[image: UWTSD Logo]	
				Appendix PG1



	
PG1 - FULL RESEARCH PROPOSAL

	This form is to be completed by both the student and supervisory team within THREE months for full-time students and SIX months for part time students, after the commencement of the research degree or Part Two. Return the completed form to the Academic Office pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk. 



Student Details 
	Student Family / Surname:

	Xue

	Student Given / First name:

	Mingmei

	Student Number

	2221944

	UWTSD Institute
	WISA

	UWTSD Partner Institute (if appropriate)
	

	Start Date
	2024.10
	End Date
	2028.09

	Mode of Study

	Part time   ☐
	Full time   ☒


	PhD
by Research
	PhD 
Practice Based
	PhD by 
Published Works
	Professional Doctorate
(including DBA, DProf, Ed D)
	MPhil by Research

	MPhil
Practice Based 


	☐

	☐	☐	☒	☐	☐
	MA by Research
	MSc by Research
	MRes
	
	
	

	☐

	☐

	☐

	
	
	




Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	From Presence to Empathy: A Culturally Sensitive AI Companion Prototype for Chinese Students in the UK

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	In this section you will need to:
· Place the research topic in its historical, cultural and social context.
· Explain why the research is significant and important.
· Place the research in the current academic context.

Over the past decade, as the global trend towards internationalisation in higher education has continued to advance, China has emerged as one of the world's most significant sources of international students. In 2023 alone, over 150,000 Chinese students were enrolled in the United Kingdom (HESA, 2024). However, beneath this rapid growth in student numbers lies a significant challenge of cross-cultural adaptation: during their initial period in the UK (from enrolment through to 12 months), Chinese students commonly experience issues such as identity confusion, emotional suppression, and social isolation within a foreign cultural environment. This phenomenon increasingly presents a challenge that cannot be overlooked within university mental health services (Amer, 2024; Wei, 2025). 

From historical, cultural, and societal perspectives, the emotional distress experienced by Chinese students is not coincidental but stems from persistent pressures and cultural isolation inherent in the cross-cultural adaptation process (Berry, 2006; Kim, 2001). The cultural tenets emphasised by Confucian traditions—such as reserved expression, the concept of face, relational harmony, and collectivist values—clash markedly with the cultural characteristics prioritised in British society, including individual autonomy, direct communication, and high self-presentation (Hofstede, 2010). These cultural divergences readily create an expressive predicament where feelings are ‘felt but not easily articulated’, rendering the experience of being understood comparatively scarce. Recent cross-cultural psychology and interaction studies further indicate that reliance on indirect speech and non-verbal cues varies across cultures. When mediated dialogue overlooks these differences, it often exacerbates misunderstandings and interaction fatigue (Pang et al., 2024). 

Concurrently, university psychological and international student support resources face constraints in both time and manpower. The advancement of artificial intelligence technology presents new opportunities for innovation in personalised emotional companionship and digital intervention methods. Some scholars are currently examining the relationship between cross-cultural communication and AI conversational systems. For instance, mainstream psychological support tools and AI emotional companionship systems (such as Replika and Woebot) are already widely deployed. Among the top 100 AI applications, 16 fall under the category of emotional companion AI. The distinctive feature of companion AI lies in its ability to create an illusion of social presence and relational continuity, enabling it to function as a social proxy that elicits users' social and moral responses (Merrill et al., 2022). Conversational AI offers low barriers to entry and instant responsiveness, yet its critical value lies not in ‘knowledge retrieval’ but in enabling students to experience a subjective sense of presence and understanding during pivotal moments (Salvetti, Bertagni and Contardo, 2025). Consequently, this study identifies and validates a set of designable ‘presence cues’ that elevate AI from functional responders to empathetic conversational partners within contextual settings. In other words, the crux lies not merely in ‘knowledge delivery’ but in the system's capacity to cultivate a sense of other-presence at pivotal moments, eliciting users' subjective perception of ‘being understood’ (Karkosz and Szymański, 2024). 

Within the current academic discourse, existing research has affirmed the potential of digital psychological interventions and emotional chatbots in terms of accessibility and acceptability. It has also explored their impact on attitudes, trust, and continued usage intentions through the lenses of social presence and anthropomorphic cues. However, significant gaps remain at the cross-cultural and contextual levels: there is a lack of research validating ‘presence cues’ as controllable independent variables to test their direct impact on perceived presence, perceived understanding, and immediate emotions; and there are insufficient comparative studies on effective combination mechanisms and boundary conditions within specific settings such as classrooms, social interactions, and festive occasions. Consequently, this study focuses on how AI presence facilitates empathetic dialogue. It identifies, manipulates, and validates presence cues within the specific context of Chinese students studying in the UK, elucidating the mechanism linking presence-understanding-immediate emotion. This research aims to establish an AI interaction design system centred on cultural empathy and emotional companionship.

	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	In this section you will need to:
· Explain what you want to achieve through the research.
· Outline the aims of the research.
Aims:
This study aims to identify, design, and validate a set of manipulable AI presence cues (visual anthropomorphism, linguistic empathy structures, relational memory, etc.) for early-stage Chinese international students in the UK (arrival ≤12 months). It seeks to elucidate how these cues enhance ‘sense of being present and understood’ to facilitate higher-quality empathetic dialogue, thereby reducing immediate emotional load in specific contexts and fostering incremental offline connections with local communities. Deliverables include a transferable Presence-Empathy design principle framework, dialogue corpus, and interactive prototype application.
Objectives：
To design and validate a culturally sensitive AI emotional companion prototype app for Chinese students arriving in the UK for ≤12 months. This will examine how AI presence cues (temporal rhythm, visual anthropomorphism, linguistic empathy structures, etc.) enhance perceptions of “being present” and “being understood”, thereby fostering empathetic dialogue and alleviating immediate negative emotions in specific contexts. This will inform the development of a reusable design framework.
Objective 1: Define and clarify typical scenarios under cross-cultural stress (classroom, social, festive) alongside AI presence cues (rhythm, memory, anthropomorphism, tone), establishing measurable indicators.
Objective 2: Conduct participatory workshops to generate a dialogue atom sentence library. Implement cue toggles and data collection (questionnaires, interviews, logs) within the app to construct an initial prototype.
Objective 3: Employ intra-group WoZ experiments to compare single vs. dual cues, low vs. high anthropomorphism, etc., within specific cross-cultural pressure scenarios. Assess their impact on perceived presence, understanding, and immediate negative emotions to identify effective elements, mechanisms, and combinations for achieving AI presence.
Objective 4: Construct and iteratively refine the app prototype using the minimal viable combination. Conduct small-scale pilot testing to evaluate feasibility and acceptance (TAM), distilling Presence-Empathy design principles and iterative prototypes.

	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	Proposed plan of work

In this section you will need to complete a proposed plan of your work explaining the timeline for key elements of the thesis. This can be set out as a table like below or as a gantt chart (for example)

This plan should indicate that the research will be completed by the end of the fee paying period (the minimum period of candidature.

	State
	Time frame
	Achievement

	PG1
	02/2026
	Submit full project proposal

	PG2
	05/2026
	Submit full Ethics form

	Literature Review I
	06/2026-09/2026
	Completion of the first round of literature review collation: post-phenomenological theory, cross-cultural adaptation stress, social presence, user experience theory, affective design, and other frameworks.

	Hypothesis. Technical Support Seeking
	10/2026
	Conduct a competitive analysis of existing AI emotional companion applications,assessing their overall interface design and interaction flows,and identifying corresponding strengths and weaknesses.

	Participatory Workshop and Small-Scale Test
	11/2026-12/2026
	Conduct participatory workshop sessions to finalise interface design and AI interaction workflow architecture, followed by small-scale prototype testing.

	Prototype Optimisation and Dialogue Laboratory
	01/2027-02/2027
	Fine-tune dialogue strategies based on WoZ results from the dialogue laboratory, optimise visual anthropomorphic representations, tone, and dialogue atomic sentences, and compile a scale.

	Mid-term analysis and prototype iteration upgrades
	02/2027-03/2027
	Formulate design principles and final high-fidelity prototype designs.

	Data analysis
	04/2027-06/2027
	Synthesise qualitative and quantitative data to finalise service blueprints, dialogue libraries, and other deliverables.

	Final Thesis Writing
	07/2027-02/2028
	Abstract and Introduction
Literature Review
Methodology and Methods
Research Findings 
Conclusion 
Appendix 
Bibliography




	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	In this section you will need to explain how you will achieve your aims and objectives: 
 
· Explain your disciplinary orientation/ approach 
· Describe the methods you will use to carry out your research: (eg library-based research, on-line research, fieldwork (interviews/ participant-observation), analysis of visual data, combinations of these) 

This study adopts a transdisciplinary, practice-based approach centred on the lived experiences of Chinese international students in the UK. It explores how participatory design and prototyping actions (co-design + prototype experiences) can provide safe spaces and actionable pathways for emotional expression. Methodologically, the research employs a post-phenomenological perspective on technological mediation to understand how ‘AI presence’ alters emotional experiences and dialogue quality within human-technology-world relationships(Ihde, 1990; Verbeek, 2005; Gur and Maaravi, 2025). It elucidates and analyses which design elements, mechanisms, and cues—in what contexts and sequences—facilitate heightened feelings of presence, understanding, and more empathetic dialogue, distilling these findings into reusable design principles and prototypes.

Methodologically, this research employs a mixed-methods approach. It begins with literature and online research to systematically review cross-cultural adaptation pressures among Chinese students in the UK, social presence, affective design, conversational agency, and culturally sensitive interaction strategies. This informed the operationalisation of variables (relational memory, visual personification, linguistic empathy structures, etc.), defining mechanism indicators (sense of presence, feeling understood) and outcome indicators (negative emotions, immediate stress), thereby establishing the measurement framework for subsequent experiments and pilots.

Subsequently, the fieldwork and participatory phase commenced, focusing on qualitative research through participatory workshops and dialogue laboratories. Participatory workshops targeted Chinese students in the UK for ≤12 months, co-creating contextual and presence cue structures alongside dialogue atomic sentence banks around specific scenarios like classroom participation and socialising with strangers. This also gathered failed communication patterns and improvement strategies. Building upon this, dialogue laboratories were conducted: participants engaged in brief conversations with existing large language models, followed by semi-structured interviews and participant observation. This process will generate extensive visual and procedural materials (storyboards, interface drafts, dialogue storyboards, sample emotion diaries, etc.), providing visual evidence for subsequent analysis.

The mechanism validation phase employs a Wizard-of-Oz (WoZ) intra-group experiment. Researchers will “play the AI” behind the scenes using pre-scripted dialogue to maximise control over cues and sequencing (Simpson et al., 2022), manipulating specific scenarios while collecting immediate feedback on presence, comprehension, and emotional stress at each dialogue turn's conclusion. Repeated measures and linear mixed-effects models will analyse “condition × scenario” interactions to identify “minimum viable combinations” and boundary conditions.

[bookmark: _GoBack]To assess real-world feasibility, a small-scale pilot experiment further validated the selected ‘minimal viable combination’. Using a prototype app's interaction flow and connection pathways, trends and usability were recorded via scales, logs (dialogue rounds, meditation completion rates, etc.), and TAM acceptance metrics. Short interviews at the end of the period examined explanatory curves and compliance changes. The entire research cycle will integrate visual data analysis (explanatory analysis of interfaces, storyboards, journeys, and emotional storyboards) with reflective thematic analysis (qualitative text and imagery). This synthesis of quantitative trends and qualitative interpretations will establish the ‘presence-empathy dialogue’ design principles, clarifying ‘why it works, for whom it works, and in what contexts it works’.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	In this section you should indicate:

· What facilities you will need access to including libraries, archives, institutions, specialist IT facilities
· Whether you have permission to access the facilities and resources
· Whether you need to travel to access the facilities and resources – where do you need to go, for how long, and how will this be financed
· Whether you will be carrying out fieldwork or interviews and whether you have followed the correct protocols, secured permission and ethical clearance.·
1.Venues, Software and Digital Resources
Books and Archiving. Utilise the British Library and UWTSD Library to retrieve literature on HCI/interaction design, post-phenomenology, cross-cultural adaptation stress, and social presence.
Academic Databases and Websites. ACM DL, IEEE Xplore, Scopus/Web of Science, and Google Scholar; CNKI for accessing Chinese academic research to achieve triangulation between Chinese and English academic perspectives; and HESA data to understand the scale of Chinese students in the UK and recruitment feasibility.
Research and Prototyping: Figma for experience prototyping; NVivo for qualitative analysis; coding and framework matrices for interviews/diaries/workshops using WoZ transcription. Quantitative analysis via SPSS.
Recruitment Channels: University International Student Office, faculty mailing lists, Chinese Students and Scholars Association (CSSA), campus posters, and WeChat groups (used solely for information dissemination, not direct data collection on third-party platforms).
2.Institutional Approval and Governance (adhering to UWTSD guidelines)
This project will submit a comprehensive ethics application to UWTSD (including subject information sheet, consent form, risk/safety and compensation, and post-study disclosure); complete a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA), clarifying purpose limitation, data minimisation, encryption and access permissions, and retention and destruction schedules; and register consent and data workflows within the Data Management Plan.
3.International and Cross-Border Compliance
This study primarily recruits Chinese international students residing in the UK. Should activities occur within China (e.g., remote co-creation/pre-arrival student interviews), local ethics review requirements will be verified and processed accordingly. Agreements with partners will stipulate adherence to research integrity standards equivalent to those in the UK, with deviations addressed (UWTSD, 2022).
4.On-site, Permits and Participant Care
On-campus venues. Interviews, workshops and WoZ sessions will be conducted in pre-booked UWTSD classrooms/usability labs; venue risk assessments and internal permits will be completed in advance. Prototype piloting. On-campus technical support will be provided where necessary to minimise burden and dependency.
5.Care and Consent.
In accordance with ‘Care and Respect for All Research Participants’ (UWTSD, 2022), provide plain-language information sheets, obtain written informed consent, and allow participants to withdraw at any time without liability. Participants may opt out of audio/video recording and use pseudonyms; sensitive discussions are conducted in private spaces with integrity and confidentiality. Personal data is stored in encrypted form with role-based access controls; identifying information is kept separate from research data. De-identification is performed prior to analysis and presentation. Security and confidentiality of processing are ensured in accordance with UWTSD requirements.





Intellectual Property IP
It is anticipated that Intellectual Property (IP) will be produced as a result of this research.
	Tick √

	
	YES
	NO

	Is the IP already subject to a separate agreement with a third party (e.g. employer, sponsor or external funder)? If so please provide details below
	☐	☒
	Is the research dependent upon background IP owned by: 
If so, please provide details below
	UWTSD
☒
	A third party
☐

	Text box will expand




	Tick √

	I understand that:
	YES
	NO

	If any party other than the student is likely to be involved in the development of IP a separate IP agreement will be needed and it may be necessary for the student to assign the IP rights to the University.

	☒	☐
	If there are no third parties involved in the creation of the IP the student is deemed to own the IP, however should the student wish to commercially exploit their IP and require the assistance of the University to do so, they will be required to assign their IP to the University. https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/iiced/protecting-innovation-and-creativity---intellectual-property/

	☒
	☐
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