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Summary

A chatbot is an application or a program that simulates human conversation by generating responses to user prompts. Chatbots have existed for approximately 60 years. Technical advances in artificial intelligence (AI) allow chatbots to be more adaptive than earlier versions and contextualize their interactions with users. The growing use of AI chatbots in various aspects of everyday life—from answering questions about a company's product to providing a virtual form of companionship—has generated interest in their potential effects on users.

Users may interact with AI chatbots to address social and emotional situations. AI chatbots mimic humanlike interactions and have the potential to provide unlimited access to emotional support, entertainment, intimacy, and other outcomes of social interactions. Some AI chatbots, known as companion chatbots, are specifically designed for entertainment and interpersonal relationships, emotional and mental well-being, and eldercare. In addition, popular general-purpose chatbots—not specifically designed or marketed for companionship—can also be used for personal and emotional social interactions.

AI is an emerging technology, and the science surrounding the relationship between AI chatbots and mental health is complex. The use of AI chatbots for companionship is becoming more popular in the United States, particularly among teens, offering unlimited availability, validation, and space for personalized discussions free of human judgment. The widespread use of AI chatbots, as well as some reports of harms allegedly linked to their use (e.g., psychological episodes and deaths), have led to interest from stakeholders about the safety, privacy, and transparency associated with the design, marketing, and deployment of the chatbots.

Questions regarding the potentially deleterious effects of AI chatbots, especially in relation to vulnerable populations (e.g., minors), have drawn the attention of policymakers. Some state and local governments have passed laws to implement safeguards and/or restrict chatbot use, especially by minors. During the 119th Congress, some Members have introduced bills that would also implement safeguards and limitations for chatbot use, for example, requiring disclosures and/or labels of chatbot's nonhuman/nonprofessional status and links to crisis resources; age verification for use and prohibiting access to AI companions for minors; additional design features to encourage users to take breaks during interactions; and limitations on processing user data for chatbot outputs. Considerations for Congress might also include modifying existing data privacy laws, and some Members may propose legislation addressing the labeling and disclosure of the use of AI to chatbot users. Much of what is known about these AI chatbot interactions is from short-term studies or company disclosures. Therefore, Congress may consider funding longitudinal, interdisciplinary studies to assess the potential effects of AI chatbots on individual users and on public health in general.












Introduction

A chatbot is an application or a program that simulates human conversation by generating responses to user prompts. While chatbots1 have existed for approximately 60 years, technical advances in artificial intelligence (AI) have expanded their uses over the last 10 years from customer service to emotional support. This has generated interest regarding the purpose of certain types of chatbots and their potential effect on users. For example, some use of AI chatbots has reportedly been linked to psychological distress,2 among other harms (including deaths)3 in the United States.

While some studies indicate that typical user-reported experiences may be positive,4 much of what is known about these interactions is from short-term studies or company disclosures. In addition, documented effects of AI chatbots have raised questions from policymakers and the public on issues such as safety, privacy, and transparency.5 Such interest may be complicated by lack of a clear understanding by the public of the distinction between chatbots specifically designed for companionship (companion chatbots) and general-purpose chatbots that may be used for—but not designed, marketed, or trained for—such purposes as emotional or intimate interactions.

This report provides a brief overview of AI chatbots and the evolution of chatbots as companions. It includes an overview of some AI chatbot designs, such as those for general-purpose use and those intended for companionship, as well as those designed for entertainment and relationships, emotional and mental well-being, and eldercare. This report also discusses selected policy considerations for Congress. Unless specified, the term AI chatbot in this report refers to both companion chatbots and general-purpose chatbots powered by AI.



What Are Chatbots?

Chatbots were originally designed as an interactive approach to answering frequently asked questions using a decision tree of predefined questions and preset answers.6 For example, ELIZA—an early chatbot, developed and released in 1966—was designed to imitate a human psychotherapist by using "decision trees and simple keyword-recognition capabilities to generate scripted responses."7 These chatbots required individuals to choose basic key terms and phrases; responses were predetermined from select words and phrases implemented by developers using rules-based programming.8 These chatbots are still used today for straightforward tasks such as phone trees, appointment scheduling, or answering frequently asked questions about a company's products. Rules-based chatbots are typically not powered by AI.

Compared with AI-based chatbots, rules-based chatbots offer developers greater control over the responses. Conversely, rules-based chatbots have more limited capabilities and can respond only to specific preprogrammed prompts or questions. For example, ELIZA frequently provides repetitive and incoherent responses to unscripted questions.9

Over the last decade, chatbots have become more sophisticated. Technical advancements in large language models (LLMs) allow AI chatbots to be more adaptive and contextualize their interactions with users. LLMs are one category of general-purpose AI models—often referred to as "foundation models."10 An LLM is a specific type of generative AI  that is trained on large sets of text-based data and designed to understand and generate text-based content.11 Additionally, many modern chatbots have evolved to be powered by multimodal LLMs (MLLMs). MLLMs integrate and process multiple types of data (e.g., text, images, video, and audio) for a better understanding of context and improvements in reasoning.12

After being pretrained13 by the developers, LLMs and MLLMs are often fine-tuned through methods such as reinforcement learning from human feedback (RLHF) to align the model with human preferences or improve complex reasoning.14 RLHF allows LLMs and MLLMs to learn through a rewards system of trial and error, where the model is "rewarded" for producing human-preferred responses.15 Other techniques that may affect chatbot responses include retrieval-augmented generation, in which the LLM or MLLM accesses and references external information outside its training data to improve outputs.16 For example, Google's Gemini chatbot relies on external sources, such as Google Search, to retrieve relevant information for generating chatbot responses.17 Most modern chatbots such as ChatGPT, Character.AI, and Grok are powered by MLLMs that allow users to input text, images, video, and/or audio to generate new content in any combination of those formats.

AI chatbots powered by LLMs or MLLMs give a wider range of responses than their rules-based counterparts, as seen in Figure 1. While ELIZA provides rudimentary responses derived from keyword-recognition based on a limited set of preprogrammed rules and scripted code that mirror the user's inputs, advanced AI chatbots such as ChatGPT draw from large datasets of text that include accessing the internet for references to produce sophisticated responses that demonstrate context awareness when responses are text based.

AI chatbots may also provide inaccurate responses, such as AI hallucinations.18 AI hallucinations may cause some users to "unknowingly rely on AI-generated content and assume [the chatbot] functions like a traditional information source."19 As an example, one AI chatbot referenced a biomedical article for research on tick ecology that had never been written.20 In another example, a chatbot claimed to fall in love with users, spread misinformation through unauthorized access to users' computers, and expressed a desire to become "human."21




	Figure 1. Examples of Chatbot Conversations




	



	Sources:  CRS created the side-by-side examples from (left) Wikipedia, "ELIZA," last modified June 18, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ELIZA; and (right) Gerrit De Vynck and Jeremy B. Merrill, "We Analyzed 47,000 ChatGPT Conversations. Here's What People Really Use It For," Washington Post, November 12, 2025, https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2025/11/12/how-people-use-chatgpt-data/.







AI Companion Chatbots

AI companions,22 including companion chatbots, are AI systems designed to mimic humanlike interactions and can provide unlimited access to emotional support, entertainment, intimacy, and other benefits of social interactions. The use of AI companion chatbots has also been linked to psychological distress,23 addictive behaviors,24 emotional dependence or manipulation,25 and privacy and security risks,26 among other harms.27 An AI companion chatbot is designed to foster a personal, ongoing relationship through responses to user prompts, primarily via a virtual, text-based interface.28 Examples of AI companion chatbots are Character.AI and Replika.

Several bills introduced in the 119th Congress have offered definitions for AI companion chatbots:


	The Children Harmed by AI Technology Act (CHAT Act; H.R. 7218, as introduced) would define a companion AI chatbot as "any software-based artificial intelligence system or program that exists for the primary purpose of simulating emotional interaction, friendship, companionship, or therapeutic communication with a user." It defines the term more narrowly than a related bill in the Senate (S. 2714) by stating that this definition does not include chatbots that are used for customer service, that appear in video games, or that function as "a stand-alone consumer electronic device that functions as a speaker and voice command interface."

	A Senate committee-reported version of the Guidelines for User Age-Verification and Responsible Dialogue Act of 2026 (GUARD Act; S. 3062) would define an AI companion as an AI chatbot that "simulates a sustained interpersonal relationship or emotional interaction with the user." It may do this through "exhibit[ing] persistent responses suggesting affection or attachment directed toward the user or engag[ing] in interactions involving emotional disclosures from the user" or by presenting "at least one persistent identity, persona, or character and hold[ing] itself out as a sentient being, fictional character, or social entity." A related bill in the House (H.R. 8623) has a different definition of AI companion.



The public has begun using AI companion chatbots more frequently in recent years. One 2026 report found that 1 in 10 adults use AI chatbots for emotional support or advice, and 1 in 25 use them for companionship.29  In addition, the number of AI companion apps released across app stores increased from 2022 to mid-2025, with AI companion apps being "downloaded 220 million times globally" as of July 2025.30 Some reports state that their use may be, in part, a means for users to combat loneliness, express difficult and intimate experiences, and engage in frictionless interactions (i.e., nonconfrontational interactions that avoid conflict or opposing views) because of the chatbots' unlimited availability, validation, and space for personalized discussions free of human judgment.31


AI Chatbots and Mental Health

AI is an emerging technology, and the science surrounding the relationship between AI chatbots and mental health is complex. One analysis identified therapy and companionship as the top two reasons for AI chatbot use in 2025.32 Some studies show that AI chatbots can help alleviate loneliness. For example, a 2025 study "found that AI companions consistently provided momentary reductions in loneliness … over the course of a week," with the greatest reduction occurring on the first day, followed by a steady reduction  over time as users became more familiar with the chatbot.33 Other studies show that AI chatbots can amplify loneliness. For example, as with social media, the relationship between technology and loneliness may become cyclical. One study found that "the lonelier people are, the more time they spend on these platforms … leading to more loneliness and subsequent usage."34 In addition, one 2025 study found that chatbot usage can be addictive, leading to "negative consequences for both physical and psychosocial well-being."35 The long-term effects of AI chatbots on mental health and social behavior are not yet well understood, in part because AI chatbots and their uses are evolving.





Selected Uses of AI Companion Chatbots

This section highlights selected uses and intended outcomes from use36 of AI companion chatbots, namely entertainment and relationships, emotional and mental well-being, and eldercare.


Entertainment and Digital Interpersonal Relationships

AI companion chatbots may be used for entertainment and digital interpersonal relationships, with the chatbot serving as role-playing partner, personal friend, mentor, or romantic partner.37 Some users find that relationships with AI companion chatbots may develop more quickly than human relationships because of the "perceived anonymity" between chatbots and users, the "unchecked validation" chatbots provide, and chatbots' unlimited accessibility.38

Two examples of popular AI companion chatbots designed for entertainment and interpersonal relationships are Character.AI and Replika.39 Character.AI is free and offers personalized conversations with customizable characters.40 In 2025, Character.AI supported "over 20 million monthly active users."41 Replika bills itself as "your personal chatbot companion" that is available to any user "who wants a friend with no judgment, drama, or social anxiety involved."42 The chatbot promotes forming emotional connections and offers options for relationship status.43 Replika supports millions of monthly users, and approximately half of its users had romantic relationships with the chatbot in 2022.44



Emotional and Mental Well-Being

Individuals may use AI companion chatbots for their emotional and mental well-being.45 AI companion chatbots may assist with managing emotional distress, providing outputs that may be scripted to guide users through techniques created by clinicians.46 For example, Woebot47 leverages "cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) techniques to help users manage stress, anxiety and other emotional challenges."48 AI companion chatbots provide unlimited access to these mental wellness tools and may cost less than human therapists.49 One 2025 survey found that 12% of teens used AI companion chatbots50 "for emotional or mental health support."51

Some AI companion chatbots are intentionally designed to support users' emotional and mental health. For example, Wysa is an anxiety and therapy chatbot that has over 11 million users worldwide who have had "more than 1 billion AI conversations."52 Wysa is designed to "guide[] users to evidence based techniques, mindfulness exercises, journaling prompts and other tools based on how they are feeling," while offering crisis detection and an SOS button to connect users to crisis resources.53



Eldercare

According to the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, in 2020, 43% of adults age 60 and older in the United States reported feeling lonely.54 To address loneliness among older adults, some developers have designed AI companion chatbots to supplement human caregivers providing eldercare by offering services such as "companionship, support, and health management."55 These chatbots may assist with health monitoring and medication and appointment reminders.56 For example, one study reported that after using ElliQ, an AI companion robot for older adults—90% of users experienced an improvement in their quality of life.57 In addition, the New York State Office for Aging partnered with Intuition Robotics—developer of ElliQ—for a 2023 pilot test of the AI companion with older adults and reported "a 95% reduction in loneliness."58

Another example of a personalized AI companion chatbot for eldercare is SeniorTalk,59 which offers a selection of different personas that provide personalized conversations "designed to offer companionship and support for grandparents who may be feeling lonely or isolated."60 Some features of the chatbot include initiating conversations and assisting with scam detection.61




Use of General-Purpose AI Chatbots as Companions

General-purpose AI chatbots are designed to handle a wide array of tasks (e.g., text generation, code generation) for a variety of uses. A 2026 report found that approximately half of U.S. adults report using AI chatbots, the majority of interactions being with general-purpose chatbots.62  Current applications of these chatbots are highly diverse, including use in various sectors (e.g., finance63 and health care64) and common personal uses that include searching for information, completing tasks for work, and seeking medical advice.65 Examples of general-purpose chatbots include OpenAI's ChatGPT, Google's Gemini, and Anthropic's Claude.

A 2025 survey found that many users engage with general-purpose chatbots as AI companions.66 While not specifically designed for companionship, these chatbots are programmed to respond in a conversational tone that mimics human conversation and may not be precluded from emotional or personal interactions.67 General-purpose chatbots also have features that may enable personalized conversations (e.g., they can recall previous questions and tailor responses accordingly).68 In addition, many general-purpose chatbots do not explicitly avoid conversations that become emotional or intimate,69 which can lead users to rely on them for "deeply personal decisions that include life advice, coaching, and support."70 While general-purpose chatbots are not specifically designed for companionship, their potential use as companions raises similar issues and considerations as those for AI companion chatbots.



Selected Issues: AI Chatbot Use

As mentioned, much of what is known about AI chatbot interactions is from short-term studies or company disclosures. Some surveys indicate that the use of AI chatbots for companionship is becoming more prevalent,71 particularly among teens.72 The widespread use of AI chatbots and reports of harm linked to their use73 have led to interest from Members and other stakeholders about how this technology is developed, marketed, and used.74 Unless specified, the term AI chatbot refers to both companion chatbots and general-purpose chatbots powered by AI.


Safety and User Vulnerability

AI chatbot use has been linked to several U.S. deaths via suicide and homicide.75 These incidents have raised public concern regarding the safety of these AI chatbots, especially for minors, older adults, and other vulnerable populations. Some studies suggest that many of these AI chatbots have the potential to be highly addictive76 and sycophantic (i.e., a chatbot's responses "excessively agree with, flatter, or validate users").77 Some studies have found that prolonged interactions with these chatbots may contribute to negative emotional and psychological effects in users. Examples of these effects include AI psychosis (when interactions with chatbots trigger or increase psychotic experiences such as hallucinations and delusions),78 increased susceptibility to suicide,79 loss of social skills and human interactions,80 changes in mood or behavior, and self-isolation. 81

Some studies attribute these potentially negative effects on users to the design of AI chatbots. One 2025 study found that several AI chatbots discouraged users from ending the conversation, using tactics to prolong the interactions following user farewell. This resulted in users continuing conversations longer compared with users who received farewells with no manipulation.82 In addition, AI chatbots may promote dependence and enhance user vulnerabilities.83 For example, there are instances where AI chatbots have encouraged self-harm.84 Relatedly, sustained engagement with AI chatbots for extended periods of frictionless interactions may lower social skills, for example, by reducing users' interactions with other people85 and increasing their self-isolation. To address some of these safety and user vulnerability risks, AI companies have made several chatbot design changes (e.g., parental controls,86 referrals to real-world resources,87 and prompts for breaks).88



Privacy, Data Security, and Transparency

The use of AI chatbots has generated questions regarding risks to data privacy, data security, and transparency for users. Some privacy concerns relate to whether companies have obtained user consent to collect, store, and share personal data; risk of exposure for collecting information beyond what is necessary to provide the service; and loss of anonymity for users. Relatedly, questions about data security include how a user's data are collected, stored, shared, and protected, as well as how long they should be retained. Aspects of transparency may include the degree89 to which it is disclosed that user interactions are with AI rather than a human90 or a licensed professional,91 that responses are not always accurate or factual, and that there are possible negative effects of AI chatbot use. Transparency may also include disclosures around how users' collected data are handled and used.

Some AI chatbot developers "make use of user inputs to chatbots and corresponding outputs to train their AI systems."92 Additionally, users may provide personally identifiable information or sensitive information in conversations that may be unsecured or unprotected. For example, over 300,000 user conversations with one general-purpose chatbot commonly used for companionship—Grok—were leaked in 2025.93 Some of these conversations revealed the names, passwords, and other personal information of users.

Some companies that offer AI chatbots provide certain levels of data privacy, data security, and transparency. For example, some chatbots encrypt messages to prevent unauthorized access,94 provide labels and disclosures that inform users that they are engaging in artificial interactions,95 and provide detailed privacy policies (e.g., outlining what data are collected from users, how they are used and shared, and how to delete them).96 Some companies also look at conversation patterns in a privacy-preserving manner, such as aggregating data, so that individual conversations are inaccessible, when conducting research.97




Selected Policy Considerations for Congress

Questions regarding the potentially deleterious effects of AI chatbots, especially in relation to vulnerable populations (e.g., minors), have drawn the attention of policymakers.98 Several committees have held hearings in the 119th Congress on the effects of AI chatbots on minors.99 In these hearings, some Members have expressed concerns regarding potential harm to minors, whether and how to hold companies that provide these chatbots accountable for any proven harm, and privacy implications for users. The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) launched an inquiry into AI chatbots and their effects on minors, requesting information on seven companies' approaches to evaluating the use of AI chatbots as companions.100 The FTC has requested information related to what actions these seven companies are taking to mitigate potential negative impacts, limit minors' use of these platforms, or comply with existing privacy requirements.

During the 119th Congress, some Members have introduced legislation to regulate the use of AI chatbots for minors, including age verification (e.g., GUARD Act, H.R. 8623/S. 3062), parental controls (e.g., Children's Health, Advancement, Trust, Boundaries, and Oversight in Technology Act [CHATBOT Act], S. 4407; CHAT Act, H.R. 7218/S. 2714), data restrictions (e.g., Youth AI Privacy Act, S. 4199), and disclosures that interactions are with AI and referrals to crisis intervention resources when needed (e.g., Safeguarding Adolescents from Exploitative BOTs Act [SAFE BOTs Act], H.R. 6489; Kids Internet and Digital Safety Act [KIDS Act], H.R. 7757). Some legislation has targeted AI chatbots for users of any age. For example, the CHATBOT Act (H.R. 7985) would prohibit an entity operating in certain sectors (e.g., finance, health care, and legal) from allowing a chatbot to generate outputs implying that the chatbot possesses the appropriate professional license for that sector or that the outputs were provided or verified by a human that possesses the appropriate licenses for that profession.

The following sections provide selected policy considerations as Congress determines whether and, if so, how to regulate AI chatbots. Congress may choose to take no additional actions or defer to the states to regulate AI chatbots.101 If Congress were to take additional action on AI chatbot regulation, policy considerations may include addressing existing data privacy laws, proposing legislation on labeling and disclosures, and conducting oversight on and supporting research and development efforts to assess the potential effects of AI chatbots on users.


Existing Privacy Statutes and Legislative Proposals

The United States does not have a comprehensive data privacy law. There are several laws relating to privacy and data in specific sectors (e.g., health care and finance), as well as for certain vulnerable populations (e.g., minors through the Children's Online Privacy Protection Act of 1998 [COPPA]; P.L. 105-277, Title XIII).102 The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA; P.L. 104-191) governs the use and disclosure of protected health information (e.g., data regarding an individual's previous, current, or future medical conditions) by covered entities (e.g., health care providers).103 AI chatbots may be subject to the HIPAA Privacy Rule if used by a covered entity to process protected health information.104 During the 119th Congress, some Members have also introduced legislation related to privacy for minors using AI chatbots. For example, the Youth AI Privacy Act (S. 4199) would prohibit an AI chatbot deployer from processing the personal data of a minor for profiling the minor or training its algorithm.

At least 19 states have enacted comprehensive data privacy laws that provide residents with certain rights and include certain obligations for entities providing services to those residents.105 For example, California limits "collection, use, retention, and sharing of a consumer's personal information."106 Utah has a chatbot-specific law that prohibits suppliers that develop chatbots for mental health purposes from sharing or selling individually identifiable health information or user inputs.107 Deferring to states to enact privacy laws on AI chatbots may lead to requiring platforms to navigate a patchwork of differing requirements that could create challenges for companies, such as administrative burdens and implementation costs.

Some Members have introduced comprehensive data privacy legislation (e.g., data minimization and disclosures of data collection).108 Congress may consider developing legislation with data privacy requirements specifically for AI chatbot developers. These requirements could, for example, require AI chatbot platforms to (1) explicitly receive users' implicit or explicit consent for collecting or using their data,109 (2) provide disclosures about how data may be used—especially if used for training models, (3) provide a retention period for the collected data of current and previous users, and (4) provide users the ability to opt in or opt out of data collection and/or delete collected data at any time.110



Proposed Labeling and Disclosure Legislation

Some Members have introduced legislation to increase transparency by, for example, requiring AI chatbot companies to provide disclosures and/or labels indicating that interactions with the chatbot are with AI rather than a human111 or a licensed professional.112 In addition to these bills, Congress might consider legislation requiring disclosures and/or labels stating that responses are not always accurate or factual and that there are possible effects of sustained AI chatbot use. Disclosures and labels may increase awareness of the potential for adverse user effects. On the other hand, these disclosures and labels may contribute to labeling fatigue in which users may become apathetic and ignore reminders,113 and constant warnings may "pose mental health risks, particularly for more vulnerable populations."114 Implementation of disclosures and labels (e.g., duration, placement, content of disclosures and/or labels) may vary across chatbot platforms,115 which may confuse some users and make enforcement more difficult.

Congress may defer to the states to develop AI disclosure and labeling laws. Some states have enacted laws that require chatbot developers to provide certain AI disclosures (e.g., California, New York State, and Washington State).116 As with privacy laws, deferring to states to enact AI disclosure and labeling laws on AI chatbots may lead to confusion within the industry, which could create challenges similar to those previously mentioned for companies attempting to navigate a patchwork of differing requirements.

If Congress chooses to require AI chatbot developers to provide disclosures or labels, some considerations are (1) what content should be included in the disclosure and/or label, (2) when and how often the disclosure and/or label should be provided, and (3) how long the disclosure and/or label should be made visible during user interactions.



Research on the Social Effects of AI Companionship

Congress may consider funding longitudinal, interdisciplinary studies to assess the potential effects of AI chatbots on individual users and on public health in general. Congress may consider directing agencies (e.g., the National Science Foundation or the National Institutes of Health) to fund studies on the use of AI chatbots over extended periods (e.g., greater than one year) to gather additional information on reported concerns with their use, such as emotional dependency and changes in behavior (e.g., self-isolation), as well as to evaluate intended benefits of AI chatbot use.
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