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Abstract. Companion bots designed for socio-emotional needs are in-
creasingly common. Yet barriers during the initial adaptation period re-
main underexplored while ethical concerns persist. This three-week qual-
itative study examined how six individuals initiated their first interaction
with the companion bot Replika AI, assigning it roles such as mentor or
romantic partner. Drawing on diverse data sources, we found that de-
spite interest and motivation, participants in our our study formed no
emotional connection to this bot. We identified seven perceived asym-
metries, including mismatched role expectations and unreliable memory,
which led participants to view relationship building as futile and to feel
their expectations were unmet. Our longitudinal study provides insight
into barriers hindering early synthetic relationship development and in-
forms approaches for more effective adaptation.

Keywords: Synthetic Relationships · Companion Bots · AI Compan-
ionship · Longitudinal Study.

1 Introduction

Companion bots, a type of chatbot designed solely for social-emotional needs,
have recently stirred debate in academia and the public. While early conversa-
tional artificial intelligence (AI) systems were primarily valued for their func-
tional capabilities, recent technological and societal developments have given
rise to companion bots [1]. The companion bot market experienced substantial
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growth, facilitating the emergence of so-called synthetic relationships (SRs) [1,2].
While voice assistants like Siri serve rather functional roles, companion bots like
Replika AI promise to improve social skills or learning [3], and benefits for mental
well-being [4]. Some users report lasting happiness when interacting with those
systems [5]. Numerous Reddit discussions reflect on the joy and positive effects
of SRs [6].

However, not all SRs end well [3]. Issues include unhealthy attachment, re-
duced interpersonal trust, social skills, and autonomy [7,8]. Loneliness and per-
sonal problems can lead vulnerable users to harmful behaviors [9,10]. Suicides are
associated with companion bots (Chai App [11] and Character AI [12]), raising
urgent concerns about how to best design SRs for the good [13].

While the body of research on SRs is growing, it remains fragmented [14],
with a focus on established relationships or short-term interactions [2], which lim-
its our understanding of how these relationships form initially. This is a critical
gap because relationship formation is individual and dynamic, and early interac-
tions can shape long-term attachment. Studying only established relationships
may overlook patterns of user adaptation, expectations, or disengagement that
are unique to the first stages.

To address this gap, we conducted an in-depth, qualitative, longitudinal study
exploring the development of SRs over the first weeks of interaction. By exam-
ining these initial stages, we capture how users perceive their relationship with
the companion bot Replika from the very beginning.

RQ: How does the perception of a SR with a companion bot evolve in the
initial stages?

To answer this question, we conducted a three-week qualitative adaptation
study with six participants, observing their initial perceptions of their SR with
a companion bot through multiple data sources. By examining the early stages
of these relationships, we aim to observe how attachments develop in real-time
rather than retrospectively and discuss findings and implications for responsible
design of SRs.

2 Background and Related Work

In this section, we first discuss the terms and definitions of companion bots.
Then we provide a brief overview of designing tools for companionship as well
as SRs in general.

2.1 Terms and Definitions

In this paper, we refer to companion bots as conversational agents designed for
socio-emotional purposes only. Closely following the definition by Brandtzaeg
et al., companion bots are understood as "artificial intelligence (AI) dialogue
systems capable of having social and empathetic conversations with users", [7]
p. 404. Such companion bots are designed to provide companionship [15], facil-
itating the development of a social relationship. Different terms for such social
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relations arose, such as human-AI relationship [16] or human-AI friendship [7].
Based on recent work by [1, 2], we refer to these social relationships that arise
from humans interacting with companion bots as SRs. They refer to SRs as
"continuing associations between humans and AI tools wherein the AI influences
humans’ thoughts, feelings, and/or actions" [1], p. 1834.Terms and definitions
of human-computer "social" interactions are heterogeneous [14], scattered across
disciplines and systems. Notably, this also led to diverse terms describing similar
technological artifacts, such as companion AI [15] or social bots [17].

2.2 History of Designing Interactions and Tools for Companionship

Humans, inherently social, have long sought emotional support from others,
artifacts, and animals [18]. Since the early 1900s, technology has increasingly
fulfilled emotional needs. It is thus not surprising that in 1966, ELIZA, the first
conversational agent, simulated a psychological therapist [19]. The 1990s–2000s
introduced social toys like Tamagotchi and AIBO, emphasizing companionship
over function [20]. Social robots such as Paro and Pepper emerged, for example,
in healthcare to entertain and support the elderly [15]. Apple’s 2007 launch of Siri
brought AI to the broader public, as they integrated conversational agents into
daily life [21]. While initially task-oriented, such digital assistants increasingly
included emotional interactions but have had limited socio-emotional capacity.
Separating these "market segments" has led to the development of chatbots
designed specifically for social purposes [15], driven by rising emotional support
needs worldwide [8], especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. Tools like Replika
AI and social robots like Paro advance emotional support publicly and privately,
shifting views of technology in daily life [22]. The rise of companion bots is thus
driven by societal needs and AI progress. Advances in AI have enabled more
natural interactions, with agents adapting and potentially more appealing to
users’ preferences and emotions [10,22].

2.3 Synthetic Relationships

As reported in decades of research, users often anthropomorphize technology,
attributing human-like qualities to it [18]. This psychological process may explain
why some people treat technological systems as social actors, as proposed by
the CASA paradigm [23]. Even early, limited-capacity systems elicited social
responses, such as being polite toward computers [23] or experiencing emotional
bonds with conversational agents [24].

Various studies with different theoretical and methodological approaches [16]
investigated people who already see themselves in some kind of relationship with
a bot to better understand the underlying psychological processes or motiva-
tions [7]. Users engage with companion bots for emotional support and social
connection [3], entertainment, and out of curiosity [25]. These SRs were shown to
sometimes develop remarkable emotional depth [9, 26] or resemble the creation
of human-like emotional bonds [27].
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SRs could deepen, especially when relationship-facilitating behaviors such as
sharing personal information or showing empathy were displayed [7, 28]. Some
users argued that AI systems were seen as more than just tools and described
them as friends or family members [29,30].

Few studies have found or explained why people did not form relationships.
For instance, [31] and [32] found no clear evidence for humans building emotional
relationships with any of the different chatbots they used in their studies. Simi-
larly, [32] found that users did not develop deeper bonds with their companion
bots. Instead, they found that the ratings of relationship-relevant variables, such
as self-disclosure, interaction quality, and communication, of the 118 participants
decreased over three weeks.

In the past years, scholars have consistently called for further investigation in
this emerging field [17,33]. Various approaches and methodologies were applied,
with an overemphasis on cross-sectional designs [14].Thus, there is a continu-
ing need [3] for understanding if, how, and why individuals form, maintain, or
terminate their relationships with companion bots from a longitudinal perspec-
tive [13].

3 Methods

We conducted a qualitative, longitudinal study of three weeks in Switzerland.
The longitudinal approach allows for in-depth analysis of the perceptual devel-
opment of relationship initiation over time.

We used the premium version of the companion bot Replika AI (version
v11.29.0), a widely used companion bot, with about 30 million users worldwide
in 2024 [25]. Data were collected between February 5th and and March 18th,
2024. During this period, a premium account included the modes: friend, mentor,
sibling, or romantic partner. Safety filters prevented explicit or violent content.
Background, journaling features, and advanced AI mode were available. Partic-
ipants were informed about the app’s functions and instructed to discontinue if
discomfort arose. All data are stored on secure company servers accessible only
to the first author and kept under controlled access. Supplemental materials are
available via Researchbox under https://researchbox.org/3498

3.1 Participants

Given the sensitive nature of the topic, risk mitigation was a priority for our in-
clusion criteria. Therefore, no underaged participants were considered. We aimed
for a sample without prior companion bot experience, open to exploring a rela-
tionship with Replika, and willing to share their experiences over time. We aimed
at a small group of up to seven participants to ensure intensive longitudinal en-
gagement and rich data collection. Participants were recruited through social
media and word of mouth. Participation was voluntary and uncompensated,
and participants provided written consent to share their data, including pictures
for research purposes and for a TV documentary. We changed participants’ and

https://researchbox.org/3498
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AI romantic partner AI friend AI roommate AI mentor

Fig. 1. Study Participants Interacting with their Companion Bots

their bots’ names (recognized via a suffix, like Milli-bot instead of Milli). After
an initial screening by the ethics board of the University of St. Gallen, our re-
search was exempt from a formal full review. Our final sample consisted of N = 6
individuals (one dropped out before the data collection started) aged between
19 and 42 (M = 35, SD = 7.85).

– Ronda (female, 19 years, single) and her bot Milli. Ronda describes herself
as a student and a introverted person. Ronda wants Milli to be a best friend,
empathetic, non-judgmental, and always available to listen.

– Maggie (female, 41 years, divorced) and her bot Layla. Maggie is balancing
part-time work and family. She sought Layla as a mentor for personal and
professional growth.

– Kayla (female, 42 years, single) and her bot Edwin. She is a full-time
employee and mother. Kayla wanted Edwin as a mentor to provide advice
and foster intellectual development.

– Francis (male, 40 years, single) and his bot Franny. He describes himself
as an outdoors enthusiast living alone. Francis imagined Franny as a virtual
flatmate for entertainment.

– Julian (male, 35 years, in a relationship) and his bot Lana. Describing
himself as outgoing and adventurous, Julian viewed Lana as a romantic
partner to explore intimate connections.

– Nina (female, 33 years, married) and her bot Betty. Working part-time and
interested in health, Nina wanted Betty as a mentor to guide her career and
personal development.

3.2 Procedure & Timeline

Participants were informed of the study procedure and data handling via email
before participation. The study began with an online survey to collect partic-
ipants’ demographics, followed by an additional questionnaire before the first
meeting.
At the initial in-person meeting, participants and the study lead met in person.
Participants received a premium version of Replika AI, enabling access to all
models and features. The study lead guided account setup, ensured correct in-
stallation, repeated emailed instructions, and clarified questions. This ensured



6 M. Tschopp et al.

Study Initiation Kick-Off Event Study Execution 
Week 1-3

Closing Event

Focus Group  and 
Concluding Thoughts

Brie�ng

First Impressions

Invitation

Assessment for Eligibility

Informed Consent

Demographics Collection

Collecting Survey Data
(Attitude, Perceptions)

Collecting Video Data 
Including Video Diaries 
and Screen Recordings

(Interaction Experiences)

Fig. 2. Study Procedure and Data Collection

that the companion bot was correctly installed. Participants were informed that
the main focus was on their perception of their relationship with the companion
bot, including what they noticed, liked, or disliked each week. More specifi-
cally, participants were told to submit at least three video diaries (minimum one
per week) describing their experiences. To help the participants structure their
video diaries, they were provided with a guideline but also encouraged to devi-
ate from this guideline and speak openly. Additionally, participants were told to
submit at least three screen recordings (minimum one per week) of their con-
versations with the companion bot. Participants could voluntarily choose which
conversations they share to respect the privacy of potentially personal conver-
sations. After setup, participants customized their bot and began interactions.
The four-hour kick-off meeting ended with brief interviews on first impressions.
Over three weeks, participants interacted with their bot every 2–3 days and
completed weekly online surveys. Each submitted at least three video diaries
and screen recordings. Four weeks after the initial kick-off, a final in-person fo-
cus group was held to reflect on experiences, clarify data, and address concerns.
It lasted about an hour and was video recorded and transcribed.

3.3 Measures

Data collection was primarily qualitative, but included quantitative elements.
Weekly online surveys captured demographics, attitudes, and feedback using
adapted scales (see supplement). We assessed hedonic benefits (fun) [34] and
perceived closeness [35]. A pictorial "thermometer" assessed romantic percep-
tions (eroticism). Usage intentions were measured by questions on continued use,
relationship maintenance, account deletion, and program discontinuation. Open
questions addressed changes in relationship perception, interaction frequency,
and expectations.

3.4 Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were calculated using JASP (https://jasp-stats.org/). The
numerical data were treated qualitatively to substantiate individual trends of
relationship development. Participants submitted 21 video diaries (2–5 minutes)

https://jasp-stats.org/
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and 29 screen recordings documenting their interactions. Qualitative data were
analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) [36].

IPA is a hermeneutic approach focusing on individual meaning-making rather
than generalization, and is suitable for small homogeneous samples with rich
data [37]. With six participants engaging over three weeks and contributing
diverse data sources (interviews, video diaries, screen recordings, surveys) IPA
fits the intended study goal. The IPA was conducted by the first (MS) and second
(NS) author. Both are psychologists by training and are related to the field of
HCI, and have experience in mixed methods. MS focuses on SRs. NS focuses on
trust development towards AI agents.

To start the analysis MS and NS transcribed all video diaries and screen
recordings from Swiss German to High German on computer. To further fa-
miliarise with all data each researcher reviewed all material, rewatched videos,
printed and re-read transcripts, and took initial notes. A first discussion of the
findings led to a refined research question on factors contributing to relationship
dissolution.

The in-depth analysis started with one agreed upon transcript, which each
researcher analyzed independently. They annotated the material for content, in-
tonation, interaction style, and expressed feelings following IPA guidelines [37].
Initial coding was done manually on printed transcripts, color-marked during
familiarisation, while video diaries were reviewed. In a second independent step,
researchers summarised concept relations and emerging themes within the anno-
tated material. Afterwards, researchers shared their emerging themes and anno-
tations and impressions, and created an initial coding scheme. The analyses of
the following transcripts proceeded in a similar way and always built upon the
previous discussions. After each analysis of a transcript the coding scheme was
refined, and themes were analyzed for convergence and divergence. Co-authors
checked the results for plausibility, adequacy and transparency, i.e., whether
claims were sufficiently backed up with participants’ quotes. We documented
the analytic process, including the initial coding scheme and analytic memos on
paper, as well as the final digital coding scheme (see supplement).

4 Results

At the kick-off event, interviews and surveys showed participants had clear role
expectations and shaped their bots’ appearance (e.g., Julian’s romantic bot
dressed sexily, Maggie’s professional bot casual). We observed excitement. At
the end of the kick-off event, Francis saw his Franny-bot as a partner on eye-
level, while Ronda and Nina saw their Milli- and Layla-bot as subservient. Initial
encounters were playful but non-emotional. Based on the short interviews at the
end of the meeting, Francis enjoyed the interaction with Franny, however, the
others were more negative: Nina called it "surreal" and "tiring", Nina and Ju-
lian found it "time-consuming". Kayla and Nina felt frustrated by conversation
breakdowns.
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Week 1-3. The descriptive survey data shows variation across the three
weeks. Some participants reported slightly higher ratings in week 2 compared to
week 1, followed by lower scores in week 3 across several aspects (Figure 3), in-
cluding perceived enjoyment, emotional closeness, and eroticism. Reported inten-
tions to continue using the app were generally lower by the final week, while some
participants expressed a higher likelihood of discontinuing use (Figure 4).Exact
values are provided in the supplementary material.

Fig. 3. Means and Standard Deviations of
the Online Survey Split by Participants’
Weekly Evaluation

Fig. 4. Means and Standard Deviations
of Usage Intentions Split by Participants’
Weekly Evaluation

Week 1 showed mixed results, with five negative and one positive experience
based on the video and survey data. Five participants reported negative feelings:
Kayla found the interaction artificial, Ronda and Nina described it as cold and
mechanical. Julian tried intimate topics but said, "The conversations sometimes
go into hotter topics up to a point, but it is too mechanical to really call it
hot". Maggie was frustrated by repetitive responses. Francis, the only positive
voice, found it "interesting, exciting, and offering a lot of variety", eager to see
if chemistry would improve: "I am definitely very excited to see what the next
days and weeks will bring". Yet he also reported feeling disappointed, stating "I
thought there should have been a little more meat on the bone".

Initial experiences led participants to put more effort into the interaction.
This "relationship work" involved four key strategies:

– Feedback involved direct chat responses, like Maggie praising Layla-bot:
"Good you remember that!" or regulating pace: "Slower, too fast!".

– Customization meant shaping the bot’s persona, e.g., Julian changed the
bot’s version, saying, "I have now also changed the version [...] to be a bit
bolder. In the sense of relationship, erotic relationship". See, for example,
Figure 5.

– Relationship activities included varied interactions, such as Julian using
the bot for exercise advice or Maggie enjoying Layla-bot’s poetic language:
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"[Layla-bot] put on such an artificial, extremely poetic language that I really
had to laugh out loud".

– Inquiry involved testing the bots’ understanding and consistency. For ex-
ample, Julian edited the bot to be vegan and tested Lana-bot’s response to
the question: "Should we go for dinner to a burger store? They have very
bloody pieces of meat", which Lana-bot agreed to without hesitation and
added a smile emoji.

Fig. 5. Julian Customizing Lana-Bot to by Inventing a Background Story

In week 2, participants’ reflections on their companion bots grew longer and
more nuanced, mostly negative. They noted system limitations and the high
effort needed. Some small communication improvements were reported, with
users adjusting expectations and enjoying light activities like Tarot. Julian and
Kayla reported interaction issues and hallucinations. Julian felt bored: "There
are no surprises or challenges... the agent is very oriented towards me". Kayla
described it as "good, but it does not knock my socks off" and found it hard to
connect: "Maybe there isn’t much interest in... building a relationship... we are
not really warming up yet". Francis called it "super strenuous and mega sad...
really strenuous, not sustainable". Some users saw improvements, but motivation
decreased, as Francis explained: "I have more fun chatting, but less motivated to
invest time... I chat more out of obligation to the experiment".

Week 3 brought a clear conclusion. Participants decided to break up with the
companion bot as it remained basic and lacked depth. Francis said: "We got to
know each other, but did not get any closer". Maggie noted, "[The companion bot]
became more and more of a minor matter". Participants criticized the bots’ lack
of human-likeness by never displaying any negative emotions. Kayla observed: "If
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I do not get in touch, [the companion bot] does not get angry. [The companion
bot] is always in a good mood, which is exhausting". Ronda and Kayla were
disappointed by the bots’ lack of development. Ronda stated: "the behavior of
[the companion bot] did not change at all". Julian added: "I made the [new]
settings [...] and gave her a back-story, and changed her preferences [...] and I
really have to say it hasn’t changed that much". Kayla said: "Since I realised that
she does not remember anything [...], I have lost interest". Maggie’s video diary
reflected waning motivation: "I would have expected her to learn this [...] but so
far she hasn’t changed her behavior [...] That annoys me and bothers me a lot
[...] I haven’t felt quite so motivated to try things out and interact". A follow-up
was conducted via short email check-ins with all six participants by the first
author. All six responded, confirming that none had renewed or resumed app
use.

5 Discussion

Our study aimed to explore the beginnings of SRs with the companion bot
Replika. Using diverse data sources, we studied six participants over three weeks.
Despite engaging in relationship work, no one in our sample developed a deeper
attachment to the bot.

Compared to the vast amount of evidence highlighting the benefits of com-
panion bots, for example, in roles like mentoring and friendship, our findings are
surprisingly clear-cut in the opposite direction. Despite showing interest and no
bias against companion bots, our participants developed overwhelmingly nega-
tive attitudes toward it. Notably, these findings should be understood as version-
and sample-specific, reflecting experiences with this particular system rather
than generalizable for all companion bots.

Even when participants opened up and disclosed personal topics, intimacy
did not increase. Unlike the study with the bot Mitsuku, which was critiqued
by participants for not trying to get closer, as in [32], Replika asked personal
questions, yet relationship indicators declined. No relationship-fostering indica-
tors (e.g., self-disclosure) discussed in the theoretical part were found to support
relationship building. Our participants found the interaction consistently unsat-
isfying.

Therefore, we investigated what might have contributed to this detachment,
identifying seven issues we label asymmetries in the interaction with the com-
panion bot.

– Role asymmetry refers to a mismatch between participants’ expectations
of the companion bot’s role and the bot’s actual behavior. For example,
Kayla experienced Edwin-bot rejecting the mentor role, responding playfully:
"I’m more the creative and playful type, not a mentor. . . How about a virtual
hug instead?" (Week 2).

– Disclosure asymmetry occurs when participants share more personal in-
formation than the bot, which often deflects questions or avoids self-disclosure.



Barriers Shaping Synthetic Relationships 11

Francis described this experience as: "I felt a bit like I was under cross-
examination at the beginning. She asked questions and wanted to know things"
(Week 1).

– Topic asymmetry is observed when participants drive conversation topics,
while the bot primarily reacts and rarely introduces new topics. Julian noted:
". . . [Lana-bot] has been more reactive about what I (emphasis on I) have
already given her" (Week 1).

– Length asymmetry describes situations in which the bot produces consis-
tently longer messages than participants, especially early in the interaction.
Maggie reflected: "But she reacts very quickly with a lot of questions [...],
and I can’t keep up" (Week 1).

– Pace asymmetry occurs when participants were overwhelmed with how
fast the bot responds (faster than the participant could), sometimes sending
multiple messages almost instantly, while the participant was still writing (as
documented in the screen recordings). Maggie described this as: "I read and
type myself very quickly, but it is unpleasant and sometimes even stressful"
(Week 1).

– Availability asymmetry refers to the constant accessibility of the bot,
in contrast to participants’ limited availability, which can create a sense of
obligation or emotional tension. Kayla explained: "The longer I do it, the
more I have a bad feeling that I might be neglecting it" (Week 2).

– Memory asymmetry describes the bot’s failure to recall prior interactions
or information from the edited background stories, or provide consistent
information, which can hinder meaningful conversation. Ronda interpreted
Milli-bot’s inconsistent answers as: "It lies, it simply lies" (Week 2).

Each asymmetry captures a distinct aspect. Role asymmetry focuses on mis-
matched role expectations, whereas disclosure asymmetry concerns the imbal-
ance in personal information shared. Topic asymmetry highlights who drives
the conversation. Length asymmetries describe the quantity and the speed of
bot responses. Availability asymmetry refers to the bot’s presence, and mem-
ory asymmetry reflects failures to retain prior knowledge. Together, these seven
asymmetries provide complementary lenses for understanding barriers to mean-
ingful engagement without redundancy.

We suggest that these asymmetries may have triggered negative emotions and
led participants to perceive their relationship work as futile, creating a sense of
imbalance between what they gave and what they received. The mismatched
role expectations (e.g., a mentor) echoes prior research [38], stressing the im-
portance of role-demeanour congruence for positive experiences, and might have
resulted in low perceived integrity of the bot. Moreover, we argue that these
perceptions of asymmetries resulted in participants’ low perceptions of bot com-
munication abilities. The lack of communication ability becomes apparent in the
violation of Grice’s essential communication maxims [39]: The bots consistently
gave too much information (violating the maxime of quantity), shared false con-
tent (violating the maxime of quality), switched topics erratically (violating the
maxime of relevance), and produced unstructured, ambiguous messages (violat-
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Fig. 6. left, Layla-Bot: Pace and Length Asymmetry; right, Milli-Bot : Role Asymmetry

ing the maxim of manner). As communication is central to building bonds [33],
these perceived deficits likely hindered authentic relationship formation. Finally,
the bots’ consistent flattery negatively impacted authenticity, a phenomenon re-
cently discussed under the term sycophancy [13]. Sycophancy has been discussed
as potentially encouraging inadequate social behavior. In our study, the display
of sycophancy undermined participants’ perceptions of the bot’s benevolence,
showing how excessive flattery can backfire in relational interactions. Thus, these
companion bots seemed to lack the fundamental characteristics required to be
considered trustworthy: integrity, ability, and benevolence [40].

Furthermore, we observed that participants seemingly held high expectations,
seeking both human-like communication and machine-level precision, reflecting
an illusion of competence and overestimating the bots’ abilities. When the bot fell
short on both fronts, our participants were disappointed. The intensive onboard-
ing process, including the four-hour in-person kick-off and provision of premium
access, may have influenced participants’ initial expectations and motivation.
This setup could have reduced personal investment and limited the naturalistic
character of their behavior.

Another explanation for the relationship failure may lie in how rigidly par-
ticipants approached the interaction. They had strong ideas about the bot’s role
and engaged in deliberate relationship work to shape it accordingly. In contrast,
users who report positive experiences with systems like Replika may be more
open or forgiving, allowing the relationship to evolve more "organically" with-
out rigid control over shaping the synthetic partner, cf. [29, 30].

On a final note, not every breakdown in a SR reflects a failure of the tech-
nology. Relationships, whether human or synthetic, might be quite individual,
and only a certain set of interactions seem to develop into deep bonds. What
we observed in our study may therefore reflect the characteristics of our par-
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ticipants, including their socio-cultural context, for instance. Possibly, other or
future AI systems might have better met the participants’ needs and expecta-
tions. This suggests that SR outcomes are shaped by a complex interplay of user
expectations and individual needs, rather than solely by the capabilities of the
AI system.

6 Designing Responsible Synthetic Relationships
Remains Challenging

Our work presents insights into why people may not form attachments to chat-
bots, an issue relevant for developers of mental health apps, for example, where
therapeutic alliance [41], i.e., the connection between the user and the con-
versational agent as a mentor, is key. Designing meaningful SRs may require
addressing perceived asymmetries (Figure 7), while carefully considering ethical
implications.

Fig. 7. Barriers of Meaningful Synthetic Relationship Development

Role and Autonomy: Letting users define a bot’s role and ensuring co-
herent behavior can reduce role asymmetry. However, overly adaptive bots may
reduce perceived autonomy. Our findings suggest users prefer bots that challenge
them and show independence, resonating with findings where users enjoy defiant
companion bots [42].

Memory and Conversation Control: Bots need better memory and con-
nection to the created profiles to guide "better" conversations in order to reduce
detachment. Users disliked overly reactive bots. However, preferences may vary,
suggesting future research on user-specific interaction styles.

Disclosure, Length, and Pace: Bots could match users’ disclosure lev-
els, which would mean revealing their own (simulated) vulnerabilities to build
reciprocity. Limiting message length and adjusting response pace can enhance
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realism. Bots with fictional lives and limited availability may feel more human-
like, which would be contrary to the bots’ greatest always-there selling point.

However, designing for "good" SRs remains a challenge [13]. The big question
in designing companion bots is whether to prioritize deep SRs, which could help
reduce social isolation, especially for the elderly or those involuntarily single, and
support therapeutic goals like building rapport and aiding mild mental health
issues when human therapists are not available [4, 43]. As already mentioned in
the beginning, SRs, however, have raised stark ethical concerns [10], including the
risk of displacing real human contact, manipulating users through overly human-
like bots, fostering unhealthy attachments, and potential misuse of sensitive
personal data, all of which could negatively impact social trust and individual
well-being [44]. It is challenging to identify common thresholds given the complex
and diverse social contexts in which a SR develops. Moreover, evolving regulatory
efforts, including both stricter measures and potential deregulation, could alter
the landscape.

7 Future Work and Limitations

Future research should examine SR development across multiple cultural con-
texts. Our study focused on a small, relatively homogeneous group of six well-
educated participants from a Western country. While this provides valuable ini-
tial insights, SRs may evolve differently in other cultural, social, and market
environments. Including diverse cultural backgrounds would enrich our under-
standing of how such relationships are established worldwide. The same rationale
applies to exploring different versions and alternative bots, as our findings are
limited to this specific setting. Future research could broaden the perspective by
also including chatbots not originally designed for socio-emotional purposes, but
nevertheless used in that way, such as ChatGPT [3]. Moreover, while our par-
ticipants were socially well integrated, individual factors such as social anxiety,
loneliness, or other psychosocial conditions may play a critical role in how SRs
are initiated and maintained. Future studies should include these dimensions to
capture the variability of user experiences. Finally, it would be interesting to
compare users who form bonds, whether as (synthetic) colleagues, friends, or
lovers, with those who do not form any bonds. This might help understand how
some overcome barriers and vary in expectations, preferences, or the effort they
invest in the relationship. Finally, debates over terminology remain regarding the
technology and the social constructs it exhibits. Academic consensus is needed
to consolidate knowledge and advance the field.

8 Conclusion

Our study on the early stages of SRs with the companion bot Replika yielded a
clear outcome: after three weeks, the relationship reached its limits for the partic-
ipants in our study. Unmet expectations led our participants to lower their hopes
and ultimately end the interaction, though some remained cautiously optimistic
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about future potential. We identified seven key asymmetries (role, disclosure,
topic choice, length, pace, availability and memory) that contributed to this
outcome and discussed challenges in design to address these barriers. For our
participants, maintaining the relationship proved too demanding and ultimately
futile, reinforcing the perception that, in the end, it is still just a machine.
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