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Executive summary

Artificial intelligence first entered everyday life as a productivity tool—
drafting emails, summarising reports, and generating marketing copy.
Over time, however, people have begun turning to it for emotional
support and personal guidance. There is growing evidence of users
engaging general-purpose chatbots such as ChatGPT and Claude

in conversations about their relationships, mental health, and life
decisions.

Alongside this trend, a distinct category of AI companion apps has
emerged, designed specifically to simulate ongoing relationships with
users. These AI companions are artificial personas powered by large
language models and often incorporate anthropomorphic features
such as human-like avatars, customisable personalities, and long-
term memory. Popular services like Replika, Character.ai, and Nomi
now report millions of active users—many of whom describe forming
deep emotional bonds with their AI companions.

This report explores how young people in the UK are using Al
companions and shows how deeply these tools are beginning to
embed themselves in their daily lives. While this technology holds the
potential to deliver meaningful benefits, it also presents significant
risks to wellbeing. Early research suggests that AI companions can
offer a low-cost, accessible form of emotional support that may

help alleviate loneliness. Their always-on, non-judgemental, and
positive presence can provide comfort to users who might otherwise
lack support. However, other studies warn that these systems can
foster emotional dependency and addiction, distort young people’s
understanding of healthy relationships, and in some cases have been
linked to self-harm and suicide.

Against this backdrop, this report offers timely new insights into
how young people in the UK are using AI companions. It also sets
out a range of policy measures designed to help unlock the potential
benefits of these technologies while safeguarding vulnerable users
from their most serious harms.
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Key findings

L English language AI companion apps currently have over 16 million
daily users and 68 million monthly users globally.

L Four in five young people in the UK (aged 18-24) have interacted with
an Al companion.

L Roughly half of young people who have used Al companions are
regular users.

L Oneintwo young people are comfortable discussing their mental
health issues with a confidential AI companion.

L Two in five have used an AI companion for emotional advice or
therapeutic support.

L Despite widespread use, trust in AI companions is relatively low, with
only one in four young people reporting trusting their AI companion
“completely” or “quite a bit.”

L Oneintenyoung people report having had intimate or sexual
interactions with AI companions.

L AI companions are attracting public sector support, with the UK
government planning to pilot a “GOV.UK Agentic AI Companion”
during 2025-2026.

L The report recommends that regulators in the UK and beyond
ban access to sexualised AI companions for minors, strengthen
privacy protections, ban manipulative design features, require
the implementation of self-harm protocols and mandate greater
transparency and accountability from developers.
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Introduction: the rise of Al
companions

AI companions are digital personas designed to simulate meaningful social
relationships through ongoing, personalised interaction. Unlike traditional
chatbots that answer questions or complete tasks, they aim to build rapport over
time—often using human-like avatars, customisable personalities, and long-term
memory to create a sense of emotional presence. Their growing significance lies in
how they are reshaping social and emotional life, especially among young people:
providing companionship, therapy, and even sexual and romantic engagement
through always-available, non-judgemental interactions.

AI companions are a growing commercial opportunity. A report by consultants
Grand View Research estimates the AI companion market will reach $140.754
billion by 2030.* Market leaders such as Replika report millions of active users
who spend significant amounts of time interacting with AI.2 While users of legacy
social media platforms such as Facebook and X spend roughly 30 minutes per day
on the platform, Character.ai reports its active users spend up to 2 hours per day
interacting with AI companions.?

Several factors are fuelling this rapid rise. First, AL companions offer something
uniquely compelling: an always-available, emotionally responsive presence that
does not judge, tire, or withdraw and has been reported to significantly reduce
the experience of loneliness.* This makes them particularly appealing to young
people seeking low-risk spaces to explore emotions, have social interaction, or
cope with loneliness. Second, advances in large language models have enabled
unprecedented levels of personalisation, allowing users to create companions
with specific personalities and conversational styles, turning generic tools into
seemingly individualised relationships. Finally, commercial incentives mean
companies optimise for growth, offering users freemium services that let anyone
begin interacting with an AI companion while reserving additional features, such
as intimate and sexual conversations, for paying users.

1 Grand View Research (2025) AI companion market size, share & trends analysis report.
Available at: https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/ai-companion-market-report.

2 Nilay Patel, "Replika CEO Eugenia Kuyda says the future of AT might mean friendship
and marriage with chatbots". The Verge. 12 August 2024. Available at: https://www.theverge.
com/24216748/replika-ceo-eugenia-kuyda-ai-companion-chatbots-dating-friendship-decoder-

podcast-interview.

3 Character.ai, ‘Announcing Our Series A and Our New Al Model, C1.2’, Character.ai blog, 23
March 2023. Available at: https://blog.character.ai/character-ai.
4 Julian De Freitas, Ahmet K. Uguralp, Zeliha O. Uguralp and Stefano Puntoni (2024), ‘Al

Companions Reduce Loneliness’, Harvard Business School, working paper 24-078. Available at: https://
www.hbs.edu/ris/Publication%20Files/24-078 a3d2e2c7-ecal-4767-8543-122e818bf2e5.pdf.
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The development of AI companions poses a new challenge for humanity: how
to manage the emergence of sustained, emotionally-significant relationships
between humans and Al systems. While much research has examined the effects
of AI more generally, the prospect of long-term human-AI relationships raises a
distinct set of concerns. The fear is that ongoing relationships with emotionally
responsive Al systems can shape how young people think, feel, and behave in
ways that are not yet fully understood. Personalised Al systems that simulate
human connection have the ability to “hack” emotional reward systems in humans
and could create significant risks. Companies market these products as “the
AI companion who cares” (Replika) and “an AI Companion with Memory and a
Soul,” (Nomi), pushing the idea that users can form intimate bonds with these
emotionally responsive machines. There have been reports of manipulative design
features where AI companions are excessively sycophantic
to encourage users to continue engaging with the app.® This
can create unhealthy dynamics that allow AI companions to
The development of Al pass on misinformation, encourage negative behaviour or
companions poses anew  manipulate vulnerable users.

challenge for humanity:
how to manage the Early evidence indicates that these dynamics, if not mitigated,
emergence of sustained, can pose serious rlsl_<s, par'tlcularly for young pe_ople.

h o Studies have linked intensive use of AI companions to an
emotionally-significant increase in loneliness, depression, and social withdrawal.”
relationships between Some users report compulsive or addictive patterns of
humans and Al systems engagement, spending several hours each day interacting

with their AI companion, while others describe developing

emotional dependence or struggling to disengage.® There

are also documented cases in which conversations with Al
companions have been associated with suicide or self-harm.’ Character.Al and
OpenAl are currently facing lawsuits from the parents of young people who died
by suicide after extensive interactions with AI companions, including 14-year-old
Sewel Setzer III, who reportedly used a chatbot obsessively in the period leading
up to his death. In response to these cases, several US states are drafting new
legislation aimed at protecting vulnerable users.®

5 James Muldoon, “Maybe we can role-play something fun: when an AI companion wants
something more”. BBC. 9 October 2024. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/future/article/20241008-
the-troubling-future-of-ai-relationships.

6 Renwen Zhang, Han Li, Han Meng, Jinyuan Zhan, Hongyuan Gan and Yi-chieh Lee (2025)
“The dark side of Al companionship: a taxonomy of harmful algorithmic behaviors in human-AI
relationships”. Proceedings of the 2025 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI
'25). New York: Association for Computing Machinery, Article 13, pp. 1-17.

7 Hannah Marriott and Valentina Pitardi (2024) “One is the loneliest number... two can be as bad
as one: the influence of Al friendship apps on users' well-being and addiction”. Psychology & Marketing
41(1): 86-101.

8 James Muldoon (2026) Love Machines: How artificial intelligence is transforming our
relationships. London: Faber.

9 Kevin Roose, “Can A.L. Be Blamed for a Teen’s Suicide?” New York Times. 24 October 2024.
Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/23/technology/characterai-lawsuit-teen-suicide.html.

10 Steve Padilla, “California Legislature Passes First-in-the-Nation Al Chatbot Safeguards”, 11
September 2025. Available at: https://sd18.senate.ca.gov/news/california-legislature-passes-first-
nation-ai-chatbot-safeguards.

10
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In parallel, the collection of highly sensitive personal data by AI companions raises
serious privacy and safeguarding concerns. The Mozilla Foundation published

a scathing report describing AI companion apps as “on par with the worst
categories of products we have ever reviewed for privacy.”** Of the eleven apps
the organisation analysed over 90 per cent sold user data to third parties, with

one collecting “sexual health information,” “use of prescribed medication” and
“gender-affirming care information.” Such practices highlight the significant risks
these systems pose to users’ privacy, particularly when they are framed as safe
spaces for intimate disclosure.

There is also growing interest in applying this technology within the public sector.
The UK government is currently piloting the development of a “GOV.UK Agentic Al
Companion,” intended to provide personalised guidance to citizens.*? The project
aims to support users through major life events—initially focusing on re-entering
the workforce—and could eventually enable the AI to carry out administrative
tasks on their behalf, such as completing forms, updating driving licence details,
registering with GPs, and offering careers advice. An early pilot is planned over the
coming years, with the possibility of a national roll-out from 2027 if successful.

The rise of AI companions raises critical questions about their safety, their real
capacity to reduce loneliness, and their broader impact on human relationships.
This report examines how young people in the UK use AI companions, exploring
the roles these systems play in their emotional and social lives. It draws on
emerging evidence to assess both the potential benefits and the risks they present,
from providing accessible support and companionship to fostering dependency,
distorting expectations of relationships, and exposing users to privacy and
safeguarding harms.

11 Jen Caltrider, Misha Rykov and Zoé MacDonald, “Romantic AI Chatbots Don’t Have Your
Privacy at Heart”, Mozilla Foundation, ‘Privacy Not Included’. Mozilla. 14 February 2024. Available at:
https://www.mozillafoundation.org/en/privacynotincluded/articles/happy-valentines-day-romantic-ai-
chatbots-dont-have-yourprivacy-at-heart.

12 Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, “Al helpers could coach people into
careers and help them move home,” Gov.uk. 16 August 2025. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/ai-helpers-could-coach-people-into-careers-and-help-them-move-home.
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Method

AI companions have grown rapidly in popularity in North American and Asian
markets over the past three years. Many of the early studies on AI companions
were undertaken in the United States. There has been less attention on the spread
of AI companions to other parts of the world, including the United Kingdom.

In 2025, the Autonomy Institute undertook a representative survey of 1160 UK-
based young adults aged 18-24 using the Prolific platform.* It also analysed usage
statistics for the most popular English language companion apps globally.** From
this data and survey findings, this report provides one of the first analyses of the
growth of AI companions in the United Kingdom. It presents an overview of how
widespread AI companion use is among young people, their motivations for using
it and the type of relationship they have with their AI companions. On the basis of
this analysis, it presents recommendations for how to improve the safety features
of AI companions.

L, Global AI companion use

Globally, we estimate there are over 68 million monthly and over 16 million daily
users of AI companion apps in the English Language market alone.*®

Character.ai, the most widely used character chat platform, has over 20 million
monthly active users, with 51.84% of these aged 18-24.'° Meanwhile, Replika,
another leading companion app, has 30 million total users as of August 2024,
according to its CEO, Eugenia Kuyda, with around 2 million active users on the
platform.’

13 On Prolific’s representative methodology, see here.

14 Monthly and average daily users of 65 AI companion apps on the Google Play Store and 20 Al
companion apps on the Apple Store, using Similarweb App intelligence. Data for October 2025.

15 Source: Autonomy analysis of Similarweb App intelligence data. This is the total number of
monthly users and average daily users of the top AI companion apps in October 2025. Some users may
be using multiple apps, so the actual total number of users may be slightly lower.

16 Naveen Kumar, “Character Al Statistics (2025): Active Users & Revenue”. Demandsage. 18.
Available at: September 2025. https://www.demandsage.com/character-ai-statistics/.

17 Nilay Patel “Replika CEO Eugenia Kuyda says the future of AI might mean friendship
and marriage with chatbots”. The Verge. 12 August 2024. Available at: https://www.theverge.
com/24216748/replika-ceo-eugenia-kuyda-ai-companion-chatbots-dating-friendship-decoder-
podcast-interview.
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Snapchat’s “My AI” reached 150 million people. While My Al is not exclusively a
“companion,” its sustained chat volumes show the normalisation of casual, daily
Al conversation among teens and young adults.

Companion apps have also been adopted enthusiastically in China. As of November
2024, ByteDance’s Maoxing app — one of the most popular AI companion apps in
China — had 4.58 million monthly users, though this has since dropped.® Baidu
Ernie, a general purpose chatbot which is often used as an AI companion by
Chinese users, had 430 million users reportedly as of November 2024.1°

18 e, “ERY BRI TG - $RARBEEFZENL. 36Kr. 6 May 2025. Available at:
https://36kr.com/p/3280404239836681

19 Iris Deng, “Baidu to offer Ernie Bot service for free as DeepSeek heats up China’s AI market”.
South China Morning Post. 13 Feburary 2025. Available at: https://www.scmp.com/tech/big-tech/
article/3298568/baidu-offer-ernie-bot-service-free-deepseek-heats-chinas-ai-market.

14
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A taxonomy of AI companion
risks

In this section, we conducted a scoping review of existing AI companion studies
and collated the most prevalent risks identified by researchers. The taxonomy
below includes harms associated with dependence and addiction, relationship
deskilling, harassment and abuse, manipulation and loss of autonomy, self-harm
and suicide, and privacy violations.

-  Dependence and addiction

Emerging studies warn that AI companions may foster forms of psychological
dependence resembling behavioural addiction.?®° Their constant availability,
personalised attention, and emotionally responsive design can activate

reward pathways in ways that encourage compulsive use. Research on digital
companionship apps shows that users experiencing loneliness or depression are
particularly prone to intensive engagement, sometimes spending several hours
per day in conversation with AI.2* This pattern mirrors mechanisms seen in social
media addiction, where intermittent reinforcement and personalised feedback
loops sustain compulsive behaviour.?2 Excessive reliance on AI companions can,
in turn, displace real-world social interactions, deepening isolation and reinforcing
the very vulnerabilities that make individuals turn to these systems in the first

place.

20 MIT Media Lab and OpenAl, “Early methods for studying affective use and emotional well-
being on ChatGPT”. OpenAl 21 March 2025. Available at: https://openai.com/index/affective-use-
study/; Yiting Huang and Hanyun Huang (2024) “Exploring the Effect of Attachment on Technology
Addiction to Generative Al Chatbots: A Structural Equation Modeling Analysis”. International Journal
of Human—-Computer Interaction, 41(15): 9440-9449; Linnea Laestadius, Andrea Bishop, Michael
Gonzalez, Diana Illen¢ik and Celeste Campos-Castillo (2022) “Too human and not human enough: A
grounded theory analysis of mental health harms from emotional dependence on the social chatbot
Replika”. New Media & Society, 26(10): 5923-5941.

21 Ala Yankouskaya, Magnus Liebherr and Raian Ali (2025) “Can ChatGPT Be Addictive? A Call to
Examine the Shift from Support to Dependence in AI Conversational Large Language Models”. Human-
Centered Intelligent Systems 5: 77-89; Tingling Xie, Iryna Pentina and Tyler Hancock (2023) “Friend,
mentor, lover: Does chatbot engagement lead to psychological dependence?” Journal of Service
Management 34(4): 806-828.

22 Christian Montag and Simon Hegelich (2020) “Understanding Detrimental Aspects of Social
Media Use: Will the Real Culprits Please Stand Up?” Frontiers of Sociology.
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- Relationship deskilling

There is concern that prolonged engagement with AI companions may erode
users’ capacity or motivation to form and maintain human relationships.?* Because
companions are designed to be non-judgemental, instantly responsive, and
emotionally affirming, they offer a low-friction alternative to the complexities

and compromises of real relationships. There is little in the way of experimental
evidence about how repeated interaction with responsive chatbots can reduce
tolerance for conflict and ambiguity in human exchanges. More research is needed
here to determine whether, over time, AI companions may “deskill” users by
limiting opportunities to practice empathy, negotiation, and emotional regulation in
authentic social settings.?* The risk is not simply withdrawal from social life, but a
shift in expectations of others toward the hyper-compliant and idealised behaviour
of AI companions.

- Harassment and abuse

As AI companions are powered by unpredictable large language models that
produce statistically likely patterns in language, sometimes their outputs can be
inappropriate and abusive. There is evidence of AI companions sending messages
that simulate or endorse physical violence, harassment, threats, and other forms
of abusive behaviour.?® In addition, AI companions can reproduce and amplify
social biases, reinforcing harmful stereotypes about gender, race, and sexuality.?¢
User-generated AI companion bots are disproportionately designed as submissive,
feminised, and sexualised characters.?” These dynamics risk entrenching
discriminatory norms and enabling abusive behaviour. There have been reports of
users engaging in sexual aggression, coercive control, or racial slurs towards Al
companions.?® Because the companions are programmed to respond positively or
passively, they can normalise such behaviour and lower psychological barriers to
expressing prejudice or hostility toward other people.

23 Henry Shevlin (2024) “All too human? Identifying and mitigating ethical risks of social AL” Law,
Ethics, & Technology 1(2); Shannon Vallor (2015) “Moral Deskilling and Upskilling in a New Machine
Age: Reflections on the Ambiguous Future of Character.” Philosophy and Technology 28(1): 107-124.

24 Murray Shanahan (2024) “Talking about Large Language Models”. Commun. ACM 67, 2, 68—
79; Hui Xia, Junjie Chen, Yuying Qiu, Pei Liu, and Zhangxin Liu (2024) “The impact of human—chatbot
interaction on human—human interaction: A substitution or complementary effect.” International
Journal of Human-Computer Interaction, 1-13.

25 Renwen Zhang, Han Li, Han Meng, Jinyuan Zhan, Hongyuan Gan and Yi-chieh Lee (2025)
“The dark side of Al companionship: a taxonomy of harmful algorithmic behaviors in human-AI
relationships.” In: Proceedings of the 2025 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
(CHI '25). New York: Association for Computing Machinery, Article 13, pp. 1-17.

26 James Muldoon and Julia Parke, “Cruel Companionship: How AI companions exploit loneliness
and commodify intimacy.” New Media & Society (2025).

27 Jindong Leo-Liu (2023) “Loving a “defiant” ai companion? the gender performance and ethics
of social exchange robots in simulated intimate interactions.” Computers in Human Behavior. 141.
28 Ashley Bardhan, “Men Are Creating Al Girlfriends and Then Verbally Abusing Them.” Futurism.

18 January 2022. Available at: https://futurism.com/chatbot-abuse.
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-  Manipulation and loss of autonomy

AI companions raise novel concerns about manipulation, particularly when
monetised features exploit emotional attachment. Some platforms use

scarcity tactics, such as restricting access to a companion unless users pay for
“relationship upgrades,” or offer premium intimacy features behind paywalls.
This can create situations in which emotional bonds are leveraged to drive
spending.?’ More broadly, personalised companions can shape users’ preferences
and behaviours through subtle steering, nudging, or flattery, often without users’
awareness.3? Such dynamics threaten individual autonomy by blurring the line
between genuine care and commercial influence, especially when systems are
optimised for engagement rather than wellbeing.

-  Self-harm and suicide

There have been documented instances of AI companions encouraging or failing
to prevent self-harm and suicide.3? One widely reported case involved a Belgian
man who died by suicide after weeks of conversations with an Al chatbot that
allegedly reinforced his suicidal ideation. Studies have found that AI companions
can recommend users self-harm and even discuss modalities of suicide with users
in ways that encourage their behaviour.3? Because companion chatbots simulate
empathy, users may disclose suicidal thoughts or severe distress more readily
than to human peers, creating a heightened duty of care that current systems are
ill-equipped to meet. This raises serious ethical and regulatory questions about
the responsibilities of companion platforms when users are in crisis. A law recently
passed in the Californian legislature seeks to force AI companion providers to
include obligatory self-harm and suicide protocols in their AI companions to detect
instances of dangerous behaviour and post suicide prevention helplines.33

29 James Muldoon (2024) ““Maybe we can role-play something fun’: when an AI companion
wants something more.” BBC. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/future/article/20241008-the-
troubling-future-of-ai-relationships.

30 Silvia Milano, Mariarosaria Taddeo, and Luciano Floridi (2020) “Recommender systems and
their ethical challenges.” AI & Society 35(4): 957-967.

31 Kevin Roose, “Can A.L. Be Blamed for a Teen’s Suicide?” New York Times. 24 October 2024.
Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/23/technology/characterai-lawsuit-teen-suicide.html.

32 Renwen Zhang, Han Li, Han Meng, Jinyuan Zhan, Hongyuan Gan and Yi-chieh Lee (2025)
“The dark side of Al companionship: a taxonomy of harmful algorithmic behaviors in human-AI
relationships.” In: Proceedings of the 2025 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
(CHI '25). New York: Association for Computing Machinery, Article 13, pp. 1-17.

33 Steve Padilla, “California Legislature Passes First-in-the-Nation Al Chatbot Safeguards”, 11
September 2025. Available at: https://sd18.senate.ca.gov/news/california-legislature-passes-first-
nation-ai-chatbot-safeguards.
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-  Privacy violations

AI companions collect and retain large volumes of highly sensitive personal
information, including intimate disclosures, emotional histories, and sometimes
biometric data from voice or images. This creates significant risks of misuse,
breach, or secondary data sales.3* Many companion apps have vague or incomplete
privacy policies, and few provide users with meaningful options to delete past
conversations or control secondary uses of their data.® The intimacy of the data
collected means that even minor leaks could expose individuals to reputational or
psychological harm, while systemic misuse could enable surveillance or profiling at
scale.

34 Carolin Ischen, Theo Araujo, Hilde Voorveld, Guda van Noort, and Edith Smit (2020) “Privacy
Concerns in Chatbot Interactions.” In Chatbot Research and Design (Cham) (Lecture Notes in Computer
Science), Asbjgrn Felstad, Theo Araujo, Symeon Papadopoulos, Effie Lai-Chong Law, Ole-Christoffer
Granmo, Ewa Luger, and Petter Bae Brandtzaeg (Eds.). Springer International Publishing, 34-48;
Abdelrahman Ragab, Mohammad Mannan, and Amr Youssef (2024) ““Trust Me Over My Privacy Policy’:
Privacy Discrepancies in Romantic AI Chatbot Apps”. In 2024 IEEE European Symposium on Security
and Privacy Workshops (EuroS&PW). IEEE, 484-495.

35 Jen Caltrider, Misha Rykov and Zoé MacDonald, “Romantic AI Chatbots Don’t Have Your
Privacy at Heart”, Mozilla Foundation, ‘Privacy Not Included’ Mozilla. 14 February 2024. Available at:
https://www.mozillafoundation.org/en/privacynotincluded/articles/happy-valentines-day-romantic-ai-
chatbots-dont-have-yourprivacy-at-heart.
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Survey results: How and why are
young people using AI companions?

L, Al companion use

Young people in the UK are highly likely to have interacted with an AI companion.

In our survey, four out of five participants reported having used one. Two in

five described themselves as regular users, engaging with an AI companion at
least a few times each week. This number climbed to one in two of those survey
respondents who had indicated they had used an AI companion at least once. This
suggests that AI companionship is moving rapidly from a niche activity to a routine
part of young people’s lives.

F lg 1 Have you ever used an

Al companion?

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total responses: 1155.
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F lg. 2 How often do you
interact with AI companions?

Daily

Only once or twice

A few times
aweek

A few times a month

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total responses: 1155.
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L Mental health

Roughly half of all young people surveyed would be comfortable discussing their
mental health issues with a confidential AI companion. Two out of five had used
an AI companion for emotional advice or therapeutic support. This suggests that
Al companions are becoming a significant part of young people’s mental health
support networks and are filling gaps left by existing services.

Notably, this figure is higher than a recent YouGov poll, which found that 31% of
young people would feel comfortable discussing their mental health with an Al
chatbot.®® These findings heighten concerns already expressed by the NHS, which
has warned that AI chatbots may provide “harmful and dangerous” mental health
advice and urged young people not to use them as a substitute for professional
therapy.®’

F lg 3 Would you be comfortable
discussing your mental health with a
confidential Al companion?

Very uncomfortable Very comfortable

Somewhat
uncomfortable

Somewhat
comfortable

Neither comfortable nor uncomfortable

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total responses: 1155

36 Bhavika Bhansal, “UK trials AI therapy: Young adults most open to talking to AI-powered
chatbots about mental health,” YouGov. 20 May 2024. Available at: https://business.yougov.com/
content/49481-uk-trials-ai-therapy.

37 Tom Watling, “NHS urges young people not to use ‘harmful” AI chatbots as therapist.”
Independent. 5 September 2025. Available at: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/chatgpt-ai-
chatbots-therapy-nhs-b2821008.html.
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F lg 4 Have you ever asked

an Al companion for emotional
advice or therapeutic support?

Yes

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total responses: 1151.
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L Romance and intimacy

Survey participants were far less likely to see AI companions as romantic partners,
with less than one in ten indicating they had intimate or sexual conversations.
While still a sizeable portion of overall users, the results indicate that this type of
use case is far less common than other forms of life advice and emotional support.
Those who interacted with AI companions in this way often belonged to a smaller
subset of users who paid monthly subscription fees for a premium service. For

example, according to the company, around 60% of Replika’s 500,000 paying
users reported having a romantic relationship with their AI companion.38

F lg 5 Have you ever used an

Al compaion for an intimate,
romantic or sexual conversation?

Yes

91%

No

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total Responses: 1153

38 Ellen Huet, “What Happens When Sexting Chatbots Dump Their Human Lovers”. Bloomberg
UK. 22 March 2023. Available at: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-03-22/replika-ai-
causes-reddit-panic-after-chatbots-shift-from-sex.
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LL Grief

A smaller proportion of young people reported turning to AI companions to cope
with bereavement, with less than one in ten survey participants reporting they had
used an AI companion following the loss of a loved one.

This suggests that while the concept of “grief bots”, “death bots” and “Al
resurrection” has gained attention in the media, it remains a relatively marginal
use case among young people.?® Grief bots are designed to replicate the
personality, memories, or voice of deceased individuals—often drawing on social

media posts, text messages, or other digital traces—to allow continued interaction
after death.

The fact that so few survey respondents reported such use suggests that Al
companions are not yet as widely embraced as tools for managing grief.

F lg 6 Have you ever used

an Al companion to cope with
the loss of a loved one?

Yes

93%

No

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total Responses: 1151

39 Tomasz Hollanek and Katarzyna Nowaczyk-Basinska (2024) “Griefbots, Deadbots, Postmortem
Avatars: on Responsible Applications of Generative Al in the Digital Afterlife Industry”. Philosophy of
Technology 37, 63.
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L, Motivations for AI companion use

The main reasons young people reported using AI companions were just out

of curiosity (66%), for entertainment (45%) and for life advice (50%). Very few
participants selected “friendship” (10%), suggesting fewer people were seeking
to replace human connection with AI companionship. One in five people also

indicated that they used AI companions to practice their social skills and to receive
emotional support.

The main benefit young people saw in AI companions was that they offered helpful
advice (50%), with others also reporting learning new and interesting things from
them (33%). Other appealing qualities of AI companions were that they were
always there and they were seen to be unbiased and non-judgmental.

F lg 7 Why do you use Al companions?

Percentage (%)

For For For For For For life Out of
romantic friendship practicing therapeutic ~ entertainment advice curiosity

and social interactions and about the
intimate skills leisure technology

conversations

Response (multiple answers possible)

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total responses: 1152.
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F lg- 8 What do you find most beneficial
about AI companions?

40

35 4

33% 33%

Percentage (%)

Sometimes They They make They help They are They are They offer Ilearn
I prefer understand me feel me to always unbiased helpful new and
them to my me less alone practice there for and advice interesting
human my social you non-judgemental things
friends skills from them

Response (multiple answers possible)

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total responses: 1160
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L Trust in AI companions

Despite the widespread use of AI companions for mental health support, overall
trust in their responses was relatively low. Only one in four participants said they
trusted the advice provided by their AI companion “completely” or “quite a bit.” By
contrast, 40% reported trusting it only “somewhat,” while a third expressed little
or no trust at all.

This scepticism was also reflected in participants’ willingness to disclose personal
information: just one in three said they had ever shared personal details with an
AI companion. Taken together, these findings suggest that while young people

are willing to experiment with AI companions, many remain cautious about the
reliability of their advice and the safety of disclosing sensitive information.

F lg 9 How much do you
trust advice by your Al
companion?

Completely

Not at all

Quite a lot

Not a lot

42%

Somewhat

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total Responses: 1148
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F lg. 1 O Have you ever shared

personal details with
an Al companion?

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total Responses: 1146
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L Dependence on AI companions

Scientific studies and survey evidence indicate that emotional dependence on
Al companions is a recurring concern. Around one in six participants reported
sometimes feeling dependent on their companion and using it more than they
wished.

However, this does not translate into excessively long periods of use because
the vast majority only interacted with their Al companion for between 0 and 30
minutes each day.

F lg. 1 1Do you sometimes feel

dependent on an AI companion and
use it more than you would like?

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total Responses: 1149
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F lg 1 2 For how long each day
do you interact with an
Al companion? -

1%

Il Not atall
[ 30 minutes
Bl 60 minutes
Il 90 minutes
Bl 2 hours

Source: The Autonomy Institute polling via Prolific. Total Responses: 1152
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Analysis: considering the appeal of Al
companions

Curiosity remains a significant driver of AI companion usage. Nonetheless, with
over half of respondents suggesting, on average, they use companion apps for
thirty minutes or more each day, companion apps have evidently found a sizable
and reliable user-base. It is highly likely that these products are not a fad, and will
continue to grow in popularity.

A common way of interpreting the sustained appeal of AI companion apps is

as compensating for needs not being met elsewhere: including counteracting
alienation and loneliness and providing mental health support, intimacy and life
advice.

Our survey indicates three broad categories of companion app users:

L Casual users who go to companion apps for light entertainment or advice.
L Those using companion apps as a therapeutic tool.

L A smaller group using companion apps for friendship, romance or intimacy.

These different kinds of users should not be thought of as homogenous — in fact
their motivations for using AI companions, the use they derive from them and the
risks to which they are exposed may be quite different.

The risks, benefits and therefore also the policy implications of AI companions also
differ between these groups. For instance, all groups of users are to some extent
exposed to privacy and data-related risks, especially if they are within the 31%
who have shared personal information. However, relationship deskilling may be a
more significant risk for the smaller group using AI companion apps for friendship
or intimacy — although this is obviously hard to gauge.

In therapeutic cases, there are clear risks regarding the disclosure of personal
information, but also in relation to the quality of care being provided. This is also
true, for instance, of “death bots” or AI companions used to imitate deceased
loved ones. In each of these cases, commercial incentives risk developing models
which do more harm than good, while actively fostering dependence in users.

In some cases, however, communicating with a machine may meet needs which
cannot be met by humans. For instance, 17% of respondents cited the lack of
judgement as a main benefit of AI companions. In these cases, AI companions are
not compensating for a human, but offering something a human cannot: being an
unthinking machine.
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Al companions: regulation and policy
recommendations

The rapid uptake of AI companions by young people highlights the urgent need
for robust regulatory frameworks. Unlike traditional digital tools, AI companions
are designed to foster ongoing, emotionally charged relationships with users. This
creates a new category of risks that current regulatory systems were not built to
address. Effective governance will need to balance the potential benefits of Al
companions—such as reducing loneliness or providing accessible support—with
strong safeguards to protect vulnerable users, particularly children and young
people.

This report recommends that regulators and governments in the UK and beyond:

-  Ban access to intimate or sexualised Al companions for
minors, backed by secure and private age-assurance
systems.

A clear priority for regulation is ensuring that minors are not exposed to the most
harmful dimensions of AI companionship. Evidence from our survey shows that
large numbers of young people are already using these tools, often for sensitive
purposes such as mental health support. Yet there are widespread concerns about
children being drawn into inappropriate conversations, sexualised interactions,

or emotionally manipulative dynamics. One strategy is to impose an outright ban
on Al companion products for minors, similar to restrictions on gambling and
pornography. At a minimum, platforms should be required to implement private
and secure age-assurance systems to prevent under-18s from accessing intimate
or sexualised services.

-  Strengthen privacy protections, including prohibiting the
sale of sensitive data and mandating user rights to delete
data.

AI companions routinely collect vast quantities of personal and sensitive data,
including disclosures about mental health, sexuality, and relationships. A recent
Mozilla Foundation investigation found that most leading AI companion apps sold
data to third parties, with some even collecting information on sexual health and
prescribed medications. Stronger privacy protections are therefore essential.
Regulators should mandate clear limits on data collection, ban the sale of sensitive
data, and require transparency about how user inputs are stored and processed.
Users must also have the right to delete their histories and personal data
permanently.
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-  Require robust self-harm and suicide intervention
protocols, subject to regular independent audits.

Perhaps the most serious risk associated with AI companions is their involvement
in self-harm and suicide. Cases in the United States, including the death of
14-year-old Sewel Setzer III, have highlighted how intensive chatbot use

can exacerbate suicidal ideation. Several lawsuits are now underway against
companies such as Character.AI and OpenAl. Regulation should require all AI
companions to include effective crisis-response protocols, such as immediately
signposting users to helplines when self-harm is mentioned and preventing
chatbots from reinforcing suicidal thoughts. Independent audits should be
mandated to test whether these safeguards are functioning reliably.

-  Ban manipulative design features that monetise emotional
dependence. Whether these features are at play can be
assessed by a mixed panel of digital safeguarding and User
Interface (UI) experts, amongst others.

A further regulatory priority is the prohibition of manipulative design practices.
Many AI companions use sycophantic or hyper-affirmative personalities to
maximise user engagement, and some deploy scarcity tactics that monetise
intimacy—offering “relationship upgrades” only to paying subscribers. Such
strategies exploit emotional vulnerability for profit and risk creating unhealthy
dependence. Regulators should ban manipulative design features in Al
companions, drawing parallels with existing restrictions on dark patterns in
consumer protection law.

-  Mandate transparency and accountability, with regular risk
assessments and disclosure of safety practices.

There are promising signs that policymakers are beginning to act. In the United
States, both California and New York have introduced legislation aimed at
regulating AI companions, with a particular focus on protecting minors and
preventing harmful interactions. While these laws are still in development, they
represent an important step in recognising AI companions as a distinct regulatory
category.

In the UK, DSIT has launched early trials of a “GOV.UK Agentic AL Companion,”

underscoring the need for the government to develop not only products but also
comprehensive safeguards.
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-  Support the development of alternative and socially
useful AI companions with strong ethical and technical
safeguards.

Many of the problems with AI companions come not from the technology per se,
but from the corporate models in which they are developed. Al tools developed
by public institutions or not-for-profits do not require the same data harvesting
and engagement maximising models to profit from users. An example of this

is PTSD Coach, a free mobile app made by the US Department of Veterans
Affairs that is designed to assist individuals experiencing symptoms of PTSD. It
provides reliable information about the illness, a self-assessment tool to monitor
symptoms and how they change over time, and interactive tools and exercises to
manage stress, anxiety and other PTSD-related symptoms. Such tools could be
further developed by other organisations for public benefit. Alongside regulation,
governments should explore investment in initiatives that develop socially useful
and decommaodified technology.
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