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Abstract  

General purpose Large Language Model (LLM) chatbots like 
ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini are increasingly being used 
not only for practical tasks like writing and information re-
trieval, but also for emotional support and companionship. 
While these interactions can reduce loneliness and even pro-
vide accessible mental health support, they also pose signifi-
cant risks: users may develop emotional dependency or expe-
rience manipulation through anthropomorphic design, and 
these relationships are fundamentally asymmetric. Even 
though companionship represents a minority use —approxi-
mately 2% of ChatGPT interactions involve “Relationships 
and Personal Reflection” (Chatterji et al., 2025 )— the vul-
nerability involved in these user interactions mean they war-
rant serious attention. 
 
Contemporary development practices emphasise aligning AI 
with values like “helpfulness, harmlessness, and honesty”, 
prioritising task completion and risk mitigation, but fail to 
address the relational dynamics that emerge when users treat 
LLMs as companions. And existing value alignment frame-
works do not systematically account for the contextual vul-
nerability of users, the unequal power dynamics between de-
velopers and users, or potential long-term relational conse-
quences of AI-companionship (Bergman et al., 2024; Kirk et 
al., 2025; Tang, 2025).  
 
My project seeks to address this gap by integrating Care Eth-
ics, specifically Joan Tronto’s political framework of care, 
into the value alignment process of LLM chatbots. Care Eth-
ics offers a relational and context-sensitive approach to ethics 
that foregrounds attentiveness to vulnerabilities, responsibil-
ity for other’s needs, competence in providing care, respon-
siveness to those being care for, and solidarity within caring 
relationships. By operationalizing these five principles into 
measurable indicators, this research will develop methods to 
identify, evaluate and mitigate potential relational harms 
when general-purpose LLMs move beyond assistants to also 
function as companions. 
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 My project involves three connected studies using conversa-
tional data collected from participants, specifically higher de-
gree research students interacting with LLM chatbots for 
emotional support in controlled scenarios.  
First, I develop a Care Ethics codebook that operationalises 
Tronto’s five Care Ethics principles into measurable indica-
tors for analysing user-LLM chats. 
Second, I apply this codebook through Discursive-Digital 
Analysis (Dehghan, 2025) to examine how care enactment 
and care deficits are discursively and sociotechnical con-
structed across conversations between participants and three 
commercial LLMs (ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude) and com-
paring how each platform’s design logics and alignment 
choices produce different relational and moral responses to 
identical care-relevant scenarios. 
Third, I test whether care-informed alignment using a con-
temporary technical method, Direct Preference Optimization 
(DPO), can measurably reduce harmful features of chatbot 
responses. This work will contribute to the field of AI safety 
by operationalising Care Ethics in technical AI development 
arguing that AI safety should be reconceptualized as a rela-
tional practice rather than just a technical problem and 
demonstrating a pathway toward realising this. 
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