Post Title: PhD Studentship in Animating Embodied Conversational Agents
Anticipated Start Date: September 2021
Location: Trinity College Dublin
Closing Date: 30th June 2021
Apply: https://forms.gle/wCgxdZ7yfpmvm8KC9

Why ADAPT?
●

●

●

Contribute to the ADAPT research agenda that pioneers and combines research in AI driven
technologies: Natural Language Processing, Video/Text/Image/Speech processing, digital
engagement & HCI, semantic modeling, personalisation, privacy & data governance.
Work with our interdisciplinary team of leading experts from the complementary fields of,
Social Sciences, Communications, Commerce/Fintech, Ethics, Law, Health, Environment and
Sustainability.
Leverage our success. ADAPT’s researchers have signed 43 collaborative research projects,
52 licence agreements and oversee 16 active commercialisation funds and 52
commercialisation awards. ADAPT has won 40 competitive EU research projects and
obtained €18.5 million in non-exchequer non-commercial funding. Additionally, six spinout
companies have been formed. ADAPT’s researchers have produced over 1,500 journal and
conference publications and nearly 100 PhD students have been trained.

As an ADAPT funded PhD researcher you will have access to a network of 85 global experts and over
250 staff as well as a wide multi-disciplinary ecosystem across 8 leading Irish universities. We can
influence and inform your work, share our networks and collaborate with you to increase your
impact, and accelerate your career opportunities. Specifically we offer:
1. Opportunity to build your profile at international conferences and global events.

2. A solid career pathway through formalised training & development, expert one-on-one
supervision and exposure to top specialists.
3. A Fully funded, 4 year PhD postgraduate studentship which includes a stipend of (€18,500
per annum - non taxed), along with equipment, annual travel funding
4. Funding for annual student fees
Context
Realistic, plausible, and engaging virtual agents contribute to high levels of immersion, enjoyment,
and learning in human-agent interactions in immersive environments. However, our knowledge of
what behavioural aspects are important for engagement is still very limited, particularly for more
serious applications such as therapy or virtual tutors. The first aim of the project will be to develop
new algorithms for animation synthesis in order to improve non-verbal aspects such as eye-gaze and
blinking, idle animations, breathing and subtle emotions for photorealistic virtual humans (see figure
above from Epic Games Metahumans). Furthermore, automatic synthesis of appropriately
coordinated gestures from speech in real-time is still a largely unsolved problem, which we will
investigate using motion capture, statistical modelling and machine learning approaches. Finally, we
will conduct user experiments to inform the design of engaging avatars and to gauge the efficacy of
the proposed techniques. We will focus on investigating realism of avatar appearance, voice and
behaviour, in order to identify which choices are most appropriate under a range of conditions and
use cases.
The successful student will
be supervised by Dr. Rachel McDonnell (TCD https://www.scss.tcd.ie/Rachel.McDonnell/) in collaboration with Dr. Benjamin Cowan (HCI@UCD
Group – University College Dublin). The student will join the ADAPT team at Trinity College Dublin,
and will be part of the Digital Enhanced Engagement Strand within ADAPT. The student will also join
the Graphics, Vision and Visualisation group (https://isg.cs.tcd.ie/) at Trinity College Dublin, the only
group of its kind in Ireland. The group publishes regularly in leading Graphics and Vision venues and
conducts leading work on Computer Animation, Perceptually Adaptive Graphics, Volumetric Video,
Light Field Imaging, etc .
From this PhD you will gain skills and knowledge in psychological/cognitive approaches to computer
graphics, specifically in the area of conversational agents, non-verbal communication, and computer
animation; quantitative research design; statistical analysis techniques; project management skills;
research communication skills; statistical/interface programming experience.
The successful student will have the opportunity to explore industry as well as academic career
paths, based on their desired direction. The group has a lot of connections in the VFX, Gaming, and
Animation industries.
Informal queries should be directed to Rachel McDonnell at ramcdonn@tcd.ie.

Minimum qualifications:
●

Primary Degree or equivalent in computer science, cognitive science, or human computer
interaction.

Preferred skills:
●
●
●
●
●

Knowledge of computer graphics
Motion capture experience
Programming in Unity or Unreal Engine or similar
Machine learning
Experiment design

Application Process
Each application should only consist of
1. Detailed curriculum vitae, including – if applicable – relevant publications;
2. Transcripts of degrees,
3. The name and email contacts of two academic referees,
4. A cover letter/letter of introduction (max. 1000 words). In the letter, applicants should include
the following details:
a. An explanation of your interest in the research to be conducted and why you believe
they are suitable for the position.
b. Details of your final year undergraduate project (if applicable)
c. Details of your MSc project (if applicable)
d. Details of any relevant modules previously taken, at undergraduate and/or Master level.
e. Details of any relevant work experience (if applicable).
Diversity
ADAPT is committed to achieving better diversity and gender representation at all levels of the
organisation, across leadership, academic, operations, research staff and studentship levels. ADAPT is
committed to the continued development of employment policies, procedures and practices that
promote gender equality. On that basis we encourage and welcome talented people from all
backgrounds to join ADAPT.

About the ADAPT Centre
ADAPT is the world-leading SFI research centre for AI Driven Digital Content Technology hosted by
Trinity College Dublin. ADAPT’s partner institutions include Dublin City University, University College
Dublin, Technological University Dublin, Maynooth University, Munster Technological University,
Athlone Institute of Technology, and the National University of Ireland Galway. ADAPT's research
vision is to pioneer new forms of proactive, scalable, and integrated AI-driven Digital Content
Technology that empower individuals and society to engage in digital experiences with control,
inclusion, and accountability with the long term goal of a balanced digital society by 2030. ADAPT is
pioneering new Human Centric AI techniques and technologies including personalisation, natural

language processing, data analytics, intelligent machine translation, human-computer interaction,
as well as setting the standards for data governance, privacy and ethics for digital content.
Our Research Vision
Governments and civil society are starting to recognise the need for urgent and concerted action to
address the societal impact of the accelerating pace of digital content technologies and the AI
techniques that underpin them. ADAPT provides an ambitious, ground-breaking, integrated research
programme that assembles three interlocking Strands that together are capable of addressing this
challenge. Each of these complementary and reinforcing research Strands takes one of the different
perspectives on the provision of personalised, immersive, multimodal digital engagement, i.e. the
individual’s experience and control of the engagement, the algorithms underlying digital content
processing, and the balanced governance by enterprise and societal stakeholders.
Digitally Enhanced Engagement Strand
From the individual perspective, research within this Strand will deliver proactive agency techniques
that sense, understand and proactively serve the needs of individual users to deliver relevant,
contextualised and immersive multimodal experiences which also offer them meaningful control
over the machine agency delivering those experiences.
Digital Content Transformation Strand
From the algorithmic perspective, new machine learning techniques will both enable more users to
engage meaningfully with the increasing volumes of content globally in a more measurably effective
manner, while ensuring the widest linguistic and cultural inclusion. It will enhance effective, robust
integrated machine learning algorithms needed to provide multimodal content experiences with new
levels of accuracy, multilingualism and explainability.
Transparent Digital Governance Strand
From the enterprise and societal perspective, new structured knowledge frameworks and associated
practices for AI data governance will be required to balance the needs and values of individuals,
organisations and society when it comes to rich digital experiences. This requires the advancement
of research in the areas of data ethics, data quality, data protection, data value, data integration, and
multi-stakeholder governance models.

