is also the potential for the researcher to misunderstand or misinterpret the storytellers’ words based on preconceived ideas of the researcher.  
Any qualitative data is difficult to replicate, especially when writing about one's own thoughts and feelings, so to mitigate the subtleties of the fluctuation of personality and identity that alternate according to emotions and mood at the time as the self is an ever-changing fluid concept, an extensive body of data from over the past five months was compiled totalling over twenty-five thousand words to ensure that AI had a substantial amount of data to interpret.  

 Method  

The method of a research is how the data is collected, the actual techniques or tools used for the study which is applied after the methodology is developed during the later stage of the research.
Autoethnography (AE) can be succinctly defined as using personal experience (auto), to decode cultural experience (ethno) and analyse (graphy) (Ellis et al., 2010).  Holman Jones (2005) defines autoethnography as an obfuscated genre of research integrating “anthropology, sociology, psychology, literary criticism, journalism, and communication... [and the work of] storytellers, poets, and musicians” (p. 765)”. This multidisciplinary approach results in rich qualitative data, which blends seamlessly into research that explores the complexities and nuances of identity.   
My autoethnographic writing positions itself under the umbrella of narrative enquiry as I am retelling a story through my written documents, and for FrankeNico to be an authentic clone of myself, I believe my narrative should be the primary data.  

Application   

Lapadat (2017) states that “autoethnographic inquiry in academia has developed in parallel with the democratising communication technology of the Internet” my research aims to continue and surpass this correlation with technology by incorporating innovative technology, an AI chatbot. FrankeNico was created by inputting the letters written into ChatGPT as if from the receiver of the email. I would begin the dialogue with: “Nico has just sent this email... what does it mean?” and then further the inquiry with questions such as:
“What stereotypes would you make based on this email? And, what characters do you think Nico would be like?” then, based on its responses, I would query, “Why do you think she is ‘intellectually curious?” (which was a frequently repeated trope). This created more of a ‘conversation’ or open dialogue with AI. This allowed me to understand the logic underlying its statement, I would ask it for references in my text in order to identify AI’s rationale, this is what allowed me to gain a greater understanding of myself, most notably and surprisingly the use of self-deprecating humour. Although time-consuming, the method is easily reproducible for other researchers.  
Strengths and Limitations   

ChatGPT, an invention that holds promise in the field of AI, was unveiled on November 30, 2022 (Ghassemi et al., 2023). Despite its aim to be an objective entity, it is not immune to biases that can be ingrained in its training data (Judy Wawira Gichoya et al., 2023) therefore can reinforce both positive and negative stereotypes such as gender (Chen, Zhai and Sun, 2023). It is a true embodiment of ‘the hive mind,’ a term popularised by James H. Schmitz in the 1950’s (Knudsen, 2019), which refers to many minds thinking as one, akin to the collective consciousness theory by Jung (1959).   
Identical to its human creators, we are shaped by our ontology (thus rarely objective) products of our environment Watts (1966) writes:  

We seldom realise, for example, that our most private thoughts and emotions are not actually our own. For we think in terms of languages and images which we did not invent, but which were given to us by our society.

The letters themselves are inherently biased as they were tailored to a specific other, crafted to interest the recipient, a stranger. Fortunately, this stranger’s interests align with my own, and I felt I could be more open and authentic due to the anonymity the internet provides, as Charles Ess (2020) observes. 
There is no visible other for me to gauge the reception of my comments, thus making the letters more authentic and aligning with Cooley's looking-glass self theory (Lesley University, 2023). 
The subject and researcher having not just a lack of distance but being completely entwined must not be overlooked; this can result in ‘blind spots’ of research; however, this is mitigated by using ChatGPT, a fresh pair of ‘eyes’, which I can scaffold my ideas from. This also arises the benefit of there being no power imbalance between researcher and subject, nor was I once afraid of its judgement. Similarly, with a self-study, I cannot misinterpret the participant's words or intentions, resulting in more credible results (Lapadat, 2017).
Autoethnography provides many strengths as a qualitative research tool as I am exploring the multifaced self. Lapadat (2017) cites the value is how this method allows scholarship to be more accessible, both as a reader of the study and as a researcher. 
The age-old strategy of telling stories now fused with emerging technologies is an innovative research method that creates the potential for uncharted groundbreaking discoveries, as there is little research of this nature due to AI being in its infancy. In addition, Frank (2016) infers through speaking your truth through your own voice and being heard the researcher/subject can achieve catharsis as it brings to light a new understanding of the self, which Lapadat (2017) insists results in a deepened understanding of others in turn.  
Lastly the convenience of autoethnography cannot be taken for granted, I am always available when I need to be, resulting in the ability to delegate more time to my studies. 

Ethical considerations   

Plagiarizing my personality comes with a host of ethical implications, fiction preliminary to the invention of the ‘hologram’ (Bauldrillard,1981) provides cautionary tales most notably Frankenstein. The three main ethical implications of my project and of both research methods are privacy, relational ethics and my own mental well-being.   
Firstly, the potential for cyberstalking however this is mitigated by the accessibility settings, only those who have been gifted the link have access to this chatbot. Nonetheless, I am putting my private correspondence online, but this is no different to posting on any form of social media, once part of the public domain your words are accessible to everyone. I have ensured to remove any statements that I would not publicly announce. 
Although the documents are my own, there are mentions of other people in my life, the anonymization of any third-party references within the text is necessary to protect their privacy, which is considered one of the leading significant ethical complications arising from widespread digital media by Ess, (2020) also noting that computer ethics is still in its infancy. However, as the research method is autoethnography, should the written documents themselves enter the public domain it would be apparent to any third-party that they are being used in the research which could cause emotional distress. Also, I have altered the context of anecdotes, they are parallel to the real-life events I documented but not identical thus third parties would not be able to identify themselves. 
In terms of the art FrankeNico makes, it is 50% more likely to be favoured by my peers (Zhou and Lee, 2024), this comparison could potentially reduce my self-esteem. Similarly, Huxley’s cautionary statement “To see ourselves as others see us is a most salutary gift.” (Huxley, 2014) I was apprehensive that the AI may describe me as someone unlikeable or to ridicule my insecurities, however it did not and I found it to be rather flattering.  I am aware of the risks so have ensured I have a support network should my mental health decline.  

Conclusion 

This innovative research has explored AI's capacity in mimicking my identity through the vessel of a chatbot. Narrative enquiry provided a framework and way of viewing my letters and life as a story to be told. Through AI-assisted autoethnography I pushed the boundaries of self-reflection, and found it far less ‘miserable’, enabling me to analyse my data without the lens of self-doubt, giving me a new insight into my own psyche not possible before. I have critically examined the strengths and limitations of both narrative enquiry and autoethnography, the chief concern was the subjective nature of both however this is necessary and unavoidable when considering the human psyche. Whilst also considering strategies to lessen the effects of the ethical implications. To give more depth to my research I must input data using different methods such as interviews with humans that know me to cross reference to ensure the AI has perceived me accurately. 


This research is only the beginning, whether this is positive or negative, I am yet to unearth…
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