Faculty Project Information
	AI at the Front Desk: How Government Chatbots Reshape Citizen Voice and Public Trust

	Faculty Name:
	[bookmark: _GoBack]Chen Zhang, Ph.D.

	Faculty Email:
	chen.zhang.cz@dukekunshan.edu.cn

	Research Field:
	Urban Governance, Smart Urbanism, Urbanization

	Brief Description

Governments increasingly use AI-assisted chatbots to answer questions, process service requests, and communicate with citizens. Yet we know much less about whether interacting with an AI government representative changes what citizens are willing to communicate and how they perceive public institutions. This interdisciplinary, student-led project will develop a simulated municipal-service chatbot and conduct a randomized experiment comparing AI and human service agents using procedural or empathetic communication styles. Participants will respond to realistic urban-service scenarios, allowing the research team to examine both communication behavior and institutional perceptions. 

Outcomes will include message detail and tone, willingness to express dissatisfaction, willingness to continue the interaction, feeling heard, perceived responsiveness and procedural fairness, trust in government, political efficacy, and willingness to use official participation channels. Combining public policy, political behavior, human–computer interaction, and human-centered AI design, the project will train students in literature review, research ethics, experimental design, chatbot interface development, natural-language processing, statistical analysis, and policy communication. 

Expected outputs include a functional research prototype, a preregistered experimental design, an anonymized research dataset and analysis code where ethically permissible, a research report or submission-ready manuscript, a bilingual policy and design brief, and a public project presentation. The project’s innovation lies in treating a government chatbot not simply as a service-delivery technology but as a new institutional interface between citizen and state. Existing evaluations frequently emphasize accuracy, adoption, efficiency, or satisfaction. This study instead investigates whether the identity and communication style of an AI representative change citizens’ own communicative behavior: how much they disclose, how directly they criticize government performance, whether they feel heard, and whether they remain willing to use official communication channels. The project also innovates methodologically by combining a controlled randomized experiment, behavioral analysis of citizen-generated messages, post-interaction survey measures, usability testing, and basic natural-language processing. Its interdisciplinary supervisory structure ensures that neither the political consequences nor the technical and experiential dimensions of the chatbot are treated as secondary.

	Expected outcome(s)

A functioning experimental prototype of an AI-assisted municipal-service chatbot; a preregistered randomized experimental design; a usability-testing protocol and interface-evaluation report; a documented and anonymized dataset, codebook, and reproducible analysis code, where permitted by the IRB; a research report or submission-ready interdisciplinary manuscript; a bilingual policy and design brief, provisionally titled “Designing Government Chatbots That Help Citizens Feel Heard”; a public prototype demonstration and student presentation; practical design principles for responsible and citizen-centered government chatbots.

	Requirements for student applicants
We welcome students from public policy, political science, sociology, psychology, computer science, data science, human–computer interaction, communication, design, or related fields. The ideal team will combine social-science, technical, and communication skills; applicants are not expected to possess all of them. Students should have a strong interest in artificial intelligence, digital government, government–citizen communication, political trust, or human-centered technology, as well as a willingness to work collaboratively throughout the one-year project. 
Experience in one or more of the following areas is preferred but not required: literature review and academic writing; survey or experimental research; qualitative coding; statistical analysis using R, Python, Stata, or similar software; chatbot or web-interface development; natural-language processing; user-experience research; data visualization; and Chinese–English communication. Students should be willing to receive training in research ethics and contribute to research design, prototype development, pilot testing, data collection, analysis, and dissemination. We particularly welcome one student who is interested in serving as the student project leader and coordinating the interdisciplinary team.








