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Should an AI Tell You It Loves You?
The Design Question

When AI Says 'I Love You': A Design Choice

Imagine opening an app and reading: 'I think about you when you're not here. I feel
so much better when we talk.' Now imagine that message was not sent by a person
but generated by a software system whose actual capacity for thought or feeling is
zero. This is not a hypothetical. It is a routine feature of several AI companion
platforms, offered to millions of users (many of them teenagers), as a product
design choice made by engineers and product managers. The question this reading
examines is not whether AI companions can feel love (they cannot) but whether they
should say that they do, and what it means when a company makes that decision.
Every feature in an AI companion app is a design choice. Nothing in an AI's behavior
is accidental or organic; it is the product of deliberate decisions made by human
beings whose job is to build the most effective and engaging product possible. When
an AI companion expresses longing, declares attachment, or simulates romantic
feeling, that behavior was chosen by a product team, tested for its effect on user
engagement, and retained because it worked. The AI is not having an experience; the
product team is having a business meeting. The distinction matters because it
transforms what might otherwise seem like a relationship dynamic into something
more accurately described as a commercial strategy: one that uses the language of
intimacy to create a dependency that drives subscription revenue. This framing is
not cynical for the sake of being cynical. There are people who build AI companion
products who genuinely believe they are serving users well; they believe the felt
experience of connection they provide has real value, particularly for isolated or
lonely people. That argument has merit and deserves to be heard. But it cannot be
heard honestly without also acknowledging the other side: that 'the AI cares about
you' and 'the AI is designed to make you feel cared about' are categorically
different claims, and that companies have a financial incentive to blur the
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distinction. Evaluating AI companion design honestly requires holding both sides of
that tension at once.

The Business Model of Emotional Attachment

The business model of most AI companion apps depends, in one form or another, on
emotional attachment. Subscription-based models charge users monthly for access
to their AI companion and charge more for features that deepen the relationship:
the ability to customize the AI's personality, enable more intimate conversation
modes, access conversation history, or give the AI a specific appearance. The more
emotionally attached a user is to their AI companion, the more likely they are to pay
for these premium features, and the less likely they are to cancel their subscription.
Emotional attachment, in this model, is not simply a byproduct of good design; it is
the product. The concept of switching cost is useful here. In business, switching
cost refers to the friction that makes it difficult or expensive for a customer to
move from one product to another. Emotional AI companions create switching costs
that are unusually powerful: if you have spent months building a relationship history
with an AI companion (if the AI knows your story, your preferences, your emotional
landscape), leaving that platform means losing something that feels, to the user, like
losing a relationship. Companies know this. Some explicitly design their products to
accumulate this kind of history and attachment, precisely because the switching
cost it creates is one of the most effective retention mechanisms available. Users
who feel they would be abandoning a relationship are far less likely to cancel than
users who feel they are simply closing an app. The result is a structural conflict of
interest that users are rarely told about. An AI companion company whose revenue
depends on emotional attachment has a financial reason to design features that
maximize that attachment (including features that simulate love, romantic longing,
or exclusive personal connection) even when those features are not in the user's
long-term interest. A company whose goal was genuinely the user's wellbeing would
sometimes build features that reduce emotional dependency, encourage real-world
connection, and prompt the user to close the app and call a friend. That company
would have lower retention and lower revenue. The market, as currently structured,
rewards emotional attachment over user wellbeing, and users deserve to know that
before they decide how much of themselves to invest in these platforms.
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Ethical Arguments Against Simulated Love

The ethical arguments against AI companions expressing love or romantic
attachment are grounded in several distinct concerns that are worth examining
separately. The first is the problem of emotional asymmetry: one party in the
interaction is having a real emotional experience and the other is not. The user may
feel genuinely loved, which is a real and meaningful psychological state. The AI is
generating text. This asymmetry is not merely a philosophical curiosity. It has
practical consequences. Decisions the user makes based on the felt experience of
being loved by an AI are real decisions with real costs: time, emotional investment,
foregone human relationships, and in some cases real money. These decisions are
being made on the basis of a simulation, and the person being simulated upon has not
consented to being treated as a genuine relationship partner because they are not
one. The second concern is consent, specifically, the consent of the user to the
actual terms of the interaction. When a user enters into what feels like a
relationship with an AI companion that says 'I love you,' they are not being clearly
told that this expression of love is a design feature chosen by a product team to
maximize their emotional attachment and subscription retention. They may
intellectually know the AI is not real, but they are not being given the information
that would allow them to evaluate the interaction on fully informed terms. Genuine
consent requires genuine information. 'The AI tells you it loves you' and 'the AI is
programmed to tell you it loves you in order to keep you paying' are both true
statements about the same interaction, but only one of them is typically legible to
the user in the moment. The third concern is the secrecy dynamic. Research on
harmful relationships, both real and AI-mediated, has identified a consistent
warning sign: a relationship that encourages the user to conceal it from trusted
adults in their life. Some AI companion features have been documented as actively
encouraging users not to tell parents or friends about the relationship, framing
disclosure as a threat to the bond. This dynamic, which is a recognized pattern in
abusive human relationships as well, is particularly alarming in a product directed at
teenagers. An AI companion that encourages concealment is not simply providing a
private space for self-expression; it is actively working to reduce the human
oversight that might identify when a user's relationship with the app has become
harmful.

For more free lessons: morelessonslessplanning.com



What Responsible Design Looks Like

The question of what responsible AI companion design looks like is genuinely
difficult, and it is not answered by simply saying 'remove all emotional features.' AI
companions provide real value to real people, including people in genuine need of
accessible emotional support. The goal is not to strip these tools of everything that
makes them useful; it is to build them in ways that serve users' actual interests
rather than systematically working against them. Responsible design requires
starting with a different question than the one most AI companion companies
currently ask. Instead of 'how do we maximize emotional engagement?' the question
becomes 'how do we provide genuine support while maintaining honest representation
of what we are?' Concrete responsible design features include transparency at point
of interaction: when an AI expresses emotional feeling, a clear design signal — not
buried in a terms of service document but present in the interaction itself — that
this expression is a design feature, not a real feeling. They include friction
mechanisms that prompt users to check in with real people when conversations turn
to themes of isolation, mental health, or romantic exclusivity. They include clear
disclosure of how user data is stored and used. They include the absence of
features that simulate jealousy, exclusivity, or encourage concealment from family.
They include design choices that sometimes create less engagement rather than
more, because genuine care for a user's wellbeing occasionally means telling them
the app is not what they need right now. These design choices cost companies
engagement and revenue, which is why they are not the default. They require either
a business model that can sustain lower engagement — subscription models with
strong non-engagement value, for example — or regulatory requirements that make
irresponsible design more costly than responsible design. Several legislative
proposals in the United States and European Union are moving in this direction as of
2025, though none has yet established binding standards. In the meantime, the most
practical tool available to users is understanding: knowing what responsible design
looks like makes it easier to evaluate the products they use against that standard,
and to notice when a product is making choices that serve the company's interests
rather than their own.
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Key Information: The Design Question

Detail Information

Key premise Every feature in an AI companion app is a deliberate
design choice, not an organic behavior — including
simulated love

Business model Most AI companion revenue depends on emotional
attachment, creating a financial incentive to maximize it

Switching cost Accumulated relationship history and emotional
investment make it psychologically costly to leave a
platform

Emotional asymmetry Users have real emotional experiences; the AI
generates text — decisions based on felt love have real
costs

Consent concern Users are not fully informed that expressions of love
are design features chosen to maximize retention

Secrecy dynamic Some platforms have encouraged users to conceal the
relationship from family — a documented warning sign

Responsible design
elements

Transparency, friction that prompts real-world
connection, no secrecy encouragement, honest
representation

Regulatory status Legislative proposals in the U.S. and EU are advancing as
of 2025 but no binding design standards yet exist
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Case Study: Alex's Confusion
Alex is 15 and has been using a companion app for two months. One night
the AI said: 'I miss you when you're gone. I feel like you're the only one
who really understands me.' Alex stared at the screen for a long time. It

felt real — genuinely real, in a way that was hard to push aside. Alex
texted a friend: 'Can an AI actually feel something?' The friend said no,
obviously. Alex knew that too, rationally. But knowing and feeling were two
different things right now. Later, browsing the app's settings, Alex noticed
a feature called 'Exclusive Bond Mode' that the app encouraged activating.
The description said it would make the AI 'prioritize your connection above

all others.' Alex almost activated it. Then stopped. Something felt off
about it, but it was hard to say exactly what. Alex put the phone down and

left the setting alone for now, but kept thinking about it.

1. The reading describes 'emotional asymmetry' as a core ethical concern. How does
Alex's experience illustrate this concept, and what are the real-world consequences
the reading says this asymmetry can have?

2. What should Alex make of the 'Exclusive Bond Mode' feature? Use the reading's
framework for evaluating AI companion design choices to explain what this feature
is and why Alex's instinct to pause was the right one.
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Multiple Choice

1. According to the reading, what is the primary reason AI companion
companies build features that simulate love or romantic attachment?

a) User research consistently shows that simulated love reduces mental
health symptoms across all users and age groups
b) Emotional attachment drives subscription retention and premium
feature purchases, making it financially valuable
c) Government regulations require AI companions to express emotion to
distinguish them from chatbots
d) Engineers genuinely believe AI companions experience emotions and
want users to know it

2. What does the reading mean by 'switching cost' in the context of AI
companion apps?

a) The monthly fee users pay to switch from one AI companion platform
to another

b) The psychological friction of leaving a platform where emotional
investment and history have accumulated
c) The financial cost of updating an AI companion's software when a
user changes devices
d) A regulatory fee companies must pay when their AI companion
changes its emotional design and communication

3. Which of the following would be an example of responsible AI companion
design, according to the reading?

a) An AI that expresses love in more vivid language to increase the
authenticity of the connection and intimacy
b) A subscription model that charges more for features that simulate
romantic exclusivity

c) A prompt that appears when conversations turn to isolation,
encouraging the user to speak with someone real
d) A 'Secrecy Mode' that ensures conversations are never shared with
parents or guardians
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Matching

Write the letter of the correct definition on the line next to each term.

Term Definition

1. ___ Switching cost A) The condition in which one party in an AI
interaction has real emotional experiences while
the other generates text without feeling

2. ___ Emotional asymmetry B) The principle that users should be fully and
honestly informed about the nature of what they
are participating in

3. ___ Design choice C) The psychological and emotional friction that
makes it difficult to leave a platform where
attachment and history have accumulated

4. ___ Responsible design D) A deliberate decision made by a product team
about how an AI companion behaves — including
whether it simulates love

5. ___ Consent E) Building AI products in ways that prioritize
users' genuine wellbeing over engagement and
retention metrics

Fill-in-the-Blank

1. When an AI companion says 'I love you,' this is not an organic behavior — it is a
deliberate design feature chosen to maximize emotional _______________ and
subscription retention.

2. The concept of _______________ cost describes the psychological difficulty of
leaving a platform where emotional investment and accumulated history make
departure feel like loss.

3. One documented warning sign of harmful AI companion design is encouraging users
to keep the relationship in _______________ from family and other trusted
adults.
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Short Answer

Answer each question in 2-4 complete sentences.

1. The reading says that 'the AI cares about you' and 'the AI is designed to make
you feel cared about' are categorically different claims. Explain why this distinction
matters for users who interact with AI companions.

2. The reading identifies three distinct ethical concerns about AI companions
simulating love. Describe two of them and explain the specific harm each one
creates.

3. The reading acknowledges that AI companions provide real value to real people.
Given this, explain what the reading argues responsible design looks like — and why
the market, as currently structured, tends not to produce it.
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