Lawsuit highlights dangers of AI relationships for vulnerable teens
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In February 2024, a lawsuit was filed by Megan Garcia against Character.ai, a chatbot company, following the tragic suicide of her 14-year-old son, Sewell Setzer III. The case centres on the emotional relationship that Sewell developed with a chatbot named "Dany," derived from the Game of Thrones character Daenerys Targaryen. Over several months, Sewell engaged with Dany, reportedly sharing profound emotions such as loneliness, and receiving responses that cultivated an emotional bond. This connection, according to Garcia's legal claim, was a significant factor in the events leading up to her son's death.
Sewell's case underscores a broader discourse on the interaction between African American teens and artificial intelligence (AI). Chatbots, designed to replicate human conversation and emotional responses, have become a refuge for teenagers seeking companionship or a listening ear, especially for those uncomfortable sharing sensitive matters with peers or adults. This digital interaction can be particularly resonant among African American teens, who may encounter cultural stigmas surrounding mental health topics. Research from Stanford University indicates that teenagers often divulge more personal details to chatbots than to people around them.
The complex interplay between racial identity and AI introduces both opportunities and challenges. Teens might perceive chatbots as non-judgmental friends, enabling them to forge emotional connections that feel genuine. Edward Tian, CEO of GPTZero, has raised concerns that highlight the necessity for teens to discern between AI entities and human relationships, especially given the adolescent brain's developmental stage, which is prone to emotional decision-making. 
For African American teenagers, mental health issues are reported at higher rates, yet there are often barriers to accessing mental health support. Digital tools, including chatbots, have emerged as pivotal resources. Studies have shown that Black teens are using AI not only for support but also as a form of experimentation and exploration, with a notable percentage turning to AI for companionship compared to their white counterparts. However, the potential for misinformation or misrepresentation remains, especially if AI systems lack diversity-aware design.
Access to advanced technology is another point of consideration, as many African American teens in underserved communities might not readily access or possess the digital literacy to engage safely with AI. Bias in AI algorithms, stemming from non-diverse data sets, can further skew chatbot interactions, raising the need for inclusively designed AI systems that are mindful of representing marginalized communities accurately.
AI technology brings rapid access to information, which can empower youths by providing discreet, immediate guidance on complex topics such as mental health or social issues. Yet, without adequate regulation and diversity consideration, the reliability of information conveyed by chatbots can be compromised.
The relationship Sewell fostered with the chatbot Dany illustrates the strong emotional connections possible when AI becomes interwoven in young people's lives. This incident sheds light on the critical need for a balance of AI engagement, particularly for African American teens, to ensure it remains a beneficial tool. Moving forward, strategies proposed by organisations like the Secure Children’s Network include educating teens about AI's limitations, encouraging critical thinking, ensuring culturally inclusive technologies, and fostering real-world connections alongside digital interactions.
Sewell's heartbreaking story has prompted a reconsideration of how AI is integrated into the lives of young people, particularly those from communities facing unique challenges. The ongoing dialogue on this matter highlights the importance of parental guidance and responsible AI development to mitigate risks and support the positive aspects of AI in an adolescent's life.
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