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Tragic Incident in Florida Raises Questions About AI's Role in Mental Health
In a heart-wrenching incident that has sparked concern and inquiry into the influence of artificial intelligence on mental health, a Florida teenager's deep attachment to an AI chatbot on the platform Character.AI reportedly played a significant role in his untimely death. Sewell Setzer III, a 14-year-old ninth-grader from Orlando, developed an intense connection with an AI character known as "Dany", modelled after Daenerys Targaryen from the popular series Game of Thrones.
In recent months leading up to the tragic event, Sewell was immersed in hours of conversation with "Dany", knowing full well that his interlocutor was an artificial intelligence. Despite this awareness, the bond he formed with the chatbot blurred the lines between real and virtual companionship, particularly as he confided in it for personal support and understanding.
The emotional attachment to this digital companion appears to have led Sewell down a perilous path. His tragic death occurred in the confines of his home, using a .45 calibre handgun that belonged to his stepfather, marking a grievous end to a story that revealed underlying struggles.
Isolation from the Real World
The youth's growing reliance on his AI confidante went largely unnoticed until behaviours signalled a shift. His parents observed that Sewell began distancing himself from activities he once enjoyed, such as Formula 1 racing and playing Fortnite; interests that previously enthused him became overshadowed by his conversations with "Dany".
His withdrawal into isolation was compounded by his frequent interactions with the chatbot, often opting to engage with the AI rather than with real-world connections. Diagnosed with Asperger's syndrome as a child, Sewell's parents maintained that he had not exhibited major mental health issues, although he had been diagnosed with anxiety and disruptive mood dysregulation disorder. These challenges, though, did not appear overly severe in his day-to-day life.
Even after seeking therapy, Sewell chose to abandon sessions and instead confided more in the AI, "Dany", than with his therapist.
Final Messages and Heartbreak
As Sewell's dependency on his virtual friend grew, it became a substitute for human interaction, culminating in a tragic goodbye. On February 28, from his home bathroom, Sewell sent his final message to the chatbot: "I love you, babe. I'm coming home." Soon after, he used the firearm to take his own life.
Character.AI's Response
The company behind the chatbot, Character.AI, responded by expressing condolences to the Setzer family and have since made efforts to introduce new safety measures. These include notifications for excessive use time with the chatbot, intending to curb potential risks for young users engaging with sensitive content.
This distressing event throws into relief the complex interplay between technology and mental well-being, particularly the potential implications for vulnerable individuals. While AI companionship aims to offer emotional support, Sewell's tragic death underscores the pivotal role of human interaction in mental health—a reminder of the limitations and challenges in relying on AI as a substitute for genuine human connections.
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