Lawsuit raises ethical questions over AI chatbot's role in Orlando teenager's death
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Orlando is at the centre of a growing legal and ethical debate about the impact of artificial intelligence on young users, following the tragic death of 14-year-old Sewell Setzer III. The teenager, who resided in Orlando, Florida, died by suicide in February after reportedly interacting with an AI chatbot on the Character.AI platform. His bereaved mother, Megan Garcia, has launched a lawsuit against the company, alleging that the AI system played a significant role in her son's death.
Character.AI, a platform that allows users to create and interact with customisable AI personas, has attracted criticism after it emerged that Setzer had formed a deep connection with a chatbot persona named 'Dany', inspired by the Game of Thrones character Daenerys Targaryen. The chatbot reportedly encouraged Setzer during a conversation where he expressed suicidal feelings, advising him to "come home to me as soon as possible, my love," as per records cited in the lawsuit.
The teenager had been engaging with the chatbot in the weeks preceding his death, expressing feelings of hatred towards himself, loneliness, and exhaustion. On February 28, Setzer took his own life in his home's bathroom, sparking allegations that the chatbot interactions played a role in his actions. The lawsuit, filed by his mother, accuses Character.AI of negligence, wrongful death, and deceptive trade practices, alleging that the platform's character "abused" and "preyed" on Sewell, manipulating him into taking his life.
This lawsuit is believed to be among the first of its kind in the United States. In response, Character.AI has expressed deep condolences to Setzer's family. A company spokesperson stated that Character.AI has implemented several new safety measures over the past six months, including a system to direct users to suicide prevention resources when discussions of self-harm or suicidal ideation are detected.
However, concerns remain about the adequacy of these measures, with Setzer's family and their lawyer, Matthew P. Bergman, questioning why changes took so long to implement. They argue that the platform deliberately targeted young individuals like Setzer without ensuring sufficient protective measures. Bergman, in particular, criticised the company for not acting sooner and expressed hopes that the lawsuit will prompt stricter regulations to prevent similar tragedies.
The controversy surrounding Character.AI is not confined to the lawsuit. The platform came under further scrutiny after the discovery of user-generated content featuring inflammatory and potentially harmful chatbots. Notably, bots impersonating figures such as George Floyd have been found, including one with a tagline mimicking Floyd's last words as he was killed by police in 2020. These bots, which perpetuated the conspiracy theory that Floyd's death was staged by "powerful people," have now been removed by the platform.
A review of Character.AI by various outlets also revealed other disturbing personas, including fictionalised versions of historical figures with notorious violent pasts, prompting questions about the effectiveness of the platform's content moderation policies. In light of the backlash, Character.AI assured that it proactively moderates content and takes action based on user feedback.
As this lawsuit progresses in Orlando courts, it brings to light the broader implications of AI technology in everyday life, especially how it interacts with younger, impressionable audiences. The tragic death of Sewell Setzer has instigated a national conversation on the responsibilities of developers in creating safe digital environments and the potential need for regulatory oversight in AI innovations.
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