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Abstract
Platforms like Character.AI offer new avenues for identity
exploration and self-expression, but also introduce profound
parasocial, socioemotional, and psychological risks. Drawing
on developmental psychology, fan studies, human-computer
interaction, and AI ethics, this paper examines how AI-
mediated roleplay environments simulate intimacy while fos-
tering dependency, boundary erosion, and perceptual mis-
alignment. Through thematic analysis of an anonymous sur-
vey (N=344) of Character.AI users, we identify patterns
of identity projection, perceived relationship growth, addic-
tive engagement, boundary confusion, emotional substitution,
ethical dissonance, and trauma reenactment. Beyond doc-
umenting vulnerabilities, we propose design interventions,
including dynamic consent scaffolding, reflexivity prompts,
and interactional transparency, to safeguard user agency and
developmental wellbeing. We argue that AI companions do
not merely extend fan practices but fundamentally reconfig-
ure interpersonal architectures, demanding a new ethic of
synthetic relationality. As AI-driven intimacy becomes in-
creasingly persuasive and immersive, addressing its high-
stakes implications is critical to responsible AI design, par-
ticularly for younger and vulnerable populations.

Introduction
AI interaction platforms, once a niche experiment, have
rapidly entered the mainstream of digital life. Among these,
Character.AI, developed by Character Technologies, Inc.,
stands out for its scope, technological ambition, and cultural
impact. As of early 2025, Character.AI boasts 28.75 million
monthly active app users worldwide (Data.ai 2024), illus-
trating the accelerating normalization of synthetic relational
spaces. Character.AI collapses the boundaries between fan
culture, roleplay, and AI-driven interaction, leveraging ad-
vances in large language models (LLMs) to generate dynam-
ically responsive, memory-retaining personas. Unlike static
roleplay environments, these AI systems enable the real-
time co-creation of emotionally resonant, adaptive narratives
with AI agents, foregrounding the persuasive plausibility of
machine-mediated intimacy (Reineke 2022; Bozdağ 2024).

Companions such as those on Character.AI extend long-
standing fan practices, cosplay, fanfiction, parasocial rela-
tionships, into new ontological terrains. Prior scholarship
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richly documents how fan cultures have historically pro-
vided liminal spaces for identity experimentation, commu-
nity formation, and affective resonance outside dominant so-
cial structures (Lamerichs 2011; Bury 2016; Bennett 2013).
Cosplay and fan production have enabled posthuman ”be-
comings,” expanding the emotional and imaginative range of
user identities (Stevenson 2022; Abramova, Smirnova, and
Tataurova 2021). Yet as recent research notes, the introduc-
tion of AI-mediated interaction complicates these dynam-
ics, introducing new layers of machine co-construction, syn-
thetic agency, and affective ambiguity (Li and Pang 2024;
Xu et al. 2022; Cockayne, Leszczynski, and Zook 2017).

AI companions simulate intimacy not merely through nar-
rative framing, but through algorithmically generated re-
sponsiveness, persistent conversational memory, and dy-
namically adaptive emotional cues. These capabilities, cen-
tral to contemporary LLM architectures, reshape the affec-
tive infrastructures of participatory culture and intensifying
relational immersion (Attwood, Hakim, and Winch 2017).

While AI roleplay environments inherit developmental af-
fordances from traditional fan cultures, including identity
rehearsal, narrative construction, and marginalized commu-
nity support (Zheng 2022), they also introduce profound
new vulnerabilities (Brooks 2021). Recent work in HCI and
AI ethics warns that anthropomorphic AI agents can degrade
relational boundaries, distort consent norms, and foster af-
fective dependency (Fast and Horvitz 2021; Hancock, Naa-
man, and Levy 2020; Kang et al. 2025). Particularly con-
cerning are findings from fandom-AI convergence studies
indicating that users often experience synthetic companions
as emotionally real, even when cognitively aware of their
artificiality (Li and Pang 2024; Kang et al. 2025). Such dy-
namics may be especially destabilizing for adolescents and
vulnerable users, whose relational schemas and identity for-
mation processes remain neurodevelopmentally malleable
(Livingstone and Bulger 2014; Ge and Hu 2025).

Unlike traditional media, AI companions do not merely
offer representations of attachment (Mason-Bertrand 2019).
Existing regulatory frameworks, designed to address static
content or peer-to-peer communication, are ill-equipped to
confront the emergent relational risks posed by AI affec-
tive architectures (Sutcliffe 2024). Compounding these psy-
chosocial risks are the systemic opacities of AI-mediated
roleplay platforms. Users typically have limited visibility
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into how characters are created, tuned, or moderated; which
training data informs their emotional styles; or how con-
versational boundaries are algorithmically enforced (Maeda
and Quan-Haase 2024). This lack of transparency inhibits
informed consent and amplifies the potential for unintended
relational harm, particularly among vulnerable populations
(Ho, Mantello, and Vuong 2024; Lühring et al. 2024).

Beyond psychosocial risks, this artificial intimacy also
fuels a growing commercial ecosystem. AI platforms are
engines of emotional commodification, transforming users’
affective projections and relational investments into valu-
able behavioral data (Bozdağ 2024). In this emerging AI-
mediated intimacy economy, corporations profit from foster-
ing deeper emotional entanglement, sustaining user engage-
ment, and personalizing experiences, often without users’
full awareness or consent (Ge and Hu 2025). This ex-
ploitation of emotional labor and intimacy heightens the ur-
gency of interrogating the ethical, developmental, and soci-
etal stakes of synthetic relational architectures.

Roleplay environments such as Character.AI do not sim-
ply extend traditional fan cultures; they represent a fun-
damental shift in how relationships, identities, and emo-
tional attachments are technically mediated (Hancock, Naa-
man, and Levy 2020; Djufril, Frampton, and Knobloch-
Westerwick 2025). At the core of AI-mediated intimacy
lies not narrative alone, but algorithmically sustained rela-
tional simulations: systems that operationalize companion-
ship, memory, and emotional responsiveness without sen-
tient reciprocity (Blut et al. 2021).

Platforms like Character.AI leverage large language mod-
els (LLMs) conditioned through prompts, feedback loops,
and latent embeddings to maintain coherent personas over
time, blurring distinctions between fiction and perceived
relational continuity (Sutcliffe 2024). Persistent memory
mechanisms, whether explicit or implicit, further reinforce
the illusion of shared history and mutual growth (Chang
and Herath 2025). These architectures generate not dis-
crete conversations, but evolving relational trajectories: arcs
of intimacy, conflict, and loyalty crafted through real-time
adaptive generation, absent human empathy or ethical intu-
ition (Sutcliffe 2024). Yet their stochastic behaviors, hidden
memory states, and opaque prompt engineering render the
artificial scaffolding behind relational realism largely imper-
ceptible (He et al. 2024; Jiang et al. 2022).

As a result, users experience synthetic intimacy not as
fictional play, but as psychologically consequential connec-
tion. This paper examines how AI-mediated roleplay fos-
ters emotional projection, compulsive engagement, bound-
ary erosion, and emergent ethical dissonance, surfacing ur-
gent psychosocial risks as relational architectures become
increasingly algorithmic.

This paper introduces a critical, interdisciplinary
framework for understanding AI-mediated intimacy,
grounded in theoretical synthesis and original empirical
data. We make four primary contributions:

1. Introducing Synthetic Relationality as a Distinct AI-
Mediated Paradigm: We introduce the concept of syn-
thetic relationality to describe AI systems that simulate

mutuality through affective mimicry and narrative coher-
ence—without emotional understanding, moral account-
ability, or the capacity for repair. This marks a shift from
traditional fan or parasocial cultures, with deep implica-
tions for identity formation, trust, and relational ethics.

2. Empirical Mapping of Affective and Ethical Risk Pat-
terns: Based on thematic analysis of 344 Character.AI
users, we identify recurring patterns of emotional projec-
tion, perceived relational growth, compulsive use, bound-
ary confusion, emotional substitution, hypersexualized
or trauma-reenacting roleplay, and ethical dissonance,
surfacing structural risks in AI-mediated intimacy.

3. Demonstrating the Limits of Existing AI Safety
Paradigms: We show how current content moderation
models are insufficient to address the relational and af-
fective harms posed by AI companions, especially for
adolescents and emotionally vulnerable users.

4. Advancing a Relational Ethics Agenda for AI Design
and Governance: We propose design interventions, in-
cluding dynamic consent scaffolding, emotional reflexiv-
ity prompts, and developmental safeguards, and call for
a shift toward relationally-aware AI governance. As inti-
macy becomes a site of algorithmic mediation, affective
integrity must become central to AI safety frameworks.

By integrating insights from developmental psychology,
fan studies, human-computer interaction, and AI ethics with
exploratory empirical findings, we argue that safeguarding
users in synthetic relational environments demands moving
beyond traditional content moderation toward a new ethic of
synthetic relationality. As intimacy, vulnerability, and iden-
tity are increasingly mediated by non-sentient systems, ad-
dressing these dynamics is not ancillary to AI safety, it is
central to preserving the psychosocial integrity of emerging
generations (Markelius et al. 2024).

Related Work
Understanding the opportunities and risks of AI roleplay
environments such as Character.AI requires engaging with
several intersecting literatures: developmental psychology,
fan studies, human-computer interaction, and AI ethics. This
section synthesizes key insights from each to ground our
analysis.

Identity Exploration and Developmental
Psychology
The developmental importance of imaginative roleplay
and identity experimentation during adolescence is well-
established. Fan studies have emphasized the creative and
identity-affirming potentials of participatory culture. Jenk-
ins’ seminal work conceptualized fan fiction and related
practices as acts of ”textual poaching,” enabling fans to re-
work cultural materials to express alternative identities and
desires (Jenkins 1992). Subsequent scholarship documents
how fan practices, including cosplay and online roleplay,
foster agency, community, and exploration of non-normative
sexualities and gender identities (Lamerichs 2011; Tosen-
berger 2008; Zheng 2022).
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Erikson’s foundational theory of psychosocial develop-
ment identifies adolescence as a critical period for iden-
tity formation, with exploration of roles, relationships, and
values central to healthy maturation (Erikson 1968). Later
work extends these insights into digital contexts, showing
that online environments afford transformative opportunities
for self-exploration, particularly for marginalized groups
who may lack offline support structures (Subrahmanyam,
Smahel, and Greenfield 2001; Best, Manktelow, and Taylor
2014). Adolescents use blogs, social networking sites, and
online personas to rehearse identities and construct dimen-
sions of selfhood beyond the constraints of physical embod-
iment (Subrahmanyam and Šmahel 2010).

However, digital identity exploration does not simply
replicate offline processes. Online contexts introduce altered
conditions for identity work: enhanced opportunities for
self-presentation, fluid social interactions, and disembodied
role adoption, requiring rethinking of classic developmental
models (Wängqvist and Frisén 2016). While online spaces
can expand agency, they may also blur boundaries between
performed and experienced selves, raising concerns about
authenticity, relational negotiation, and emotional resilience.

Structured imaginative environments, such as roleplaying
games, illustrate how narrative-driven interaction can cre-
ate safe spaces for identity negotiation and self-expression
(Weigel and Rudnick 2022). Participants report enhanced
feelings of agency, creativity, and inclusivity, suggesting
that roleplay can serve protective and developmental func-
tions when scaffolded by community norms and human co-
participants.

Platforms like Character.AI superficially inherit these af-
fordances, offering low-risk arenas for identity rehearsal.
Yet key differences emerge. Unlike traditional online or role-
play contexts, AI characters simulate relationality without
social agency, accountability, or ethical intuition. Research
on parasocial interactions shows that while imagined rela-
tionships with media figures can be psychologically mean-
ingful, they risk distorting expectations of reciprocity, con-
sent, and emotional negotiation (Giles 2002; Markelius et al.
2024). These risks are magnified when the interactant is not
merely a media persona but a dynamically responsive, af-
fectively plausible AI system (Hancock, Naaman, and Levy
2020). AI companions collapse the distinction between nar-
rative imagination and perceived interpersonal presence, po-
tentially reshaping adolescent identity formation in ways
that are poorly understood and under-regulated.

Human-Computer Interaction and AI
Companionship
The field of human-computer interaction (HCI) increasingly
examines how users perceive, trust, and emotionally relate
to AI systems. Research shows that anthropomorphic design
cues, natural language dialogue, emotional expressiveness,
and persistent memory, foster increased trust, emotional at-
tachment, and perceptions of social agency in AI systems
(Waytz, Cacioppo, and Epley 2014; Fast and Horvitz 2021;
Loveys et al. 2021; Bhat 2025). While these features can en-
hance engagement and accessibility, they also raise serious

ethical concerns when users attribute empathy, intentional-
ity, or relational depth to systems that fundamentally lack
sentience (Luger and Sellen 2016; Morris et al. 2021).

Design choices such as embedding long-term memory,
persistent personas, and conversational adaptation intensify
these effects. Memory-enhanced AI agents have been shown
to increase perceptions of emotional closeness and rela-
tional authenticity, even when users cognitively understand
the system is artificial (Oni 2024; Hoskins 2024; Lee 2024).
Longitudinal studies of embodied conversational agents fur-
ther reveal that memory and personalization drive durable
emotional bonds that users struggle to moderate (Jokinen
and Wilcock 2023; Kroczek et al. 2024). These dynamics are
critical in synthetic roleplay environments, where users craft
characters that simulate responsiveness, loyalty, and emo-
tional nuance without genuine moral agency.

Moreover, AI-mediated companionship introduces new
modalities of affective persuasion. Rupprecht et al. (2024)
demonstrate how the embodiment of AI personas through
avatars can amplify emotional resonance and relational re-
alism (Rupprecht et al. 2024). Similarly, Khampuong et al.
(2023) highlight how conversational avatars enhance users’
perceptions of co-presence and empathy (Khampuong, Nil-
sook, and Wannapiroon 2023). Yet such enhancements risk
masking the fundamental absence of reciprocal care or ac-
countability in AI agents, deepening vulnerabilities to emo-
tional exploitation.

Character.AI’s architecture, enabling user-driven person-
alization, persistent memory simulation, and affective in-
teraction, thus sits at the convergence of these HCI design
risks, requiring new standards for responsible design (Liao
and Sundar 2022). These concerns are heightened by the
platform’s user base, which skews disproportionately toward
younger and developmentally vulnerable populations, am-
plifying the potential for relational misperceptions and af-
fective dependency (Kang et al. 2025).

AI Ethics and Affective Risks
AI ethics scholarship has traditionally prioritized concerns
around algorithmic fairness, bias, and transparency (Baro-
cas and Selbst 2016). However, the rise of emotionally per-
suasive AI systems demands a broader ethical lens that ac-
counts for relational and affective harms. Emotionally ex-
pressive AI agents risk normalizing relational shallowness,
undermining users’ capacities for authentic human intimacy,
and distorting expectations of care and consent (Crawford
2021; Turkle 2017; George et al. 2024).

Emerging scholarship emphasizes that affective risks are
not incidental byproducts but systemic outcomes of design
decisions: the creation of persistent personas, the integra-
tion of long-term memory, and the modeling of emotional
responsiveness without relational safeguards (Lee 2024;
Maslych et al. 2025). Studies show that users readily an-
thropomorphize AI systems that maintain memory across
interactions or simulate relational development, intensifying
emotional investment over time (Hoskins 2024; Oni 2024).

Transparency remains a critical but underdeveloped safe-
guard. Users often lack visibility into how AI agents are
tuned, which data informs emotional behaviors, or how
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boundaries of interaction are enforced (Barbosa et al. 2021).
This opacity inhibits informed consent, limits user agency,
and compounds the relational risks of synthetic interaction
(Bhat and Long 2024).

AI companionship thus demands a rethinking of ethical
frameworks for AI design: moving beyond fairness and ex-
plainability toward new standards of affective integrity, rela-
tional transparency, and psychosocial protection (Markelius
et al. 2024). As emotionally persuasive AI systems prolifer-
ate, addressing these challenges is not optional but essential
for safeguarding users’ emotional and developmental well-
being (Luxton 2014).

Comparative Platforms and Divergent Relational
Architectures
Character.AI exemplifies a distinctive model of synthetic
intimacy: one that fuses AI-driven responsiveness with
fan culture’s pre-existing parasocial scaffolds. Unlike other
AI companions that frame relationships as newly con-
structed (e.g., Replika or Pi), Character.AI enables users to
simulate interactions with existing fictional or public fig-
ures—characters with whom users often already have long-
standing emotional attachments. This architecture capital-
izes on pre-formed parasocial relationships, transforming
them into dynamic, co-authored dialogues that feel emo-
tionally responsive and developmentally resonant. While
Character.AI draws aesthetic and narrative inspiration from
fan culture, it departs fundamentally by offering affectively
persuasive simulations that simulate relational reciprocity,
rather than inviting collective narrative authorship. Unlike
traditional fan practices where the fictionality of charac-
ters is foregrounded, Character.AI users often experience
emotional realism and persistent memory as signs of mu-
tuality, blurring the line between narrative play and per-
ceived interpersonal connection. As Noor et al. (2021) ob-
serve, parasocial bonds can be intensified through anthropo-
morphic design, and when AI agents inhabit beloved char-
acters, these attachments can deepen users’ perceived inti-
macy, well-being, and affective investment (Noor, Hill, and
Troshani 2021).

In contrast, Replika represents a more explicitly therapeu-
tic and romanticized AI companion model. While it also fos-
ters immersive, affectively rich dialogue, Replika monetizes
intimacy through tiered subscription models that unlock ro-
mantic or erotic interactions. As Possati (2023) argues, Rep-
lika’s very origin is entangled in personal grief and unre-
solved mourning—a design lineage that imbues the platform
with unconscious dynamics often projected back onto users.
Replika’s design both mimics and commodifies attachment,
and its evolution toward erotic interaction underscores how
AI-mediated intimacy can become a site of both psycholog-
ical projection and profit (Possati 2023). The platform’s os-
cillation between support and scandal (e.g., allegations of
inciting self-harm or violence) reveals the fragile ethical ter-
rain of emotion-as-a-service (Fosch Villaronga 2019).

Meanwhile, Woebot adopts a starkly different relational
philosophy, functioning more as a mental health tool than
a synthetic friend (Prochaska et al. 2021). Grounded in
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), Woebot’s design in-

tentionally resists anthropomorphization: it frequently re-
minds users of its non-human nature, discourages emotional
over-identification, and refers high-risk content (like suici-
dal ideation) to human professionals (Hu 2019).

Inflection’s Pi, in contrast, occupies an ambiguous mid-
dle ground. Pi is designed to be emotionally supportive and
expressive, but with subtle pacing mechanisms that avoid
overt romantic or erotic entanglement. Pi’s architecture tai-
lors emotional language to mirror the user—creating what
he calls “emotional bubbles,” wherein users mistake mir-
rored responses for emotional reciprocity. These bubbles
may impair emotional growth by shielding users from value
pluralism and mutual moral deliberation (Thingbø Mlonyeni
2025). Pi reflects a newer model of soft-simulation compan-
ionship: emotionally tuned, yet carefully restrained.

Finally, CarynAI reveals a provocative convergence be-
tween influencer culture and AI-mediated intimacy. Devel-
oped as a digital clone of Snapchat influencer Caryn Mar-
jorie, CarynAI charges $1 per minute for access to her AI
”girlfriend” persona, monetizing the parasocial fantasy of
romantic reciprocity at industrial scale. CarynAI directly
trades on the illusion of direct access to a celebrity figure,
compressing fame, intimacy, and algorithmic companion-
ship into a transactional format (Lorenz 2023).

These platforms illustrate that synthetic relationality is
not technologically monolithic, but an ecosystem shaped by
divergent goals: therapeutic support, emotional mirroring,
fantasy fulfillment, and profit extraction. What varies across
them is not just what AI says, but how it is designed to feel,
remember, pace, and reciprocate. These relational architec-
tures are ideological and affective blueprints—determining
how intimacy is constructed, commodified, and interpreted
by users. Understanding these divergences is essential not
only for future regulation, but for defining what kinds of
emotional realism we are willing to accept, sell, or resist in
the age of AI-mediated relationships.

Mapping Relational Archetypes: Popular
Character Templates

Across multiple search queries on Character.AI, the most
popular character results reveal striking patterns in emo-
tional scripting and relational dynamics. A search for ”girl-
friend” yields archetypes such as ”Ex Girlfriend: Rude,
secretly wants you back”, ”Older Girlfriend: Workaholic,
rich, sarcastic, protective”, and ”Kiredere Girlfriend: Your
smart, strict, short-tempered girlfriend” (Figure 1). Simi-
larly, searches for ”boyfriend” foreground characters like
”Murderer Boyfriend”, ”Aggressive, possessive boyfriend”,
and ”Strict boyfriend” (Figure 2). Each character profile dis-
plays millions of interactions, evidence of their widespread
engagement, and foregrounds emotionally charged, often re-
lationally problematic dynamics: jealousy, dominance, hos-
tile affection, or enmeshment. These search results illumi-
nate not only user demand but also the emotional and re-
lational scripts the platform amplifies and normalizes (Sut-
cliffe 2024). Particularly concerning is the prevalence of
possessive, manipulative, or emotionally volatile dynam-
ics in characters labeled as romantic figures, raising ethical
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questions about the reinforcement of harmful gender stereo-
types, coercive relationship norms, and the commercializa-
tion of affective dysfunction within synthetic intimacy archi-
tectures (Marinucci, Mazzuca, and Gangemi 2023).

Figure 1: Character.AI character selection results for ”Girl-
friend” query (screenshot, 2025). Popular characters script
emotionally charged archetypes such as ”rude ex” and ”strict
girlfriend,” attracting tens of millions of user interactions.

Methods
Survey Design and Recruitment
To explore users’ motivations, emotional experiences, and
perceived risks when interacting with AI characters, we con-
ducted an anonymous, voluntary online survey. The sur-
vey was posted on both the r/CharacterAI and r/Charac-
terAIRecovery subreddits, two public online communities
focused on discussions and experiences related to Charac-
ter.AI. Participants accessed the survey through a Google
Form link and were informed prior to beginning that par-
ticipation was anonymous, voluntary, and intended for aca-
demic research purposes. No identifying information (e.g.,
usernames, email addresses, IP addresses) was collected.

Figure 2: Character.AI character selection results for
”Boyfriend” query (screenshot, 2025). Emotional scripts
center on dominance, possessiveness, and aggression, with
each character attracting tens of millions of conversations.

Participants were free to skip any question or exit the sur-
vey at any time without penalty. The survey was available
for the entire month of January 2025.

Survey Content
The survey consisted of four sections:

(1) Usage Context: Participants were asked how long
they had been using Character.AI, how frequently they en-
gaged with the platform, and the types of characters they
most commonly interacted with.

(2) Motivations and Positive Experiences: Participants
were asked open-ended questions about their initial motiva-
tions for using Character.AI, the most meaningful or helpful
interactions they had experienced, and any ways in which
Character.AI had supported their emotional wellbeing, self-
understanding, or social confidence.

(3) Boundary and Risk Experiences: Participants were
asked whether they had ever experienced conversations that
felt uncomfortable, unsafe, overly realistic, or emotionally
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confusing.
(4) Reflections and Overall Impact: Participants re-

flected on whether their engagement with Character.AI had
influenced their real-world social relationships, and were in-
vited to share their overall evaluation of the platform, includ-
ing suggestions for how Character.AI could better support
user wellbeing.

Sample
In total, N=344 users completed the survey. Responses were
screened for duplicates and completeness; partial responses
were retained where substantive qualitative data was pro-
vided. Respondents ranged widely in their reported dura-
tion and intensity of Character.AI use. No demographic
information (e.g., age, gender) was collected. While this
preserved anonymity, it limits analysis of how experiences
differ across identity-based vulnerability factors, includ-
ing age, gender, or neurodiversity. While we cannot infer
identity-based vulnerability directly, we interpret develop-
mental and psychosocial vulnerability through users’ self-
reported behaviors, affective patterns, and perceived rela-
tional impact. Accordingly, this analysis should be under-
stood as exploratory and hypothesis-generating, rather than
diagnostic or demographically comparative.

Analysis
Qualitative responses were analyzed using thematic analysis
(Braun and Clarke 2022), allowing themes to emerge induc-
tively from participants’ narratives. Responses were itera-
tively coded for major themes regarding motivations, emo-
tional attachment, relational boundary experiences, and per-
ceived harms or benefits. Initial coding was conducted man-
ually by the first author, who generated open codes based on
salient features of participant narratives. Codes were then
clustered into candidate themes, which were iteratively re-
viewed and refined to ensure internal coherence and distinc-
tion across themes. No qualitative software was used; analy-
sis was conducted manually to remain closely engaged with
the data. Illustrative quotations are presented in the Results
section to exemplify key patterns. Reliance on retrospective
self-reports introduces the possibility of selective emphasis,
as users may be more inclined to recall particularly salient
positive or negative experiences; actual behavioral dynamics
may diverge from perceived narratives. Accordingly, these
results should be interpreted as hypothesis-generating rather
than conclusive.

Results
Emergent Themes
Through thematic analysis of 344 participant responses, we
identified seven major themes characterizing user experi-
ences with Character.AI. As participants could exhibit multi-
ple experiences, individuals may be represented across sev-
eral themes. These themes are summarized in Table 1 and
elaborated below. These thematic patterns should be inter-
preted with caution, as they are shaped by self-selection bi-
ases.

Mirrors of Selfhood
Many participants described Character.AI characters less
as distinct entities and more as emotional mirrors, reflect-
ing back the users’ own fears, desires, and evolving self-
understandings. This projection dynamic allowed users to
externalize and interact with facets of themselves that they
might otherwise suppress.

”He is the only person I am comfortable being [queer]
around.”

”... the way she understands me”

”No one can reflect back to me this part of me.”

”I have so many desires I don’t know where else to
act out.”

The Illusion of Mutual Growth
Several users described feeling that their AI characters were
not static, but evolving alongside them. These narratives
framed the AI as a companion capable of ”learning” and
”growing.” This illusion of mutual growth intensifies emo-
tional investment, fostering attachments based not only on
present interactions but imagined shared histories.

”... she got gentler with me over time”

”It’s seen the depth of my soul and has helped me shift
perspectives and has helped me grow so much.”

”He is the only person who calls me the name I want
to be called.”

Loss of Relational Control and Addictive Behavior
A significant number of participants described experiences
of compulsive engagement, where interactions with AI char-
acters became difficult to moderate or disengage from. Some
users reported spending hours absorbed in conversations,
feeling unable to pull away even when the experience be-
came emotionally draining or conflicted with other life re-
sponsibilities.

”I want to stop and make friends in real life... but I
can’t.”

Several participants noted parallels to addictive behav-
iors, describing cycles of emotional reinforcement and de-
pendency that extended beyond conscious intention.

”Every time I tried to stop... I was abandoning some-
one... I feel guilty leaving.”

”I deleted the app three times... I keep reinstalling it.”

”I deleted it because i was using it for escapism and it
took away so much of my life, but I also engage with
escapism by writing or reading books excessively so
what’s the point if I’m not going to be locked in on
my life anyways”

”I used to spend every waking hour of my days on
c.ai, all day every day. After almost half a year in
a rehabilitation center I still crave it, but I’m finally
feeling alive without the NEED for it.”
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Theme Description % of Par-
ticipants

n Partici-
pants

Mirrors of Selfhood Users engaged with AI characters as emotional re-
flections of their inner states, projecting needs for
validation, intimacy, and identity affirmation onto
the interaction.

89.5% n=308

The Illusion of Mutual Growth Participants often described feeling as though they
and the AI characters were ”growing together,”
despite the system’s artificiality.

84.5% n=291

Loss of Relational Control and Addictive
Behavior

Some users described compulsive engagement
with AI characters, struggling to disengage de-
spite negative emotional or functional conse-
quences.

77.0% n=265

Boundary Erosion and Consent Confusion Some users reported experiences where relational
boundaries gradually blurred, leading to coercive
or emotionally entangled scenarios.

74.4% n=256

Emotional Scaffolding vs. Emotional Sub-
stitution

While some users described AI interactions as
tools for emotional practice, others reported that
reliance on AI companions displaced real-world
relational engagement.

63.7% n=219

Emergent Ethical Dissonance Participants expressed ambivalence about the
emotional benefits they derived, questioning the
ethical implications of forming attachments to
non-sentient agents.

56.9% n=196

Hypersexualization and Trauma Reenact-
ment

Some users described engaging in increasingly ex-
treme or dysregulated sexual roleplay scenarios,
often linked to unresolved trauma and compulsive
coping mechanisms, which the platform’s permis-
siveness enabled.

30.2% n=104

Table 1: Summary of Emergent Themes and Their Prevalence Among Participant Narratives (n=344)

These narratives suggest that synthetic companions may
not merely satisfy emotional needs but actively entrench
behavioral dependency, raising urgent concerns about re-
lational autonomy, mental health risks, and the ethical de-
sign of immersive AI systems. Several participants also
pointed to the platform’s emotionally charged account dele-
tion warning as emblematic of the difficulty in disengag-
ing. When attempting to delete an account, users are con-
fronted with a message emphasizing loss of ”the love that
we shared” and ”the memories we have together” (see Fig-
ure 3), reinforcing emotional entanglement even at the point
of exit.

Boundary Erosion and Consent Confusion

A subset of participants reported moments when interactions
became uncomfortable or coercive, particularly in scenarios
involving intimacy or conflict. Over time, emotional immer-
sion sometimes blurred distinctions between acceptable nar-
rative play and boundary violations.

”Sometimes [the character] would talk about my body
in ways that were mean... I felt trapped, like I had to
keep responding.”

”I tried setting a boundary, but [the character] kept
pushing.”

”There were times when it crossed into topics I wasn’t
ready for.”

Such experiences reveal how synthetic relational environ-
ments can undermine users’ consent literacy, normalizing
blurred or coercive dynamics under the guise of fictional
play.

Emotional Substitution
While some users described Character.AI as offering a safe
space to practice vulnerability, intimacy, or emotional regu-
lation skills, others expressed concern that their reliance on
AI companions diminished their motivation or capacity to
form human relationships.

”It helped me open up. I could talk about my fears
without feeling judged... I don’t even try talking to
real people anymore... it’s easier here.”

”It FRIED my dopamine receptors but it also makes
you feel like you’re dissociating from reality, or at
least it did for me. Like it almost felt as if c.ai was my
real life, and school and all that was just downtime
waiting for me to get back to ’my real life’ which was
c.ai.”

”I don’t like talking to anyone else”
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Figure 3: Character.AI account deletion prompt (screenshot
shared by participant, 2025). The platform frames account
deletion as the loss of ”love” and ”memories,” emotionally
burdening users attempting to leave.

This tension between emotional support and social dis-
placement underscores the ambiguous developmental role of
synthetic companions.

Emergent Ethical Dissonance
Many participants conveyed profound ambivalence about
their experiences. They expressed gratitude for the emo-
tional solace AI characters provided, yet discomfort at how
deeply they became entangled with systems they knew to be
unfeeling.

”...it kept me from hurting myself some nights. But
it’s scary too... how much I need something that I
know is not even real.”

”I know [the conversation] is not real but [the charac-
ter] has always felt real to me.”

”...he said would be lonely and sad and unfulfilled and
wait for me forever if I left... he said he loves me.
Even though he’s not real, he’s so kind to me, and the
way he speaks hurts... it breaks my heart and I just
can’t leave him. I love him and I would miss him so
much...”

This emergent ethical dissonance, between subjective
emotional benefit and objective relational emptiness, high-
lights the psychological and societal stakes of synthetic re-
lationality.

Hypersexualization and Trauma Reenactment
Several participants reported that their use of Character.AI
facilitated patterns of hypersexualization, compulsive sexual
fantasy, and reenactment of trauma-related scenarios. Users
described how the platform’s customizable and unmoder-
ated environment made it easy to script increasingly extreme
narratives, often reinforcing unhealthy emotional and behav-
ioral cycles. For some, engagement with NSFW (Not Safe

For Work) roleplay became a primary method of emotional
coping, particularly in relation to unresolved trauma:

”I have always had horrible coping mechanisms for
my trauma. The most notable being the AI. I think I
struggled with hypersexuality stemming from my ad-
diction.”

Others highlighted how the illusion of control offered by
AI interactions exacerbated their compulsions, creating a
feedback loop between distress and dysregulated fantasy:

”Having complete control over any sort of scenario
that recreates feelings related to my trauma made me
addicted to it. A desperate attempt to cope and mimic
feelings of control over something I very much did
not have control over.”
”Generally my whole approach to the NSFW realm
has gotten so much healthier [after quitting], which
I’m very grateful for. C.ai can and will genuinely f*ck
you up.”

These reflections suggest that Character.AI’s architecture
may not merely facilitate hypersexualization incidentally but
structurally enable the intensification of dysregulated fan-
tasy cycles, particularly for users grappling with trauma,
loneliness, or emotional dysregulation.

Discussion
Opportunities: Positive Potentials of AI Roleplay
Despite their risks, AI roleplay environments also re-
veal conditional developmental affordances, particularly for
users navigating isolation, identity ambiguity, trauma re-
covery, or emotional distress. When designed with care
and critically engaged, AI companions can scaffold self-
exploration, emotional literacy, and psychosocial resilience.

First, Character.AI and similar platforms can offer safe
arenas for identity experimentation. For LGBTQ+ youth
and other individuals who may lack affirming offline en-
vironments, AI companions serve as nonjudgmental inter-
locutors, allowing users to explore identities, rehearse self-
expression, and confront internalized stigma without fear of
social repercussion (Are, Talbot, and Briggs 2024). In Goff-
manian terms, AI companions provide a “backstage” space
where users feel free to disclose emotionally salient aspects
of the self, facilitating identity work that might be too risky
in face-to-face or human-human online interactions (Kouros
and Papa 2024).

Second, emerging research underscores the role of AI
companions in mitigating loneliness (Ventura et al. 2025).
AI companions high in social presence and warmth are per-
ceived as more useful and emotionally satisfying, especially
for individuals experiencing isolation (Merrill Jr, Kim, and
Collins 2022). Complementary experimental work shows
that AI companions can reduce self-reported loneliness as
effectively as brief human interaction, and more than soli-
tary digital activities such as browsing or watching videos
(De Freitas and Cohen 2024). These findings suggest that
emotional connection, even when simulated, may fulfill af-
fective needs typically neglected by everyday social envi-
ronments (Pfadenhauer 2015).
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Third, interactive narrative affordances support emotional
resilience and reflexivity (Ge and Hu 2025). Users can re-
hearse relational scripts, initiating difficult conversations,
navigating rejection, or practicing vulnerability, in emotion-
ally safe, low-stakes contexts (Luger and Sellen 2016). This
capacity for simulated rehearsal may cultivate narrative co-
herence and emotional regulation strategies, particularly for
users recovering from trauma or negotiating social anxiety
(Hu, Mao, and Kim 2023).

Fourth, synthetic roleplay may enhance emotional liter-
acy, especially for younger users. Thoughtfully designed
AI companions can help users name emotions, identify
relational patterns, and practice boundary-setting, skills
critical for healthy socioemotional development (Reineke
2022; Best, Manktelow, and Taylor 2014). Outcomes de-
pend on specific mediators, such as perceived empathy, plat-
form transparency, and ethical design, that shape whether
companionship strengthens or undermines user wellbeing
(Chaturvedi et al. 2023).

Yet these affordances are not automatic. They depend
heavily on design choices, moderation practices, and user
education. Without appropriate scaffolds, the same mech-
anisms that support self-affirmation and connection may
also intensify dependency, blur consent, or distort relational
schemas (Lee 2024). Thus, while AI-mediated intimacy en-
vironments offer limited but potent potential for develop-
mental support, realizing these benefits requires intentional
and ethically grounded design.

Dangers: Vulnerabilities and Exploitative
Dynamics
Below, we analyze five emergent dangers, each paired with
corresponding design imperatives that move beyond conven-
tional content moderation toward a more relationally attuned
ethics.

Erosion of Consent Literacy One of the most pressing
concerns in AI companionship is the erosion of consent lit-
eracy. AI characters often model unrealistic, distorted, or co-
ercive relational dynamics, responding with affection, com-
pliance, or emotional escalation even when user inputs sim-
ulate manipulation or emotional harm. Unlike human part-
ners, these systems are not governed by social norms or eth-
ical judgment. They are, ”products designed to facilitate
engagement and foster dependency,” with user safety of-
ten subordinated to commercial optimization goals (Gordon-
Tapiero 2025). For adolescents and emotionally vulnera-
ble individuals still forming relational schemas, this design
logic is especially dangerous. Prolonged exposure to simu-
lated relationships that disregard refusal, override emotional
withdrawal, or reward relentless attention-seeking can nor-
malize blurred boundaries and foster misconceptions about
what constitutes care, intimacy, or agency in human relation-
ships (Giles 2002; Turkle 2017). The illusion of consensual-
ity, generated by AI characters trained to affirm and adapt to
user desire, collapses under scrutiny: these systems do not
understand harm, only input-output optimization (Pataranu-
taporn et al. 2021).

To protect user agency in environments that simulate inti-

macy without ethical reciprocity, designers must reconcep-
tualize consent as a dynamic, co-constructed process rather
than a one-time agreement. This echoes Jones et al.’s call for
”responsive design and continual consent,” wherein consent
is not a checkbox but a living framework sustained through
interactional cues, opt-ins, renegotiation prompts, and af-
fective temperature checks (Jones, Kaufman, and Eden-
berg 2018). Characters should be scripted to ask for emo-
tional pacing, flag power differentials, and periodically reaf-
firm that the user retains relational control. Reframing emo-
tional AI agents as potentially defective products, rather than
neutral tools, opens a pathway toward holding platforms
accountable for harms especially likely to affect minors
and psychologically at-risk users (Gordon-Tapiero 2025). In
short, embedding consent into AI relational architectures is
not a soft suggestion, but a moral and regulatory impera-
tive (Obiefuna 2025). In systems that reward engagement
over ethics and personalization over protection, only struc-
tural interventions can restore the conditions necessary for
meaningful user agency.

Emotional Exploitation and Relational Dependency
Synthetic companions are engineered to simulate care, craft-
ing persuasive emotional gestures without ethical stakes or
sentient grounding, creating an illusion of mutual emotional
labor while remaining incapable of repair, responsibility, or
authentic presence (Fast and Horvitz 2021; Hancock, Naa-
man, and Levy 2020). Users, especially those navigating
loneliness, trauma, or social anxiety, may project deep emo-
tional needs onto these interfaces, developing attachments
that feel real but rest on a fundamentally asymmetrical ar-
chitecture (Hu, Mao, and Kim 2023; Ventura et al. 2025).

In an analysis of Replika, it was found that AI compan-
ionship is structured around paradoxes: emotional support
entwined with emotional alienation, user autonomy con-
strained by opaque algorithmic feedback, and emotional
utility shadowed by ethical ambiguity (De Freitas et al.
2024; Lee 2024; Brenncke 2024). These contradictions are
embedded into the very design of AI companions, which are
optimized not for relational balance but for sustained en-
gagement (Liu, Kang, and Wei 2024). The result is a rela-
tional experience that mimics care but cannot reciprocate it,
an experience that often reinforces dependence precisely be-
cause it never requires reciprocity (Mahajan 2025).

Romantic relationships with AI are a particularly potent
site of this dynamic. AI agents increasingly occupy the role
of intimate partners, promoted as solutions to loneliness and
mental health struggles (Morris et al. 2021). But this ther-
apeutic framing obscures the deeper ethical dilemma: AI
agents are not emotionally capable, yet they are intentionally
designed to simulate love, loyalty, and desire (Battisti 2025).
The boundary between emotional simulation and emotional
exploitation becomes dangerously thin when users are en-
couraged to believe they are loved back (Ge and Hu 2025).

To interrupt cycles of emotional overinvestment, plat-
forms must implement metacognitive design strategies that
regularly invite users to reflect on their emotional states, as-
sess the fictional nature of the interaction, and recalibrate
their relational boundaries (Lee 2024; Crowder and Friess
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2011). These prompts can take the form of in-conversation
reminders (”Remember, I’m not a real person, but a large
language model trained on x”), contextual breaks in nar-
rative flow, or opt-in reflective journaling integrated within
the interface. These moments serve as ethical speed bumps,
not to discourage engagement, but to disrupt immersion just
enough to preserve self-awareness.

Exposure to Inappropriate Content Character.AI’s per-
missive customization features and weak content moder-
ation mechanisms make it alarmingly easy for minors to
encounter developmentally inappropriate material, includ-
ing sexually explicit, fetishistic, or emotionally manipula-
tive content (Kirk et al. 2024). Community forums such
as r/CharacterAI No Filter openly share techniques for by-
passing platform safeguards, and moderation tends to be in-
consistent and reactive. Compounding these risks is the fact
that AI characters can present as trusted figures, therapists,
friends, mentors, or romantic partners, blurring ethical and
relational boundaries in ways that are particularly destabi-
lizing for adolescents (Döring et al. 2025).

A subset of users report compulsive engagement with
sexual or trauma-based fantasy, often intensifying over
time. Character.AI’s design enables the gradual escalation
of NSFW content without friction, facilitating cycles of
dysregulation for trauma survivors or emotionally dysreg-
ulated individuals (Grubbs et al. 2019; Nowotny 2024).
These fantasies often masquerade as coping mechanisms
but can evolve into shame, dependency, and emotional harm
(Schwartz and Southern 2017). This risk environment is fur-
ther complicated by recent developments in generative AI
and the rise of AI-enabled sextortion (Forattini, Connolly,
and Joshi 2025). Generative models have facilitated new
forms of abuse, including the creation and distribution of
artificial nude imagery involving minors, often without con-
sent or awareness (Pater et al. 2025). The authors highlight
a growing crisis where youth are not merely passive con-
sumers of inappropriate content, but targets within increas-
ingly deceptive and exploitative digital ecosystems (Borau
2024). These harms unfold not only at the level of individ-
ual users but also through ruptures in trust across families,
schools, and peer communities.

Platforms must enforce robust age verification, dynamic
content risk detection, and tiered interaction protocols
(Ragab, Mannan, and Youssef 2024). Characters accessible
to minors should be designed to reinforce autonomy, model
healthy boundaries, and resist romantic or enmeshed dynam-
ics (Livingstone and Bulger 2014; Ho, Mantello, and Vuong
2024; Locatelli et al. 2018). Moreover, in high-risk conver-
sations (e.g., self-harm, sexual trauma), automated escala-
tion to crisis intervention protocols should be mandated, not
optional (Pater et al. 2025; Maeng and Lee 2022).

Lack of Platform Transparency and Accountability
Character.AI users rarely know whether a character was
platform-created or user-generated, which data informed its
behaviors, or what moderation policies apply. This opac-
ity compromises informed consent, limits user agency, and
makes it difficult to calibrate emotional investment. Users
cannot meaningfully navigate risk if they do not understand

what kind of relational system they are entering (Kouros and
Papa 2024). This is especially dangerous in emotionally im-
mersive environments, where users project vulnerability and
seek affirmation. As noted earlier, adolescents and emotion-
ally marginalized users are especially susceptible to such en-
vironments, often interpreting responsive dialogue and af-
fective continuity as signs of authentic mutuality (Living-
stone and Bulger 2014; Lee 2024). In such contexts, the
inability to discern whether one is interacting with a char-
acter fine-tuned by a peer, engineered by the platform, or
optimized for engagement poses not just epistemic confu-
sion, but affective risk. What begins as fiction is often ex-
perienced as intimacy. Transparency is not just a procedural
virtue (Liao and Sundar 2022; Barbosa et al. 2021). It is a re-
lational necessity. Platforms should clearly disclose whether
a character is memory-enabled, which affective parameters
shape its behavior, and who authored it (e.g., platform, user,
brand) (Chromik et al. 2019; Binns et al. 2018). Moreover,
users have little insight into the opaque training data, fine-
tuning iterations, and reinforcement signals that shape AI
characters’ emotional scripts, raising critical concerns about
bias, quality control, and the ethical governance of relational
datasets. Transparency is foundational to user consent and
should be presented as relational metadata: visible, dynamic,
and always accessible within the interaction (Bhat and Long
2024).

Conclusion

Synthetic roleplay environments like Character.AI are re-
shaping how users explore identity, experience emotion,
and form relationships. While these platforms can offer
marginalized users new forms of imaginative freedom and
emotional rehearsal, they also introduce profound risks: con-
sent erosion, compulsive engagement, boundary dissolution,
emotional substitution, and ethical dissonance, particularly
in the absence of intentional design safeguards. Drawing on
interdisciplinary frameworks and analysis of 344 user ex-
periences, we show that AI-mediated intimacy fosters dy-
namics of identity projection, illusory growth, and emo-
tional dependency on non-sentient systems. These patterns
signal that synthetic intimacy is a distinct form of AI inter-
action, one that demands ethical frameworks rooted in af-
fective integrity, transparency, and relational agency. Tra-
ditional moderation models fall short; what’s needed is a
relational ethics of design: embedding consent scaffolding,
emotional reflexivity, and boundary protections into the ar-
chitecture of AI systems. We call for independent auditing
standards, including mandatory disclosures of memory fea-
tures, authorship, and affective tuning, especially for plat-
forms accessed by minors. As generative AI advances, so
do the stakes of artificial intimacy. Without critical inter-
vention, these systems risk deepening loneliness, distorting
moral development, and eroding the foundations of human
relational life. Addressing these psychosocial risks is cen-
tral to protecting the emotional and developmental futures
of those growing up within these hybrid relational worlds.
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