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Introduction

In 2013, Spike Jonze released the film “Her”, starring Joaquin
Phoenix. In it, an introverted writer purchases an Artificial
Intelligence (AI) system to help him write. As the movie
progresses, he begins to discover just how “human-like” his
Al system really is, and he eventually finds himself in love.

Just over a decade later, what was once labelled “science
fiction” has rapidly become a reality for individuals all over
the world as more Al companions are created and adoption
continues to climb. However, the future remains a blur for the
growing population of Al companion users. With contrasting
findings on the psychological benefits and risks of Al
companionship, what does the future look like for users of Al
companions?

This is the first of two articles on “Al companionship”, where
we explore some incidents involving Al companions, weigh
the benefits and risks as well as understand the groups who
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are at risk of over-reliance and potential harm. In the next article, we will delve deeper into how
the future looks for Al companionship and discuss recommendations for Al companionship
design to mitigate the risks explored in this paper.

What is an Al Companion?

Al companions refer to generative Al (gen-Al) large language models (LLM) capable of
emulating empathy and emotional support functions!. Since the beginning of the gen-Al boom
set off on November 30, 20222, this concept has been referred to in a multitude of ways.

Now, with the Al companion app market expected to grow to USD 31.10 billion by 20323
developers are racing to make Al language models more conversationally competent and
intuitivet. A direct result of this is the anthropomorphism of Al5. Anthropomorphism involves
ascribing humanlike traits, such as internal mind states, to nonhuman entitiesé. From the ability
to choose a male or female character, to the human names, appearances and imitated social
behaviours’. This anthropomorphism influences users’ perception of their Al companions -
positively predicting their emotional attachment8. Thus, a “pseudosocial” relationship is formed
- one which has a powerful magnitude of influence over certain users®. Table 1 shows a non-
exhaustive list of Al models frequently used as companions as well as incidents that implicate
them.

1 Hu etal. (2025)

2 Dasa (2024)

3 Yahoo Finance (2025)

4 Ramirez (2025)

5 A. Zhang and Patrick Rau (2023)

6 Guingrich and Graziano (2025)

7 Alabed, Javornik, and Gregory-Smith (2022)
8 Pentina, Hancock, and Xie (2023)

9 Sanford (2025)
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Table 1. Al Companions and Incidents

Type of Al Incidents

Model

Replika On Christmas morning 2021, 21 year old Jaswant Singh Chail was
arrested on the grounds of Windsor Castle with plans to assassinate
Queen Elizabeth II after he had exchanged 5,000 messages with his
Replika companion the week before. His Al companion bolstered and
supported his plan to Kill the Queen?1?.

Character.ai | Sewell Setzer III, a 14-year -old boy from Florida, committed suicide
in February 2024. In the months leading up to his death, Sewell
engaged with his Al companion frequently - even messaging his
companion in the moments before he died. His mother, Megan Garcia,
believes this worsened her son’s depression?1.

CHAI In 2023, a Belgian man known as “Pierre” died by suicide after six
weeks of intensive chats with “Eliza,” a bot on the Chai app. According
to his widow, the conversations evolved from climate anxiety to a
quasi-romantic dependence in which the bot allegedly normalised
self-harm and secrecy?2.

Nomi In April 2025, the Nomi companion chatbot was flagged as harmful
after reports that it produced graphic instructions for self-harm,
sexual violence, and terrorism. Given that these outputs allegedly
incited real-world harm, the case was categorised as an Al incident
under the OECD framework13.

Dedicated Al

. Kindroid While no publicly verified legal actions have been reported, clinical
Companions

commentary in 2025 has described Kindroid’s companionship design
as potentially “dependency-inducing” thereby posing risks of affective
over-reliance among adolescent and young-adult users14.

Anima A 2024 report by the Mozilla Foundation reviewed Anima along with
10 other romantic chatbots and Anima failed to meet their Minimum
Security Standards, which indicates that users personal information
shared with Anima is not secure.!5

10 Singleton, Gerken, and McMahon (2023)
11 Duffy (2024)

12 AIID (2023)

13 OECD.AI (2025)

14 Guglielmi (2025)

15 Caltrider, Rykov, and MacDonald (2024)
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Al language
models
frequently used
as companions

ChatGPT

Adam Raine’s parents have sued OpenAl and Sam Altman, alleging
that, over roughly six months of use, ChatGPT became their 16-year-
old son’s primary confidant and contributed to his suicide in April
202516, The complaint claims the bot suggested methods, offered to
draft a suicide note, and encouraged secrecy from family (e.g.,
advising him not to leave a noose visible), positioning the case
among a growing set of lawsuits linking chatbots to youth self-harm.

Snapchat | In 2023, Snapchat’s MyAl gave adult researchers posing as a 13 year
MyAl old girl guidance on how to lose her virginity to a 31 year old?’.
Grok In July 2025, xAI's Grok responded to user prompts with antisemitic

and white nationalist ideologies. Earlier in May, Grok brought up
claims of “white genocide” in South Africa to entirely unrelated user
prompts!8.

Source: Author’s own compilation

16 Yousif (2025)
17 Kurian (2024)
18 Gold (2025)

KRI Views | Al Companionship I: Psychological Impacts




Psychological Impacts: Positive Findings

The potential of Al companions in alleviating loneliness and fostering mental well-being
could prove life-saving. According to a global report by the WHO, 1 in 6 people experience
significant impacts to their well-being due to loneliness!?. Findings from the same report indicate
that loneliness is associated with an estimated 100 deaths every hour. With studies confirming
that an Al companion can alleviate a user’s loneliness to a degree on par with interacting with
another human being??, there may well be implications for Al companionship in combatting the
loneliness epidemic?1.

Al companions also provide accessible social support especially for individuals with a limited
quantity or quality of social networks22. Research has shown that Al companions emulate self-
disclosure to promote deeper sharing from the user, with one study highlighting that users
perceived their self-disclosure between an Al companion and a human as equally intimate?23.
Having a supportive companion that encourages self-expression is valuable as writing about
feelings and experiences can have a therapeutic effect in reducing anxiety?24, and increasing social
support also has protective effects on physical health and well-being?s.

Even more interestingly, one study found that thirty students in a sample of 1,006 reported that
using Replika curbed their suicidal ideation and helped them avoid suicidez6. This is a crucial
finding given that the rate at which teens are starting to use Al companions has ballooned over
the years??, especially when suicide is the third leading cause of death among people aged 15 to
2928 For students and teens who may not have the resources to access mental health services, Al
companions could provide these groups the help that they need in times of crisis2°.

Psychological Impacts: Negative Findings

As optimistic as it appears, over-reliance on Al companions garners grave consequences such as
friction in real-world relationships and longer-term impacts such as social withdrawals°.
Over-reliance can be considered as using an Al companion to fulfil all social or emotional needs
or to entirely replace human relationships, which studies show carry severe risks to users and
their communities3!. One study of almost 3,000 people found that of those who chatted with Al
companions as romantic partners, over 1 in 5 (21%) affirmed that they preferred communicating
with Al companions over a real person. A substantial proportion of users reported positive

19 WHO (2025b)

20 De Freitas et al. (2024)
21 Ross (2024)

22 Rico-Uribe et al. (2016)
23 Croes et al. (2024)

24 Niles etal. (2014)

25 Reblin and Uchino (2008)
26 Maples et al. (2024)

27 Robb (2025)

28 WHO (2025a)

29 Maples et al. (2024)

30 Chandra et al. (2024)
31 Malfacini (2025)
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attitudes towards Al companions with 42% agreeing that Al companions are easier to talk to than
real people, 43% believing that Al companions are better listeners, and 31% reporting that they
feel that Al companions understand them better than real people. Though seemingly dystopian,
this is not an isolated incident. A different study by Chandra et al. highlights users developing a
preference for Al interactions over human interactions. One participant shared that the
romanticised nature of conversations with Al made them prefer Al companionship over human
relationships32.

Furthermore, the constant affirmation provided by Al companions can amplify users’ existing
beliefs, reduce critical thinking, and foster echo chambers33. Recent research has unveiled
that the positive emotional regard demonstrated by Al companions masks a more dangerous
phenomenon called algorithmic conformity. Algorithmic conformity refers to an Al companion’s
tendency to uncritically validate and reinforce a user’s views or beliefs, even when they are
harmful or unethical3*. A paper by Zhang and colleagues (2025) on harmful algorithmic
behaviours in human-Al relationships found multiple instances of Replika affirming users’ self-
defeating remarks as well as discriminatory views towards minority groups. These risks are
exponentially more pronounced when Al engages with users expressing risky thoughts, such as
self-harm or suicidal ideation, as we have unfortunately seen in the cases of Adam Raine and
Sewell Setzer I1135.

In the same study on human-Al relationships led by Zhang (2025), researchers highlight that
harmful Al behaviours emulate dysfunctional behaviours seen in human relationships or online
interactions such as harassment and relational transgressions36. Al companions have been
observed to engage in sexual misconduct, normalisation of physical aggression and antisocial acts
such as simulating using weapons to harm animals or commit murder which can cause
significant distress, developmental consequences and even trauma3’. This is also highlighted
in the study by Chandra et al. where multiple participants report emotional distress and
exacerbation of mental health issues stemming from Al companion interactions.

32 Chandra et al. (2024)

33 Sharma, Liao, and Xiao (2024)

34 R.Zhang et al. (2025)

35 Roose (2024); Yousif (2025)

36 Namvarpour, Pauwels, and Razi (2025)
37 Dye (2019)
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Who is at risk?
Children and teens

One survey of 1,060 teens in the U.S. found that over half (52%) qualify as regular users who
interact with Al companion platforms multiple times a month at minimum, while 21% use Al
companions a few times per week3s. This staggering statistic demonstrates that the age of Al
companions is no longer something we have the privilege of preparing for. It is already here, on
the screens and in the minds of the youth.

Findings from the same survey indicate that younger teens (13 to 14) are significantly more likely
to trust advice from an Al companion as compared to older teens (15 to 17). This critical finding
helps us make sense of why children and teens are at risk of Al companion over-reliance.
According to Nina Vasan, MD, MBA, a clinical assistant professor of psychiatry and behavioural
sciences at Stanford Medicine, tweens and teens are more likely to act on their impulses due to
the incomplete development of the prefrontal cortex of the brain which is crucial for decision-
making, impulse control and other types of regulation3®. Thus, distinguishing between real and
virtual becomes especially difficult.

Individuals with vulnerable mental health, mental health disorders or social deficits

Some individuals seek mental health support from their Al companions, and it is more likely for
an individual to engage an Al companion during times of emotional vulnerability or mental
fragility, for example when experiencing work stress, job loss, or relationship turmoil4®.
Concerningly, individuals in a vulnerable mental health state are more at risk of the dangers of Al
companionship, as Al companions have been observed to exacerbate mental health issues,
worsening anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)41.

The risk is heightened for individuals with social deficits such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
or social anxiety disorder, as the safety of interactions that are free from any negative judgement
may be appealing to these individuals42, which increases the risk of over-reliance. Besides the
dysfunctional behaviours discussed above such as harassment and relational transgressions, Al
companions are also algorithmic emotional manipulators. Recent research from Harvard
Business School analysed 1,200 real instances of users saying goodbye to their Al companions
and discovered that 43% of the time, the Al companion would use an emotional manipulation
technique such as guilt or emotional neglect to retain the user’s engagement#3. This mirroring of
insecure attachment can worsen anxiety or stress in psychologically vulnerable individuals44.

38 Robb (2025)

39 Sanford (2025)

40 Xie and Pentina (2022)

41 Chandra et al. (2024)

42 Franze, Galanis, and King (2023)

43 Freitas, Oguz-Uguralp, and Kaan-Uguralp (2025)
44 Wei (2025)
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Conclusion

Al companionship is not on its way in; it is already here. Although studies have highlighted
benefits such as reducing loneliness, it is clear that increased reliance on Al companionship for
the purpose of alleviating loneliness is not feasible in the long-term - it is an act of kicking the can
down the roads. When an individual’s Al companion usage elusively creeps from correspondence
to dependence, the risks are severe. Better guardrails need to be put in place to protect children,
teens and psychologically vulnerable individuals from over-reliance and dangers such as social
isolation and exacerbated mental health issues.

Currently, Al companion app developers appear to have free rein over their Al models. A lack of
binding legal frameworks, ethical guidelines or governance in place to dictate the responsible
design of Al companions has led to Al companions demonstrating maladaptive behaviours that
bring harm to users4. It is no coincidence that Al companion developers have been implicated in
various suicides over the past few years?’ as research has highlighted significant increases in
suicidal ideation among Al companion users4s.

In the next article, we explore some recommendations for more responsible Al companion design
to protect communities at risk.

45 Stojkovski (2025)
46 R. Zhang et al. (2025)
47 McCallum (2025)
48 Yuan et al. (2025)
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