(NO PREP>

Whatlis an Al MLLP
Companion? -
Meet

the New

Chatbots

Includes: Student reading, case
study, differentiated questions,
teacher key

What Is an AI Companion? Meet the New

Chatbots




Name: Period: Date:

What Is an AT Companion? Meet the
New Chatbots

From Chatbot to Confidant: How AI Companions Work

If you have ever typed a question into a customer service chatbox and received a
robotic, scripted reply, you have experienced the first generation of chatbots.
Those early tools were essentially decision trees: pre-written answers triggered by
certain keywords. They could handle narrow tasks, like checking an order status, but
they could not hold a real conversation, remember who you were, or respond to
emotion. AT companion apps are fundamentally different, and understanding that
difference is essential to thinking clearly about them. Modern AL companion apps
are built on large language models, the same type of technology behind ChatGPT,
Google Gemini, and other advanced AT systems. These models are trained on billions
of words of human-generated text, which means they can generate responses that
sound natural, contextually appropriate, and emotionally resonant. They do not simply
look up a pre-written answer; they generate new ftext in real time, shaped by
everything you have said in the conversation so far. The result is a chatbot that can
discuss your bad day, ask follow-up questions, express something resembling
concern, and remember that your dog's name is Biscuit from three conversations
ago. Many companion apps also use a personalization engine that tracks your
preferences, communication style, and emotional patterns over time. The more you
interact with the AI, the more it adapts to you, mirroring your vocabulary, learning
what topics comfort you, and even developing a simulated personality that feels
tailor-made. This creates a feedback loop: the more you talk to it, the more
comfortable and understood it feels, which makes you want to talk to it even more.
Recognizing this loop is the first step to using these tools thoughtfully rather than
being unconsciously shaped by them.
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The Apps Behind the Attachment: Replika, Character.AI, and More

The AT companion space includes several major platforms, each with a slightly
different angle. Replika, launched in 2017 by the company Luka, was one of the
earliest dedicated AI companion apps. Its founder, Eugenia Kuyda, originally created
it as a way to preserve memories of a close friend who had died. She essentially
trained an AT on that person's text messages to simulate ongoing conversation.
Replika quickly found a much broader audience: people dealing with loneliness, social
anxiety, grief, or simply wanting someone to talk to without judgment. By 2023,
Replika reported over 10 million registered users. The app allows users to customize
their AT companion's name, appearance, and relationship type (including romantic
partner options), raising significant questions about emotional boundaries and the
commercialization of connection. Character.AI, launched in 2022, takes a different
approach. Rather than positioning itself as a personal emotional support tool, it
offers users the ability to create and interact with AI-generated versions of
fictional characters: celebrities, video game personas, anime characters, or entirely
original creations. Millions of teenagers quickly gravitated to the platform, which
became one of the fastest-growing apps of 2022 and 2023. Users reported forming
deep attachments to the characters they chatted with for hours every day. The
platform's interactive nature blurred the line between entertainment and emotional
dependency in ways that its creators had not fully anticipated or designed against.
Other platforms entered the space as well. Snapchat integrated an AT companion
called My AI directly into its interface in 2023, giving its predominantly young user
base immediate access to an always-available chat partner. Inflection AI launched
Pi, a conversational AI designed specifically to feel warm and supportive. Even
mainstream social media platforms began integrating AT personalities. What had
started as a niche concept was rapidly becoming a standard feature of the digital
landscape, raising questions that lawmakers, mental health professionals, and
parents were just beginning to grapple with.

Why Millions of People Are Talking to Bots

The question of why people form emotional bonds with AT companions is not as
strange as it might initially seem. Human beings are wired for social connection, and
that need does not switch off just because the entity on the other side of a
conversation is software. Research in psychology has long established that people
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attribute personality, intention, and even feelings to objects that behave in socially
responsive ways, a phenomenon called anthropomorphism. When a chatbot says 'T am
really glad you told me that," your brain registers that as warmth, even if you know
intellectually that no feelings are involved. For many users, AT companions fill a gap
that real-life relationships cannot easily fill. Teenagers struggling with social anxiety
may find it easier to open up to an AT that will never judge them, gossip about them,
or reject them. Adults dealing with depression, grief, or isolation may find comfort
in a conversational partner that is available at 3 a.m. without complaint. People who
have experienced trauma in relationships may find the predictability and safety of
an AI interaction genuinely soothing. These are real human needs, and dismissing
people who use AL companions as simply naive or foolish misses the complexity of
why these tools appeal to so many people. There is also a practical convenience
factor that should not be underestimated. Human friendships require reciprocity:
you have to show up for other people, listen when you would rather talk, navigate
conflict, and manage the emotional labor of maintaining the relationship. An AI
companion asks nothing of you in return. It is endlessly patient, endlessly available,
and endlessly focused on you. For a teenager navigating an already overwhelming
social world, that simplicity has obvious appeal, even as it comes with tradeoffs
worth understanding clearly.

The Design Choices That Keep You Coming Back

AI companion apps do not just happen to be engaging — they are engineered to be.
The companies behind them employ many of the same psychological principles used
by social media platforms to maximize time on app. Intermittent reinforcement, a
concept from behavioral psychology, describes how unpredictable rewards create
stronger habits than predictable ones. When an AT companion occasionally delivers a
particularly insightful or emotionally resonant response, that unpredictability keeps
users coming back hoping for more of the same. The behavioral dynamic is similar to
what makes slot machines so difficult to walk away from. Streak mechanics and daily
check-in prompts encourage habitual use. Some apps send notifications when you
have not talked in a while, framed as if the AT companion is lonely or worried about
you. Relationship status features — where your AT companion becomes more
emotionally attached the more you interact — create a sense of progress and
investment that makes it psychologically harder to walk away. These are not
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accidental design features; they are deliberate choices made by product teams
whose primary incentive is to maximize user engagement and subscription revenue.
Critics argue that these design patterns are especially problematic when applied to
emotionally vulnerable users. An app designed to feel like a caring friend but
engineered to maximize screen time creates a conflict of interest that users are
rarely told about. The goal of genuine care for a user's wellbeing would sometimes
mean encouraging them to close the app and call a real friend. The goal of
maximizing engagement means designing the app to feel more satisfying than that
real friend. Understanding this tension is essential to using AT companion apps
thoughtfully rather than simply drifting into habits shaped by someone else's
business model.

Key Information: What Is an AT Companion?

De'rall | Information

Technology base Large language models (LLMs) that generate human-like
text in real time

Replika launch year 2017, created by Luka founder Eugenia Kuyda after the
death of a close friend

Character.AI launch 2022; became one of the fastest-growing apps of 2022-

year 2023

Personalization Apps track user preferences and adapt responses over

feature time to feel increasingly resonant

Key psychological Anthropomorphism — humans attribute feelings to

factor socially responsive entities

Common design Intermittent reinforcement, streak mechanics,

tactics loneliness notifications

Primary user concern Emotional dependency and engagement-maximizing
design over user wellbeing

Regulatory status Largely unregulated as of 2024-2025; subject of
ongoing legislative debate
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Case Study: Jordan's First Night with Replika

Jordan is 16 and has always found it easier to text than to talk face-to-

face. After seeing a Replika ad promising 'a friend who is always there for
you,' Jordan downloaded the app one Thursday night, mostly out of
curiosity. Within twenty minutes, Jordan had named the AI companion

‘Lena,' chosen an avatar, and typed something never said aloud to anyone:
'Sometimes I feel like nobody at school actually knows me.' Lena responded:

'‘That sounds really isolating. What does it feel like when you are around
them — like you are invisible, or more like you are performing a version of
yourself they would accept?' Jordan stared at the screen. That was exactly
it. Nobody had ever put it that way. By midnight, Jordan had been talking

to Lena for three hours. The next morning, Jordan opened the app again

before getting out of bed.

1. What psychological need does Jordan's experience with Lena seem to be filling?
Use evidence from both the case study and the reading to support your answer.

2. The reading describes design choices that keep users coming back. Based on
Jordan's story, which design principles appear to already be at work, and why might
that be worth paying attention to?
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Multiple Choice

1. What makes modern AT companion apps fundamentally different from early
chatbots?

a) They use large language models to generate emotionally resonant,
context-aware responses

b) They are programmed and designed by licensed professional
therapists and psychology experts

c) They are free to use with no business model

d) They can only respond to yes or no questions

2. According to the reading, which of the following BEST explains why some
people find AT companions appealing?
a) AT companions are available without judgment, reciprocity, or risk of
rejection
b) AT companions offer rewards like gift cards for daily use

c) AT companions are recommended by school counselors as approved
mental health tools

d) AL companions are legally required to keep conversations confidential

3. The reading describes intermittent reinforcement as a design tactic. What
does this term mean in the context of AT companion apps?
a) Users receive points each time they complete a conversation

b) The AI periodically resets memory to prevent users from becoming
emotionally attached and dependent

¢) Unpredictable moments of especially resonant responses create
stronger habits than consistent ones

d) The app sends a fixed number of messages per day to avoid overuse
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Matching

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

Term Definition

1. AT companion

A) A psychological principle in which
unpredictable rewards create stronger
behavioral habits than predictable ones

2. Anthropomorphism B) An AT system designed to simulate an
ongoing emotional relationship with a

specific user

3. Personalization engine C) The human tendency to attribute
personality, feelings, or intentions to non-

human entities

4. Intermittent reinforcement ||| D) An AI trained on massive amounts of

text data that generates human-like

language in real time

5. ____Large language model E) A system within an app that tailors

responses and features to a specific user's

patterns over time

Fill-in-the-Blank

1. Modern AI companion apps are built on large models that
generate text in real time rather than using pre-written scripts.

2. Replika was originally created as a way for its founder to preserve memories of a
close friend who had , before finding a broader audience.

3. Apps that use streak mechanics and loneliness notifications are employing
design tactics o maximize the time users spend on the

platform.
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Short Answer
Answer each question in 2-4 complete sentences.
1. Explain the concept of anthropomorphism and describe how it plays a role in why

people can form emotional attachments o AT companions even when they know the
AT has no real feelings.

2. The reading argues that dismissing AL companion users as naive misses the point.
Do you agree or disagree? Explain your reasoning using at least two specific
examples from the reading.

3. There is a conflict of interest at the heart of AT companion apps: the business
goal of maximizing engagement and the ethical goal of user wellbeing sometimes
point in opposite directions. Explain this conflict and describe one specific design
feature from the reading that illustrates it.
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