
Help, Don’t Control: Measuring User Emotional Background in AI
Assistant Interaction

Anastasiia Satarenko
an.sat@macpaw.com

MacPaw Inc.
Kyiv, Ukraine

Abstract
As AI assistants shift from answering questions to executing ac-
tions, small interaction choices can influence users’ moment-to-
moment experience. We report an exploratory lab study (N=20)
measuring users’ Emotional Background (EB) during three local
device-maintenance tasks in a prompt-based assistant and a menu-
based baseline interface. We derived an EEG-based EB index and
triangulated it with eye tracking and post-task questionnaires. EB
trajectories were task-dependent: the prompt-based assistant pro-
duced higher EB for straightforward app deletion, while the baseline
yielded higher EB for malware checking and troubleshooting. EB
decreases appeared to cluster around three interaction moments:
formulating an initial request, encountering negatively framed
system-health terminology, and processing rapid or ambiguous
automation of consequential actions. Survey responses indicated
greater willingness to delegate non-personal tasks than personal
communications. We discuss these patterns as preliminary evidence
and outline design considerations for pacing, framing, transparency,
and prompt scaffolding.
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1 Introduction
This is a test local citation [31]

Artificial Intelligence (AI) technology is increasingly being incor-
porated into apps and websites, with AI Assistants (AIAs) emerging
as one of the most promising and rapidly evolving applications. As
AIAs shift from answering questions to executing actions, interac-
tion becomes a negotiation of control. Small design choices, such as
confirmation, pacing, framing, and explanation, may shape users’
comfort in the moment. In this work, we adopt a product-centered
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perspective on Emotional Background (EB) and analyze how de-
sign choices, system behavior, and User Experience (UX) writing
shape the user experience. To ensure conceptual clarity, following
Damasio’s concept of "background feeling" [12], we define EB as an
ongoing, low-intensity feeling internalized in the body that contin-
uously affects our conscious experience. While these feelings are
subtle, unlike emotions in a traditional sense, and can go unnoticed
by the person, analyzing themwith an Electroencephalogram (EEG)
can provide insight into the background of bodily sensations that
precede and shape our emotional responses. The importance of EB
during app usage [22] is especially significant for first-time users
[13] as it can strongly influence their early experience with the
product. Ignoring EB can affect users’ early experience, customer
loss, and long-term retention. Additionally, using EB as an evalua-
tion method helps anticipate user stress and discomfort, promoting
a more user-centered approach that improves both retention and
satisfaction. While prior work has examined trust, adoption, and
attitudes toward AI assistants, less is known about how users’ affec-
tive state fluctuates during the moment-by-moment execution of
assistant-mediated tasks. In this work we investigate how various
tasks in a prompt-based AIA for local device maintenance affect
users’ EB, how EB differs between personal and non-personal tasks
delegated to an AIAs, and how EB changes can be captured during
task completion. We measured users’ EB across several tasks, identi-
fied the most prominent drops, and conducted a survey to examine
how users feel about delegating specific tasks to an AIA. Based on
these findings, we present preliminary design considerations and
hypotheses for creating AIA interfaces that support a more positive
and stable EB during interaction.

2 Background
Previous research on AIAs and AI-based chatbots has examined
anthropomorphic features and personality [24] [18] [27] [33], user
relationships with AIAs [29][23], emotional attachment [9] [4][3],
and trust as a driver of adoption and retention [25] [16]. Prior work
also suggests a link between EB and trust in interfaces, showing
that positive emotions can increase trust [11] and shape users’
willingness to engage with AIAs in everyday contexts [30] [8] [2].
However, most of this work emphasizes attitudes toward AIAs
rather than users’ moment-to-moment affective experience during
task execution, which may be especially important, as interaction
unfolds through system initiative, prompt interpretation, and vary-
ing degrees of automation.

To assess such affective responses during interaction, prior HCI
and neurophysiological research has used several measurement
approaches, including the Layered Emotion Measurement tool [10],
and multimodal approaches that combine screen recordings, facial
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