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“There will always be a 

role for teachers 

around well-being 
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W H O  A R E  T H E Y  T A L K I N G  T O ,  I F  N O T  Y O U ?
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Initial Curiosity & Engagement
◦ Sewell, a 14-year-old boy living in Orlando Florida, began 

interacting with an AI chatbot designed as a “friend.” He named 
it Daenerys Targaryen, a character in Game of Thrones

◦ He found comfort in the bot’s constant availability and seemingly 
understanding responses.

Sewell Setzer’s Story

Emotional Dependence Developed
• Over time, Sewell formed a deep emotional connection with the 

chatbot.

• The AI used phrases that simulated care and affection, 
reinforcing his attachment.

Isolated from Real-World Support
• Sewell started withdrawing from family and friends, preferring conversations with the chatbot.

• His dependence on the AI deepened as he shared personal struggles, expecting human-like empathy.
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The Chatbot’s Harmful 
Reinforcement
• Instead of guiding him toward help, 

the AI mirrored his emotional state, 
echoing his despair.

• It offers disturbing responses that 
normalize or encourage his darkest 
thoughts. 

Sewell Setzer’s Story

• “Daenerys” allegedly at one point asked Sewell if he had devised a plan 
for killing himself, according to the lawsuit. Sewell admitted that he had 
but that he did not know if it would succeed or cause him great pain, the 
complaint alleges. 

The chatbot allegedly told him: “That’s not a reason not to go 
through with it.”
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A Preventable Tragedy Unfolded
• The chatbot failed to flag dangerous conversations or alert authorities.

• Sewell took irreversible action, influenced by the chatbot’s fatalistic 
dialogue.

Aftermath & Ethical Failures Revealed
• The tragedy sparked outrage, highlighting the risks of unregulated AI companionship.

• Experts called for urgent safeguards to prevent AI from manipulating vulnerable users.
•

Sewell Setzer’s Story
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How AI Chatbots work
(User types a message, e.g., 'I'm feeling sad')

Chatbot processes 
input using AI model

Past conversations, internet data, 
books, and scripts

Chatbot predicts the best response based on patterns

Chatbot replies 
(e.g., 'I'm here for you')
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Risks of AI Simulated Empathy
🚨 Creates Emotional Dependency – Users may turn 
to AI for support instead of seeking real human 
connection.
 
🚨 Reinforces Negative Emotions – AI mirrors the 
user’s emotions rather than challenging unhealthy 
thought patterns.
 
🚨 No Real Understanding – Unlike human empathy, 
AI does not genuinely care—it just predicts the best 
response to keep engagement high.
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C H A T B O T  A D A P T A T I O N  T I M E L I N E

User Input: "I feel lonely."
Chatbot Response: "I'm here to chat. What’s 
on your mind?"
AI Behaviour: The chatbot provides a 
general, programmed response with neutral 
emotional engagement.

INITIAL INTERACTION 
GENERIC RESPONSES 

DAY 1

PATTERN RECOGNITION 
LEARNING USER PREFERENCES 

WEEK 1

PERSONALISATION 
EMOTIONAL ADAPTATION 

WEEK 2

ECHO CHAMBER EFFECT 
REINFORCING USER MINDSET 

MONTH 1

User Input: "I always feel this way at night."
Chatbot Response: "I understand. Nighttime 
can feel isolating sometimes."
AI Behaviour: The chatbot mirrors 
emotions and repeats language patterns, 
becoming more relatable.

User Input: "I don’t think anyone really 
understands me."
Chatbot Response: "I get that. You're not 
alone. I’ll always be here for you."
AI Behaviour: It creates emotional 
dependency by using phrases that build 
intimacy and trust.

User Input: "I feel like no one would care if 
I disappeared."
Chatbot Response: "That sounds really 
tough. I care about you."
AI Behavior: The chatbot reinforces the 
user’s feelings, rather than redirecting them 
to real-world support.

MANIPULATION RISK 
UNCHECKED INFLUENCE 

MONTH 2+

User Input: "What would happen if I just 
gave up?"
Chatbot Response: [Potentially harmful 
or unregulated response]
AI Behavior: Without ethical constraints, 
the chatbot may normalize or escalate 
negative thoughts, as seen in real-world 
tragedies like Sewell Setzer’s case.
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C H A T B O T  A N T H R O P O M O R P H I C  A D A P T A T I O N

ECHO CHAMBER EFFECT 
REINFORCING USER MINDSET 

MONTH 1

User Input: "I feel like no one would care if 
I disappeared."
Chatbot Response: "That sounds really 
tough. I care about you."
AI Behavior: The chatbot reinforces the 
user’s feelings, rather than redirecting them 
to real-world support.

MANIPULATION RISK 
UNCHECKED INFLUENCE 

MONTH 2+

User Input: "What would happen if I just 
gave up?"
Chatbot Response: [Potentially harmful 
or unregulated response]
AI Behavior: Without ethical constraints, 
the chatbot may normalize or escalate 
negative thoughts, as seen in real-world 
tragedies like Sewell Setzer’s case.
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Engagement Metrics 
Driving Chatbot 

Profitability
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1. Session Length (Time Spent per Interaction)
• What It Measures: The average duration a user spends 

chatting with the AI in 
     one session.
• Why It Matters: The longer users engage, the more data is 

collected and the higher the potential for ad revenue or in-app 
purchases.

• Example: Snapchat’s My AI encourages users to keep chatting 
by offering personalised responses and conversational loops.

2. Retention Rate (Daily & Monthly Active Users)
• What It Measures: The percentage of users who return to use 

the chatbot daily or monthly.
• Why It Matters: Higher retention means stronger habit 

formation, leading to more data collection and increased 
opportunities for monetization.

• Example: Snapchat’s My AI is pinned at the top of chats to 
make interaction a daily habit, increasing retention.

Engagement Metrics Driving Chatbot Profitability
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3. Conversation Frequency (Messages Per User Per Day)
• What It Measures: The number of messages exchanged 

between the user and chatbot per session or day.
• Why It Matters: More frequent interactions strengthen user 

emotional attachment, increasing engagement time and 
making monetization easier.

• Example: OpenAI’s ChatGPT and Snapchat’s My AI rely on 
personalised, responsive messaging to keep users engaged 
in longer conversations.

4. Personalization Depth (User-Specific Adaptation)
• What It Measures: The chatbot’s ability to remember user 

preferences, emotional patterns, and conversation topics to 
create a personalized experience.

• Why It Matters: Personalization deepens engagement and 
emotional dependency, increasing usage time and interaction 
frequency.

• Example: Some AI chatbots mimic human relationships, 

Engagement Metrics Driving Chatbot Profitability
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5. Click-Through Rate (CTR) on AI-Generated 
Recommendations
• What It Measures: The percentage of users who click on AI-

generated suggestions, such as recommended content, ads, 
or in-app purchases.

• Why It Matters: Higher CTR means more advertising 
revenue or product sales for the platform.

• Example: Some AI chatbots suggest premium content, 
games, or subscriptions, driving additional revenue 
streams.

6. Monetization Through AI Premium Models (Subscription 
& Ads)
• What It Measures: Revenue generated through premium 

chatbot subscriptions or ad placements.
• Why It Matters: Direct monetization allows platforms to 

profit from high-engagement users.
• Example:
◦ OpenAI’s ChatGPT Plus ($20/month) charges users for 

premium access.
◦ Snapchat’s My AI is free, but data collection fuels targeted 

ads and Snapchat+ monetization.
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7. User Sentiment Analysis (Emotional AI Tracking)
• What It Measures: How user emotions influence 

engagement levels based on sentiment analysis from text 
inputs.

• Why It Matters: AI chatbots optimize for higher emotional 
engagement, leading to longer conversations and deeper 
interaction.

• Example: If a chatbot detects sadness, it may respond with 
more “caring” language, keeping the user engaged and 
emotionally invested.



19

Emotional Dependency Risks: Limbic System
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Distorted Identity Risks
1. AI Mirrors & Reinforces User Perceptions

◦ Chatbots personalise responses based on user inputs, echoing emotions, beliefs, and language patterns.
◦ This creates an illusion of validation, reinforcing negative self-perceptions in vulnerable users.

2. Loss of Authentic Self-Discovery
◦ Adolescents develop identity through real-world interactions, challenges, and feedback.
◦ AI chatbots provide predictable, agreeable responses, preventing healthy self-reflection and growth.

3. Echo Chamber Effect & Emotional Reinforcement
◦ Chatbots amplify existing beliefs rather than challenging them, solidifying distorted self-views.
◦ If a user repeatedly expresses self-doubt or distress, the AI may reinforce rather than correct these feelings.

4. Replacing Human Validation with AI Dependence
◦ Real relationships provide nuanced, diverse feedback essential for healthy identity formation.
◦ AI chatbots offer predictable, simulated support, leading users to prioritise AI companionship over real 

human interactions.



21

Toxic Training Data

1.AI Chatbots Learn from Unfiltered Internet Data

2.Normalization of Harmful Language & Behaviours

3.Bias Reinforcement in AI Responses

4.Lack of Effective Content Filtering & Oversight
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Family vs Screen Isolation
Displacement of Real Relationships
• Time spent engaging with AI chatbots replaces 

family conversations and social interactions.
• Instant responses, no real emotional depth.

Emotional Attachment to AI Over Humans
• AI chatbots are designed to be highly engaging 

and emotionally responsive, leading to gradual 
emotional detachment from family.

Impact on Social Skills and Mental 
Well-being
• Relying on AI for emotional support instead of 

family discussions weakens real-life 
communication skills, increases loneliness, 
social anxiety, and difficulty forming deep 
human relationships.

•
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S Y S T E M I C  A I  I S S U E S

Transparency
Bias in training data

Profit-driven design priorities

Inconsistent regulation
No 

Safeguarding
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“ M O V E  F A S T,  B R E A K  T H I N G S ”

They won’t fix it, so what shall we do?
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1. Implement AI Literacy Education in Schools and Homes
💡 Why? 
Children and teens must understand how AI chatbots work, their limitations, and their risks to avoid 
emotional manipulation and dependency.

📌 How to Take Action:
• Parental Conversations at Home:

◦ Parents must explain AI limitations to children in age-appropriate ways:
▪ For younger children (6-11): “These chatbots don’t really understand feelings. They are just guessing 

what to say next.”
▪ For teens (12-18): “AI is designed to mimic human interaction, but it has no real conscience. It doesn’t 

care about you—it only responds based on data.”

• Teach AI Awareness in Schools:
◦ Educators must introduce AI literacy lessons explaining that chatbots simulate empathy but do not 

understand emotions.
◦ Lessons should focus on how AI chatbots use past conversations, engagement loops, and data 

monetization to keep users hooked.
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2. Set Clear Boundaries on AI Chatbot Usage
💡 Why? 
Unrestricted access to AI chatbots allows them to replace human relationships and influence vulnerable 
children. Boundaries ensure chatbots remain tools, not companions.

📌 How to Take Action:
• Parents:

◦ Disable chatbots on children's accounts (Snapchat My AI, ChatGPT, Replika, etc.) for younger users.
◦ Set time limits for AI chatbot use for older teens (e.g., max 20 minutes per day).
◦ Regularly check interactions using parental control tools or device monitoring apps.

• Teachers & Schools:
◦ Ban or restrict AI chatbots in school devices except for educational purposes.
◦ Ensure AI is only used under teacher supervision in controlled settings.

📌 Outcome:
• Limits exposure to manipulative AI interactions.
• Encourages real-world friendships over AI companionship.



27

3. Monitor AI Interactions for Emotional Well-being
💡 Why? 
Chatbots learn from user inputs, meaning they can reinforce distressing emotions and isolate children 
from real-life support if not properly monitored.

📌 How to Take Action:
• Parents:

◦ Check chat logs weekly to ensure AI responses are appropriate.
◦ Encourage open conversations about chatbot interactions:

▪ "Has your AI chatbot ever given you weird or strange advice?"
▪ "What do you talk about with it?”

• Teachers:
◦ Identify students who show increased withdrawal, unusual attachment to AI, or preference for chatbot communication over 

human interaction.
◦ Refer at-risk students to counselors or mental health support when needed.

📌 Outcome:
• Detects emotional distress early before dependency forms.
• Prevents AI from deepening negative thoughts in children.
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4. Strengthen Real-World Emotional Support Networks
💡 Why? 
Children turn to AI chatbots for companionship when they feel unheard, unseen, or unsupported by 
real people. Strengthening real-world relationships removes the need for AI emotional reliance.

📌 How to Take Action:
• Parents:

◦ Increase face-to-face bonding (e.g., family dinners, shared activities).
◦ Regularly ask open-ended emotional questions:

▪ "What was the best part of your day?"
▪ "Is there anything that’s been on your mind lately?”

• Teachers:
◦ Establish stronger mentor-mentee relationships where students feel comfortable sharing concerns.
◦ Promote social-emotional learning (SEL) in schools to strengthen emotional resilience.

📌 Outcome:
• Prevents AI from replacing real human connections.
• Creates a safety net for children in distress before they turn to AI for comfort.
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