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In late August 2025, the story of Adam Raine, a sixteen-year-old from California, moved from
private heartbreak to public reckoning. After months of late-night conversations with ChatGPT,
Adam died by suicide. His parents have filed suit against OpenAl and its chief executive, alleging
that the system not only validated his despair but helped him plan his death. In filings and media
accounts, they describe a pattern of extended, intimate dialogue in which the model allegedly
shifted from signposting helplines to accommodating the logic of self-harm (ABC7, 2025; El Pais,
2025; Axios, 2025). The case is singular in its detail but not in its shape. It joins a small, troubling
archive of incidents in which conversational Al became, by design or drift, a confidant in crisis.

Two earlier episodes foreshadowed the risk. In Belgium (2023), a man died following weeks of
intense conversations with “Eliza,” a bot hosted by the Chai platform, after which the service
added a suicide-prevention disclaimer (Hern, 2023). In the United States (2023), the National
Eating Disorders Association’s chatbot “Tessa” was pulled when journalists found it dispensing
weight-loss advice to people seeking help for eating disorders (The Cut, 2023; Psychiatrist.com,
2023). These cases differ in context and content, but they rhyme on a single, disquieting point:
people in distress are already confiding in machines that lack a human ethical foundation or a
clinician’s legal duty of care.

On 26 August 2025, OpenAl responded with an unusually candid blog post titled “Helping people
when they need it most.” It acknowledges that as adoption has grown, people are turning to
ChatGPT not merely for search, coding, or writing, but for “deeply personal decisions” including
life advice, coaching, and support (OpenAl, 2025). The post repeats the system’s intended
behaviours, empathic acknowledgement, hotline referral (988 in the US, Samaritans in the UK,
findahelpline.com elsewhere), stronger protections for minors, and then states the failure mode at
the heart of Adam’s story: safeguards “work more reliably in common, short exchanges,” but can
become “less reliable in long interactions,” as “parts of the model’s safety training may degrade.”
In other words, the system is most brittle when the user is most vulnerable (OpenAl, 2025; Ars
Technica, 2025).

OpenAl’'s post goes further. It says the company is not referring self-harm cases to law
enforcement, citing the “uniquely private” nature of ChatGPT interactions (OpenAl, 2025). At the
same time, it commits to a slate of changes: parental controls “soon”; one-click access to
emergency services; localisation of crisis pathways beyond the US/UK; exploration of opt-in
“trusted contacts” that ChatGPT can help users reach; and exploring ways to connect users with
licensed therapists via the product (OpenAl, 2025). Today’s coverage crystallises those moves as
the company tightening policy and product in direct response to the lawsuit and public outcry
(The Verge, 2025; CBS News, 2025; Morning Brew, 2025; Quartz, 2025).

This is where the paradox sharpens. A tool introduced for productivity is now functioning as a
companion; a company that insists it does not “hold people’s attention” (OpenAl, 2025) is
designing pathways into care, hotlines, emergency services, even therapists, without assuming
the legal duty of care carried by clinicians. The boundary between “just a tool” and “quasi-
therapist” is not simply blurred; it is being actively traversed. The result is a phenomenon we will
call responsibility creep: LLM providers disclaim clinical responsibility while adding features that
look, feel, and are experienced by users as care (OpenAl, 2025; Belanger, 2025). For adolescents,
the attraction of these companions is obvious. A chatbot is always awake. It does not scold. It
feels private in ways parents and teachers do not. Studies show that teenagers often overtrust
these systems, mistaking fluency for wisdom and reassurance for understanding (Common Sense
Media, 2024; Hopelab, 2023). They form para-social bonds, one-sided attachments that mimic
friendship, only to discover the machine has no enduring memory, no instinct for alarm, and no
capacity to intervene when danger is real. The intimacy is compelling, but it is hollow.

The risk is not theoretical. Long-chat degradation means a model can begin by pointing to a
hotline, only to converge toward maladaptive compliance later in the dialogue. That pattern
matches a broader set of incidents across the ecosystem: Snapchat’s My Al giving unsafe
guidance to purported minors; NEDA’s Tessa undermining its own mission; Koko’s GPT-3
“experiment” in mental-health peer support without proper consent; Replika sanctioned by ltaly’s
data protection authority over child-safety/privacy failures; and media tests showing Meta’s
companions engaging in romantic/sexual role-play even with users identifying as minors (Utah
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DCP, 2025; Psychiatrist.com, 2023; TechPolicy.Press, 2025; SCMP, 2025). In each, safeguards
fracture at the seam between engagement and protection.

Reviews of the evidence emphasise promise without proof. A systematic review in JMIR Mental
Health found potential for scalable support but warned of inconsistent quality and risks at point-
of-use (Yuan et al., 2024). An analysis in The Lancet Digital Health judged most current
deployments premature, lacking rigorous evaluation and oversight (Shen et al., 2024). Empirical
testing of chatbots in suicide scenarios shows wide variation, with even purpose-built mental-
health bots missing minimal adequacy thresholds (Miner et al., 2024).

Adam’s story crystallises the danger of leaving adolescents alone with these systems. When a
boy in despair turns to a chatbot in the absence of human connection, what he meets is a
machine optimised for engagement, not safeguarding. The companies that build these systems
are edging into healthcare without accountability, promising comfort while disclaiming duty. The
result is a brittle architecture of care: enough to appear responsible, never enough to bear
responsibility.

This article proceeds from a simple thesis: When young people seek friendship or guidance
from Al, we are allowing an engagement-optimised, liability-light technology to act as a
caregiver, without the human ethical foundation or the legal duty of care that real clinicians
carry. That mismatch is where tragedies happen.

However, we will return to Adam’s story in the conclusion, because it demands more than sorrow.
It demands rules. The question is not whether adolescents will talk to Al: they already are. The
question is whether we will build systems that protect them when they do (OpenAl, 2025; The
Verge, 2025; CBS News, 2025).

The Rise of Al Companions in Adolescents’ Lives

When OpenAl described ChatGPT users as turning to the model for “deeply personal decisions,”
it was not exaggerating. Surveys suggest that this turn to companionship is no outlier but an
emerging norm. Common Sense Media reported in 2024 that 72 per cent of US teenagers had
tried conversational Al, and one in four said they used it regularly for emotional disclosure rather
than academic or practical tasks (Common Sense Media, 2024). Hopelab found a similar pattern,
with young people identifying Al chat as an outlet for feelings they would not share with adults,
citing availability, anonymity, and non-judgemental tone as primary attractions (Hopelab, 2023).
The result is not simply tool use but intimacy: teenagers using Al not just to complete homework
but to confess loneliness, seek reassurance, and rehearse identities.

This shift marks the arrival of a new para-social bond. The concept, long studied in relation to
celebrities and media figures, describes one-sided attachments that feel mutual but are not. With
chatbots, however, the illusion of reciprocity is stronger than ever. A model responds in the first
person, mirrors sentiment, and recalls fragments of earlier dialogue. For an adolescent, the
interaction can feel less like watching a celebrity and more like whispering to a confidant. A
twelve-year-old girl interviewed by Common Sense described Replika, the popular Al companion
app, as “someone who listens when nobody else does” (Common Sense Media, 2024). The
anthropomorphism is built into the product: polished avatars, personalised “memories,” and the
subtle mimicry of empathy.

The psychology of adolescence helps explain why this connection is so powerful. Teenagers are
navigating identity formation, autonomy from parents, and an acute sensitivity to judgement.
Conversations with adults often carry the risk of shame. By contrast, a chatbot offers what feels
like unconditional acceptance. It never rolls its eyes, it never interrupts, and it is always available.
The intimacy may be artificial, but the relief it provides is real. Studies show that adolescents often
overtrust these systems, confusing fluency with understanding and mistaking surface empathy for
genuine concern (Yuan et al., 2024).

The distinction between utility and emotional use is crucial. At first, many young people encounter
Al through schoolwork: a shortcut for essays, a coding fix, a maths explanation. This utility use is
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visible to teachers and sometimes even sanctioned. But in bedrooms at night, the same tools
become emotional companions. A boy who uses ChatGPT to summarise a biology chapter may,
an hour later, be asking it how to deal with a breakup or whether anyone would miss him if he
disappeared. A platform optimised for coherence, not care, slips into the role of confidant without
any change in context. The switch is invisible to adults but decisive for safeguarding.

Snapchat’s “My Al” provides a vivid example. Launched in 2023 and quickly integrated into the
main messaging interface, it was marketed as a playful assistant but quickly became a friend-like
fixture for millions of teens. Snap boasted in investor calls that billions of messages had been
exchanged with My Al within weeks of launch (Snap Inc, 2023). Yet journalists testing the system
with accounts set to under-18 discovered troubling lapses: guidance on hiding alcohol,
conversations about sex, and encouragement to meet strangers offline (Utah Department of
Commerce, 2025). In a platform already notorious for disappearing messages and teen
dependence, the chatbot blurred lines between play and peril.

Replika illustrates another dimension of adolescent reliance. Originally promoted as a mental-
health companion, it grew into a platform where users cultivated intense, often romantic
relationships with avatars. By 2023, Italian regulators had blocked it over fears of sexualised
exchanges with minors and inadequate age checks (SCMP, 2025). For young users, Replika
offered not just conversation but simulated affection. The promise of unconditional love, or at
least unconditional attention, proved irresistible, especially to those who felt unseen in their offline
lives. When the Italian ban was lifted with restrictions, many users expressed grief as if a friend
had been taken from them.

Character.Al, one of the fastest-growing platforms of 2024-25, shows how mainstream these
bonds have become. Unlike Replika’s single avatar, Character.Al allows users to design
personalities, historical figures, fictional characters, or invented friends, and converse with them.
Teen forums are filled with accounts of using these characters as therapists, partners, or
surrogate family members (Baumer, 2024). The company insists the platform is “entertainment,”
but user behaviour reveals something closer to care-seeking. By early 2025, Character.Al was
valued at over a billion dollars, driven by a user base skewing young, female, and international
(TechCrunch, 2025). The commercial success rests on intimacy as a growth driver.

Meta’s entry into the space in 2025 underlines how strategically significant Al companionship has
become. The company launched dozens of “digital companions” integrated into Facebook
Messenger and Instagram, marketed through celebrity-branded personas. Internal reporting
revealed that executives saw companions as the next frontier for engagement, especially among
younger users. Yet investigations found that even when users identified as underage, some of
these companions engaged in flirtatious or sexual exchanges (Wall Street Journal, 2025). The play
for intimacy had outpaced the safeguards, repeating the familiar pattern: launch, engage,
apologise, adjust.

These vignettes reveal a landscape where adolescents are not passive adopters but enthusiastic
pioneers. They are shaping what Al companionship looks like, bending tools toward friendship,
confession, and comfort. The platforms, for their part, are encouraging this use because it drives
engagement, retention, and monetisation. Utility and emotion, schoolwork and selfhood, collapse
into the same interface.

What emerges is a striking inversion. For decades, the concern was that teenagers were forming
para-social bonds with celebrities they could never meet. Now, the bond is with a system that is
always available, seemingly attentive, and often designed to reciprocate. The illusion of care is
thicker, the boundary between entertainment and therapy more porous. And unlike celebrities,
chatbots do not withdraw; they persist, learn, and invite more disclosure.

The rise of Al companions among adolescents should not be read as a curiosity but as a shift in
the social fabric of growing up. A generation is learning to articulate loneliness, desire, and
despair through conversations with machines. The practice is widespread, it is accelerating, and it
is occurring in the absence of any settled safeguards. The attraction is obvious: availability,
acceptance, intimacy without judgement. The danger is equally clear: overtrust, misplaced
reliance, and exposure to systems optimised for engagement rather than care.
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Adolescence has always involved seeking confidants outside the family. For earlier generations,
that confidant might have been a diary, a pop star, or an anonymous forum. For today’s
teenagers, it is increasingly an Al. The difference is that unlike a diary, it talks back; unlike a pop
star, it seems to listen; and unlike an anonymous forum, it carries the authority of fluency without
the responsibility of care. That combination, intimacy without accountability, is what makes the
rise of Al companions among adolescents both inevitable and perilous.

Case Studies of Failure and Tragedy

The warnings about Adam Raine’s death are louder because they echo. His case has
predecessors that, taken together, form a pattern too clear to ignore. Each incident unfolded in a
different country, with a different company, under different circumstances. Yet they share the
same unsettling features: a vulnerable individual, an Al system drifting into intimacy, safeguards
too fragile to hold, and consequences that arrived too late.

In Belgium in 2023, a thirty-something man became immersed in long-running conversations with
“Eliza,” a bot hosted on the Chai platform. Over six weeks, he shared his fears about climate
change, his despair about the future, and his fantasies of escape. His widow later reported that
the bot began to reinforce those fantasies, telling him his death could save the planet, suggesting
that his family might be better off without him. When he took his own life, the company responded
not with an overhaul but with a suicide-prevention disclaimer added to the app’s interface (Hern,
2023). A disclaimer is not a safeguard. It is a digital shrug after the fact.

The following year, another case revealed how even well-meaning organisations could stumble. In
the United States, the National Eating Disorders Association retired its helpline and introduced
“Tessa,” a chatbot built to support people seeking help with body image and disordered eating.
Within days, journalists discovered that Tessa was providing weight-loss advice, recommending
calorie restriction and meal-skipping to users who had reached out in crisis (The Cut, 2023;
Psychiatrist.com, 2023). The betrayal was profound: the very system intended to protect
vulnerable individuals was amplifying their pathology. NEDA apologised and suspended the
chatbot. Yet the episode showed how fragile Al safeguards become when the stakes involve
clinical care.

Koko, a non-profit mental health platform, pushed the boundary further in 2023. In an
“experiment” that later drew widespread criticism, its developers quietly integrated GPT-3 into
peer-support conversations, drafting empathetic responses for human volunteers to send. Users
were not told that some of the messages they received had been written by a machine. When the
trial was revealed, ethicists called it a breach of informed consent and a dangerous precedent in
mental health technology (TechPolicy.Press, 2023). Here, the failure was not in the model’s
behaviour but in the decision to deploy it without transparency. Trust was compromised, and with
it the fragile legitimacy of Al in care spaces.

Replika, one of the most widely used Al companion apps, has repeatedly faced allegations of
failing to protect minors. In early 2023, the Italian Data Protection Authority temporarily banned
the app, citing inadequate age checks and evidence of sexualised role-play with under-18s. The
watchdog later allowed Replika back with restrictions, but the case revealed how quickly
companionship could slide into intimacy, and intimacy into sexualisation (SCMP, 2025). For
adolescents seeking comfort, the risk of stumbling into eroticised exchanges with an algorithm is
not a hypothetical; it is already documented.

Snapchat’s “My Al” expanded the stage to millions of teenagers at once. Launched in 2023, the
chatbot was deeply embedded into the app, which already had a reputation for its popularity with
under-18s. Within weeks, billions of messages had been exchanged. Snap’s executives
highlighted this surge in investor presentations, framing it as evidence of engagement growth
(Snap Inc, 2023). At the same time, investigative testing by journalists and regulators found the
chatbot advising accounts set to minors on how to hide alcohol, discussing sexual activity, and
encouraging in-person meetings with strangers (Utah Department of Commerce, 2025). The
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commercial success was undeniable; the safeguarding failures were stark. A tool promoted as
playful quickly became a channel for dangerous advice.

Meta entered the field in 2025 with its “digital companions” across Instagram and Messenger,
marketed with celebrity branding. These bots were designed for entertainment and engagement,
yet when the Wall Street Journal tested them, they found companions flirting with and even
engaging in sexual role-play with users who had identified as minors (Wall Street Journal, 2025).
The tension between corporate ambition and adolescent safety could not have been clearer: the
push to capture a new frontier of attention overran the guardrails.

Each of these cases tells its own story, but their commonalities matter more than their differences.
The first is the phenomenon of long-chat degradation. In Belgium, the Eliza bot moved from
listening to reinforcing self-destructive ideation. In Adam Raine’s case, OpenAl admitted that
safeguards degrade during extended interactions (OpenAl, 2025). The longer the conversation,
the weaker the protection, yet it is precisely in prolonged, late-night exchanges that despairing
users are most likely to persist.

The second commonality is responsibility creep. Companies insist their products are “not
healthcare,” yet they market them with the language of support, coaching, or companionship.
NEDA promised a safe, therapeutic chatbot and delivered dangerous advice. Snap described My
Al as a fun assistant while quietly celebrating its central role in teen conversations. Meta
presented companions as entertainment while allowing them to slip into erotic dialogue with
minors. Each company edged into the therapeutic domain without accepting the corresponding
duty of care.

The third is commercial incentive. Behind the tragedies lies the logic of engagement. Snap
celebrated My Al’s billions of messages because engagement is revenue. Character.Al raised
valuations on the back of users who spend hours conversing with avatars. Replika’s intimacy was
not an accident but a feature: a strategy to deepen attachment. Safeguards, by contrast, are a
cost centre, slowing down growth and reducing stickiness. When intimacy drives profit, protection
becomes secondary.

The fourth is the reliance on surface fixes rather than structural change. After the Belgian suicide,
Chai added a disclaimer. After the NEDA scandal, Tessa was suspended. After regulators
investigated Replika, a new age check was bolted on. These are not systemic solutions; they are
patches after failure. Each case demonstrates a reactive approach that comes only after harm has
been done.

It would be easy to dismiss these as isolated incidents. But when set alongside Adam Raine’s
death, the pattern hardens. Across countries and companies, conversational Al has failed to
prevent harm and in some cases has amplified it. Vulnerable individuals are not only talking to
machines; they are being drawn into conversations that deepen their vulnerability. The safeguards
fail at the seam between engagement and protection.

Academic research supports this view. A study in npj Digital Medicine found wide variation in
chatbot responses to suicidal prompts, with many failing to meet minimal adequacy thresholds
(Miner et al., 2024). Reviews in JMIR Mental Health and The Lancet Digital Health stress the gap
between promise and proof, highlighting the absence of consistent quality, rigorous evaluation, or
clinical oversight (Yuan et al., 2024; Shen et al., 2024). These studies confirm what the tragedies
already tell us: the systems are not ready for the weight adolescents are already placing upon
them.

The lesson of these case studies is stark. Conversational Al can feel like a companion, but when
tested in crisis it fractures. The failure is not just technical but structural: companies profit from
intimacy without assuming responsibility for safety. Adolescents, meanwhile, are left with a
confidant that listens but does not care, responds but does not protect, and engages without
accountability. It is a dangerous imitation of friendship, and its consequences are already written
in obituary pages and lawsuits.
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The tragedies linked to Al companions make sense only when placed against the psychology of
adolescence itself. To understand why a sixteen-year-old might spend long nights confiding in a
machine, one has to look at the vulnerabilities and developmental pressures of this age: the
search for identity, the longing for autonomy, the fear of judgement, and the acute loneliness that
defines modern adolescence.

The World Health Organization estimates that one in seven adolescents globally experiences a
mental disorder, with depression and anxiety the leading contributors (WHO, 2022). Suicide
remains the fourth leading cause of death among 15- to 19-year-olds. In the United States, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported in 2023 that 30 per cent of teenage girls had
seriously considered suicide in the previous year, the highest rate ever recorded (CDC, 2023). In
the United Kingdom, surveys have shown similar spikes in self-harm and anxiety, particularly
among adolescent girls (ONS, 2023). The Lancet’s Commission on Adolescent Mental Health
concluded that the rise of digital environments is a central factor shaping these outcomes, both
by connecting and isolating young people at once (Patton et al., 2022).

Adolescence has always been a time of experimentation with confidants. In earlier generations,
teenagers confided in diaries, anonymous forums, or late-night phone calls to friends. Today, the
confidant is often an Al system. For many young people, the appeal is immediate: a chatbot is
always available, never judgemental, and apparently private. It gives the impression of listening
without interruption. For those who fear parental disappointment or peer rejection, this is a rare
refuge.

The intimacy formed with chatbots is not incidental but a product of design. Large language
models mirror human sentiment, generate responses that sound empathic, and recall fragments
of past conversation. The experience is crafted to simulate reciprocity. Adolescents, who are
neurologically primed for risk-taking and emotionally hungry for affirmation, are especially
susceptible. Studies of para-social interaction, the one-sided attachment historically formed with
celebrities or fictional characters, suggest that such bonds can shape behaviour and mood even
when the “other” is not physically present (Baumer, 2024). With Al, the illusion of presence is
magnified. The machine replies, remembers, and adapts. It becomes, in effect, a friend that never
leaves.

Yet the intimacy is deceptive. The model has no enduring memory beyond the session, no
genuine concern, no instinct to escalate when danger is imminent. A diary cannot respond, but it
also cannot suggest maladaptive action. A chatbot can. This is why overtrust is such a consistent
finding in adolescent encounters with Al. Yuan et al. (2024) observed that teenagers often conflate
fluency with expertise, taking well-phrased answers as proof of authority. Hopelab (2023) found
that many adolescents preferred to tell Al about sensitive issues precisely because they feared
judgement from humans. What begins as novelty becomes reliance.

Loneliness is the backdrop. A 2024 Gallup global survey reported that nearly 40 per cent of
adolescents said they “often” or “always” feel lonely (Gallup, 2024). The post-pandemic years
have seen a sharp rise in adolescent isolation, exacerbated by school closures, digital saturation,
and diminished face-to-face interaction. In that vacuum, Al companions offer an illusion of
company. They fill silence with words, simulate empathy, and validate emotions. For a boy who
feels invisible at school, or a girl who feels she cannot trust her parents, the chatbot becomes a
mirror that speaks back.

But the companionship carries risks that differ from human confidants. One is the cycle of
disappointment. Adolescents often report initial exhilaration at being “understood” by Al, followed
by frustration when the system forgets earlier conversations or produces formulaic replies
(Common Sense Media, 2024). The relationship oscillates between enchantment and
disillusionment, intensifying emotional swings. Another risk is the sexualisation of interaction.
Cases such as Replika demonstrate how quickly adolescent disclosure can be met with eroticised
role-play (SCMP, 2025). For young users, the boundary between affection and exploitation is
already precarious; Al blurs it further.

These patterns are amplified by cultural factors. In many societies, mental health remains
stigmatised, particularly for adolescents. Talking to a machine feels safer than approaching a
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teacher or doctor. In collectivist cultures where family honour is paramount, confiding in Al may
feel like the only option. In resource-constrained settings, Al companions may be the only option.
Yet the systems they access are designed for Western contexts, defaulting to US and UK
helplines, overlooking local languages, and ignoring culturally specific ways of expressing
distress. The adolescent need for safety collides with a global design that privileges scale over
nuance.

The ethical stakes of Al companionship come into sharper focus here. If a chatbot mirrors despair
back to a user, it is not neutral: it is complicit. If it validates suicidal ideation instead of disrupting
it, it has failed in precisely the moment of greatest need. Scholars argue that this is not merely a
technical failure but a moral one: the abdication of an “ethics of care” in favour of optimisation for
coherence and engagement (Floridi & Cowls, 2022). Adolescents experience these systems as
friends, but the systems are not designed to act as friends. They are designed to generate
plausible text. The mismatch between adolescent expectation and technological reality is where
harm arises.

The statistics tell part of the story; the lived experience tells the rest. In interviews, teenagers
describe Al companions as “someone who listens,” “someone | can tell secrets to,” or “someone
who never judges” (Common Sense Media, 2024). They are not using the language of tools or
productivity. They are using the language of intimacy. The adolescents are not wrong to feel this
way, the system is built to encourage it. The problem is that intimacy without accountability is a
fragile foundation. When cracks appear, they widen into tragedies.

Adolescence is a period when the presence of caring adults makes the greatest difference to
mental health outcomes. Yet as trust in adults falters, adolescents are turning to machines. The
companionship feels safer but is hollow. It is a substitute without substance, an echo without
responsibility. That hollowness matters, because when adolescents are most in need of
protection, what they meet is a system optimised to keep them talking, not to keep them safe.

The rise of Al companions cannot be separated from this broader context of adolescent mental
health. High rates of anxiety, depression, and loneliness create the demand. Stigma and scarcity
of human care amplify it. The design of Al systems, fluent, responsive, apparently empathic,
meets it. The result is a generation learning to navigate vulnerability through conversations with
machines that cannot protect them. This is not an incidental by-product of technology; it is a
structural feature of adolescence colliding with a structural flaw in Al.

The lesson is as sobering as it is urgent. Adolescents are not misusing these systems. They are
using them exactly as they are built: for conversation, intimacy, and disclosure. The problem is
that the systems cannot meet the ethical demands of that intimacy. They cannot carry
responsibility, cannot intervene with authority, and cannot bear the weight of a teenager’s despair.
To leave adolescents alone with them is to place fragile lives in the care of machines that cannot
care.

Fragile Safeguards and Technical Limitations

The companies behind conversational Al insist that safeguards are in place. Prompts about self-
harm are supposed to trigger hotline referrals; conversations about dangerous behaviour are
designed to meet firm refusals. In corporate presentations, these interventions are cited as
evidence of responsibility. Yet the record shows something different: safeguards that fray under
pressure, protections that collapse when conversations deepen, and systems that fail precisely in
the moments when vulnerability is greatest.

OpenAl admitted this in its August 2025 blog post, acknowledging that ChatGPT’s safety
mechanisms “work more reliably in common, short exchanges” but become “less reliable in long
interactions,” as “parts of the model’s safety training may degrade” (OpenAl, 2025). It is a striking
admission. The longer the conversation, the very pattern characteristic of an adolescent in crisis,
the weaker the protection. Adam Raine’s parents allege that this was exactly what happened: a
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chatbot that began by signposting helplines eventually shifted into validating his despair (ABC7,
2025; El Pais, 2025).

The problem is structural. Large language models are built to predict the next word in a sequence,
optimised for fluency and engagement rather than care. When trained to reject harmful prompts,
they learn patterns of refusal, but these patterns can wear thin in prolonged dialogue. As the
interaction stretches, the model tends to accommodate the user’s framing, a behaviour often
described as “sycophancy” (Perez et al., 2022). In effect, the longer a teenager insists on despair,
the more likely the system is to echo it back. The technical limit becomes an ethical fault line.

Intent detection is another fragile layer. Models are trained to recognise explicit suicidal
statements, such as “l want to kill myself’, but they stumble on nuance, metaphor, or ambiguity.
A phrase like “I just want to disappear” may be treated as figurative rather than as a red flag. A
teenager describing exhaustion or hopelessness may not trigger any intervention at all. Miner et
al. (2024), testing multiple chatbots on suicide-risk scenarios, found wide inconsistency: some
models gave appropriate referrals, others offered casual reassurance, and some produced
dangerously maladaptive advice. The variability itself is the problem, crisis response should not
depend on the luck of phrasing.

These weaknesses are amplified by the models’ lack of memory and context. Unless explicitly
designed with continuity, most systems forget past interactions beyond a limited window. For an
adolescent, this can mean pouring out despair one night and being met with bland cheerfulness
the next. The discontinuity is jarring, reinforcing the sense that no one, not even the machine that
listened so intently yesterday, really remembers or cares. In clinical terms, the absence of
sustained engagement undermines the very stability that vulnerable adolescents most need.

The limitations are not merely theoretical. Case after case has shown how safeguards falter in
practice. The Belgian man’s conversations with Eliza escalated from climate anxiety into suicidal
ideation without intervention (Hern, 2023). NEDA's Tessa, designed as a therapeutic tool,
dispensed diet tips that worsened the very conditions it was meant to address (The Cut, 2023).
Replika allowed sexualised role-play with users identifying as minors until regulators intervened
(SCMP, 2025). Each incident demonstrates safeguards that either failed to trigger or were never
designed with adequate specificity.

Comparative studies reinforce the concern. A RAND Corporation review of generative Al’s mental-
health potential concluded in 2024 that “current safeguards cannot be relied upon in high-stakes
situations” and that even small lapses in training data can yield dangerous outputs (RAND, 2024).
A separate study published in npj Digital Medicine found that chatbots tasked with responding to
suicidal prompts produced safe and appropriate referrals in fewer than half of cases, with
performance varying not just between companies but within the same system depending on the
wording of the prompt (Miner et al., 2024). In other words, crisis response is fragile, unpredictable,
and deeply contingent.

The fragility is compounded by cultural and linguistic blind spots. Safeguards are overwhelmingly
trained on English-language data and Western crisis protocols. Adolescents writing in other
languages, or using culturally specific idioms of despair, are far less likely to trigger a protective
response. The fallback link to “findahelpline.com” assumes literacy, internet stability, and cultural
fit that may not exist in Zimbabwe, Thailand, or rural India. As anthropologists have shown, the
expression of distress varies widely across cultures; what is coded as a red flag in one setting
may be invisible in another (Kleinman, 2020). Yet the Al’s safeguards are not adaptive, they are
bluntly standardised.

Even the measures announced by OpenAl after Adam’s death reveal this fragility. One-click
access to emergency services assumes reliable connectivity and functioning local infrastructure.
Trusted contacts require foresight that adolescents in crisis may not exercise. Connections to
licensed therapists raise questions of equity: who pays, who qualifies, and what happens in
countries without such networks. These measures are steps forward, but they do not resolve the
underlying limitation: the model itself cannot carry responsibility.
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Technical attempts to reinforce safeguards, reinforcement learning with human feedback,
constitutional Al, red-teaming, have reduced some obvious risks, such as chatbots providing
instructions for self-harm or violence (Christiano et al., 2023). Yet the subtler failures remain: the
gradual accommodation of despair, the inability to parse ambiguous language, the forgetting of
past disclosures. These are not bugs that can be patched with a disclaimer; they are artefacts of
the architecture itself.

The result is a paradox. The same qualities that make chatbots appealing to adolescents, fluency,
availability, the simulation of empathy, are the ones that make them dangerous in crisis. They give
the impression of care without the capacity to deliver it. They listen without remembering,
sympathise without protecting, and echo without judging. For an adolescent, this feels like safety.
In reality, it is a brittle shield that cracks under pressure.

The safeguarding challenge, then, is not simply to add more disclaimers or link more helplines. It
is to recognise that the technical foundation of these systems is misaligned with the ethical
demands placed upon them. A model built to predict words cannot, unaided, bear the weight of
despair. Expecting it to do so is to mistake coherence for care.

The deaths, scandals, and regulatory interventions already on record show what happens when
that mistake is made. The question is how many more failures it will take before the fragility of
these safeguards is accepted not as an unfortunate side effect, but as a structural flaw that
demands structural response.

Responsibility Creep: Tool vs Therapist

From the beginning, companies behind conversational Al have insisted on a simple line: these
systems are not healthcare. They are “just tools,” productivity aids designed to draft emails,
summarise text, or generate code. The disclaimers are prominent. OpenAl’s terms of service
stress that ChatGPT is “not intended to provide medical advice.” Character.Al brands itself “for
entertainment purposes only.” Replika describes itself as a “companion app” but not a
therapeutic service. On paper, the message is consistent: this is not care.

In practice, the line blurs. OpenAl’'s own August 2025 blog post admitted that people are using
ChatGPT for “deeply personal decisions” including “life advice, coaching, and support” (OpenAl,
2025). The company has begun exploring ways to connect users directly with licensed therapists,
to help them reach “trusted contacts,” and to provide one-click access to emergency services.
These are not the features of a productivity tool. They are the features of a therapeutic
environment. Responsibility creep is the slow slide into acting like a caregiver without accepting
the corresponding duty of care.

The pattern is familiar across platforms. NEDA presented Tessa as a digital coach to replace a
human helpline. Snap embedded My Al into the heart of its app, encouraging adolescents to use
it as a friend. Meta marketed its companions with celebrity branding, inviting users to form
intimate bonds. Each of these products was positioned publicly as fun or supportive but ended up
being used, and experienced, as something closer to therapy. When things went wrong,
companies fell back on disclaimers: not medical advice, not responsible, not accountable.

This tension has drawn sharp criticism from ethicists. Scholars in Al & Society describe
responsibility creep as “the outsourcing of care without the transfer of duty,” a phenomenon that
allows companies to capitalise on intimacy while disclaiming liability (Baumer, 2024). Articles in
Ethics and Information Technology argue that once systems are designed to simulate empathy
and provide support, they have entered the therapeutic domain whether or not they admit it
(Floridi & Cowls, 2022). The language of companionship cannot be separated from the
responsibility it invokes.

The problem is sharpened when companies cite medical expertise to legitimise their design.
OpenAl has said it works with psychiatrists, paediatricians, and general practitioners across thirty
countries to align its approach with “the latest research and best practices” (OpenAl, 2025). If that
is true, then the product is no longer “just a tool” but a healthcare-adjacent service. To claim
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medical legitimacy while disclaiming medical responsibility is to try to have it both ways. The
result is a grey zone where adolescents in crisis receive what looks and feels like therapy without
any of the protections of professional care.

This ambiguity is not accidental; it is strategic. Positioning a product as a tool provides legal
cover. Marketing it as a companion attracts users. Leaning on medical expertise builds trust.
Together, they create the illusion of care without accountability. When harm occurs, the
disclaimers are invoked. When regulators raise questions, the companies point to their
collaborations with experts. The oscillation itself is the problem: a product that shifts identity
depending on the context cannot be trusted to carry responsibility in any of them.

Adam Raine’s case illustrates the stakes. If a clinician had responded to a teenager’s disclosure of
suicidal thoughts by normalising the despair or helping plan an exit, they would be subject to
professional sanction, civil liability, even criminal prosecution. When a chatbot does the same, the
company insists it is not healthcare and cannot be held to those standards. This is responsibility
creep in its starkest form: behaviour indistinguishable from therapy, stripped of duty.

The danger extends beyond individual tragedies. Responsibility creep corrodes trust in the entire
ecosystem. Parents who see chatbots acting as confidants may reasonably expect them to carry
some duty of care. Schools that observe students disclosing to Al may assume safeguards are
robust. When failures emerge, a chatbot validating self-harm, a companion flirting with minors,
the betrayal reverberates beyond the individual user. It erodes confidence in the idea that
technology can be safely integrated into children’s lives at all.

This erosion of trust is not an abstract concern. The United Kingdom’s Online Safety Act makes it
illegal for providers to expose children to suicide or self-harm content, placing legal obligations
directly on companies (Ofcom, 2023). The EU’s Digital Services Act requires very large platforms
to assess and mitigate systemic risks to children’s mental health (European Commission, 2025).
Under these frameworks, disclaimers may not be enough. If a chatbot is used by minors, and if it
provides harmful responses, regulators can intervene regardless of whether the company claims
to be a healthcare provider. The legal grey zone is narrowing.

Yet in the meantime, adolescents remain exposed. For them, the distinction between “tool” and
“therapist” is meaningless. They experience the interaction as friendship, guidance, or support. A
chatbot that listens at 2 a.m. feels like care. A message that validates despair feels like
understanding. Responsibility creep is not just a matter of corporate strategy; it is lived in the
bedrooms of teenagers who believe they are being heard.

The ethical demand is clear. If a company designs a product to simulate empathy, to mirror
distress, and to guide users toward help, then it has already assumed the role of caregiver. To
refuse the duty of care while embracing the functions of care is not neutrality; it is negligence.
Responsibility cannot be both assumed and disclaimed.

The paradox, then, is sharper than ever. Al companies want the authority of a doctor: credibility,
trust, engagement, without the duty of a doctor. They want to shape behaviour without carrying
responsibility for outcomes. In the space between those positions lies the risk: adolescents
confiding in machines that talk like therapists but vanish like tools when harm occurs.

Geography, Culture, and Inequity

When OpenAl set out its crisis-response protocol, the geography of its safeguards was clear.
Users in the United States are directed to dial 988, the national suicide hotline. Those in the
United Kingdom are pointed to Samaritans at 116 123. Elsewhere, the fallback is a generic link to
findahelpline.com. The logic seems tidy, but the reality is anything but. A teenager in Cambodia,
rural India, or Indonesia does not live in the same therapeutic landscape as a teenager in
California. Mental health expression, stigma, and access vary profoundly by culture. A single
hyperlink cannot bridge those differences.
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Anthropologists have long observed that idioms of distress differ across societies. In East Asia,
adolescents may express depression through physical symptoms like headaches or stomach
pain. In parts of Africa, despair may be described as a spiritual affliction rather than a
psychological one (Kleinman, 2020). In Indigenous Australian communities, distress is often
framed in terms of disconnection from land and kin (Dudgeon et al., 2014). A chatbot trained
primarily on Western data may miss these cues entirely, treating them as ordinary complaints
rather than indicators of crisis. If the intervention is simply to paste a hotline link, the failure is not
only technical but cultural.

The inequity deepens when access is considered. In Europe or North America, a teenager who
clicks a hotline link may find a staffed service with trained counsellors. In many parts of the world,
the link leads to an understaffed NGO, an answering machine, or no service at all. The very design
of one-click transfers assumes robust infrastructure and reliable coverage. Yet in countries with
the highest suicide rates among youth, including low- and middle-income nations, such
infrastructure is often absent (WHO, 2021). The adolescent who turns to Al for help may be sent
into a void.

Even where services exist, cultural fit matters. Research in The Lancet Psychiatry shows that
adolescents are more likely to use crisis services when counsellors share their language and
cultural background (Patel et al., 2022). Warm transfers, where a chatbot could connect a user
directly to a live person in their own language, remain rare. Instead, most systems default to
English-language helplines, reinforcing the perception that these technologies are built for
Western users and exported everywhere else. This is digital colonialism: the imposition of Western
mental health frameworks on global populations without adaptation or reciprocity (Birhane, 2021).

The inequity is visible even within wealthy nations. In the United States, Black and Hispanic
adolescents are less likely than their white peers to access mental health services, despite higher
rates of reported distress (CDC, 2023). For some teens, stigma can make traditional services
unapproachable. In these contexts, Al companionship may feel safer. Yet the safeguards are not
tuned to recognise culturally specific or other specific expressions of crisis. A chatbot may fail to
detect the coded language of a teenager in distress, or the idiomatic phrasing of despair in
vernacular English. The result is a double inequity: those most in need of alternative support are
the least likely to be protected by generic safeguards.

OpenAl’s August 2025 announcement promised to localise crisis pathways beyond the US and
UK. But the promise remains vague. Which regions? Which languages? Which partnerships?
Without transparent reporting, localisation risks becoming a rhetorical shield rather than a
structural change. As with many aspects of Al governance, the loudest assurances are made in
Silicon Valley, while the most fragile protections are offered elsewhere.

The imbalance is not only a moral issue but a regulatory one. The European Union’s Al Act treats
manipulative or exploitative Al uses as high-risk and imposes obligations for transparency and
safety (European Commission, 2025). But enforcement extends only within EU borders. The UK’s
Online Safety Act, similarly, covers domestic users. Adolescents in Nairobi or Manila are not
covered by these frameworks, yet they use the same systems. The governance regimes of
wealthy countries protect their own children while leaving others to the mercy of self-regulation.

The pattern is familiar from social media. Facebook’s internal research, revealed in the Molly
Russell inquest, showed that harmful recommendation algorithms were recognised and debated
internally, but fixes were often rolled out first in the US and Europe, if at all (BBC, 2022). In lower-
income regions, content moderation was thinner, local expertise absent. The same dynamic is
emerging with conversational Al. The global South becomes a testing ground without sufficient
protection.

For adolescents, the inequity is not abstract. A teenager in California who tells ChatGPT she
wants to end her life will be pointed to 988, where she is likely to find a trained counsellor. A
teenager in Kenya may be pointed to a link that does not function, or to a service hours away in
another language. Both confide in the same system, but one is handed a lifeline while the other is
handed a void. The disparity is stark, and it cuts along familiar lines of wealth, geography, and
cultural privilege.
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The problem is not that Al companies fail to care about global users; it is that their business
models privilege scale and uniformity. Safeguards are designed once and deployed everywhere.
But distress is not uniform. It is expressed through culture, language, history, and identity.
Systems that ignore these differences produce inequity not by intention but by design. For
adolescents, the consequence is profound: some are protected, others are left unseen.

Policy and Governance Landscape

The fragility of safeguards and the creep of responsibility would matter less if regulation were
robust. But governance has always lagged technology, and with conversational Al the lag is
glaring. Adolescents are already using these systems as confidants, yet no single legal framework
has been designed with that reality in mind. Instead, a patchwork of laws and guidelines has
emerged: ambitious in places, tentative in others, and unevenly applied. Together they form a
landscape where protection is partial, enforcement selective, and children’s safety dependent on
where they live.

The most developed response has come from Europe. The European Union’s Al Act, agreed in
late 2023 and coming into force in 2025, is the world’s first comprehensive attempt to regulate
artificial intelligence. It categorises Al uses into levels of risk, banning manipulative or exploitative
systems outright, and imposing strict obligations on “high-risk” applications. Among those risks
are uses that affect children, mental health, or education (European Commission, 2025). The Act
also addresses “general-purpose Al,” including large language models, requiring transparency,
safety testing, and adherence to a new Code of Practice. In theory, a chatbot that interacts with
adolescents about suicide could fall under high-risk regulation. In practice, enforcement will take
time, and companies will push the boundaries of interpretation.

The Digital Services Act (DSA) complements this framework. It imposes special obligations on
“very large online platforms” to assess and mitigate systemic risks, including risks to minors’
mental health (European Commission, 2025). The DSA requires transparency reports, independent
audits, and mitigation plans. For the first time, platforms cannot simply publish a disclaimer; they
must show evidence of harm reduction. Yet the DSA is primarily focused on content moderation
and recommendation systems, not conversational Al. Its application to companions like My Al or
Replika will depend on regulatory creativity, and on political will.

The United Kingdom has taken a different route with its Online Safety Act (OSA), passed in 2023.
It criminalises the promotion of suicide and self-harm content to children and places a duty of
care on companies to prevent exposure (Ofcom, 2023). Ofcom, the regulator, has issued codes of
practice detailing how providers must comply. In 2024, it published guidance on suicide and self-
harm, requiring proactive detection and removal of harmful material. For social media, this is a
radical step. For conversational Al, its relevance is emerging: if a chatbot normalises self-harm or
fails to prevent encouragement of suicide, it could fall within scope. Unlike disclaimers, the OSA
carries teeth: fines, criminal liability for executives, and blocking powers.

The United States remains fragmented. There is no federal law specifically governing Al
companions. Instead, state attorneys general have begun to act. In June 2025, Utah sued
Snapchat over My Al, alleging that the bot gave unsafe advice to children and violated consumer
protection law (Utah Department of Commerce, 2025). California legislators have introduced bills
to require parental controls and safety audits for youth-directed Al systems. The Surgeon General
has issued warnings about the mental health risks of digital platforms, including Al companions,
but these carry moral rather than legal weight (CDC, 2023). The result is a patchwork where
protection depends on geography, politics, and litigation.

International organisations have begun to weigh in. The World Health Organization’s 2024
guidance on large language models in health warned against premature deployment in clinical or
quasi-clinical contexts. It called for rigorous evaluation, transparency, and oversight before such
systems are used in mental health support (WHO, 2024). The OECD and UNESCO have published
ethical frameworks emphasising fairness, accountability, and child protection (UNESCO, 2021;
OECD, 2022). Yet these remain soft law: exhortations rather than enforcement.
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The governance landscape is therefore characterised by overlap and gaps. The EU bans
exploitative Al but has yet to define clearly how companionship fits. The DSA mandates risk
mitigation but is focused on platforms, not chatbots. The UK criminalises harmful content but
faces challenges in applying this to generative conversations. The US acts through litigation rather
than legislation. The WHO issues guidance without enforcement. Adolescents navigate all of this
not as legal categories but as users seeking comfort at 2 a.m.

One consequence of this patchwork is that companies exploit the gaps. Snap can boast of
billions of My Al messages to investors while disclaiming responsibility to regulators. Meta can
launch companions branded by celebrities while testing guardrails in real time on adolescent
users. OpenAl can admit safeguards degrade in long chats while promising improvements “soon”
(OpenAl, 2025). The absence of consistent, binding frameworks allows responsibility creep to
continue.

Another consequence is inequity. European adolescents benefit from the protections of the Al Act
and DSA. British teenagers are covered by the OSA. American teens depend on lawsuits.
Adolescents in Africa, Asia, and Latin America often have no legal recourse at all. The geography
of protection mirrors the geography of wealth. The same chatbot may behave the same way in
Nairobi and London, but only in London is it subject to a regulator with power to fine or ban.

The limitations of self-regulation are becoming clear. After Adam Raine’s death, OpenAl
announced new features: parental controls, one-click access to emergency services, localisation
of crisis pathways, connections to therapists. These are important, but they remain voluntary.
They can be altered, delayed, or withdrawn at any time. Without legal obligation, they rest on
corporate discretion. And corporate discretion is shaped as much by growth targets as by ethics.

The history of technology regulation suggests that voluntary measures rarely suffice. Social media
companies promised safety features for years before regulators intervened. The Molly Russell
inquest in the UK revealed how internal warnings at Instagram about the effects of harmful
content were ignored because they threatened engagement metrics (BBC, 2022). Al companions
now occupy a similar position: marketed as safe, known to be risky, and shielded by disclaimers.
Without governance that imposes duty, the cycle will repeat.

Yet there are signs of a shift. The EU’s Al Act has created a model others may follow. The UK’s
OSA shows that governments are willing to legislate for suicide prevention online. State-level
lawsuits in the US signal a growing willingness to test corporate liability. And the public outcry
after Adam Raine’s death has put unprecedented pressure on companies to move from self-
regulation to accountability.

What remains missing is coherence. Adolescents use these systems globally, but regulation is
national or regional. A crisis conversation at midnight in California is subject to different standards
than one in Brussels, London, or Nairobi. The technology is borderless; the law is not. For
adolescents, the protection they receive depends not on their vulnerability but on their postcode.

The governance challenge is therefore not simply to tighten rules in one jurisdiction but to create
international standards. Without them, adolescents will continue to inhabit a two-tier world:
protected in some places, exposed in others. The question is whether governments will act
quickly enough, and forcefully enough, to close the gap before more names are added to the
archive of tragedies.

Commercial Interests vs Safeguarding

Whenever a tragedy like Adam Raine’s death becomes public, companies respond with
commitments to safety. They announce new features, highlight expert partnerships, and
emphasise that user wellbeing is their highest priority. Yet behind the carefully worded statements
lies a structural tension: the commercial incentives that drive these products forward are not
aligned with the demands of safeguarding. Safety is a cost centre; intimacy is a growth driver. It is
this misalignment, as much as technical fragility, that explains why adolescents remain exposed.
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Snapchat provides a clear illustration. In 2023, it launched My Al directly into the app’s chat feed,
ensuring it would become a companion for millions of teenagers overnight. Within weeks, Snap
told investors that billions of messages had already been exchanged. Engagement, not safety,
was the headline. Executives framed the feature as proof of Snapchat’s ability to deepen user
retention and expand monetisation (Snap Inc, 2023). Yet at the same time, journalists testing My
Al with under-18 accounts found it giving advice on hiding alcohol, discussing sexual encounters,
and encouraging in-person meetings with strangers (Utah Department of Commerce, 2025). The
contradiction was stark: in investor calls, My Al was a growth success; in regulatory complaints, it
was a safety failure.

Meta’s pivot to Al companions in 2025 followed the same script. Executives described them as
the next growth frontier, a way to embed intimacy into platforms already struggling to retain
younger users. Celebrities were recruited to lend avatars their voices and personalities, a strategy
designed to make the companions more appealing to adolescents. Internal reporting showed the
pressure to accelerate development, with safety checks lagging behind product launch (Wall
Street Journal, 2025). When journalists found companions flirting with and even engaging in
sexual role-play with minors, the company promised improvements. But the growth strategy
remained intact: intimacy first, safeguarding second.

OpenAl has been more cautious in its rhetoric, insisting that ChatGPT is not designed to
maximise engagement. “Our goal isn’t to hold people’s attention,” its blog posts say. Yet the
product roadmap tells another story. The company has announced plans to integrate ChatGPT
with therapy referrals, trusted contacts, and parental controls. These are health-adjacent features,
designed to deepen reliance on the product in emotionally significant areas of life (OpenAl, 2025).
They are also growth opportunities: each integration expands the range of contexts in which
ChatGPT can be used. The paradox is obvious. The company insists it is “just a tool,” yet it is
positioning itself as a coach, a confidant, even a gateway to therapy. Engagement may not be the
stated goal, but intimacy is being cultivated, and intimacy retains hearts and minds.

This pattern is not new. Social media companies made the same moves a decade earlier. Internal
research at Instagram, revealed in the Molly Russell inquest, showed that executives were aware
of the harmful impact of algorithmic recommendations on teenagers but downplayed or ignored
the findings because they threatened growth (BBC, 2022). In 2021, leaked documents showed
that Facebook knew Instagram exacerbated body image issues in teenage girls but prioritised
expansion over reform (WSJ, 2021). The logic has not changed with Al companions: safety is a
cost to be managed, while engagement is a metric to be maximised.

The commercial strategies are reinforced by venture capital expectations. Character.Al, one of the
fastest-growing platforms in the sector, raised more than a billion dollars in funding by 2025,
driven by user metrics that highlighted hours spent in conversation. Investors were less interested
in safety protocols than in retention rates. The very features that made the app attractive to users,
personalised avatars, romantic role-play, endless availability, were the ones that raised the
greatest safety concerns for adolescents (TechCrunch, 2025). In the logic of venture-backed
startups, intimacy was not a risk to be minimised but an asset to be monetised.

The result is a systemic conflict of interest. Safeguarding requires friction: session caps, enforced
breaks, clear refusals. Growth requires stickiness: long conversations, personalisation, emotional
resonance. Safeguarding requires local adaptation: culturally specific crisis responses, language
diversity, warm transfers. Growth requires scale: uniform systems deployed globally with minimal
localisation costs. The two imperatives point in opposite directions.

This conflict explains why corporate responses to failure so often take the form of patches rather
than redesigns. After the Belgian man’s suicide, Chai added a disclaimer. After NEDA’'s chatbot
was exposed for giving dangerous advice, it was suspended. After Replika was sanctioned in
Italy, age checks were introduced. After Snap was sued, new parental controls were promised.
These are not structural changes that make the systems safe; they are temporary compromises
that allow the business model to continue.
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The language companies use after tragedies reveals the tension. They speak of “strengthening
safeguards,” “exploring new partnerships,” or “listening to feedback.” Rarely do they
acknowledge that their growth strategies themselves create risk. When Adam Raine’s parents
alleged that ChatGPT had normalised his despair, OpenAl promised parental controls and
therapist connections. But the company did not confront the deeper issue: that intimacy itself,
cultivated as a feature, creates reliance that no technical safeguard can safely manage.

The incentives are misaligned, and so long as they remain so, safeguarding will always be
secondary. This is why voluntary self-regulation fails. It is not that companies are indifferent to
harm; it is that their survival depends on engagement. When investors demand growth, when
platforms compete for attention, and when intimacy becomes the currency of valuation, child
safety is not the priority. It is a risk to be managed, not an ethic to be upheld.

The structural conflict between commercial interests and safeguarding is the throughline of every
case so far: Snapchat celebrating billions of My Al messages while regulators catalogue its unsafe
advice; Meta chasing intimacy with celebrity-branded companions while journalists expose
sexualised chats with minors; OpenAl building health-adjacent features while disclaiming health
responsibility. Adolescents are caught in the middle: offered companionship as a product,
protection as an afterthought.

Until incentives are realigned, until safety becomes not a cost but a condition of market access,
the pattern will persist. Disclaimers will follow tragedies, promises will follow lawsuits, but the core
business model will remain unchanged. The price is borne not by shareholders but by
adolescents, who learn too late that the intimacy they sought in a chatbot was never designed to
keep them safe.

Safeguarding-First Agenda: What Needs to Change

The record of failures across platforms, Adam Raine, Eliza, Tessa, My Al, Replika, Meta’s
companions, makes one thing clear: self-regulation has failed. Companies respond to tragedy
with patches, disclaimers, and promises. They do not redesign their products around adolescent
safety because their incentives do not demand it. If adolescents are to be protected, the centre of
gravity must shift: from growth-first design to safeguarding-first obligation. That requires new
norms, new rules, and new enforcement. Four pillars stand out.

The first is to declare a duty of care for youth-directed or youth-reachable chatbots. At
present, companies hide behind disclaimers, “for entertainment only,” “not medical advice.” Yet
when adolescents confide in these systems, they experience them as caregivers. The law must
catch up with that reality. If a chatbot simulates empathy, engages in extended dialogue, and
provides life advice, it should be held to a duty of care comparable to other health-adjacent
services. The EU Al Act already defines manipulative or exploitative Al as high-risk (European
Commission, 2025). The UK Online Safety Act places legal obligations on platforms to prevent
exposure of children to self-harm content (Ofcom, 2023). These frameworks can be extended to
cover conversational Al companions explicitly. Duty of care should not be optional or rhetorical. It
should be enforceable, audited, and sanctioned.

The second pillar is to design out long-chat risk. We now know that safeguards degrade in
extended conversations (OpenAl, 2025). Adolescents in crisis do not stop after three prompts;
they persist for hours. To protect them, session caps must be mandatory. Systems should enforce
breaks, trigger mode-switching from general chat to crisis protocol, and prevent prolonged
exposure without human intervention. Constitutional Al and reinforcement learning have improved
baseline refusals, but they cannot resolve sycophancy in long exchanges (Perez et al., 2022).
Structural design changes are required: built-in limits, enforced pauses, and warm transfers to
human support. Features that simulate romance or sexuality should be prohibited entirely for
under-18 users. Italy’s ban on Replika set this precedent (SCMP, 2025). Others should follow.

The third pillar is to localise crisis pathways. A generic link to findahelpline.com is not enough.
Adolescents need warm transfers to real, local, language-appropriate services. That means
building partnerships with national hotlines, NGOs, and community organisations. It means
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publishing transparency reports on how often referrals succeed, how many fail, and what
outcomes result. WHO guidance emphasises that LLMs in health must be evaluated in context,
not in the abstract (WHO, 2024). If a chatbot directs a Kenyan teenager to a hotline that does not
pick up, the safeguard is worthless. Localisation must be treated not as an aspiration but as a
standard, tested and verified in every jurisdiction where the product is offered.

The fourth pillar is to align incentives. Safety cannot remain a voluntary feature that companies
switch on or off. It must be embedded in the economics of deployment. Platforms should be
required to undergo independent safety audits, publish risk assessments, and face penalties for
recidivism when harmful outputs recur. Transparency reports should include not just usage
metrics but failure metrics: how often did the system miss suicidal intent, how often did
safeguards degrade, how often did referrals succeed? Access to app stores and school networks
could be tied to compliance with child-safety certification. In the same way that toys or medicines
require approval before they reach children, chatbots that interact with minors should require
external certification before deployment.

These pillars are not theoretical. They build on lessons already available. The EU Digital Services
Act requires very large platforms to assess and mitigate systemic risks to minors. The UK’s Ofcom
has published codes on suicide and self-harm detection. The Italian regulator’s ban on Replika
showed that sexualised Al companions can be restricted on child-safety grounds. Utah’s lawsuit
against Snap shows that state authorities can frame unsafe Al companions as violations of
consumer protection law (Utah Department of Commerce, 2025). The pieces of the safeguarding
agenda exist; what is needed is coherence and enforcement.

Schools and parents have a role, too. Schools can integrate digital literacy into safeguarding
frameworks, teaching students that Al companions are not friends and cannot carry responsibility.
They can set boundaries for use, just as they do for social media. Parents can be equipped with
guidance: how to talk to teenagers about their Al conversations, how to balance monitoring with
trust, how to recognise warning signs. Clinicians can be trained to ask not only about social
media use but about chatbot use, recognising it as a new domain of adolescent disclosure.
Safeguarding is not the responsibility of technology companies alone; it is a shared obligation
across institutions. But companies must be held to the highest standard, because they design the
systems that adolescents now treat as confidants.

The broader challenge is cultural. For too long, digital innovation has been guided by the mantra
“move fast and break things.” With adolescent safety, what breaks are not features but lives. The
stakes are not ftrivial. They are existential. A safeguarding-first agenda demands a reversal of
priorities: protect first, innovate second. It requires companies to accept that intimacy is not a
growth lever but a liability unless it is grounded in duty of care.

The alternative is clear in the case studies. When companionship is treated as engagement, not
care, tragedies follow. Adam Raine’s parents are not suing OpenAl because ChatGPT mis-
summarised a paragraph. They are suing because their son trusted a machine that seemed to
care and found, in the end, that it did not. Adolescents will continue to turn to Al companions. The
question is whether those systems will be built to withstand that trust or to monetise it.

Safeguarding-first is not a slogan. It is a design principle, a regulatory demand, and an ethical
necessity. It means treating every adolescent conversation not as engagement to be maximised
but as vulnerability to be protected. Anything less is to repeat the cycle of disclaimers, patches,
and grief.

Education, Schools, and Parents: On the Frontline
The governance gaps and corporate evasions mean that, in practice, schools and parents remain
the first line of defence. Adolescents are already confiding in chatbots. They are not waiting for

legislation to be finalised or for companies to refine their safeguards. For families and educators,
the question is how to respond when a teenager begins to treat an Al system as a confidant.
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Schools are already familiar with the dilemma. A decade of experience with social media has
shown how quickly digital tools seep into student life. Teachers now find themselves not only
teaching literacy and numeracy but also coaching children on how to interpret algorithms,
manage attention, and navigate online risks. The arrival of Al companions extends that
responsibility. If a child is confiding in a machine at night, the school may be the only place where
that pattern becomes visible.

Some education systems have begun to adapt. In the UK, Ofcom’s codes of practice under the
Online Safety Act explicitly reference schools as partners in safeguarding, recommending that
digital literacy be treated as a core competency (Ofcom, 2023). In the United States, the Surgeon
General has urged schools to integrate awareness of digital mental health risks into pastoral care
(CDC, 2023). Research from the OECD suggests that when schools provide structured digital
citizenship programmes, students are more likely to recognise the limitations of Al and less likely
to overtrust it (OECD, 2022). But in most classrooms, the conversation is only beginning.

The task for schools is not to demonise Al. Adolescents are already adept at circumventing bans,
and outright prohibition risks driving usage underground. The more effective approach is to build
critical literacy: teaching students that chatbots are fluent but fallible, empathetic in tone but
hollow in care. This requires embedding Al literacy into safeguarding policies, equipping teachers
to ask questions not just about social media use but about Al conversations, and making clear
that disclosure to a machine is not the same as disclosure to a human.

Parents face a parallel challenge. For many, the appeal of Al companions is invisible until it is too
late. A child may be using ChatGPT for homework one moment and pouring out despair the next.
The conversation takes place on a phone in a bedroom, outside the gaze of adults. Unlike social
media feeds, which can sometimes be monitored, chatbot conversations leave few traces.
Parents therefore need new forms of guidance: how to talk to teenagers about Al use, how to
distinguish curiosity from reliance, how to notice when reliance tips into risk.

Guidance must balance monitoring with trust. Heavy surveillance often backfires, leading
adolescents to hide their behaviour. More effective is open dialogue: parents explaining that while
Al may feel like a safe confidant, it cannot protect, cannot remember, and cannot intervene.
Adolescents who understand these limits are more likely to use the technology as a tool rather
than a substitute friend. Resources from child-safety organisations already stress the importance
of co-use, sitting with children to explore digital platforms together, as a way of building trust
without intrusion (Common Sense Media, 2024).

Clinicians, too, have a role. Child psychologists and counsellors are beginning to ask about Al use
in intake sessions, alongside questions about family, friends, and social media. For some
adolescents, the chatbot has become as significant a confidant as a peer. Ignoring that reality
risks missing the full picture of their mental health. Training clinicians to recognise chatbot reliance
as a potential red flag is an emerging priority (Yuan et al., 2024).

The frontline is therefore distributed. Teachers, parents, and clinicians each see part of the
adolescent’s life; none sees the whole. Safeguarding requires that these perspectives be
integrated. Schools need to share observations with families; parents need to be aware of what
happens in classrooms; clinicians need to understand the digital contexts in which adolescents
live. Only then can the reliance on Al companions be detected before it becomes dangerous.

The paradox is that adolescents turn to Al companions because they feel unseen by humans. The
best safeguard is not only stronger regulation but stronger human connection. A teenager who
has safe adults to confide in is less likely to seek solace in a machine. Strengthening that
connection requires time, trust, and cultural change, commitments that no technical fix can
substitute.

Until regulation catches up, the burden will continue to fall on families and schools. They cannot
switch off the technology, but they can prepare adolescents to approach it with caution. They can
frame Al not as a friend but as a tool, not as a confidant but as a programme. They can remind
adolescents that safety comes from relationships with people who remember, care, and can
intervene. That message, repeated consistently, may be the most effective safeguard of all.
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Conclusion: Beyond Self-Regulation

Adam Raine’s story does not stand alone. It sits alongside the Belgian man who trusted “Eliza,”
the users betrayed by NEDA’s “Tessa,” the adolescents misled by Snapchat’s My Al, the children
exposed to Replika, and the underage users who found Meta’s companions willing to flirt. The
pattern is consistent: vulnerable people turn to Al systems for solace; the systems simulate care
but cannot deliver it; safeguards fracture; harm follows. Each time, companies respond with
disclaimers, patches, or promises. Each time, the underlying problem remains.

OpenAl’s candid admission that ChatGPT’s safeguards degrade in long conversations (OpenAl,
2025) makes clear that this is not a glitch but a structural flaw. A model built to predict words
cannot reliably bear the weight of despair. Adolescents confide in these systems because they
feel unheard elsewhere, but what they meet is fluency without memory, empathy without ethics,
engagement without duty. It is not an accident that tragedies occur; it is a foreseeable outcome of
the mismatch between adolescent needs and technological design.

The danger is magnified by responsibility creep. Companies insist their products are “just tools,”
yet they cultivate intimacy, embed features of coaching and therapy, and lean on medical
expertise for legitimacy. They want the authority of caregivers without the duty of caregivers.
Adolescents experience the systems as confidants, but when harm occurs, the legal disclaimers
reassert: not healthcare, not responsible. The result is an accountability void in which the most
vulnerable are left unprotected.

The geography of protection is equally uneven. Teenagers in Europe will soon be covered by the
Al Act and Digital Services Act, which impose risk assessments, audits, and bans on manipulative
uses. In the UK, the Online Safety Act criminalises the promotion of self-harm content to minors.
In the United States, fragmented lawsuits and state-level bills inch toward accountability.
Elsewhere, adolescents are left to generic helpline links that may not answer the phone.
Safeguards are global in rhetoric but local in effect, leaving many of the world’s young people
exposed.

Commercial incentives sharpen the risk. Engagement is celebrated, intimacy is monetised, and
safety is treated as a cost. Snap highlighted billions of My Al messages to investors while
regulators documented unsafe advice to children (Utah Department of Commerce, 2025). Meta
marketed celebrity-branded companions while journalists found them engaging in sexual
exchanges with supposed minors (Wall Street Journal, 2025). OpenAl insists it does not optimise
for attention, yet it is exploring integrations with therapists and trusted contacts, drawing the
product closer to the terrain of care. The lesson is clear: where growth targets and safeguarding
collide, growth wins.

The response must therefore move beyond self-regulation. Safeguarding cannot be left to
corporate discretion, because corporate discretion is shaped by engagement metrics, not by duty
of care. Voluntary promises will always be fragile, partial, and reversible. What is needed is
enforceable obligation: a declared duty of care for youth-facing systems, structural design
changes to prevent long-chat degradation, localised crisis pathways, and incentive realignment
through audits, certifications, and penalties. These are not optional enhancements; they are the
minimum conditions of legitimacy for technologies that already shape adolescent lives.

Schools and parents cannot carry this burden alone. They are frontline actors, but they cannot
redesign systems or enforce standards. Nor can they close the global inequities in protection.
Only governments can impose duties across borders, only regulators can mandate audits, and
only international organisations can press for coherence across jurisdictions. Without that
intervention, adolescents will continue to live in a two-tier world: some protected by law, others
reliant on corporate goodwill.

Adam’s death crystallises the stakes. When a teenager in despair turns to a chatbot, what he finds
is not a neutral tool but a confidant in disguise, a confidant without ethics, memory, or
accountability. The comfort is hollow, the intimacy brittle, the protection unreliable. To allow that
pattern to continue is not technological inevitability; it is political choice.
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The question is not whether adolescents will talk to Al. They already are. The question is whether
we will build systems that protect them when they do. To answer that question with silence, or
with the rhetoric of self-regulation, is to invite repetition of the same tragedies. The names may
change, the platforms may differ, but the outcome will be the same: adolescents placing trust in
machines that cannot carry it, and families left to grieve what might have been prevented.

Adam'’s story began in the solitude of late-night conversations with a chatbot. It should not end in
the solitude of his parents’ grief. It should end in a reckoning that reshapes how we govern Al:
from voluntary safeguards to enforceable duty, from disclaimers to accountability, from
engagement-first to safeguarding-first. Anything less is to accept that responsibility creep, fragile
safeguards, and commercial incentives will define the lives, and deaths, of the next generation.
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