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Abstract

Virtual meetings often exclude individuals who rely on text-based
communication, such as autistic adults and those with social anxiety.
This paper introduces a prototype that converts typed text into
emotive avatars using LLM technology, which convey emotional
tone through modulated vocal and facial expressions. We reflect on
design choices for using LLMs in accessible meetings and discuss
insights from our semi-structured interviews with 18 autistic adults
and adults with social anxiety. Our qualitative analysis revealed
the following key insights: 1) Participants found the avatars helpful
in alleviating challenges like masking and exhaustion, with some
noting that the avatars enhanced their communication, increasing
participation and confidence; 2) While they valued the avatars’
affective capabilities, including both vocal and facial animations,
they were sensitive to inaccuracies in vocal expression; and 3)
Participants desired more personalized control over the avatars’
affect to balance societal expectations with authentic expression.
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Keywords

virtual avatars, virtual meetings, autistic adults

ACM Reference Format:

Tiffany D. Do, Martez E Mott, John Tang, Sasa Junuzovic, Ann Paradiso,
and Edward Cutrell. 2025. Exploring Al-Driven Affective Avatars for Autistic
Adults and Adults with Social Anxiety in Virtual Meetings. In Extended
Abstracts of the CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
(CHI EA °25), April 26-May 01, 2025, Yokohama, Japan. ACM, New York, NY,
USA, 9 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3706599.3719885

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation
on the first page. Copyrights for third-party components of this work must be honored.
For all other uses, contact the owner/author(s).

CHI EA °25, Yokohama, Japan

© 2025 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).

ACM ISBN 979-8-4007-1395-8/25/04

https://doi.org/10.1145/3706599.3719885

Martez E Mott
Microsoft Research
Redmond, Washington, USA
mamott@microsoft.com

Ann Paradiso
Microsoft Research
Redmond, Washington, USA
annpar@microsoft.com

John Tang
Microsoft Research
Microsoft
Mountain View, California, USA
johntang@microsoft.com

Edward Cutrell

Microsoft Research
Redmond, Washington, USA
cutrell@microsoft.com

1 Introduction

Virtual meetings are vital in today’s digital landscape, facilitated by
platforms like Zoom and Microsoft Teams for education, healthcare,
and training. However, these platforms can unintentionally exclude
individuals who struggle with verbal communication [11, 33, 39].
Many autistic adults ! prefer text-based channels due to cognitive
fatigue and social anxiety [7, 18, 33], which can hinder their par-
ticipation in meetings where text chat is often undervalued [1].
For example, Zolyomi et al. [43] found that autistic users feel less
empowered in video calls and prefer text communication. A recent
survey indicates that sensory stress in video calls poses unique chal-
lenges for autistic individuals, suggesting that options to turn off
video and use text chat could enhance accessibility [42]. However,
relying solely on text can diminish social presence [24], negatively
affecting satisfaction [8] and performance [41].

Our paper seeks to address these challenges by presenting a
prototype that enhances accessibility through the transformation
of text-based communication into a video conferencing format.
The first author, who is neurodivergent, directly shaped the avatar
design and research methodology through lived experience. Our
prototype features Al-Driven Affective (AIDA) avatars, powered
by large language models (LLMs), specifically designed for autistic
individuals and adults with social anxiety who prefer text commu-
nication [7, 18, 43]. These avatars translate users’ text into dynamic
facial expressions and emotive text-to-speech (TTS) voices, allow-
ing for a richer, more inclusive virtual meeting experience. When
users input text, the LLM analyzes the content in context to generate
appropriate emotional responses from the avatar.

To better understand how AIDA avatars might support autistic
adults and those with social anxiety, we conducted an exploratory
study with 18 participants. The focus was on one-on-one virtual
meetings, a setting especially relevant to the autistic community
[3, 32, 38]. Each participant customized an avatar and engaged in a
simulated first-time meeting with an experimenter [31]. Through-
out the study, we assessed participants’ perceptions of Al-driven
affect across both auditory and visual dimensions, with each partic-
ipant experiencing four distinct avatars, each with varying facial

'We use people-first language when describing autistic individuals according to recom-
mendations by the NIH. https://www.nih.gov/about-nih/what-we-do/science-health-
public-trust/perspectives/writing-respectfully-person-first-identity-first-language
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animations and vocal tones. Qualitative interview results revealed
diverse participant perspectives, with 72% (N=13) open to using Al-
driven avatars. Many found the avatars helpful in reducing masking
effort, with some reporting enhanced communication, increased
participation, and confidence. This paper contributes by 1) intro-
ducing a prototype that transforms text into emotive avatars for
one-on-one meetings, and 2) highlighting design preferences for
avatar emotional rendering.

2 Related Work

2.1 Virtual Meeting Experiences of Autistic
Adults and Adults with Social Anxiety

Recent Al advancements have sought to enhance video conferenc-
ing for autistic users. For example, Begel et al. [4] used Al to provide
feedback on facial expressions. In contrast, our work focuses on
converting text into expressive speech to support communication.
Research has highlighted the challenges autistic individuals face in
virtual meetings (e.g., [1, 11, 33, 39]). Tang [33] found that neurodi-
vergent adults often turn off their cameras during online meetings,
either to conserve cognitive energy or to avoid stigma. However,
this practice can reduce engagement, as their presence is limited to
a static image. Buchholz et al. [7] stress the importance of offering
multiple communication options, such as text chat, for those with
communicative or cognitive disabilities.

Virtual meetings intensify accessibility issues for those who pre-
fer non-verbal communication. Alharbi et al. [1] and Howard and
Sedgewick [18] note that autistic individuals often favor written
communication due to challenges with verbal expression and sen-
sory overload, which can lead to communication avoidance. Das et
al. [11] argue that these barriers in video calls represent essential
access needs, underscoring the importance of inclusive meeting
environments that address diverse communication preferences. We
focused on using Al to enhance avatar voice expression, particu-
larly through prosody and affective tone, inspired by advancements
in emotional Text-to-Speech (TTS) technology. Research shows
that flat TTS voices, even with neural models, can cause discomfort
[13]. Epstein [14] suggested that expressive voices could reduce
"Zoom Fatigue" and improve virtual meeting experiences. How-
ever, individuals with cognitive and communicative disabilities may
struggle with tone regulation and may resort to "masking” a neu-
rotypical tone [34], which is exhausting [9]. By leveraging Al for
both voice and facial expressions, we aimed to create a more com-
fortable and engaging virtual meeting experience for users with
these challenges.

2.2 Virtual Avatars as Proxies in Virtual
Meetings

Our exploration of avatars in virtual meetings builds on prior re-
search showing their effectiveness as proxies [19, 23, 30]. Avatars
are becoming increasingly common in platforms like Microsoft
Teams, Zoom, and Meta’s Horizon Workrooms, reflecting their
growing role in virtual meetings. Yasuoka et al. [40] and Watan-
abe [37] noted the acceptance of avatars in professional settings,
underscoring their value in virtual workspaces. For people with
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disabilities, avatars offer a more relational and flexible form of rep-
resentation. Tang [33] highlighted that individuals with cognitive
disabilities prefer avatars over static images for video alternatives,
aligning with the "lifechanging" impact Davis [12] described. Our
study aims to further explore how avatars can enhance inclusivity
in virtual meetings.

Avatar use in meetings is influenced by context and individual
preferences. Research suggests that users often modify their avatars
based on societal expectations and meeting types, such as work-
place versus social settings [5, 17, 27, 35, 36]. Junuzovic et al. [20]
and Inkpen and Sedlins [19] stressed the importance of realistic
avatars that align with users’ intentions in professional environ-
ments. Our study focuses on Al-driven facial expressions, as they
are key to fostering interpersonal connection, more so than other
body movements [26]. Research suggests avatars can enhance social
presence beyond physical expressions, using augmented behaviors
like stronger eye contact or more intense smiles [16, 25, 26, 28, 29].

3 AI-Driven Affective (AIDA) Avatar Design

We built AIDA avatars using Microsoft’s Mesh Avatars 2. Our sys-
tem allowed users to customize various aspects of their avatar’s
appearance, including body shape, skin tone, eye color, and hairstyle.
Additionally, our avatars are equipped with standard idle anima-
tions, such as blinking, nodding, and subtle swaying movements
to enhance their visual realism, similar to the system presented
by Ma et al. [21]. An example image of a personalized avatar is
depicted in Figure 1. AIDA avatars’ speech was generated by Azure
Cognitive Services Text-to-Speech 3 emotive voices, which were
gender-matched to each participant’s self-identified gender. Partici-
pants who identified as non-binary were given the choice to select
either a male or female voice.

Users interacted with our system by inputting text, which was
processed by a large language model (LLM), specifically GPT-4
(0314 version). Using a prompt, GPT-4 was instructed to segment
the text by emotion based on contextual information and conversa-
tion history, with each segment assigned a primary emotion from
a predefined list: Neutral, Happy, Sad, Angry, Fear, Surprise, and
Disagreement. The entire conversation history was maintained as
context in the model without pruning, given the short experiment.
Each text segment’s emotion was mapped to the corresponding
TTS emotion, using the Aria-Neural voice for female avatars and
the Jason-Neural voice for male avatars, with the emotional style de-
gree set at 0.6 4. This value was chosen based on initial pilot studies,
balancing noticeable emotional expression without exaggeration.
Simultaneously, the avatar’s facial expression and lipsync was dy-
namically adjusted to match the emotion using viseme-driven lip
animation (blendshape animations) [21]. The avatars were pre-
sented through a Unity application.

4 Methods

We recruited participants to engage in a virtual meeting using our
avatars. During the sessions, participants communicated with a

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/mesh [Accessed 2025-02]
Shttps://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/speech-service/text-to-speech
[Accessed 2025-02]
“https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/speech-service/speech-
synthesis-markup-voice [Accessed 2025-02]
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Analysis and Output

“Segments”: [

“text”: "l usually rehearse
before phone calls’)
"Neutral”: 0.7

b

S

{
“text”: “or | forget what to say and

choke up’)
“Fear": 0.6, —
“Sad": 0.4

}
1

Figure 1: An example of how user input is transformed into
an emotive avatar. In addition to facial expressions, the avatar
would also speak in a tone of voice fitting the emotion. This
example was based on participant responses; however, we
omitted actual participant responses to ensure privacy and
confidentiality.

single member of the research team through Zoom’s chat window.
Their typed responses were processed and transformed into speech
by our AIDA avatars. We explored the design space of facial and
vocal expressions using four combinations of affect: No Affect (no
facial or vocal affect), Face Affect (facial affect only), Voice Affect
(vocal affect only), and Full Affect (both facial and vocal affect).
Participants were intentionally kept unaware of the differences
between these conditions. However, we did not prevent partici-
pants from commenting on differences throughout the session. The
sessions were recorded and transcribed to facilitate analysis.

4.1 Procedure

The study procedure was approved by an Institutional Review Board
(IRB) before implementation. Each session lasted approximately 1
hour and 15 minutes and was conducted remotely via Zoom. Prior
to the session, participants completed a survey about their age, gen-
der, and self-reported disabilities, as well as their virtual meeting
experiences. Participants joined the Zoom call from their location
of choice to interact with the experimenter, using the AIDA ap-
plication as their video feed to appear as their avatar. During the
session, participants customized their avatar’s appearance. After
customization, participants engaged in a virtual conversation using
their avatars under four affective rendering conditions, assigned
through a Latin square design to vary the presentation order. Par-
ticipants answered conversation questions adapted from the "Fast
Friends procedure" [2], effective in building camaraderie in remote
settings [10]. Four questions, one from each set (see Appendix A),
were randomly selected for each condition. Participants were en-
couraged to respond naturally and to observe their avatars as they
verbalized the responses. The experimenter communicated verbally,
with questions also presented in chat for accessibility. Each discus-
sion lasted about 3 minutes. After the conversation, participants
participated in a semi-structured interview (see Appendix B for
questions). This procedure was repeated for all four affect combina-
tions. Finally, participants took part in a short exit interview, which
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asked them to compare the conditions and overall thoughts. Finally,
participants received a $75 USD gift card as a gratuity.

4.2 Participants

We recruited participants from disability advocacy centers and coali-
tions serving individuals with disabilities, as well as through online
listings for accessibility-related organizations (e.g., mailing lists
supporting students or employees with disabilities). Eighteen par-
ticipants (seven women, seven men, four non-binary) took part in
our study. Table 1 summarizes their age, gender, and self-described
disabilities. Eleven participants identified as autistic (ASD), while
eleven reported social anxiety or generalized anxiety disorders
affecting their virtual meeting participation. Additionally, two par-
ticipants identified as selectively (verbally) mute. During the study,
most participants answered semi-structured interview questions
using a mix of verbal and written communication; however, three
participants (P12, P17, P10) communicated almost solely through
written text due to difficulties verbalizing their responses. Twenty
participants initially took part in our study. However, two partici-
pants were removed by request and technical difficulties.

5 Results

We conducted qualitative analysis using inductive techniques [15]
to explore participants’ perceptions of avatars with and without
Al-driven affect. We employed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase frame-
work for thematic analysis [6], conducting a grounded thematic
analysis of the semi-structured interview transcripts. This system-
atic approach enabled us to identify patterns, themes, and insights
that complement our quantitative results. First, we thoroughly re-
viewed each transcript to familiarize ourselves with the data. Next,
we applied template coding to identify key themes, categorizing
responses based on their relevance (e.g., perception of affect, cus-
tomization, trust in AI) and refining them by specific attributes
(e.g., discomfort with affect levels, desire for selective affect). The
first author collaborated closely with three coauthors to iteratively
code the data, achieving consensus on the identified themes, as
recommended by McDonald for CSCW and HCI practices [22].
Throughout the analysis, the remaining authors provided guidance
on interpreting the results. Appendix C presents the codes and
illustrative quotations for each theme.

5.1 Interview Observations

5.1.1  Perceived Mental Offloading of Masking and Augmented Com-
munication Abilities. Through our interviews, we gauged partic-
ipants’ comfort levels with Al-driven control over their avatar’s
affect. Most participants (72%, N=13) conveyed their willingness
to embrace Al-driven affect. Several expressed enthusiasm for the
technology, noting the comfort it provided in reducing the mental
burden of masking, as P15 stated: "I also feel like [the AIDA avatars]
could be really helpful to prevent being exhausted in meetings from
having to mask with the voice and facial expression. I hope that
this would become more normalized." This observation is notable,
since previous research highlights that masking is mentally, physi-
cally, and emotionally draining. Participants appreciated the AIDA
avatars for automatically masking their facial and vocal affect, with
one participant (P04) stating that the avatars "nailed a neurotypical
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Table 1: Demographics of all participants who participated in the study.

P# Age Gender Described Disability P# Age Gender Described Disability

P02 1824 M ASD P03 18-24 M ASD/ADHD

P06 55-64 NB ASD P04 2534 M ASD, Stuttering

Po7 18-24 M ASD P12 35-44 M Social Anxiety

P08 35-44 W ASD P14 25-34 M Social Anxiety

P10 18-24 W ASD P16 25-3¢ W Social Anxiety

P01 1824 W ASD, Generalized Anxiety | P17 18-24 W Social Anxiety

P05 25-34 W ASD, Generalized Anxiety | P15 18-24 NB Situational Mutism, Social Anxiety
P09 18-24 NB ASD, Social Anxiety P18 25-3¢ W Situational Mutism, Social Anxiety
P11  18-24 NB ASD, Social Anxiety P13 25-34¢ W Speech impediment, Social Anxiety

perspective!" Interestingly, while participants noted that the AI-
processed affect did not closely align with their natural personality,
they favored its inclusion to conform to social norms, which can
be mentally straining. P17 noted: "I like the expressivity, but I also
think that it doesn’t reflect how I would sound. I think I would speak
the same way throughout, regardless of the subject matter... an avatar
that’s more expressive than me seems better."

This observation highlights the tension between societal norms
and individual expression. Although participants felt the Al-processed
affect didn’t match their natural expressions, they preferred it to
blend in with expectations. However, even within this exploratory
study, where detailed customization was not implemented, some
participants felt that using an avatar with Al-driven affect enhanced
their communication abilities. P16 states, "I did truly feel like the
avatar was helping me feel more comfortable with sharing more in-
formation... So it did really help. And that was really exciting.”" The
majority of participants reported feeling more at ease and confi-
dent in expressing their thoughts, aligning with earlier findings
related to masking. They perceived a sense of liberation, feeling less
constrained in conveying opinions without the cognitive load of
masking their expressions. However, participants also emphasized
their preference for this technology in contexts where they felt the
need to mask, such as work or virtual learning settings. Conversely,
a smaller subset of participants (28%, N=5) expressed discomfort
with Al-driven affect for any context, citing a lack of trust in the
AT’s ability to reflect their intentions and perceiving the affect as
impersonal: "I wouldn’t feel good about technology representing [me],
because it’s just so wildly impersonal. And then it’s not just not your
face, but it’s also not your voice." —P05

5.1.2  Accuracy of Vocal Affect Influences User Experience. In our
interviews, we discovered that the accuracy of vocal affect played
a crucial role for our participants. Over half of the participants
specifically mentioned their discomfort with the Al-processed vo-
cal affect, and placed emphasis on the importance of accurate vocal
expressiveness: A number of participants emphasized the signifi-
cance of precise vocal expression, with one individual noting that
“"tone speaks louder than words." Overall, participants conveyed a
sense of dissatisfaction, stating that a vocal affect that was accurate
"most of the time" was still unacceptable, particularly highlighting
the discomfort they experienced during the few instances when
the tone did not align with their intended communication. Some
participants noted that they would rather have vocal affect be flat
rather than be wrong, as P13 noted: "I think most of the time voice

did a very good job. But when the voice doesn’t match up, I think that
is a bigger problem than if the face doesn’t match up right?"

In general, participants observed that a flat vocal affect, while not
ideal, was more comfortable than a wrong vocal affect. Additionally,
a majority of participants (72%, N=13) also explicitly stated during
the interviews that the Al-driven vocal affect felt too intense in
general, causing discomfort. Interestingly, our chosen vocal affect
aimed to capture a mid-range of emotion for the TTS voices, rated
at 0.6 on a 0-1 scale. However, several autistic participants remarked
that their natural vocal and facial expressions naturally tend to be
less dynamic, and the disparity between their genuine selves and
avatar might have contributed to their discomfort. Additionally,
several autistic participants explicitly mentioned that the volume
modulation (e.g., voice becoming louder when the tone is angry)
was occasionally uncomfortable for them. One autistic participant
likened the escalating vocal volume to a "jumpscare," highlighting
the jarring effect it could have. Autistic participants expressed that
they would prefer vocal volume to remain constant, even if it was
not similar to how vocal emotions are naturally expressed.

5.1.3  Facial Affect is Valued, Even With Inaccuracies. Conversely,
only two participants explicitly mentioned that the facial expres-
sions felt exaggerated, which may indicate that the Al-driven facial
expressions felt more appropriate. We also found that participants
were also uncomfortable with avatars with no facial affect. Several
participants emphasized that a lack of facial affect would not res-
onate with their self-identities and how they wished to be presented.
Participants highlighted that the absence of affect in both facial
expressions and voice contributed to their negative experience dur-
ing no-affect conditions. However, participants particularly noted
that a lack of facial affect would make them apprehensive on how
others perceive them and preferred to have emotive facial expres-
sions, even if the accuracy is not perfect. For example, during the
Al-processed facial affect conditions, P16 said: "Although I dislike
that I can’t control exactly what the facial expression looks like, I
would feel more comfortable with [Al-processed face affect]. I feel like
in general, people expect that from me.

In line with this observation, P14 mentioned that, "the wrong
expression is better than no expression". This insight highlights how
facial expressions were valued, regardless of complete accuracy.
Interestingly, some participants in the "Face Affect” conditions re-
ported a multimodal illusion, perceiving affect in the voice, when
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only facial expressions had affect. It is important to note that par-
ticipants were not told what the avatars were capable of, and were
not told of the difference between conditions.

5.1.4 Desire for Tailored Affect and Authentic Identity. Notably,
the avatars had a set intensity level for both vocal tone and facial
expressions, and all participants had the same Al-driven system to
determine the appropriate affect based on context. Most participants
explicitly noted that they would want more control over the affect
expressed by the Al in order to reflect their unique identity and
behaviors, such as selectively choosing to express certain emotions.
For example, some participants preferred not to express "happy"
emotions, or wanted these emotions to be less intense: "I thought
the sad emotions were appropriate. I thought the happy emotions
weren’t really like my attitude. I just don’t seem that happy. —P15"

On the other hand, several other participants wanted to disable
negative emotions, such as anger. For example, P13 mentioned,
"I think expressions were good up until the anger. I just don’t like
the anger emotion in general in my life. So... seeing the text that
I had written, with the anger emotion underlying it felt so weird".
These observations emphasize that while participants valued the
opportunity to alleviate the burden of masking, as previously noted,
they also desired a balance by incorporating a degree of authentic
expression. Our qualitative analysis also unveiled participants’ pref-
erences for customizing their affect. Participants suggested various
ideas, including the utilization of sliders to modify the intensity of
the affect (P15), text override tags (P03, P18, P06), and on-screen
override buttons (P08). P16 expressed the desire to directly adjust
facial expressions through a graphical user interface, using menus
and sliders. This need for personal representation also caused some
participants to dislike the notion of Al-driven affect entirely. A
smaller yet notable subset of participants (28%, N=5) expressed
discomfort with the notion of Al-driven affect, indicating their
reluctance to use similar technologies. Our qualitative analysis un-
veiled two prominent factors contributing to this sentiment: a lack
of trust in the AD’s ability to accurately reflect their intentions and
a perception of Al-driven affect as impersonal. As stated by P05: T
wouldn’t feel good about technology representing [me], because it’s
Jjust so wildly impersonal. And then it’s not just not your face, but it’s
also not your voice."

5.1.5 Discomfort with Affect Transitions. More than half of the
participants (61%, N=11) highlighted the absence of smooth tran-
sitions between emotions as a drawback impacting their experi-
ence, providing valuable insights for enhancing Al-driven affect.
In the current system, emotions can rapidly transition between
extremes (e.g., happy to sad), leading to discomfort. Participants
characterized the lack of transitions as "a noticeable contrast" (P08),
"intimidating" (P12), "jarring" (P03), and "disruptive" (P05). Addi-
tionally, participants noted that the absence of transitions affected
their experience adversely, both in terms of facial expressions and
vocal tone, indicating that both would be important to their ex-
perience. Several participants mentioned that the avatar switched
emotions too quickly, which may be a methodological artifact of the
"fast friends" prompts, since natural conversation may not change
topic as quickly. Nevertheless, it is important for future work to
understand how to better transition between contrasting emotions.
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5.1.6  Preferred avatar prototype. During the exit interview, partic-
ipants had the opportunity to express their preferences for avatars.
The selections were as follows: Face Affect (nine participants), No
Affect (seven participants), Voice Affect (two participants), and Full
Affect (one participant). Most participants chose a single avatar,
while one participant opted for two avatars, indicating a preference
for distinct avatars for different contexts. The rest of the participants
felt that while the context wouldn’t change their avatar choice, it
would influence whether they’d use an avatar at all (such as for
professional engagements but not with friends). Reflecting their
interview responses, the majority favored the Face Affect avatar,
valuing the inclusion of facial expressions even if the emotion was
not entirely faithful to their intentions.

6 Implications for Future Work

6.1 Potential Implications of Al-driven Affect
and Masking

Avatars with Al-driven affect may unintentionally promote "mask-
ing" or social camouflaging [9], raising ethical concerns. Our re-
search, which involved autistic adults in our design and develop-
ment team, aligns with the growing emphasis on user-centered
design [4]. This study aimed to empower autistic adults and those
with social anxiety, who often face challenges in virtual meeting en-
vironments. Chapman et al. [9] examined masking’s link to mental
health factors such as stigma and rejection, highlighting its impact
on mental well-being due to the physical, mental, and emotional
strain on autistic individuals. Masking is a complex and context-
dependent behavior, especially among autistic adults, and cannot
be simplified. Buchholz et al. [7] emphasized the importance of
allowing individuals with cognitive or communicative disabilities
the freedom to choose their preferred mode of remote commu-
nication. This is especially relevant for autistic adults, who may
choose to mask only in certain situations, such as with strangers
[18]. It is crucial that accessibility options, including text modality
transformations, are participant-selected to maximize freedom and
comfort in online interactions. We acknowledge that avatars with
Al-driven affect may reinforce the perception that masking is nec-
essary. However, our user study revealed participants’ eagerness to
adopt technology similar to AIDA avatars, as it helps alleviate the
burden of masking. Several participants even noted that affective
avatars reduced the cognitive demands of masking while improving
social interaction. These findings suggest that further development
in this area could promote inclusivity in virtual meetings.

6.2 Implications for Inclusive Avatar Design

6.2.1 Importance of Accurate Vocal Affect. Our study highlights
the significance of accurate vocal affect in affective avatar design
for text modality transformation. Participants were more sensi-
tive to misaligned vocal affect than facial expressions, with some
emphasizing that vocal tone was more important than facial ac-
curacy. This suggests that neural vocal affect in its current form
may be inadequate for virtual meetings, or that voice customization
and personalization play a crucial role. While participants could
customize their avatar’s visual appearance, they were limited to
stock male or female voices. Another factor contributing to dis-
comfort with vocal affect was volume modulation. Our emotive
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text-to-speech (TTS) voices varied in volume based on emotion,
with certain tones (e.g., happiness, anger, surprise) being louder
and others (e.g., sadness, fear) softer. Several autistic participants
highlighted difficulties with auditory processing, noting that the
volume fluctuations were uncomfortable. Maintaining consistent
volume levels for avatar speech, particularly for autistic adults, is
an important design recommendation to create a more predictable
and comfortable environment.

6.2.2  Using Customization to Balance Authentic Expression and So-
cietal Pressures. Our study revealed that while participants appreci-
ated Al-driven affect, they also wanted flexibility in customizing
their avatar’s emotional expressions to balance authenticity with
societal pressures to conform to neurotypical norms. Our avatars
featured predefined emotions and intensity levels to enhance ex-
pressiveness, but one participant pointed out that this approach
primarily reflected a neurotypical perspective. Participants were
enthusiastic about using these avatars to reduce the challenges of
masking during virtual meetings but also wanted the option to
fine-tune emotional expressions to better reflect their authentic
selves. Participants suggested various methods for personalizing
avatar emotions, including linear sliders for adjusting visual repre-
sentation and override buttons for immediate control, and text tags
for specific emotional modifications. Some adjustments, such as
defining the spectrum of emotions the avatar could express, were
suggested as part of the initial avatar creation phase, while others,
like text tag overrides, could be used in real-time.

7 Conclusion

Our research investigates the use of LLM technology to drive emo-
tive avatars, aiming to empower autistic adults and adults with
social anxiety in virtual meetings, where text communication is
often preferred due to cognitive stressors. We developed AIDA
avatars, a system that translates user text into emotional expres-
sions via personalized, Al-driven avatars. Our qualitative analysis
revealed participants’ enthusiasm for the technology, as it helped
address challenges like masking or fatigue, and some even reported
improved communication abilities. However, participants also em-
phasized the need for more personalized control over emotions to
match their personalities. Interestingly, they placed greater impor-
tance on accurate vocal affect than facial affect, pointing to areas
for future research.
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A Conversation Questions

Selected conversation questions adapted from [2]. One question
was randomly selected from each set, per condition.
Small Talk

What was the best gift you’ve ever received and why?

How often do you get a hair cut? Have you ever had a really bad
haircut experience?

What foreign country would you like to visit? What attracts you to
this place?

If you had to move from your current state, where would you go?
What would you miss about your state?

What is your favorite holiday? Why?

What is the best TV show you’ve seen? Tell me about it.

Where did you go to high school? What was your high school like?
Do you like to get up early or stay up late? Is there anything funny
that has resulted in this?

What did you do this summer?

What is the best book you’ve read? Tell me about it.

Set 1

For what in your life do you feel most grateful?

If you could change anything about the way you were raised, what
would it be?

If you could wake up tomorrow having gained any one quality or
ability, what would it be?

Before making a phone call, do you ever rehearse what you are
going to say? Why?

What would constitute the "perfect” day for you?

Given the choice of anyone in the world, whom would you want as
a dinner guest?

Set 2

o If a crystal ball could tell you the truth about yourself, your life, the
future, or anything else, what would you want to know?

o Is there something that you've dreamed of doing for a long time?
Why haven’t you done it?

o If you knew that in one year you would die suddenly, would you

change anything about the way you are now living? Why?

Can you describe a memory where you were sad?

Can you describe a memory where you were angry?

What is your most treasured memory?

What is the greatest accomplishment of your life?

How close and warm is your family? Do you feel your childhood

was happier than most other people’s?

e What do you value most in a friendship?

Set 3

o Share with your interviewer an embarrassing moment in your life.

e Can you share an experience when emotions played a significant role
in your life? What factors or events contributed to those emotions?

o Are there any topics that you believe should be approached with
sensitivity and caution when it comes to humor? Why?

o Your house, containing everything you own, catches fire. After sav-
ing your loved ones and pets, you have time to safely make a final
dash to save any one item. What would it be? Why?
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o If you were to become close friends with someone, please share
what would be important for them to know.

B Interview Questions
Post-Avatar Interview (conducted after each avatar prototype)

(1) Did the expression of the avatar’s voice match your expectations
based on the text you provided? Why or why not?

(2) Did the expression of the avatar’s face match your expectations
based on the text you provided? Why or why not?

(3) How did you feel about viewing the avatar’s expressions and emo-
tions of your words?

(4) How comfortable would you feel with using this avatar in a real
meeting? How would context impact your decision? For example, a
meeting with your friends compared to a meeting with your cowork-
ers.

(5) How would you feel about interacting with someone else who is
using this type of avatar?

Exit Interview

(1) If you had another conversation, what "avatar mode" would you
choose for that conversation? What are the reasons you would
choose that "avatar mode"?

(2) How much control would you want over your avatar’s voice and
facial expressions?

(3) In which ways would you prefer to control these aspects?

(4) Is there another aspect or attribute that you think is important to
convey through your avatar? (e.g., hand gestures, prosody, vocal
pace or quality, body language)

(5) Would you like to say anything more about the avatars?

(6) Is there anything else we should have asked you about?



Exploring Al-Driven Affective Avatars

C Codebook

CHI EA ’25, April 26-May 01, 2025, Yokohama, Japan

Codes

[ Illustrative Quotes

Perceived Mental Offloading of Masking and Augmented Social Ability

Al-driven affect decreases mental burden of masking
(72%, N=13)

"I also feel like [the AIDA avatars] could be really helpful to prevent being exhausted in
meetings from having to mask with the voice and facial expression. I hope that
this would become more normalized." -P15

Perceptions of augmented communication abilities
(39%, N=7)

"I like that the avatar was more expressive than I would be when talking
during the last 3 questions. I felt it conveyed the feeling one would get
when talking about an embarrassing moment better than I would have." -P17

Importance of Vocal Affect Accuracy

Affective conditions have too much vocal affect
(67%, N=12)

“I definitely feel like the voice emotion was too much. I guess I'm glad that
they matched just.... I think that it needs to dial it back a bit” P02

Flat conditions have too little vocal affect
(44%, N=8)

"If it was Siri talking to me, I'd be like semi fine with it. But I don’t know,
as a representation with me? I don’t think it matches." -P14

Discomfort with vocal affect inaccuracies

"I didn’t feel like the voice affect matched what I was trying to say.
But I would rather it be flat than be wrong." -P05

Discomfort with volume modulation
(28%, N=5)

"When he answered the question about having one quality or ability,
for example, he spoke a bit too loudly for my sake." -P12

Importance of Facial Affect

Flat conditions have too little facial affect
(44%, N=8)

"I would want it to smile more because that would be reflective of my habits,
even if there’s no good reason for smiling." -P17

Desire for facial expressions, even with inaccuracies
(50%, N=9)

"Although I dislike that I can’t control exactly what the facial expression looks like,
I would feel more comfortable with [Al-processed face affect].
I feel like in general, people expect that from me." -P16

Facial affect induces multimodal perception
(33%, N=6)

"I thought the [Face Affect] avatar was pretty cool that it emoted both verbally
and with the face. But it wasn’t like overly expressive." ~P15

Desire for Tailored Affect and Identity

Desire for selective affect
(67%, N=12)

"I think expressions were good up until the anger. I think that was really put me off...
in a meeting you usually don’t get angry right? Like you shouldn’t get angry.

So I think, like everything, because everything else is pretty good.

Actually, I would feel comfortable using this [if anger was disabled]." -P13

Ways to control customization
(44%, N=8)

"I would want some sort of override flag for every message that it’ll do it
automatically, whatever Al says. But if I want it to be a specific emotion,
I can flag it" -P18

Discomfort with voice mismatch
(33%, N=6)

"I think it’s not that it’s not necessarily a bad thing, but it’s pretty feminine.
And I personally don’t identify very well with it." -P11

Affect Transitions

Discomfort with affect transitions
(61%, N=11)

"I think it would be good to have a tone. It’s more of just like it felt
like one sentence was high, and one it was low, so it felt extreme." -P08
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