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AI Statement 
I acknowledge the use of Claude (https://claude.ai/), Anthropic, throughout July 2026 

to assist with the preparation of this progress report and its appendix materials. I 

used the tool for: 

 

• Generating a Gantt chart and timeline table (Appendix 1) visualising planned 

versus actual project milestones, based on dates and progress I supplied 

• Talking me through the process of completing an OSF pre-registration, 

including how to complete the registration form fields based on my existing 

study design and analysis plan 

• Proofreading drafted text for grammar, clarity, and readability, and checking 

my reference list for formatting errors against APA 7th edition conventions 

 

I confirm that I have not presented any AI-generated text as my own original thinking 

or research judgement. All research design decisions, project management 

judgements, and critical reflections in this report reflect my own understanding of the 

RAIYU study. All factual claims, dates, and project details were provided by me and 

verified against my own records. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and 

other resources used before and after the use of AI tools, which I may be asked to 

provide in evidence. 
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Section 2: Ethics submission 
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Section 3: Progress report 

3.1 Introduction 

Growing demand for scalable mental health support has accelerated interest 

in conversational AI as low-intensity interim provision (Torous et al., 2025), 

particularly given prolonged waits for specialist psychological support in regions 

including Wales (Mind, 2024). Yet the relational quality of these systems remains a 

significant gap in the evidence base (Malouin-Lachance et al., 2025). RAIYU is an 

empathy-engineered conversational agent developed for this project to 

operationalise structured behavioural-empathic communication strategies within a 

controlled experimental setting (Elliott et al., 2018). The central research question 

examines whether deliberate empathic design produces stronger perceived working 

alliance and greater short-term affective improvement than a standard large 

language model. 

The proposal has been submitted and assessed, ethical approval obtained from the 

UWTSD Institute Ethics Committee, study materials finalised, and the RAIYU 

platform is built and ready for deployment. This report reflects critically on the 

research journey to date, the challenges of translating psychotherapeutic constructs 

to an AI context, and readiness for data collection. 

 

3.2 Planned vs Actual Project Timeline 

The original timeline allocated January to March for the literature review, April 

for proposal development, May for submission, June for ethics approval and pilot 

testing, July for data collection, August for analysis, and September for write-up. 

Progress has largely tracked this plan, with some compression and overlap. The 

literature review was substantively complete by the original deadline, though refined 

iteratively as new work emerged. The proposal was submitted on 29 May, close to 

schedule. Ethics preparation was completed ahead of schedule on 15 June, with 

institutional approval on 30 June, verbal supervisor confirmation on 2 July, and a 

final confirmation meeting on 16 July. 

Data collection has since been compressed into a two-week window in August, 

rather than the originally planned month-long July window, reflecting practical 

constraints on laboratory access and participant availability. Analysis and write-up, 

originally separate phases, have been consolidated into September, since the 

compressed collection window makes this more realistic than a rigid split. 

The original estimates were broadly realistic but underestimated the iterative nature 

of ethics preparation for a novel methodology, reinforcing the value of building slack 

into applied research timelines. A visual comparison is provided in Appendices 1 and 

2.  
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3.3 Key Milestones Achieved  

Several milestones mark the project's progression from design to launch. The 

core literature base was consolidated and critically evaluated, drawing on five 

theoretical papers and two methodological papers, each selected with explicit 

rationale. This sharpened the theoretical framing of the study, particularly around the 

distinction between perceived and genuine therapeutic alliance in AI contexts 

(Malouin-Lachance et al., 2025). 

The proposal was refined through multiple supervisor-guided iterations, integrating 

theoretical nuance from Seitz's (2024) authenticity distinction and established 

human-AI relational frameworks (Bickmore & Picard, 2005; Elliott et al., 2018), 

reinforcing the value of substantive supervisor input. 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the UWTSD Institute Ethics Committee, with full 

supporting materials submitted including the Participant information sheet, consent 

form, debrief document, and data management plan. Navigating AI-specific ethical 

concerns, particularly transparency, participant expectations, and interaction log 

confidentiality, required more iterative dialogue than a standard study, building my 

working knowledge of applied research ethics in emerging technology.  

The RAIYU platform was developed in collaboration with a developer, incorporating 

a two-condition architecture, a retrieval-augmented generation knowledge base, and 

an integrated safety filter (Nelson et al., 2025). Study materials were cross-checked 

for consistency across documents. 

 

3.4 Challenges Encountered  

This project surfaced substantive challenges across conceptual, 

methodological, ethical, technical, and personal domains, several requiring active 

reconceptualisation rather than simple troubleshooting. 

Applying Bordin's (1979) working alliance framework, developed for human 

therapeutic relationships, to a human-AI context required explicit justification rather 

than assumed equivalence. Existing work on AI-delivered relational support (Beatty 

et al., 2022; Bickmore & Picard, 2005) provided a foundation, but a persistent risk 

was anthropomorphising the AI in ways that would blur perceived relational quality 

with genuine psychological alliance (Malouin-Lachance et al., 2025). 

Methodologically, the WAI-SR (Hatcher & Gillaspy, 2006) is validated for human 

therapeutic relationships, so its pre-post administration in an AI context is non-

standard and requires explicit defence. The ten-minute interaction window was 

justified on the basis that early alliance forms rapidly, with the first session carrying 

particular weight (Río Olvera et al., 2022), and that meaningful relational 

engagement with mental health chatbots can emerge within brief interactions (Xu et 

al., 2025). Balancing standardisation against ecological validity was a recurring 

tension. 
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Ethically, a central challenge was ensuring RAIYU does not present as therapy. This 

was compounded by a genuine tension: the design features intended to make 

RAIYU feel supportive are the same features that risk fostering inappropriate 

emotional reliance. The most significant turning point came from Seitz's (2024) work 

on authenticity in healthcare chatbots, prompting recognition that affective mirroring, 

the empathy strategy originally planned, risked feeling performative rather than 

genuinely supportive, requiring recalibration of the entire approach, discussed further 

in Section 3.5. 

Technically, coordinating data flow between Qualtrics and the RAIYU platform via 

ResponseID synchronisation, while ensuring no participant data was transmitted 

externally, required careful planning with the developer. Working in a field publishing 

new findings throughout 2025 and into 2026 required continuous literature tracking, 

alongside managing genuine uncertainty about what constitutes "good" AI empathy 

given conflicting evidence. 

 

3.5 Adaptations and Decision-Making 

Several substantive adaptations were made over the course of the project, 

each grounded in research evidence, ethical principle, or supervisor guidance rather 

than being incidental.  

Terminology shifted from “therapeutic alliance” to “working alliance” throughout, a 

precision correction: the former implies a clinical relationship RAIYU is not intended 

to represent, whereas “working alliance” (Bordin, 1979) is the broader construct 

applicable to any collaborative helping relationship. 

The most significant adaptation followed directly from the conceptual challenge in 

Section 3.4. The original empathy-engineering approach relied on affective mirroring, 

but Seitz's (2024) work on authenticity in healthcare chatbots prompted recognition 

that mirrored affect from an AI can read as performative rather than genuinely 

responsive. The approach was recalibrated toward a behavioural-empathic model, 

prioritising active listening, validation, and collaborative goal orientation over 

affective mimicry, the clearest example in this project of design revised in direct 

response to evidence. 

Two technical additions followed from literature review: retrieval-augmented 

generation was integrated to ground RAIYU's responses and reduce hallucination 

risk, and a behavioural health safety filter (Nelson et al., 2025) was added after 

recognising a gap between systems designed to be empathic and systems designed 

to be safe. 

Participant materials were refined through multiple iterations to clarify RAIYU's 

limitations and non-clinical scope, prioritising ethical clarity over ecological realism. 

The pre-post WAI-SR administration, though non-standard, was retained as 

methodologically defensible following supervisor consultation. 
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3.6 Preliminary Data Engagement and Emerging Patterns 

As data collection has not yet commenced, this section outlines analytical 

preparedness rather than findings.  

The planned quantitative analysis begins with descriptive statistics to characterise 

the sample and check data quality, including scale reliability for the WAI-SR (Hatcher 

& Gillaspy, 2006) and PANAS-SF (Thompson, 2007). Independent-samples t-tests 

will compare working alliance scores between conditions, a mixed-design ANOVA 

will assess affect change across time points, and regression analysis will examine 

the association between alliance and mood improvement. 

The planned qualitative analysis will apply reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006) to think-aloud data, focusing on perceived empathy, relational 

engagement, and interactional breakdowns. 

One point of anticipated interest is the possibility that quantitative alliance scores and 

qualitative narratives may diverge, reflecting the mixed-methods sensitivity the 

design was built around. 

 

3.7 Reflection on Researcher Development  

This project has developed my competence as an applied researcher well 

beyond the technical skills anticipated at the outset. 

Working in digital mental health research has sharpened my ethical sensitivity, 

particularly regarding the non-maleficence implications of AI that can plausibly feel 

caring without genuine clinical competence, most visible in the empathy-engineering 

recalibration discussed in Sections 3.4 and 3.5. 

The project has also built my confidence in handling conceptual ambiguity. Applying 

an established construct such as working alliance (Bordin, 1979) to a context it was 

never designed for required tolerating definitional uncertainty throughout design, 

strengthening my appreciation of the limits of psychological theory when extended 

into novel technological contexts. 

Collaborating with a developer to build RAIYU introduced a cross-disciplinary 

dimension, requiring me to translate psychological constructs into technical 

specifications informing decisions about safety filtering and response grounding. 

Finally, the depth of literature engagement this project demanded exceeded what I 

had originally anticipated, given how much relevant work was published in this area 

during 2025 and into 2026, leaving me with a stronger habit of ongoing literature 

tracking to carry into future research.  
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3.8 Next Steps and Project Completion Plan  

With ethics approval secured and the supervisor confirmation meeting 

completed on 16 July, the project now moves into a compressed data collection 

window in August. 

Recruitment will run via the Research Participation Scheme and university mailing 

lists across a two-week period in August, continuing until the target sample of 60-80 

participants is reached, or until the window closes. Analysis and write-up are 

scheduled for September, with submission due on 30 September. 

The main anticipated risk is a low response rate given the compressed window, 

mitigated by two recruitment channels and course credit incentives already built into 

the ethics-approved design. Given the safety filter and researcher presence, 

participant distress is considered a low, well-managed risk. 

The project is methodologically sound, ethically approved, and on a realistic, if 

compressed, schedule.   
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Appendix 
Appendix 1: Planned versus actual timeline for the RAIYU study 

 

 

Appendix 2: Planned versus actual timeline for RAIYU study 

Phase Planned Actual Status 

Literature review Jan – Mar 2026 Jan – 15 Jul 2026 (ongoing 
refinement) 

Complete 

Proposal April – May 2026 Submitted 29 May 2026 Complete 

Ethics approval June 2026 Completed 15 Jun; 
approved 30 Jun; verbal 
confirmation 2 Jul; final 
confirmation meeting 16 Jul 

Complete 

Data collection July 2026 Compressed to a two-week 
window in August 2026 

Not yet started 

Analysis August 2026 Planned for September 
2026 

Not yet started 

Write-up September 2026 Planned for September 
2026 

Not yet started 
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Appendix 3: Core literature identification document 
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Appendix 4:  OSF pre-registration document 

 

Appendix 5: OSF Registration Confirmation 

The analysis plan for this study was pre-registered on the Open Science Framework 

(OSF) prior to the commencement of data collection, in line with the commitment 

made in the ethics-approved data management plan (Section P.5). The registration 

includes the full set of research questions, hypotheses, study design, sample size 

rationale, planned statistical models, and data inclusion/exclusion criteria. 

The registration was submitted under embargo, meaning its content is not publicly 

visible until the embargo period ends, but the registration itself is permanently 

timestamped and locked as of the date of submission, consistent with standard pre-

registration practice for work intended for future academic submission. 

Registration title: Empathic Design and Working Alliance in Human-AI Wellbeing 

Interactions: A Randomised Experimental Study 

Registration DOI/URL: https://osf.io/k3t7y  

Date registered: 15/07/2026 

Embargo end date: 01/10/2026 

https://osf.io/k3t7y

