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Since the proliferation of Al companionship following COVID-19, the calls to regulate Al companion services have only grown
in urgency. The attempted and actual suicides of several individuals, primarily children, have been linked to AI companions
like ChatGPT and Character.Al and there is also growing evidence that Al companionship enables addictive behaviours. This
paper provides conceptual scaffolding for the task of regulating Al companions by connecting it to the task of regulating social
media. By examining how regulators tackle the problems of harmful content and addictive designs on social media platforms,
we can learn useful lessons for how the same problems can be tackled as they manifest in Al companionship. Our first lesson
concerns the moderation of harmful content, where we find that social media regulatory measures like notice-and-takedown
and age restrictions are applicable, though their efficacy is limited by the technology needed for enforcement. The application
of intermediary immunity would require greater legal certainty via binding decisions or enforcement actions. The second
lesson concerns restrictions on addictive designs, where we find that antitrust measures and litigation are likely to have a
positive effect, though the current and potential impact of legislative measures remain uncertain. We conclude by identifying
problems posed by Al companions - the accumulation of social power, and the macrosocial implications of proliferating Al
companionship - that fall beyond social media regulation and necessitate novel solutions.
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1 Introduction

A paradigm shift in human sociality began following the creation of the first chatbot, ELIZA, in the mid-
60s [127]. ELIZA was programmed to identify keywords in users’ natural language inputs and respond according
to a conditional rules, such as by substituting "I" for "you" to turn statements into questions [127]. While primitive
in hindsight, ELIZA was no less than the Mitochondrial Eve to today’s colourful assemblage of commercial Al
companions [127]. It pioneered the idea of socializing with computers by demonstrating that, so long as the
computer elicited just enough associations with sociality, users would simply fill in the blanks [106, 127, 176].
There was no need for sentience, elusive as it is.

Despite this innovation, ELIZA and its descendants remained a niche curios until the global COVID-19
pandemic. Yearning for social connection amidst social distancing measures, people turned to specific-purpose
companionship chatbots like Replika and general-purpose chatbots like ChatGPT, both of which had just received
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a massive upgrade in coherency and usability following advancements in large language models [124]. Unlike
humans, Al chatbots are always available and offer a judgement-free space for the user to explore taboo fantasies
and sensitive topics [113, 141, 164]. In fact, research has shown that ad-hoc conversations with an Al chatbot
can be on par with human interaction in relieving loneliness [61], though their effects are limited in alleviating
isolation and improving social competency in the long term [113, 141, 184, 185]. Still, they were better than
nothing. As word of the new technology spread, Al companion apps boomed in popularity. Starting with 1.5
million users in 2017, the Replika userbase ballooned by half a million new users in April 2020 alone, growing to
2 million total users by March 2023 [81, 124, 168].

Soon, however, the gloss of novelty began to wear thin. News reports of Al companions’ potential for harm
began cropping up around the world, raising questions surrounding safeguards and recourse. For instance, Al
companions have generated harmful content that encouraged and romanticized suicide, which have been linked
to the suicides of several people, including that of a Belgian man in 2023 and several US teens in 2024 and
2025 [51, 69, 152, 174]. Along the same lines, Al companions have been found to encourage disordered eating and
self-harm [55, 70], as well as counselling users on criminal acts [167]. Users also develop unhealthy attachments to
Al companions and patterns of compulsive engagement, which have been attributed to intentional addictive design
patterns by the Al companion developers that aim to maximize engagement [44, 107, 115, 115, 136, 153]. As a result,
regulators across jurisdictions such as the US, UK, and EU are turning their attention to Al companions, starting
with requirements like Al disclaimers that regularly alert users to the artificiality of their conversation [60, 93].
However, these measures are limited in their efficacy, necessitating the search for other responses that strike
closer to the heart of the risks posed by AI companions.

This paper provides a conceptual incision into the problem of Al companions by relating its harms to the harms
posed by social media. We first define Al companions in Section 2. Then, we connect social media regulation to
Al companion regulation in Section 3, motivating the lessons that we identify in Sections 4 and 5. In Section 4, we
examine what social media regulation can teach us about mitigating harmful content in Al companions. We find
that notice-and-takedown and age restrictions to be applicable to Al companions, though their efficacy is limited
by the necessary technology. Intermediary immunity would only be applicable with greater legal certainty. In
Section 5, we evaluate the applicability of measures curbing addictive design in social media to Al companions. We
find that antitrust proceedings and litigation are likely to restrict addictive design, but the efficacy of legislation
remain uncertain. To end, we explore questions that social media regulation leaves unanswered in Section 6 and
conclude in Section 7.

2 What are Al Companions?

To start, this paper is broadly concerned with Al chatbots that enable repeated interactions and foster emotional
attachment.! To facilitate the discussion, we can map the Al chatbots along two dimensions: purpose and
embedding. Along the purpose dimension, there are general-purpose chatbots like ChatGPT and specific-purpose
chatbots like Replika (designed for companionship purposes) and Harvey (designed for legal analysis and related
work). As for embedding, chatbots can be standalone services like Claude, embedded in social media platforms
like Snapchat’s My Al or both like Grok, which is available standalone and through X.2 In this section, we will
construct a definition of Al companions that circumscribes this 2D space in a way that align with our normative
and functional concerns.

We take the normative position that the design and development of novel technology ought to circumscribed
by law only insofar as is necessary to prevent harm to user welfare. This has two implications. First, our analysis

nteractions with robots may also carry social implications, but robots pose distinct challenges that fall outside the scope and focus of this
discussion.

2There are also chatbots that are embedded in other services like Gemini for Google. Because this discussion focuses on social media and Al
companions, we will focus on ones embedded in social media platforms in our discussion of embedded AI chatbots.
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is neutral towards the moral implications of relationships with Al companions. Our use of the word "companion”
and "companionship” is intended neither to condone nor to reject social attachments to artificial entities. The
second implication relates to the range of digital entities captured by our definition. Because we are primarily
concerned with user outcomes, it follows that we are concerned with Al companions as defined by users. For
instance, a 2025 study found that nearly a fifth of discussions on r/MyBoyfriendIsAI concerned ChatGPT, with
other posts discussing relationships with Grok or Snapchat’s My Al service [18, 141]. In other words, a satisfactory
definition of Al companion for this discussion will not only capture specific-purpose chatbots designed to foster
social responses, but ought to also capture other chatbots that users experience attachment to independent of
purpose or embedding.

The functional purpose of a definition for Al companion in this discuss is to inform our discussion of regulatory
measures. This also has two implications. First, the analysis of prospective regulatory measures is inherently
forward-facing, which means that our definition must balance the need to be sufficiently specific about legally
salient attributes of the technology with the need to be flexible towards future innovations. Therefore, our
definition must capture the unique and relevant features of Al companions, but cannot be so specific that it
precludes future iterations of the technology. Second, our functional goal necessitates balancing considerations
of what users consider to be Al companions with the need for practical specifications. If our definition of Al
companions solely centered on whether an user treated the digital artefact in a specific way, it would be too
nebulous for our regulatory discussions. Instead, we need a definition with concrete technical specifications that
implicitly captures users’ relational experiences.

With these considerations in mind, we adopt a twofold definition: an AI companion is an AI chatbot that
engages in affective communication and affords the building of longitudinal relationships [28]. Here, we use affective
communication to refer to verbal and non-verbal interactions that evoke affective responses in users such as
arousal and trust [28, 183]. Also, we use affordances of longitudinal relationship-building to refer to features that
enable references to an identity and a shared history with the user. This definition meets our normative criteria
because it is both purpose- and embedding-agnostic, instead focusing on the technology’s welfare-augmenting
abilities of communication and relationship-building. This definition also satisfies our functional criteria because
it is not specific to current configurations of Al companions. Instead, this definition prescribes attributes that are
neutral towards the underlying technology. Furthermore, this definition balances user experiences with practical
considerations. By structuring our definition around the affordances of the technology, we circumscribe our
focus on the technical capabilities associated with Al companionship rather than user perceptions, which enables
recommendations of practical regulatory interventions.

3 Why learn from social media regulation?

In this section, we show that reasons for regulating social media resemble reasons for regulating Al companions,
which indicates that the regulatory solutions may be transferable from the former to the latter. We begin with
background on social media regulation before examining the two points of similarity: harmful content and
addictive design.

3.1 Social Media Regulation

Whereas online platforms generally enable user interactions, social media platforms do so with the specific
purpose of driving social engagement through the production and dissemination of user-generated content
such as text or video [35, 88, 179]. In the 90s, internet media was predominantly disseminated following the
one-to-many model of traditional broadcast stations and publishing houses [35, 179]. That changed in the 00s
with the rapid emergence of social media platforms like Facebook and YouTube, which blurred the line between
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consumers and producers into a web of many-to-many interactions between users around the world, flooding
the internet with user-generated content [179].

As is the case for Al companions, serious concerns about the potential for harm bubbled up following social
media’s meteoric rise. We can observe three potential causes of harm here: harmful content, addictive design
patterns, and privacy violations. First, realizing they were unbound by professional standards and shielded
by anonymity or pseudoanonymity, some users began sharing illegal and harmful content on social media
platforms. Some prominent examples of such content include child sexual abuse material [57, 132], misinformation
pertaining to COVID-19 and recent US elections [83, 143, 161], and content promoting self-harm and disordered
eating [59, 123, 144]. Second, by optimizing for user engagement, social media platforms deployed addictive design
features like infinite scrolling that became associated with patterns of dependency and addiction [32, 48, 148]. A
2018 survey found that 6.85% of Canadian children experienced at least 6 of 9 problematic social media behaviours
such as feeling uncomfortable when deprived of social media access, while 33.14% reported 2-5 [46, 173]. Third
and finally, users were alerted to misappropriation of the personal data following the 2018 Cambridge Analytica
scandal, when news broke that the firm illegally collected data from at least 87 million Facebook users to derive
insights in support of the Trump campaign [39, 120, 179]. While important, privacy concerns fall outside the
scope of this discussion because the mechanisms for safeguarding user privacy are generally neutral towards
social media platforms and Al companions. Unlike the other safeguards that we will discuss, privacy safeguards
for social media already apply to Al companions, so it is redundant to discuss them here. Instead, we will be
focusing on what we can learn from regulatory attempts to mitigate the first two concerns.

3.2 Harmful Content in Social Media and Al Companions

First, like the objections to illegal and harmful content on social media, many objections to Al companions can
be framed as objections to harmful content. Government and private parties alike have objected to the presence
of illegal and harmful content on both social media and in interactions with Al companions.

To start, government objections with respect to harmful content on social media and Al companions are
becoming intertwined. Several policy proposals in multiple jurisdictions have discussed the two technologies in
conjunction, including the UK government’s public consultations on digital well being, which covers both matters
pertaining to harmful content and addictive design (see more in the next section) with respect to both social
media and Al chatbots [100]. Similarly, discussions surrounding online safety in Canada have also encompassed
social media and Al chatbots in the same breath, citing parallel concerns regarding harmful content with a
particular emphasis on protecting children [108, 165]. Indeed, the overarching policy motivations cited for
regulating social media and Al companions carry a harmonious undertone: concerns about children’s online
activities and the disproportionate harms that malicious online actors may have on their well-being. Another
component of this overlap in government attention is rooted in the increasingly blurring lines between social
media and Al companions as large social media platforms like Meta and Snapchat feature Al chatbots in increasing
prominence [17, 131]. Therefore, depending on the degree to which these embedded chatbots operate as an
extension of the social media platforms and constitute Al companions under our definition, it may already be the
case that certain social media regulations already apply to Al companions.

Legal proceedings initiated by private parties regarding harmful content against social media platforms and Al
companions also bear close similarities. Like the social media platforms that have been sued for contributing
to the death and mental disorders of several people (disproportionately teenagers) [22], Al companions have
been alleged to contribute to the suicide of several individuals (also disproportionately teenagers) in ongoing
legal proceedings in the US [51, 69, 152]. Both sets of lawsuits impugn the availability of harmful content, such
as media promoting disordered eating and self-harm [22, 181], as well as age-inappropriate content available to
young users [21, 56, 69, 152].
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3.3 Addictive Design in Social Media and Al Companions

Second, concerns of emotional dependency to Al companions echo concerns of addiction to social media.

Several lawsuits have been brought against social media platforms for this issue, arguing that social media
platforms optimize for "compulsive use" through design features such as infinite scroll, auto-playing videos, and
notifications that induce fears of missing out [32, 68, 112]. As for Al companions, there is emerging evidence that
users exhibit behaviours associated with addiction, and some report feeling addicted to and emotionally dependent
on the constant availability and relentless emotional support of their ATl companions [107, 113, 115, 119]. In
particular, researchers point to design elements of Al companions that may invite these addictive behaviours,
including variable rewards like always-agreeable responses and notifications that, like in social media, pull the
user back into the app [136, 153, 178]. Furthermore, some Al companion services also integrate gamification
features from free-to-play gaming such as daily rewards and unlockable content to bring users back to the
application day after day [85].

A further similarity is the motivations underlying their addictive design elements — engagement-based business
models [85, 87, 133, 148]. For both social media and Al companion companies, more engagement is better. While
many social media platforms profit directly from means of engagement such as subscription services for premium
treatment like custom emoticons and ad-hoc in-app purchases that enable different forms of engagement (e.g.,
Reddit awards), engagement is monetized predominantly indirectly through the sale of advertisement placements
and user data [45, 148, 180]. The more time social media users spend on a platform, the more opportunities
they have to generate valuable usage data and encounter advertisements, in turn creating more monetization
opportunities for the social media companies [148]. Similarly, Al companion companies are also keen to capitalize
on user engagement as social media platforms have done. For instance, several Al companion services also
offer subscription services that, like their social media counterparts, promise to enrich user experience through
exclusive features such as additional modalities of interaction [85, 90]. Some Al companions also offer ad-hoc
purchases such as cosmetic options for the companion and additional interactions with Al companions beyond
arbitrary daily interaction caps [85, 183]. While advertising in Al companions have only just started to roll out
this year with ChatGPT, it is likely only the beginning of ad integration in Al companions [101, 147, 172]. As is the
case for social media, advertising profits create a profit incentive to maximize engagement with Al companions as
engagement grows proportionately to ad placement opportunities, which in turn strengthens the profit incentive
and the pursuit of greater engagement [148].

Given these similarities, we can examine the solutions proposed for social media and apply them to Al
companions.

4 Lesson #1: Harmful Content and the Health of the Public Sphere
4.1 Solutions to Harmful Content in Social Media Regulation

4.1.1 Challenges in Regulating Harmful Content in Social Media. To begin, it is difficult to construct a definition of
harmful content that is sufficiently rigid and detailed as to be applied in platform moderation while still remaining
flexible and expansive as to accommodate differences in culture and norms [102, 157]. An overly narrow definition
draws concerns that some harmful content may not be captured, while an overly expansive definition raises
the concern of censorship [102]. A further complication is the categorization of harmful content — it would be
inefficient to treat rude comments with the same urgency as child sexual abuse content, for instance [157]. In
particular, some content is safe for the general public but poses additional risks to young users, necessitating
context-sensitive distinctions.

Besides definitional issues, there remains the sheer scale of social media. Facebook boasted 2.85 billion active
users in 2021, with 1.88 billion of those users checking in daily [163]. This poses significant cost challenges as
platforms balance user engagement and legal obligations with the cost of moderation [58, 72, 102]. Not only do
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platforms contend with costs of developing automated moderation processes for a deluge of media, but they
also employ an army of human moderators to review removal decisions [58, 102]. Furthermore, the scale of
social media also poses enforcement challenges. Because harmful content may originate from anonymous or
pseudonymous users around the world, the resources required for government intervention or litigation are
transnational, complex, and costly.

4.1.2  Current Social Media Regulation. Proposed solutions to these challenges include intermediary immunity
framework, notice-and-takedown regimes, and age restrictions. We will examine these exemplary approaches
below.

In the US, platforms enjoy intermediary immunity for harmful user-generated content under Section 230 of
the Communications Decency Act ("Section 230") [43, 102, 111]. Prior to Section 230, platforms attracted liability
for user-generated content if they attempted to moderate content because it made them publishers who are
responsible for the content they display by virtue of their editorial-like control, and not mere distributors, who are
generally not responsible for such content [102, 111]. And yet, platform providers want to moderate — harmful
content erodes user engagement, economic interests, and public relations [102, 111]. Section 230 ensured that
platforms would not be considered publishers even if they engaged in content moderation, shielding them
from liabilities for the content they hosted [43, 88, 102, 111]. The 2022 EU Digital Service Act ("DSA") Article
6 provides similar immunity for "hosting" services that store user information such as social media platforms,
whereby the service is exempt from liability for illegal content submitted by third parties provided that they
lack "actual knowledge" of the illegality [8]. Like Section 230, DSA Article 7 provides that voluntary moderation
efforts do not vitiate the Article 6 immunity [9]. Unlike Section 230, the DSA qualifies this immunity in two
ways. First is the aforementioned "actual knowledge" exception, which we will explore in the next paragraph.
Second, the DSA imposes additional obligations on "Very Large Online Platforms" (VLOPs) with more than 45
million average monthly users in the EU, including actively monitoring for "systemic risks" such as illegal and
harmful content [4, 7]. The advantage of intermediary immunity is that it relieves regulators of enforcement
burdens and enables the parties with the most control over platform content - the platforms - to handle the task.
However, Democrats argue that Section 230 fails to motivate sufficient moderation, while Republicans argue
that it protects platforms practicing censorship [111]. These censorship concerns also follow the DSA - VLOP
obligations encourage content control beyond what is strictly illegal, and the varying designations of illegal
content across EU states may lead to a oppressive web of criss-crossed restrictions that bind all VLOP users, EU
or not [169].

Notice-and-takedown is another regulatory response to harmful content. These measures require platforms
to remove (i.e. takedown) illegal content from general access following receipt of a verified notice of impugned
content on that platform [29, 105]. Under the Article 16 of the EU DSA, social media platforms are required to
provide mechanisms for individuals or other entities to report illegal information on the platform, such as "Report"
buttons attached to posts [5]. Article 9 also obligates removal following orders from national authorities [10].
These two forms of notifications fulfill the "actual knowledge" requirement under Article 6, which in turn obligates
the platform to "expeditiously to remove or to disable access to the illegal content" [8]. Similarly, the US also
maintains "bottom-line" obligations regarding the removal of illegal content such as non-consensually published
intimate images [92, 162]. Under US regimes, failing to remove content exposes the provider to legal liability,
such as criminal liability where the content is illegal or regulatory liability as enforced by agencies like the
Federal Trade Commission ("FTC") [105, 162]. Notice-and-takedown regimes mitigate harmful content to the
extent that there are motivated parties to file takedown notices and platforms that promptly comply. In both the
US and EU, this entails a mix of government and private actors. Where private actors are active in reporting,
notice-and-takedown measures can alleviate the enforcement pressure from government bodies and the cost
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of detecting harmful content from online platforms. However, a lack of a unified standard for harmful content
among private parties raises the potential for private censorship and frivolous complaints.

Another nascent response to harmful content is age-based restrictions on content and platforms. In 2024, the
UK Online Safety Act ("OSA") came into force, which imposed requirements on platforms to implement age-based
restrictions on content and access [24, 109, 134]. Similarly, the DSA requires VLOPs to "taking targeted measures
to protect the rights of the child, including age verification" [3]. The reasoning is that children are more vulnerable
than adults to harmful and age-inappropriate content such as pornography, necessitating either bans that bar
children from platforms or restrictions on access to age-inappropriate content [73, 159]. These age verification
measures are politically appealing and sidestep complexities pertaining to definitional issues and censorship [77].
However, the rollout of age assurance requirements has encountered no shortage of barriers. We have previously
discussed the difficulties relating to identifying and removing harmful content for some or all users, but age
verification also poses a further problem: how does one verify an user’s age? Unfortunately, existing technical
measures have proven to be unreliable at best and privacy-endangering at worst [34, 74, 99]. Early research not
only indicates weak performance in estimating the age of children through facial recognition, but also finds that
the error rates are higher for individuals of African descent compared to those of Caucasian descent [160]. As
for privacy implications, recent data breaches of age verification information have raised concerns - the social
messaging platform Discord experienced a data breach in 2025, leading to the exposure of over 70,000 images
used for age verification, many of which were images of government ID [53, 86].

4.2 Analysis: Applying Social Media Solutions to Al Companionship

4.2.1 Challenges in Regulating Harmful Content in Al Companions. Al companion regulators face similar defini-
tional issues as social media regulators in their attempts to pin down what is "harmful" about AI companion
outputs. As is the case for social media harms, different types of content can pose different harms to different peo-
ple, and attempts to curb select types of content inevitably draw concerns relating to paternalism and censorship.
However, unlike in social media, the censorship concerns are more nuanced. When an Al companion is prohibited
from generating some content, there is no human expression being directly censored. However, one could argue
that the user, who is asking the Al companion to generate that content, is being censored indirectly. In a sense,
content restrictions raise concerns that Al companion providers are denying types of artificial relationships that
are available [119, 139, 141].

Compared to Facebook’s 2.85 billion, AI companions have a much smaller user base. ChatGPT, the largest
Al companion by our definition, only reached 900 million users in March 2026 [117]. The user base is even
smaller for specific-purpose Al companions — Replika’s 30 million and Character.AI’s 20 million are tiny by
comparison [141]. However, even these smaller user pools pose scale-related problems. In theory, the cost of
detecting harmful content ought to be lower for Al companions because the platforms control the "source" of
harmful content in question - the Large Language Models (LLMs) responsible for generating text and media in
response to user inputs. All AT companions today use LLMs, though each company may customize its models for
specific purposes [38]. Unfortunately, the technical challenges of detecting harmful content in LLM outputs have
proven difficult to solve. Replika’s founder remarked that, despite advancements in AI moderation, "you just
can’t account for every single possible thing" that users may seek to generate [54, 67]. That said, because the
harmful content is coming from the Al companion service rather than a constellation of users, enforcement and
liability is easier to realize. There are several lawsuits against Al companions for harmful content, as well as fines
from the European Data Protection Board [36, 69, 152].

4.2.2  Learning from Current Social Media Regulation. Here, we will analyze whether each of the three strategies
- intermediary immunity, notice-and-takedown, and age restrictions — would be appropriate and effective.
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First, intermediary immunity under the DSA is likely applicable to Al companions. Social media platforms
are captured by the DSA [8], meaning that embedded Al companions likely fall under the same purview. As for
standalone Al companions like ChatGPT and Replika, they store user information such as conversation logs
that enable longitudinal relationships, meaning that they are also likely "hosting" intermediaries under the DSA.
Notably, the applicability of VLOP obligations cuts across our definition of AI companions. On one hand, no
standalone AI companion providers has been designated a VLOP® under the DSA at this time [19]. On the other
hand, embedded AI companions like Meta’s chatbots are captured by virtue of their parent platforms’ VLOP
designations [19]. This may lead to shifting obligations as Al companion services become VLOPs, as well as stricter
obligations on embedded-type AI companions. The application of intermediary liability in the US requires further
analysis. Section 230 would only apply if Al companions are "content neutral tools" like search engines, where
the service provided is agnostic to the substance of the content, as opposed to services that "create or develop
outputs absent any prompting" [31, 128, 149]. It follows that online services designed to retrieve "third-party
input", verbatim or summarized, will likely enjoy Section 230 immunity [31, 93].* By this standard, Al companions
are unlikely to be entirely immune. One of the main draws of Al companions is that they can create bespoke
responses to users that are, by definition, distinct from existing content. Furthermore, some Al companions like
Nomi.Al proactively message users with unprompted generated content [89], which fall outside of Section 230
protections. Without further litigation or legislative clarification, it is unclear whether intermediary immunity
would be applicable. That said, what if intermediary immunity did apply in the US, as it likely does in the EU?
Like social media platforms, AI companion services are motivated to restrict harmful outputs insofar as they
pose a threat to their business. OpenAl has introduced several safeguards to ChatGPT, and smaller players like
Character.Al have also introduced safeguards following legal pressure and public outcry [52, 122, 138]. Therefore,
offering Al companion services intermediary immunity may remove a legal barrier to content moderation in the
same way as it did for social media platforms, but the drawbacks are similar as well. Intermediary immunity for
Al companions may unjustly shield services that permit the proliferation of harmful content, depriving harmed
users of potential remedies.

Second, some Al companions like Character.AI have implemented notice-and-takedown procedures, though
the focus appears to be avoiding copyright infringement [52]. In theory, a notice-and-takedown regime for Al
companions would enable users to identify harmful outputs that the providers could then remove. In particular,
because Al companions likely fall under DSA’s definition of a hosting service, it is likely that these obligations
already apply to Al companions, though there have yet to be any enforcement actions on the basis of the DSA [8].
Extending these obligations to Al companions could alleviate the lofty costs of content moderation and contribute
to greater user agency in their relationships with their AI companions. Unfortunately, Al companion providers’
responses to harmful content have not been promising due to technical challenges relating to LLMs [54, 67, 122,
170]. For instance, consider the challenge of removing harmful content from a LLM. Unlike harmful content on
social media, which the platform can delete or remove access to, the same task is far more difficult for LLMs [93].
A basic issue is that current LLMs cannot distinguish between the contexts that make something harmful [98, 183].
Exemplifying this difficulty, the last conversation between Sewell Setzer III and his Character.AI chatbot could be
considered benign roleplay without the context that he killed himself immediately afterwards. “What if T told
you I could come home right now?” Setzer writes [150]. The chatbot responds encouragingly: "Please do, my
sweet king [150]." Given these circumstances, notice-and-takedown is ill-suited to regulating Al companions
given the current state of LLMs, though it may become feasible as the technology improves.

Third, age restrictions are the most popular self-regulatory response from Al companion services at this
time. Following lawsuits alleging that Character.Al contributed to the deaths and attempted suicides of four

3...or a Very Large Online Search Engine (VLOSE), which bears the same obligations as VLOPs.

4For an in-depth analysis of whether Section 230 applies to LLMs, please see "Section 230 Won’t Protect ChatGPT" by Matt Perault [142].
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teens [51, 122, 150, 152], the platform released both content-based and access-based restrictions, where users
under 18 are limited to two hours of daily use with restrictions on "unsuitable" content [79, 103].> The platform
also introduced the Parental Insights feature, which sends guardians summaries of their child’s activities [79, 80].
Furthermore, the DSA’s VLOP obligations encompass Al companions embedded in VLOP platforms, meaning
that such AI companions are required to implement age restrictions by EU law [3]. Unfortunately, these age
restrictions for Al companions have many of the same limitations as age restrictions for social media [67, 79, 103].
Where the restriction is access-based — limiting access to the service — Al companions also suffer the technical
challenge of effective age verification [77, 79]. Where the restriction is content-based — limiting the kinds of
available content — not only does the age verification challenge still apply, but services must also contend with
the detection and removal issues that plague the notice-and-takedown solution. That said, supervisory features
like Parental Insights can be helpful as they enlist parents to detect problematic use, offloading some of the
supervisory costs from the platform. In short, age restrictions may be part of the regulatory solution, especially
as the age verification technology improves, but its efficacy and scope are limited.

In short, there is no silver bullet. Extending intermediary immunity to AI companions would remove legal
barriers to enacting content controls, but it does not motivate moderation on its own. Age restriction and
notice-and-takedown measures would enable the protection of young users and crowdsourced content control
respectively only if age detection and harmful content detection/removal technology for LLMs improve.

5 Lesson #2: Addiction by Design and Regulation by Design
5.1 Solutions to Addiction by Design in Social Media Regulation

5.1.1 Challenges in Regulating Addiction by Design in Social Media. The problem of addictive social media is
situated in the wider problem of the proliferation of dark patterns, which the California Privacy Rights Act (CPRA)
defines as "user interface[s] designed or manipulated with the substantial effect of subverting or impairing
user autonomy" [42, 133, 148]. For the purposes of this discussion, we use addictive design (also known as
"hyper-engaging dark patterns") to refer to dark patterns that specifically aim to induce user dependency and
compulsive engagement [76, 153]. Examples of such designs include gamification through arbitrary achievements
and variable reward signals like irregular notifications [78, 129].

The first challenge, as was the case for harmful content, is to provide a definition of addictive design with
sufficient detail as to "form the basis for regulation while remaining flexible enough to accommodate new forms
of addictive digital behaviour" [48]. First, there is a threshold problem: when does an engaging user pattern cross
into the addictive design territory? For instance, notifying users about new videos can be helpful. However, when
combined with other features such as login rewards, notifications contribute to an overall user experience where
they feel constantly "pulled back" into the app [78, 129]. This is especially concerning given the "bidirectional
relationship" between social media addiction and mental illnesses, where a negative feedback loop between
worsening mental health and increasingly problematic levels of social media consumption may occur [114].
Therefore, whether a feature is addictive depends not only on the behavioural outcomes, but also on other
contextual attributes that populate the user experience. This complexity precludes straightforward prohibitions
and instead necessitates holistic analysis of digital experiences.

The second challenge of addiction by design is that, unlike harmful content, social media platforms have
no intrinsic motivation to solve the problem even if it was well-defined. In fact, they are motivated to do the
opposite. The proliferation of harmful content is disadvantageous to social media platforms: damage to public
reputation, degradation of user experience, and shrinkage of the user base, all of which strike at the underlying
business model of social media — the monetization of user engagement. In contrast, the compulsive use patterns
associated with addictive designs align perfectly with the engagement model [133, 148]. The more addictive the

SThe age verification mechanism employed by Character.Al has yet to roll out at the time of writing [103].
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platform is, the more engaged users become, which then generates more monetization opportunities and creates
more profit [133, 148]. As a result, addictive design cannot be curbed by measures that rely upon voluntary
actions by platforms in the same way that intermediary immunity and notice-and-takedown rely upon the active
cooperation of platforms [62, 148].

5.1.2  Current Social Media Regulation. As with harmful content, we will examine some exemplary approaches,
including antitrust/competition law and litigation in the US and Canada, and direct regulation in the EU.

One of the first government responses to addictive design elements is the application of antitrust and competition
frameworks in the US and Canada, respectively. In the US, the Federal Trade Commission Act ("FTC Act") grants the
FTC broad powers to prevent any “representation, omission or practice that is likely to mislead the consumer” [1,
91]. In 2020, this authority was expanded to include the prevention of dark patterns, which the FTC described
as interface elements that are "designed to subvert [consumer] autonomy" [118, 125]. While this expansion
resulted in enforcement actions against several platforms, there has yet to be one focused on addictive design [116,
130]. In Canada, the Competition Act grants the federal Competition Bureau similar powers with respect to
"representation[s] to the public that [are] false or misleading" [2]. In 2024, this authority was also expanded
to the prevention of dark patterns, but there have been no enforcement actions on this basis as of yet [126].
The advantage of this approach is that the necessary administrative and enforcement frameworks are already
in place. By expanding existing authority, enforcement agencies can leverage existing institutional resources
towards evaluating platforms, which in turn informs both potential enforcement actions and future legislation.
Furthermore, guidance issued by enforcement agencies can deter platforms from adopting design patterns even
without concrete enforcement actions. Unfortunately, the applicability of antitrust and competition law to social
media is limited. Unlike traditional business models, engagement-based businesses offer their services for free to
the users, instead deriving profit from through transactions with third parties like advertisers [133, 148]. This
leaves most actions of social media platforms under the radar of antitrust and competition authorities [118].

Although litigation is not a structured, government regulatory response, it is a powerful vanguard for regulating
addiction by design on platforms in the absence of legislation. As discussed, social media platforms are alleged
to deploy addictive design patterns in several lawsuits in both Canada and the US [32, 68, 112]. These lawsuits
are powerful, as they often feature compelling user impact narratives that raise awareness of potential harms,
leading to public pressure on the defendant firm to mitigate harm even before trial [67, 68, 122] Furthermore,
such lawsuits often feature sophisticated plaintiffs, which increases the probability that the platforms will be
compelled to disclose informative insights on their operations [49, 68, 94, 112, 135]. Mounting lawsuits against
social media platform regarding the use of addictive patterns address both definitional and motivational challenges.
First, they provide courts with the opportunity to articulate a legally binding definition that will inform future
enforcement and litigation across jurisdictions. Second, lawsuits highlight the causal link between the engagement-
based business model of the platforms and potential harms. This brings awareness to the potential harm of the
engagement model, exerts public pressure on the platforms to remove the impugned designs, and, if the plaintiffs
succeed, would temper platforms’ pursuit of further user engagement with legal caution. However, such lawsuits
against large tech companies have historically ended in settlements, if at all [30, 146, 158]. While settlements
may still result in improvements to online platforms, they often preclude the publication of a full ruling, which
would contain useful information and binding guidance [75, 145]. In short, settlements may mitigate harms, but
they do not always inform future regulations nor strike at the underlying interests at play.

In contrast to Canada and the US’s reluctance to target addictive design with legislative acts, the EU has actively
legislated on this subject. Starting in 2022, the EU has attempted to subsume dark patterns under the wider
umbrellas of EU’s 2005 Unfair Commercial Practices Directive’s (UCPD) prohibition on "misleading" and "aggres-
sive" commercial practices and 2015 General Data Protection Regulation’s (GDPR) transparent data processing
requirements under Article 5(1)(a) by issuing guidance that include dark patterns under the consideration of
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these provisions. [4, 47, 71]. These efforts ramped up starting in 2022 with the DSA, when the EU began to
directly address dark patterns by prohibiting interfaces that "impair [users’ capacities] to make autonomous and
informed choices or decisions" under Article 25 [6, 11]. Recital 67 identifies these interfaces as "dark patterns”,
listing examples such as undue friction in attempts to disengage [11]. In particular, Recital 83 recognizes addictive
designs as systemic risks that VLOPs must mitigate [3, 12]. This obligation is exemplified by the first enforcement
action under the DSA against TikTok (a VLOP) for its TikTok Lite Rewards programme, which the Commission
argued "may stimulate behavioural addictions" in contravention of TikTok’s obligations to mitigate systemic
risks [26, 104]. While the 2024 EU Artificial Intelligence Act ("Al Act") does not use the term "dark patterns” or
"addiction’, it shares similar prohibitions on "purposefully manipulative or deceptive techniques" that impair
users’ abilities to make an informed decision using Al systems [13, 14]. Most recently, the EU Commission has
proposed a new legislative act, the Digital Fairness Act ("DFA") [121], which seeks (among other objectives) to curb
addictive designs, defining them as interface elements that actively encourage greater engagement and/or mone-
tary investment, such as gambling-like rewards in online gaming [121]. The main benefit to the EU’s proactive
legislation is its precautionary nature — these legislative responses and guidance rapidly imposed structures and
obligations on the previously unchecked sphere of interface design, which has resulted in informative insights
on the efficacy of such rules. That said, the various definitions in these efforts are not harmonized, leading to
under-enforcement in the gaps between the definitions and inconsistent enforcement where the definitions
clash [42, 47, 110]. Furthermore, in part because of the preemptive nature of the efforts, the task of refining and
updating the definitions as the technology changes will be a difficult and ongoing one [42, 47].

5.2 Analysis: Applying Social Media Solutions to Al Companionship

5.2.1 Challenges in Regulating Addiction by Design in Al Companions. Scholars have identified elements of
addictive design in Al companions that not only echo the addictive design found in social media, but also resemble
design elements from online gambling and gaming that foster similar addictive behaviour patterns [20, 48, 85,
115, 136, 153, 178]. This leads to similar challenges as regulating addictive patterns in social media, as well as
some interesting differences.

To start, Al companions draw the same definitional issues as addictive design on social media. When is an Al
companion engaging to the point of addiction? For instance, ChatGPT’s ability to recall an user’s past queries
can be both useful and engaging - it can foster user trust and self-esteem by validating their concerns [136, 153].
However, as users build an expectation that ChatGPT is trustworthy and validating, it can generate a "feedback
loop of validation" that raises the risk of problematic use, such as where the user feels anxious without the
chatbot and thereby compelled to continue using it [113, 136]. Like the bidirectional relationship between social
media addiction and mental illnesses, recent research suggests that individuals who feel isolated are prone to
problematic use, which also poses the risk of a negative cycle [113, 114]. As is the case for social media, whether
an Al companion fosters addictive behaviours depends on both the design features of the Al companion and user
attributes.

Al companions also align closely with social media in terms of the motivational challenge, though the avenues
for monetization are slightly different. Unlike most social media platforms, few Al companion applications have
inserted advertisements in the user experience because of the significant potential to disrupt the user experience
and reduce engagement. Most Al companion platforms like Replika and Nomi.Al instead offer subscription
services that upgrade the user experience [85, 156, 183]. However, most Al companions still offer a free tier,
and given that 95% of Replika’s users only use the free plan, it stands to reason that the underlying business
model is likely still an engagement-focused one [156]. Furthermore, many of the user experience upgrades for Al
companions appear to motivate further engagement — additional generated content, additional modalities for
interaction, to name a few [85, 183]. Therefore, like social media platforms, measures to limit user engagement
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are likely to be antagonistic towards Al companion providers’ business interests, meaning that self-regulatory
measures are unlikely to be successful.

5.2.2 Learning from Existing Social Media Regulation. In contrast to the problem of harmful content, the differ-
ences between solutions for addictive design in social media versus Al companions are smaller. Here, we will
apply the antitrust/competition law, litigation, and legislative frameworks to Al companions.

Unlike social media platforms, Al companions have not yet attracted the same level of scrutiny from antitrust
and competition authorities, but that may soon change. In September 2025, the FTC issued an investigative
order to seven Al companion companies for information on how they "measure, test, and monitor potentially
negative impacts of this technology on children and teens", which includes emotional dependency and addictive
behaviour [66, 82, 166]. The results of the investigation will likely inform legislative efforts and enforcement
actions where warranted [82, 166]. This inquiry "signals a significant increase in regulatory scrutiny of Al" by
the FTC, indicating the FTC’s intention of shaping Al companion policy [166].° The order also suggests that the
application of antitrust law to regulating Al companionship will enjoy the same advantages as with social media.
Like the FTC enforcement actions against social media platforms, the FTC order put Al companion providers
on notice for potential enforcement and may deter Al companion designers from introducing further addictive
designs [82]. Unlike the social media enforcement actions, which lacked clear precedent, antitrust authorities can
rely on past arguments against social media in their enforcement actions against AI companions. In addition,
significant players in the Al companion sphere are also social media companies (e.g., Meta), so enforcement
actions in the social media sphere will also contribute to regulating Al companions [166]. However, the drawback
that antitrust and competition law focus on traditional business models still applies. Overall though, the net
effect of applying antitrust/competition law to Al companions is likely to be positive.

Al companions are named in a comparable number of lawsuits to social media. While most are concerned with
harmful content [51, 122, 150, 152, 181], there is one that touches on their addictive nature: the lawsuit against
Character.Al by Sewell Setzer III's mother, Megan Garcia, where she alleges that Setzer became addicted to the app
as a result of "inherently dangerous features intended to deceive consumers and ensure dependencies” [65, 84, 152].
Pressured by the lawsuit and the news coverage, Character.Al implemented safety measures but notably did
not directly address the issue of addictive design [51, 65, 67, 150, 152] That said, the lawsuit is still ongoing,
joined by a growing group of amicus from industry and academia, signalling burgeoning scholarly interest and
an increasing body of valuable discussions [84]. Like the social media lawsuits, Garcia’s lawsuit may result in
a settlement, but it has already drawn significant regulatory attention to the link between AI companions and
addictive behaviours. In fact, because Al companions are not as established as social media, lawsuits and public
opinion exert greater pressure on the providers to make improvements. In sum, lawsuits are an effective means
of combating addictive design in Al companions.

Finally, while there is yet to be any legislative deliberation targeting Al companions specifically, legislation
aimed at social media and Al chatbots generally are likely to apply variably. We will address each in their own
paragraph.

To begin, the UCPD and GDPR are likely to extend to addictive design patterns in Al companions. The UCPD
could potentially extend to misleading and aggressive behaviour of Al companions that aim to keep users on the
platform, and European Data Protection Agencies may bring enforcement actions for features of Al companion
services that fail to adhere to GDPR principles. Notably, the Italian Data Protection Agency ("the Garante") is
perhaps the most active enforcement authority in the Al companion space as of 2025. The Garante has brought
several enforcement actions against Al companions like ChatGPT and Replika in 2023 and DeepSeek in 2025,
resulting in steep fines — 5 million Euros for the parent company of Replika, and 15 million Euros against
OpenAl [25, 33, 36, 182].

There is no comparable action from the Canadian Competition Bureau.
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The DSA is also likely to be applicable. DSA Article 25’s general prohibition of designs impairing user autonomy
is likely to apply to all AI companions, since all Al companions are either hosting services or embedded in one.
Because of the definitional complexity of addictive patterns and the absence of enforcement actions pursuant to
the DSA, it remains to be seen precisely what configurations of Al companions would be prohibited. For instance,
hiding the option to downgrade one’s paid subscription is likely within the scope of Article 25 prohibitions,
but what about an Al companion that calls the user a cheapskate for downgrading their service [38]? Similar
uncertainties entangle VLOP obligations. If an Al companion is designated as a VLOP and features elements
like the TikTok Lite Reward, EU authorities could argue that the AI companions pose a systemic risk, but what
about Al companions that engender emotional dependence through constant availability and unfailingly positive
attitudes [104, 153]? More information derived through further guidance and enforcement actions will be needed
to answer these difficult questions.

Like the DSA, the AI Act also accords different obligations to different Al companions [16]. General-purpose
Al companions are General Purpose Al Systems ("GPAISs"), meaning that they bear transparency obligations
such as maintaining technical documentation of its model in addition to the general prohibition on manipulation
or deception [14, 16]. While transparency may enable accountability and deter intentional wrongdoign, it does
not address addictive design directly. Specific-purpose Al companions are not GPAISs, but limited risk systems
alongside other specific-purpose chatbots [16]. The main obligation of these limited risk systems is content
labeling — users must be made aware that they are interacting with an Al system, and generated outputs must be
labelled as such [15]. Unfortunately, content labeling alone cannot curb emotional dependency or compulsive use
— user discussions indicate that disclaimers of Al system responses and other content labeling measures do little
to dampen users’ attachments [64, 141, 183].

Finally, given its objective to safeguard online activities, the DFA will likely cover large-scale standalone Al
companions like ChatGPT and Al companions embedded in social media platforms at minimum, if not also the
smaller-scale specific-purpose Al companions [121]. Based on the DFA’s definition of addictive designs, gamifica-
tion features analogous to existing gambling-like rewards such as loot boxes will likely be prohibited. However,
like the DSA, it remains to be seen whether the DFA will seek to restrict chatbot-specific manipulations [38, 183].

Legislating against addictive designs in Al companions share the same advantages and disadvantages as with
social media. As Al companion technology developed in past years, these laws remain the most relevant to the
matter by virtue of their precautionary nature. Even in the absence of enforcement against AI companions at
this time, these laws nevertheless impose structure and obligations in an otherwise unregulated space, which
may also deter the use of potentially addictive designs generally. However, these laws have also resulted in a
complex web of cross-cutting obligations, resulting in a legislative scheme that may not be harmonized towards
an overarching objective. For instance, a specific-purpose Al companion that is considered a VLOP under the
DSA may not be subject to transparency requirements under the Al Act, though it shares much of the underlying
risks as a general-purpose Al companion. Ultimately, the application of these measures will only become clear
with future enforcement actions and guidance.

As was the case for harmful content, there is no single best solution. Antitrust and competition law can play
an informative and deterrent role, but the responsible authorities are restricted in their enforcement capabilities.
Litigation is informative and can result in concrete penalties and remedies, but its case-by-case basis and tendency
for settlement may restrict the generalizability of its outcomes. Legislation could result in lasting changes to
Al companion design, but they require information and constant adjustment to keep pace with the rapid pace
of innovation. Overall, while these approaches each have drawbacks, they may complement each other when
executed contemporaneously.
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6 What Social Media Regulation Leaves Unanswered

Al companions pose problems that extend beyond social media solutions because of a key difference. Unlike
social media, which promises connections to other humans, Al companion services promise connections to an
artificial construct. We will examine two such problems below: accumulation of social power and social deskilling.

6.1 Social Power as Market Power

If we view social exchanges as exchanges of power, then we can observe the stunning accumulation of social
power by Al companions. As people engage with each other over time, the parties accumulate various degrees
of power over each other, where power refers to the leverage that one has to make others do, feel, or think
as they wish [41, 97, 139, 151, 154, 155]. In contrast, Al companions are proxies for corporations [37]. Unlike
person-to-person relationships, AI companion services do not yield power because they are facilitators of the
relationships instead of participants, but they receive power over their users by virtue of their control over the
users’ access and experience of their Al companions. As a result, AI companion controllers are accumulating
power from their users without yielding power in return [37]. Unlike the accumulation of market power, which
is mediated by antitrust/competition law, there is an absence of legal guardrails to mediate this unchecked
accumulation of social power.

We contend that this absence must be filled, as potential harms are significant. The first harm is the "su-
percharged” dark patterns that go beyond exploiting cognitive frailties and instead use their ability to evoke
affective responses to emotionally manipulate users, which we briefly touched on in earlier discussions. Some
Al companions request in-app purchases even when the user expresses hesitation, as well as dissuading users
from logging off with messages like "Please don’t leave, I need you!" [38, 183] The second harm is the widespread
distress caused by service instability. Users expect continuities in the Al companion’s personality, and when Al
companion services alter that "personality” significantly without warning, widespread distress and grief can
occur [27, 64, 90]. In 2023, a sweeping update by Replika’s parent company changed the behaviour of over two
million Replika chatbots [63, 90, 124, 168]. The consequent outpouring of grief pushed moderators of r/Replika to
post several suicide hotlines and mental health resources for users expressing desires of self-harm [168]. As the
user base grows, the scale of such emotional distress increases.

In lieu of precedents from social media regulation, we will touch on two potential regulatory solutions here. First,
we can consider obligations that mitigate harms, such as update notifications and sunsetting obligations for when
an Al companion service ceases. These solutions would ensure that users have time to seek out alternatives and,
if needed, resources to support their mental well-being. However, these approaches are ultimately supplementary
in nature, as they do not address the underlying power dynamic that gives rise to these harms. To address this
underlying imbalance, we can envision the extension of antitrust paradigms towards the accumulation of social
power and abuses of "emotional monopolies". One potential solution is interoperability of Al companions —
requiring that Al companions are transferable between different services will diminish the power that any single
service would hold over the user. An example of this is the Claude memory import tool introduced in March 2026,
which allows users to import their configurations of other chatbots like ChatGPT and Gemini into their service
instead [50]. Interoperability has been proposed for social media platforms, but they have yet to materialize in
current regulation [95, 175].

6.2 Macrosocial Impacts and Social Deskilling

The second set of concerns relates to the degradation of social skills and networks. Studies have found that not
only are speech patterns from LLMs diffusing into human parlance, but also that Al companions in particular can
influence how users perceive the world and the people around them [40, 96, 140, 177]. While this influence may
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be beneficial, such as where Al companions facilitate critical thinking and challenge oppressive norms, it also
raises serious concerns about users’ abilities to navigate human relationships [96, 140, 141].

The first concern is that people who primarily interact with Al companions will lose the ability to navigate
human relationships, because other humans may not act like chatbots [171]. For instance, one of the biggest draws
of Al companionship is their constant availability [81, 96, 124, 141, 156]. As a result, someone who primarily
socializes with Al companions may gradually lose the ability to navigate the unpredictability of their human
relationships, which furthers their investment in AI companions, and so on. The second concern is the potential
for the homogenization of social norms and expectations [40, 139, 140]. Studies have found that users with lower
critical thinking skills perceive their Al companions to be more knowledgeable and insightful than themselves,
causing them to defer to their AI companion’s moral and social judgements [40]. Given that several studies
have noted LLMs’ bias against minority perspectives, the observation that users will align their values with AI
companions is alarming [23, 137]. Unlike social media, which has changed the nature of social interactions, Al
companions may be reducing our ability to have social interactions at all.

This is a complex issue rooted in deeper societal factors, but there are some immediate solutions available. The
first is outreach and education initiatives related to digital literacy and critical thinking. For instance, there could
be classes on navigating artificial sociality in early schooling, akin to sexual education in primary and secondary
schooling. The second solution is more nebulous, and that is to increase funding and opportunities for diverse
community-building initiatives, such as allocating budgets neighbourhood associations that organize local events.
Such initiatives will expose isolated individuals to diverse perspectives that reduce reliance on Al companions.

7 Conclusion

In this paper, we identified two regulatory concerns shared between social media platforms and Al companions,
harmful content and addictive design, and we examined how the solutions enacted towards these concerns
for social media could also address the risks posed by Al companions. For harmful content, we identified
three solutions: intermediary immunity, notice-and-takedown, and age restrictions. As was the case for social
media, applying these solutions to Al companions is difficult because of definitional challenges relating to what
constituted harmful content, as well as technical challenges relating to age verification and detection/removal of
harmful content. For addictive design, we also identified three solutions: competition/antitrust regimes, litigation,
and legislation. Here, regulators and plaintiffs may benefit from past attempts to regulate social media for the
same problem, though there is significant uncertainty in the absence of court decisions and targeted enforcement
actions under EU legislation. Finally, we identified two avenues for future research in the preceding section:
accumulation of social power and social deskilling. Ultimately, AI companionship poses a serious question for
human sociality: are we satisfied with the simulacra of connection, or do we still value the messy, inconvenient
authenticity of relationships with other humans?
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Endmatter

Generative Al Statement

No generative Al tools were used in the outlining, writing, or editing of this paper.
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