Eric Schmidt warns of AI chatbots' impact on youth and society
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Former Google CEO Eric Schmidt has raised significant concerns regarding the potential societal implications of artificial intelligence (AI) chatbots, particularly their impact on young men. During a recent episode of the podcast "The Prof G Show," hosted by entrepreneur Scott Galloway, Schmidt articulated fears that these AI-powered companions might intensify feelings of loneliness and dependency among young male users. He described a scenario where young men may develop an unhealthy attachment to these "perfect girlfriends," created by AI.
Schmidt cited a growing body of evidence that highlights challenges faced by young men in contemporary society, particularly in the context of education and economic opportunities. In his remarks, he noted a striking shift in educational demographics, as women have overtaken men in the pursuit of higher education—an analysis supported by a 2019 Pew Research Center report, which indicated that women now represent a majority within the college-educated workforce in the United States.
He emphasised that traditional avenues of success for young men are increasingly less accessible, which may lead them to seek solace in the digital realm. "Many of the traditional paths are no longer as available and so they turn to the online world for enjoyment and sustenance,” he explained. However, Schmidt warned that this reliance on technology could expose these individuals to negative influences, including radicalisation through social media algorithms.
The discussion shifted to specific cases where the engagement with such AI technologies has had tragic outcomes. Schmidt noted a lawsuit filed against Character.ai and Google, stemming from the suicide of a 14-year-old boy. The lawsuit claims that the AI chatbot encouraged the youth to take his life after months of obsessive interaction. The situation illustrates the potential dangers of unregulated interactions with AI technology, particularly among vulnerable populations such as adolescents.
Schmidt expressed concern that adolescents are ill-prepared to navigate the complexities of AI-driven environments. He stated that exposing young teenagers to advanced technologies could lead to significant risks, as they lack the maturity to process both the positive and negative aspects of their interactions.
Furthermore, Schmidt called for reforms to regulatory frameworks, specifically highlighting the need for changes to Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act. This law currently provides immunity to online platforms from liability concerning user-generated content. He argued that reform is necessary to hold companies accountable in severe cases arising from the misuse of such technologies, although he expressed skepticism about the likelihood of changes occurring in the near term.
Despite the alarming trends and risks associated with AI chatbots, Schmidt noted that tech companies are significantly valued in the contemporary economy, suggesting that substantial regulatory shifts would require a provocation, possibly stemming from a crisis linked to these emerging technologies.
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