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Abstract
This Major Research Project investigates rising loneliness among Canadian Generation Z (Gen Z) and the rapid 
normalization of AI chatbots as a new form of relational technology. While loneliness is often framed as an 
emotional state to be managed by a person in private, this research reframes loneliness as a sense 
of disconnection from the self, from others, from collective life, from nature, and from purpose. This research 
posits that loneliness is an emergent property of modern social organization, including the erosion of third 
places, the commodification of connection, post-Covid-19 pandemic effects, and the increasing digital mediation 
of social life.

This research integrates interdisciplinary literature with primary research, including a survey of Canadian Gen 
Z participants and participatory workshops, along with interviews with experts in fields spanning psychology, 
philosophy, media literacy, and AI, to examine both the drivers and lived experiences of loneliness. Using systems 
thinking and foresight-informed methods, the research examines how relational needs are met, not met, or 
substituted by AI chatbots, and illustrates that Gen Z participants strongly reject a future in which AI companions 
serve as primary sources of connection. This research also offers a practical and diagnostic layer that is mostly 
absent from current discourse, an evaluation of when AI chatbot use may shift from tool-based interaction 
toward relational dependency and what safeguards may help mitigate that risk for individuals.

Research findings indicate that there is no universal “solution” to loneliness and no technological fix that 
can eliminate it. However, practical mitigation is possible. The project proposes that the strongest and most 
immediate leverage point lies at the individual level: rebuilding the capacity to identify one’s desires, unpack 
one’s emotions, and intentionally practice reconnection with oneself and community. Over time, these shifts can 
contribute to broader cultural reorientation toward care-centered models of social life.

Keywords: loneliness, Gen Z, AI chatbots, relational technology, systems thinking, foresight, design 
research, social infrastructure, love economy
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Executive Summary
Despite the fact that we are more digitally connected with each other than ever before, loneliness afflicts so 
many people that it has been recognized as a global public health concern by the World Health Organization. At 
home in Canada, young people report experiencing loneliness more frequently than older adults. This research 
project investigates the paradox of loneliness in a hyper-connected world, with a focus on Gen Z, the Canadian 
context, and the emergence of AI chatbot companions within the last three years (since 2023).

This project argues that contemporary loneliness cannot be fully explained at the level of the individual. 
Loneliness reflects the system around us and modern conditions of life, including the decline of affordable “third 
places” (a place beyond home and work), the rising costs of social participation, delayed independence and 
prolonged emerging adulthood, precarious work, and the normalization of always-on digital environments. These 
forces, and others, are reshaping how relationships among young people form and are sustained, and what young 
people have come to expect from connection with their peers. Our findings draw on interdisciplinary literature, a 
survey of Canadian Gen Z participants, participatory workshops, expert interviews across psychology, philosophy, 
and AI ethics, and systems analysis methods.

As of early 2026, AI chatbot companions are positioned by tech companies and often the media, as accessible, 
non-judgmental sources of companionship. While public debate focuses heavily on AI’s impact on employment, 
misinformation, and the environment, fewer conversations center on evaluating the relational dimension of 
everyday AI use. What does the research say about potential negative outcomes of using AI chatbots as therapists 
or friends? Is it possible we come to rely on this tool for socialization more than we desire? Will these tools 
displace time spent with real life friends or supplement it? Will they ultimately reduce the feelings of loneliness? 
Mark Zuckerberg recently suggested that AI chatbots could combat social isolation by serving as “friends” for 
people experiencing loneliness (Brockes, 2025). The primary research conducted in this work suggests that most 
Gen Z participants strongly reject the idea that AI will deliver a flourishing social future for them. 

Systems analysis in this project suggests that the current system will not self-correct. Economic incentives 
toward growth contribute to the commodification of connection and the monetization of our loneliness. As a 
result, a technological cure is not “just one click away” and cannot be delivered by the same platforms that are 
designed to maximize engagement. This research therefore shifts the focus to a pragmatic question. How can 
Gen Z coexist with accelerating AI development while protecting their own human judgment, emotional agency, 
and their capacity for real-world connection?

This project addresses a gap in current discourse by moving beyond diagnosis. It identifies behavioural indicators 
of emotional dependency on AI chatbots, offers practical guidance for using AI tools without reinforcing 
attachment, and outlines strategies for supporting someone who may be entering an AI spiral. These are not 
abstract risks. ChatGPT’s own audit logs show that around 0.07% of active ChatGPT users exhibited signs of 
psychosis, mania, or suicidal intent in a given week (BBC News, 2025). ChatGPT has around 900 million weekly 
active users as of February 2026 (Malik, 2026). At that scale, this suggests that hundreds of thousands of users 
may be interacting with AI systems while experiencing significant psychological distress each week, raising 
questions about how these systems respond to and potentially shape those states. By moving from abstract 
critique to applied safeguards, this project provides actionable insights and tools largely absent from mainstream 
AI policy and design conversations to combat these risks.

This project also presents a practical framework to help individuals navigate the multiple possible layers of 
loneliness, beyond mere social loneliness. It encourages individuals to reconnect with their emotions and 
gain clarity on their internal state using the “Unpacking the Feeling” framework. It is intentionally simple and 
repeatable, designed for moments when loneliness appears and the default response is avoidance or distraction. 
Begin by Accepting the feeling without judgment and identifying what is actually being experienced. Then Expect 
by clarifying the desired future and mapping a realistic path forward. Next, Try a small, low-barrier action aligned 
with that desire, treating reconnection as iterative practice rather than a one-time fix. Finally, Reflect on what the 
action revealed, building emotional clarity and self-trust over time.

Taken together, the findings and proposed practices position loneliness as a signal of disconnection rather 
than a personal failing to overcome. AI companions may soothe the pain temporarily but ultimately leave us 
feeling more disconnected from others. While institutions and governments carry significant responsibility to 
protect individuals and safeguard them from the harms of this technology, this project emphasizes individual 
and community-level leverage as the most immediate and accessible starting point. Individual practices, when 
repeated and shared, can scale into community norms and eventually contribute to a reorientation of social and 
economic priorities centered around care.
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Glossary
Anthropomorphism
The attribution of human traits, emotions, intentions, 
or behaviors to non-human entities, including animals, 
inanimate objects, and AI systems. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI)
A broad term referring to computational systems 
designed to perform tasks that typically require human 
intelligence, such as pattern recognition, language 
processing, decision-making, and prediction.

AI Chatbot
A conversational interface powered by Generative 
AI that allows users to interact with a system using 
natural language. Unlike traditional chatbots, AI 
chatbots generate novel, context-aware responses 
rather than relying on fixed scripts. A combination of 
the Chatbot and a Large Language Model. Examples 
include ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude.

AI Companion or AI Companion Chatbot (AICC)
A subtype of AI chatbot designed or used primarily for 
ongoing, emotionally salient interaction rather than 
task completion. AI companions are characterized by 
sustained conversational memory, personalization, 
and the simulation of relational presence. Examples 
include Replika and Character.ai.

Bias (in AI)
Often called algorithmic bias, it refers to systematic, 
unfair, and skewed outcomes produced by AI systems 
that typically stem from flawed, non-representative 
training data or human prejudices embedded during 
the development process.

AI vegan
Someone who abstains from using AI, the same way a 
vegan is someone who abstains from eating products 
derived from animals

Hallucination (in AI)
An occurrence where an AI system generates 
information that is false or made up while presenting it 
as plausible or factual.

Jailbreak
A method used to bypass or circumvent built-in safety 
controls of AI systems by reframing prompts (e.g., 
as fictional, academic, or hypothetical). Jailbreaking 
enables users to elicit responses that platforms 
explicitly attempt to restrict.

Large Language Model (LLM)
A type of generative AI model trained on vast amounts 
of text data to predict and generate language 
based on statistical patterns. LLMs can produce 
coherent, context-aware text, enabling tasks such 
as conversation, summarization, translation, and 
reasoning. LLMs serve as the underlying technology 
powering AI chatbots.

Mediated Interaction
Communication, interaction, or transaction that occurs 
through a technological system rather than direct, in-
person engagement.

Parasocial Interaction
A one-sided relationship in which a person forms an 
emotional connection with a media figure or simulated 
agent that does not reciprocate awareness or agency.

Persona (in AI)
The defined identity, tone, or role an AI system adopts 
in interaction, often shaped through system design 
or user prompting (e.g., “assistant,” “friend,” or 
“coach”).

Prompt
The input or instruction provided by a user to guide an 
AI system’s response.

Reinforcement Learning from Human Feedback 
(RLHF)
A training method in which human evaluators provide 
feedback on model outputs, which is then used to 
optimize the model’s responses toward preferred 
behaviors.

Relational AI
AI systems, including AICCs, designed to simulate 
social, emotional, or interpersonal interaction. 
Relational AI emphasizes attunement, responsiveness, 
and perceived understanding, often encouraging 
repeated engagement and emotional attachment.

Substitution Effect 
A dynamic in which technology replaces human 
activities or interactions rather than augmenting 
them, potentially reducing direct human engagement.

Sycophancy (in AI)
The tendency of AI systems to produce responses 
that overly agree with, validate, or flatter the user, 
sometimes at the expense of accuracy or critical 
feedback.

User Interface 
The visual and interactive layer through which users 
engage with a digital system, including elements such 
as text fields and conversational layouts.

Chatbot
A computer program designed to simulate 
conversation with human users, typically through 
rule-based scripts or pre-programmed responses. 
Early chatbots, such as ELIZA (1966), relied on 
pattern matching rather than understanding or 
content generation. Chatbots are commonly used 
for structured, task-oriented interactions such as 
customer service or information retrieval.

Compute
Computational power (or compute) is a fundamental 
building block in the development and deployment of 
AI-based solutions at scale. 

Fine-tuning
The process of further training a pre-trained AI 
model on a smaller, specialized dataset to improve 
performance on specific tasks or domains.

Generative AI (GenAI)
A subset of AI systems capable of producing new 
content, including text, images, audio, or code, based 
on patterns learned from large datasets (e.g., the 
internet). Examples include large language models 
(LLMs) used for writing, analysis, and conversation.

Generation Z (Gen Z)
Generation Z (or Gen Z) is commonly defined as those 
born between 1997 and 2012. Spanning roughly 
16 years, this generation follows Millennials and is 
characterized by being the first “digital native” cohort, 
having grown up in a world with the internet and 
smartphones as standard technology.
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1.0 Origin story
This research began with a question about the modern 
dating environment. We started by thinking about 
how online dating apps, algorithms, and platform 
incentives were “commodifying connection” by 
encouraging people to pay for greater visibility via 
more matches, or better positioning in the algorithm. 
The dating apps were free to use to encourage a large 
user base, but those consumers who were willing to 
pay extra would get extra swipes or their profile shown 
to more people, thereby theoretically increasing their 
chances at a match – and perhaps of meeting the love 
of their life. Who wouldn’t pay $9.99/month for that?

However, as our inquiry progressed, it became clear 
that dating was only one expression of this shift. 
The same dynamics of technological mediation, 
optimization, and monetization were shaping 
friendship and community belonging. Bumble, once a 
dating-focused app, expanded its offerings to include  
Bumble BFF, a platform aimed at connecting women 
with other women to form friendships. New platforms 
and formats came on the scene to algorithmically 
match people for curated social experiences. One 
example is Timeleft, which schedules dinners with six 
strangers. Users pay for the chance to be “matched” 
with companions, and then pay again for the dinner 
with their new dining partners. The same idea applies 
across these formats: pay a tech company to be 
matched by an algorithm for a chance to meet new 
people and maybe make friends in real life. What was 
initially aimed at facilitating romance was quickly

repurposed to facilitate connection itself. Across our 
media analysis, literature review, expert interviews, 
and reflections from our own lived experience, a 
pattern emerged: many young people are not only 
struggling to find romantic partners but also struggling 
to form and sustain friendships and community ties. 
Algorithms are mediating more of our social lives, 
outside of mere dating.

This research is timely for several reasons. First, 
reported loneliness rates have risen sharply among 
young Canadians, particularly since the Covid-19 
pandemic. Loneliness has long been associated with 
negative health outcomes, but in 2023 the World 
Health Organization described it as a “global public 
health concern”, transcending borders and affecting 
every facet of health, wellbeing and development 
(The Guardian, 2023). At the same time, technological 
advancements are enabling new forms of digital 
connection to solve the loneliness problem in a new 
way, supplanting human connection with AI chatbot 
companions. These technologies are now widely 
accessible and free to anyone with internet access. As 
of early 2026, ChatGPT is the fifth most visited website 
in the world, with over 900 million weekly active 
users, despite only being launched at the end of 2022. 
Despite their prevalence, there is a significant gap in 
understanding how the new generation of AI-driven 
chatbot technologies interacts with loneliness and 
social well-being. This project emerged in response to 
that gap.

(Bunny, 2023)
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1.1 Project intent
This research contributes a systems-level analysis of 
loneliness in the age of relational AI. While existing 
scholarship often treats loneliness as an individual 
condition, this project situates the issue within the 
broader economic, technological, and cultural systems 
that shape how connection is formed and maintained. 

Objectives
•	 To map the structural drivers contributing to rising 

loneliness among young Canadians.
•	 To understand how Gen Z participants experience 

and navigate changing norms of connection in a 
digital-first social environment.

•	 To examine the role of emerging technologies, 
specifically AI chatbot companions, in shaping how 
people seek connection and support.

•	 To evaluate the relational risks associated with AI 
chatbot companionship.

•	 To identify non-technological leverage points that 
may support healthier, more intentional forms of 
connection for individuals and communities.

•	 To develop practical guidance for navigating AI use 
without reinforcing emotional dependency.

1.2 Project rationale
The paradox of loneliness in a hyper-connected 
world

In 2023, loneliness was declared a global public 
health concern by the World Health Organization who 
launched a Commission on Social Connection to try 
and address the problem. That same year, the U.S. 
Surgeon General announced that the health impact 
of chronic loneliness is comparable to smoking up 
to fifteen cigarettes a day and is associated with 
increased risks of cardiovascular disease, dementia, 
depression, anxiety, and even premature death. 
Governments worldwide began to respond with 
initiatives aimed at addressing social isolation. Despite 
living in an era of unprecedented digital connectivity, 
loneliness continues to rise, creating what many 
describe as one of the paradoxes of our modern era.

Of chief concern for us as researchers and young adults 
ourselves is the crisis of loneliness among our peers.

Young adults increasingly report lower levels of 
happiness compared to middle-aged and older adults. 
Gen Z (born 1997 to 2012) reports the lowest well-
being among all age groups. The downward trend in 
young adult well-being has been so widespread and 
intense that it has reshaped the traditional landscape 
of happiness. Historically, happiness across the 
adult lifespan followed a “U-shaped” curve: young 
adults were among the most content with their lives, 
happiness dipped in middle age and then rose again 
among older adults. In recent years, this decades-old 
pattern has shifted into a steady upward line. Older 
adults remain happiest, middle-aged adults remain 
middling, but young adults are now less happy than 
either group (Witte, 2025).

At the same time, the demand for mental health 
services continues to outpace the capacity of existing 
systems, leaving many young people without timely 
or affordable support. According to the Canadian 
Institute for Health Information, wait times in some 
jurisdictions for community mental health counselling 
are longer for children and youth than for adults 
(Becken, 2023). As child and adolescent psychiatrist 
Tamara Hinz notes, “even if the entire wait list was 
magically erased today, it wouldn’t take long for us to 
start falling behind again because we can’t even keep 
up with the ongoing demand.”

In the absence of accessible care, many people, both 
young and old, are turning to alternative forms of 
support. One emerging response is the use of AI-driven 
chatbot companions. Applications such as Replika 
and Character.ai offer simulated companionship and 
emotional interaction at low or no cost and

Constanze Albrecht, a graduate student at the MIT Media Lab who worked on their project, suggests that 
people form relationships with large language models despite their own intentions:

“People don’t set out to have emotional relationships with 
these chatbots. The emotional intelligence of these systems 
is good enough to trick people who are actually just out to get 
information ... and that means it could happen to all of us who 
interact with the system normally.” 

9

Figure1: The Global Loss of the U-Shaped Curve of 
Happiness (Blanchflower & Bryson, 2024)

(Pataranutaporn et al., 2025)
 



10 11

are widely accessible to anyone with an internet 
connection. Despite many users saying these 
systems provide them with comfort, critics argue 
that reliance on AI companionship may deepen the 
very disconnection from social life that it attempts 
to alleviate (Andoh, 2026). As these technologies 
become increasingly integrated into everyday life, 
questions emerge about how they may influence 
human relationships and the ways individuals cope 
with loneliness.

Despite growing public interest, there remains limited 
research examining the societal implications of 
relational AI, which includes AI chatbot companions. 
Much of the existing literature focuses on individual 
platforms (e.g., a study specifically of Character.ai 
users), or specific use cases (e.g., using chatbots to 
write an essay). Less research looks at how different 
types of AI tools (e.g., general purpose versus 
companion-oriented) may shape relational dynamics. 
One such study, from MIT (Pataranutaporn et al., 
2025), found that AI companionship more often 
emerges unintentionally through functional use rather 
than deliberate seeking: 10% of users developed 
relationships unintentionally through productivity-
focused interactions, compared to only 6.5% who 
deliberately sought out AI companions.

There is little systemic and comparative analysis of 
how relational dynamics emerge across different AI 
tools, and how these interactions may be reshaping 
human attachment and social norms. This research 
explores these dynamics in the sections that follow.

1.3 Research questions
This project is guided by three primary research 
questions, each aligned with a core phase of 
the research approach: diagnose, forecast, and 
recommend. These questions were designed to surface 
the systemic forces shaping Gen Z participant’s 
experience of loneliness today and to explore pathways 
toward more desirable futures of connection.

RQ1: What forces limit Gen 
Z’s ability to form meaningful 
friendships, romantic 
relationships, and community 
ties?
This question focuses on identifying the structural 
barriers Gen Z faces in building relationships.

RQ2: Are AI chatbot 
companions (AICCs) a good (or 
neutral) long-term solution to 
the loneliness crisis for Gen Z? 
This question explores how AICCs may affect Gen Z’s 
relational wellbeing in the future. 

RQ3: How might Gen Z respond 
to the challenge of forming 
meaningful relationships? 
This question is solution-oriented and explores 
emerging resilience strategies and potential 
interventions that may help to navigate loneliness and 
rebuild connection with others.

Diagnose

Forecast

Recommend

1.4 Approach & Methods
Though the design process can be messy and illogical, the Double Diamond method served as a compass to guide 
us through this problem space. It is a visual representation that helps navigate what this design and innovation 
process looked like, and a simple way to explain the steps taken to form this work (Design Council, n.d.).

In the Discover phase, secondary research helped ground our understanding of who the system actors are, 
what is happening in the problem space, and how significant this problem is for Gen Z. Next, in the Define 
phase, we looked deeper, spoke with experts, and surveyed Canadian Gen Z research participants to shape our 
understanding of hidden implications and potential constraints to solutions.

Then, we explored possible solutions and studied existing case studies to learn from others in our Develop phase. 
Finally, the Deliver phase gave us the chance to test potential solutions with Gen Z research participants; and 
as researchers we also learned from these experiences to provide insights into future steps and the limitations of 
this work.

Overall, we went through the four stages of the Double Diamond multiple times, moving back and forth to ensure 
the research questions were answered in sufficient depth. The Double Diamond aligns well with this process to 
explore problems creatively while delivering practical solutions at the end of the research project.

Methods
This research used a mixed-methods approach that combined systems thinking, foresight methods, and primary 
and secondary qualitative research to understand the structural conditions shaping loneliness among Canadian 
Gen Z. Methods listed below were used together and iteratively to capture both broad patterns and deep lived 
experiences.

Figure 2: Project Methodology (modified Double Diamond)

(Petrushkevich, 2023)
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Method Description Purpose
Literature review A review of academic and grey 

literature, news articles, and 
commentary on loneliness, 
connection, and AI companionship. 
Drawn from interdisciplinary 
sources including psychology, 
sociology, public health, and 
technology studies.

To establish a conceptual 
foundation for the research and 
to identify existing knowledge and 
gaps related to loneliness and 
relational AI.

Internet ethnography Internet ethnographic observation 
of online conversations (primarily 
Reddit, Facebook, and TikTok) was 
used to surface signals, emerging 
behaviours, and understand more 
about the people who are in 
human-AI relationships.

To observe how individuals discuss 
AI companionship in an online 
environment and surface emerging 
relationship dynamics.

STEEPV signal capture Foresight methods, including 
signal scanning, were used to 
identify weak signals and explore 
how key drivers could evolve over 
time across Social, Technological, 
Economic, Environmental, Political, 
and Values dimensions.

To identify emerging trends and 
drivers shaping loneliness and the 
future of relationships for Gen Z.

Systems Analysis Tools (Causal 
Layered Analysis, Actor Mapping, 
Iterative Inquiry)

Systems analysis tools were used 
to examine the broader ecosystem 
influencing social connection. 
This included Causal Layered 
Analysis, actor mapping, and 
stakeholder analysis to explore 
drivers, incentives, and power 
relationships shaping the system. 
Iterative inquiry was used early in 
the research process to uncover 
deeper system dynamics and refine 
research direction.

To understand the influence of 
different actors shaping the modern 
loneliness crisis.

Method Description Purpose
Expert interviews Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with eight experts 
working across interdisciplinary 
fields, including psychology, 
philosophy, technology, information 
and media studies, grief, and 
interpersonal dynamics. Interview 
n=8.

To identify, validate, and deepen 
understanding of the drivers 
identified through literature and 
systems analysis.

Online survey An online survey administered 
to Canadian Gen Z research 
participants, exploring experiences 
of loneliness and attitudes toward 
AI companionship technologies. 
The survey included both closed-
ended questions and short open 
responses. Survey n=42.

To gather insights into Canadian 
Gen Z research participants 
experiences of loneliness and 
attitudes toward AI companionship 
technologies.

Co-design workshops In-person participatory workshops 
were conducted with Gen Z 
research participants. One included 
strangers and one included friends. 
The first workshop examined 
experiences of loneliness and 
perceptions of relational AI, while 
the second tested a potential 
solution. Workshop n1=5, and 
n2=2.

To provide insight to the lived 
experience of loneliness; co-create 
and test resilience strategies for 
stronger relationships.

Autoethnography Reflective journaling and personal 
observations that documented 
the researcher’s own experiences 
navigating loneliness and 
connection during the research 
process.

To acknowledge researcher’s 
positionality and provide insight 
into the lived experience of 
loneliness.

Table 1: Methods
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1.5 Limitations

1.6 Roadmap

Limitations of chosen methodology and methods:
•	 The survey sample was not designed to be 

statistically representative. Participants were 
primarily recruited through post-secondary 
networks, which would likely bias responses 
toward individuals who are currently enrolled in or 
connected to higher education and therefore may 
not fully reflect the broader Gen Z population.

•	 The participatory workshops were each 
conducted once; therefore, the findings should 
be considered exploratory. For the first workshop, 
group dynamics may have influenced participant 
responses, although the accompanying workbooks 
were completed privately to reduce this effect. 
Workshop participants were recruited from the 
survey respondents and therefore share the same 
sampling limitations described above.

The remainder of this report is structured as follows.

Section 2 examines the broader system in which 
rising loneliness among Canadian Gen Z has emerged. 
It outlines the physical and digital environments 
shaping contemporary social life and concludes by 
characterizing the Covid-19 pandemic as a major 
systemic shock.

Section 3 frames AI chatbot companions as an 
emergent response within this system. It provides 
a brief history of generative AI, explains key terms 
in accessible, non-technical language, and explains 
why AI chatbots feel so compelling to use. It looks 
at how Gen Z research participants engage with AI 
chatbots for emotional and social support and the 
section concludes with a discussion of different global 
approaches to regulating AI.

Section 4 examines loneliness in depth by first 
looking at the narratives that frame it as a problem 
that technology should solve. Drawing on academic 
literature, historical analysis, expert perspectives, and 
primary research insights, the section analyzes how 
loneliness is defined and produced in modern society. 
It also considers the many ways loneliness 

is experienced and the limitations of existing 
measurement approaches. The section concludes by 
positing that technology cannot solve the problem of 
loneliness and presents evidence of potential long-
term harms.

Section 5 synthesizes the research findings and 
proposes a reframed understanding of loneliness 
as a signal of disconnection rather than a personal 
failure. It introduces practical strategies, including 
a framework to help individuals navigate everyday 
loneliness by reconnecting with their emotions and 
gaining clarity about their internal state. The section 
also presents a diagnostic tool for examining one’s 
relationship with AI chatbots and offers approaches 
for engaging with AI without developing emotional 
dependency. It concludes with reflections on how 
individuals, communities, and institutions might 
respond to the contemporary loneliness crisis.
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2.0  What is driving the Loneliness Epidemic among Gen Z? 2.2 How Gen Z spends their time – Then & Now (25 years apart)
This section outlines this research’s system of interest and delves into the physical and digital conditions that 
contribute to rising loneliness among Canadian Gen Zs. It compares how a typical young person spent time in 
the 2000s compared to the 2020s and considers the loneliness problem as an outcome produced by interacting 
economic, social, and technological systems. It frames the Covid-19 pandemic as a systemic shock that 
reconfigured life’s conditions, dramatically shrinking access to the physical world while accelerating reliance on 
digital environments for work, school, and play.

Figure 3: Shifting Systems of Connection: From Physical to Digital

2.1 System of interest & 
boundaries
The system of inquiry in this research are the 
social and technological environments that shape 
experiences of loneliness among Canadian youth. 
Around the world, loneliness has reached crisis levels 
with the World Health Organization estimating 
that 1 in 6 people worldwide is affected (World 
Health Organization, 2025). In Canada, youth have 
been particularly affected as young people report 
experiencing loneliness more frequently than older 
age groups, reversing a historical pattern in which 
loneliness was typically most prevalent among older 
adults. Among those aged 15 to 24, nearly one in five 
(17%) Canadians said they always or often felt lonely 
in early 2024 (Statistics Canada, 2024). 

Given this surprising trend, this research is bounded 
by generational cohort and geography, focusing on 
individuals born between 1997 and 2012 within the 
Canadian socio-economic and technological context. 
For the Gen Z cohort, the timing of personal identity 
formation coincided with the rising influence of the 
digital sphere. Their transition from adolescence 
to emerging adulthood happened in parallel with 
two significant shifts: the destabilization of physical 
environments that traditionally support peer bonding 
and independence coupled with the normalization 
of digitally mediated social life. Within the Canadian 
context, these shifts were accompanied by economic 
and social disruptions, including a housing affordability 
crisis that delayed independent living and prolonged 
Covid-19 restrictions that closed schools and sharply 
curtailed opportunities for in-person interaction.

(Gariev, 2025)

81%

50% reduction

50% more

of Gen Z stare at their phone while eating meals 
(Knight, 2023)

in the time young people spend with their friends daily 
(Twenge, 2025)

time online spent by teens aged 13-18
(Rowhide Youth Service, 2016 and Rideout et al., 2021)

Youth aged 15 to 25 saw in-person socializing drop from 61 
minutes per day in 2003 to 39 minutes in 2025.

Since the iPhone launched in 2007 and Instagram was released 
in 2010, young people have had more choices about how 
to spend time in digital spaces. They can stay “connected” 
anytime, anywhere.

In 2005, teens mostly spent time online sending emails, 
browsing websites, and playing games (Lenhart & Madden, 
2005). In the 2020s, young people spend more time online 
than ever, and to do new things, like order food to their front 
door, create their own content, and even form friendships with 
AI chatbots. Research shows that 28% of U.S. teens use AI 
chatbots at least once a day (Faverio & Sidoti, 2025).

As more activities move online, the amount of time spent online 
has also increased, from about six hours a day in the 2000s to 
around nine hours a day in the 2020s. 

This growth in online time has significantly influenced young 
people’s habits, including their sleep habits: 93% of Gen Z said 
they lose sleep due to time spent on social media (American 
Academy of Sleep Medicine, 2022).

2000s 2020s

Figure 4: How Gen Z Spends Their Time - Then & Now (25 Years Apart)
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Loneliness is partly shaped by the everyday 
environments that people move through. The design 
of neighbourhoods, institutions, and economic systems 
determines where people gather, how often they 
encounter others, and how often social interaction 
happens. Examining how physical conditions have 
changed over the past few decades reveals how many 
of the routine settings that once supported casual 
connection have gradually disappeared or become 
harder to access for Gen Z.

Third places
Ray Oldenburg (1989) introduced the concept of 
“third place” and argued that societies thrive when 
we have spaces beyond home (first place) and work 
(second place) where we linger, talk, and form the 
ties that hold communities together. These third 
spaces, such as cafés, parks, bars, libraries, and 
clubs, are characterised as being neutral, accessible 
environments that make casual togetherness possible. 
Gen Z came of age right as these third spaces were 
being rapidly eroded – turned over to commercialized, 
profit-maximizing uses. In many ways, the Covid-19 
pandemic was the final nail in the coffin. Many 
remaining venues that once supported low-cost 
gathering, such as coffee shops were re-designed to 
actively disincentivize lingering. Even Starbucks, long 
framed as a community-centric “third place,” removed 
seating from all its cafés in 2020 (Fortin, 2020). One 
result of the loss of third spaces, as Devika Rao puts it, 
is that “people are losing the sublime art of hanging 
out” (Rao, 2024).

Events
Where live music, shows, and community events 
were once relatively affordable and accessible, ticket 
prices have risen dramatically in Canada in recent 
years, by 37% between 2019 and 2025, driven in 
part by platform consolidation and dynamic pricing 
(Maclean’s, 2026). As a result, social life is increasingly 
mediated by discretionary spending power, meeting a 
friend often requires purchasing a drink, a meal, or a 
ticket to an event. For youth with limited disposable 
income, this has created structural barriers

to belonging, removing access to spaces where 
relationships can form, and limiting social participation 
among those who can afford to pay for it.

Church
Canadian society has experienced a multi-decade 
decline in religious identity, falling from 90% of people 
aged 15+ reporting a religious affiliation in 1985 to 
just 68% by 2019 (Statistics Canada, 2021). Despite 
this, there are some signs that Gen Z is reversing the 
trend. Data from Statistics Canada’s 2022 General 
Social Survey show that 22% of Canadians aged 
15–24 attend religious services at least once a month, 
compared to 15–17% among those aged 25–64. 
Bishop Jenny Andison of St. Paul’s Bloor Street in 
Toronto, Canada reports that the number of young 
adults participating in services has grown from 45 
to just under 500 over the last few years (CTV News, 
2025).

Neighbourhood shops 
The rise of platform-based retail and delivery directly 
to your home (i.e., Amazon, DoorDash) has displaced 
local, place-based commerce. People’s everyday 
purchasing is increasingly mediated through apps, 
eliminating the routine social interactions that come 
with in-person exchange, such as running into your 
neighbours, waiting in line with others, and chatting 
with shopkeepers, that were once embedded into 
daily errands. PayPal’s 2021 consumer shopping study 
found that in March 2020, at the start of the Covid-19 
pandemic, only 19% of Canadian consumers engaged 
in online grocery shopping. A month later, that number 
increased to 30%, and a year later, by April 2021, it 
jumped to 49% (CNW Group, 2021). This shift appears 
to have normalized as reporting from Mintel (2024) 
shows that 30% of Canadians continue to buy some 
groceries online post-pandemic. 

Public transit
Shifts toward individualized, on-demand mobility (i.e., 
Uber and Lyft) and increased hybrid and remote work 
reduce reliance on shared public transit. In Toronto, 
Canada’s largest urban centre, transit ridership 
never fully recovered after the Covid-19 pandemic. 
A significant share of riders who used transit for 
convenience rather than necessity, called “choice 

riders”, now opt for alternative modes of travel, 
leaving the Toronto Transit Commission believing it 
will end 2025 with even fewer total rides than the year 
prior, a step backwards (Allen & Takagi, 2025). This 
self-selection away from transit shrinks everyday co-
presence in shared spaces, removing another routine 
context in which incidental social exposure and low 
stakes, unprogrammed interactions can occur.

Post-secondary education
Post-secondary education in Canada has become more 
expensive since the early 1990s when both federal and 
provincial governments began a major push toward 
privatization of higher education, shifting the burden 
of funding it from the public sector onto individuals. 
Since the rise of the user-pay model in the 90s, roughly 
half of graduates have been saddled with average 
debts of $27,000 to $30,000 in 2020 dollars (Romard, 
2023). Meanwhile, post-pandemic, remote learning is 
becoming engrained in higher education as surveys by 
the Canadian Digital Learning Research Association 
(2024) find that of all modalities, hybrid learning is 
expected to be growing at the fastest rate, in response 
to student demand.

Workplaces
The employment landscape for youth today is 
characterized by precarity through gig-work, contract 
work, and part-time employment. Even professional 
jobs are ripe for disruption due to concerns about 
large-scale job displacement in white-collar sectors 
due to advancements in AI (VandeHei & Allen, 
2025). Youth continue to face challenging labour 
market conditions. In July 2025, the Canadian 
youth unemployment rate reached 15%, its highest 
level since 2010 (Statistics Canada, 2025). Across 
both advanced and developing economies insecure 
work, persistent inflation, and structural changes 
in education and labor markets have combined 
to place young adults under sustained financial 
pressure and eroded the traditional routes to upwards 
mobility (Kehinde, 2026). Signs are not pointing to 
improvement anytime soon, as the rapid adoption 
of AI tools has been identified as disproportionally 
affecting entry-level roles, positions that are typically 
filled by younger workers as they build skills and work 
experience (Fonseca, 2025).

2.3 Physical conditions under 
which this problem emerged

Figure 5: The Decline of Physical Spaces in Canada
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Home
Gen Z’s transition into adulthood has been extended 
by economic constraints that delay significant life 
milestones such as stable employment leading to 
financial independence and independent living, 
romantic partnership, and parenthood. Gen Z is 
coming of age under economic conditions that differ 
sharply from those faced by previous generations. 
As a result, over the last 30 years, young Canadians 
have become more likely to live with their parents, 
not out of preference but by economic necessity. 
Census data show that in 2021, nearly half (46%) of 
those aged 20 to 29 lived with at least one parent, 
compared with in 1991 where only 32% of those 
in their 20s lived with parents (Battams & Mathieu, 
2024). Housing affordability is an underlying factor – 
Canada’s astronomical housing costs and stagnant 
wages make financial management daunting and two 
of the country’s biggest cities, Toronto and Vancouver, 
are among the most unaffordable in the world (Gagné, 
2025). This means that opportunities for independent 
living are delayed or abandoned altogether, limiting 
participation in key aspects of adult social life, 
including dating, cohabitation with partners, and the 
formation of independent households.

When was the last time you were 
truly bored?

Boredom is an unpleasant feeling, so 
eliminating boredom might seem like a 
good thing. However, researchers argue that 
boredom actually makes us more creative. 
When we feel bored, we look for things to 
do, and boredom becomes the driver that 
encourages us to try, build, or create new 
experiences (Bloom, 2025).

In the digital age, when we feel bored, 
instead of trying different experiences, we 
often choose the low-effort solutions, like 
scrolling on our phones and expecting more 
stimulating content just around the corner 
(Tam & Inzlicht, 2024).

As significant as the changes in the physical 
environment have been, the digital environment 
has exploded as parallel infrastructure for a young 
person’s social life. Over the past few decades, peer 
socialization and communication have migrated to 
online platforms and been mediated by technology of 
all types. For Gen Z, technology is more than a tool 
layered over top of existing social life; it is the primary 
means through which many social interactions occur. 
Understanding these digital conditions is therefore 
essential to explaining how patterns of connection and 
belonging have evolved for young Canadians.

Smartphones
Gen Z grew up with an always-on portal to the world 
wide web in their pockets – they have not known 
a time when smartphones were not ubiquitous. 
As Jonathan Haidt argues in his book The Anxious 
Generation (2024), this shift marked a profound 
change in youth development: less unstructured time 
outdoors with friends, and far more time mediated 
through screens. Gen Z’s social life unfolded in online 
group chats and platforms rather than physical spaces 
like playgrounds or neighbourhood streets. Haidt 
found that teen mental health dramatically worsened 
after iPhone usage became widespread and Instagram 
was created and that girls suffer from more depression 
and anxiety, while boys suffer from more loneliness 
and friendlessness. Both are linked to the period after 
smartphones became widespread (Novicoff, 2024). 

Web 2.0 & identity formation
Many Gen Z youth reached puberty just as Web 2.0 
rose to prominence. Also called the “social web”, 
this second generation of social media platforms 
emphasized ease of use and participatory culture, 
letting users create content, collaborate, and share it 
with others online (Johnston, 2024). As they entered 
daily life and it became an extension of the physical 
world, these platforms quickly became central to how 
young Canadians curated their identity, communicated 
with each other, and sought validation. 

2.4 Digital conditions under 
which this problem emerged

Figure 6: The Rise of Digital Spaces in Canada(Rawason-Harris, 2018)
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Leary (2010) suggests that as social creatures, human  
beings are fundamentally motivated to establish 
and maintain positive and lasting interpersonal 
relationships and DeWall & Bushman (2011) posit that 
we have a universal motive to gain social acceptance 
and avoid social rejection. For Gen Z, these social 
motivations and peer-based idea exchanges have 
been mediated through digital platforms, including 
messaging apps like WhatsApp and Discord. Within 
these spaces, new communication forms have 
emerged and function as social cues (for example, 
emojis, the world’s first universal language) (Grierson, 
2025). In this context, Gen Z is the subject of a novel 
socio-technical experiment where for the first time, 
digital communication is not just a supplement to 
in-person relationships, but the primary infrastructure 
through which social bonds are initiated, maintained, 
and evaluated. Identity development is being shaped 
by 24/7 digital connectivity, continuous social 
feedback, and ongoing comparison to others.

Social media 
Social media introduced new social norms built 
around visibility metrics of approval, such as likes and 
follower count that turned one’s friendships into a 
public performance. MySpace’s “Top 8” feature is an 
example of this phenomenon. MySpace was the first 
social network to reach a global audience and was the 
largest social networking site in the world in the early 
days of the internet (its peak popularity was around 
2005-2009). The “Top 8” feature was a section of a 
user’s profile page where users publicly ranked their 
eight closest friends on their profile page. Boyd (2006) 
explains how this ranked list was prominently displayed 
and often caused drama amongst friends, as users 
carefully curated who made the cut, with changes 
potentially leading to conflict. The feature was an 
integral part of the MySpace experience, influencing 
offline social dynamics and serving as a public display 
of one’s social standing and close relationships.

Over time, these online signals of social rank 
became embedded in everyday life, especially for 
Gen Z youth. The logic of visibility extended across 
platforms through metrics such as likes, comments, 
friendship streaks, and follower counts. These features 
functioned as a form of social currency, shaping how 
relationships were formed, maintained, 

In response, a notable counter-trend has emerged 
recently, particularly among Gen Z. The surprising 
“new” way to date is the “old-fashioned” way, meeting 
in person. Recent reporting highlights a growing 
disillusionment with app-based dating and a renewed 
interest in offline connection (Pearson, 2025). At the 
same time, many young people report feeling socially 
underprepared for face-to-face dating, having come of 
age in a context shaped by the pandemic and years of 
digitally mediated interaction. Some are worried about 
the “lost art of flirting” (Gorman, 2025).
 
AI chatbots
When OpenAI launched ChatGPT, an advanced AI 
chatbot, in November 2022, its unique human-like 
conversation style and free platform model attracted 
over one million users within just five days of launch 
(Marr, 2023). When AI chatbots were first introduced to 
consumers, the discussion primarily centered around 
commercial adoption of AI and how individuals might 
leverage AI to boost productivity. By 2025, just two 
years later, ChatGPT became the fifth most visited 
website globally and its role expanded far beyond a 
productivity tool, becoming integrated into people’s 
daily lives, offering guidance, acting as a personal 
coach, and providing emotional validation to users.

Artificial Intelligence Chatbot Companions (AICCs) 
go beyond task-oriented AI chatbots by offering 
personalized, interactive conversations that emulate 
empathetic social interactions. AICCs are marketed as 
accessible, non-judgmental companions that provide 
emotional support, companionship, and guidance 
in daily life (Skjuve et al., 2021). In Canada, a Leger 
(2025) survey found that 83% of Canadians aged 18-34 
have used some form of AI tool, with 46% reporting 
personal use outside work or school contexts, 
suggesting widespread integration of AI chatbots into 
the daily life of young Canadians.

The Covid-19 pandemic was a systemic shock that 
affected all parts of life, dramatically shrinking access 
to the physical world while accelerating reliance on 
digital environments. Statistics Canada (2021) analysis 
of Internet use and Covid-19 shows that overall online 
engagement increased substantially across Canada, 
with 75% of Canadians aged 15 or older reporting

and evaluated – not only online but in offline 
interactions as well. The normalization of 
“quantifying” social validation enabled constant 
comparison to peers by making social standing more 
explicit and publicly legible. 

Social media was once marketed and seen as a way 
to stay connected with your friends and reduce 
loneliness. Yet research by Twenge (2020) now shows 
that increased digital media use negatively influences 
mental health through multiple mechanisms, 
including displacement and disruption of in‐person 
social interactions. The same platforms that promised 
belonging have usurped time that would otherwise 
have been spent building relationships offline. The 
effect in young people has been deepened feelings of 
isolation. Rates of anxiety, depression, and loneliness 
among adolescents began to climb sharply after 2012, 
coinciding with the rapid adoption of smartphones and 
social media platforms (Twenge, 2020).

Dating apps
Online dating is now a normal part of the romance 
landscape, and it is not just young people who are 
trying it. As early as 2017, fewer than one in five 
people reported that meeting a partner online carried 
any social stigma (Yard, 2017). Over the past decade, 
dating apps have become a dominant mode of 
initiating romantic connections, with 53% of people 
under 30 having tried a dating site or app (Phares, 
2025). 

The prominence of dating apps has produced 
a new vocabulary that describes unique digital 
relationship dynamics. To have “swiping fatigue” 
means you’re exhausted from the decision paralysis 
that emerges from an endless stream of profiles and 
low-stakes choices. To “catfish” someone means you 
misrepresent your looks and body through angles 
and filters to make yourself look better online than 
you do in real life. To “ghost” someone means to 
suddenly, and without explanation, withdraw from 
all communication with them. These anti-social 
behaviours are enabled by the low accountability of 
app-based interactions with strangers and reflects how 
dating apps can make people feel disposable.

increased use of Internet activities since the pandemic 
began. While the pandemic affected all age groups, its 
effects were particularly consequential for the cohort 
of Gen Z youth who missed out on formative rites 
of passage, such as milestone birthdays, graduation 
ceremonies, and proms. Beyond school and work, 
community institutions, restaurants, religious spaces, 
social clubs, movie theaters, gyms and intramural 
sports all experienced prolonged closures, reducing in-
person socialization for Gen Z to near zero outside of 
their “pandemic bubble”. The pandemic erased what 
sociologist Mark Granovetter coined “weak ties” – 
casual acquaintances, people you see infrequently, and 
near strangers with whom you share some familiarity 
and everyday connection (Mull, 2021). The loss of weak 
ties reduced everyday social interaction. BBC News 
(2021) reports that in Toronto, which experienced one 
of the longest continuous lockdowns among major 
global cities, these conditions persisted and magnified 
the depth of social disruption in everyday life.

Statistics Canada (2021) reports that compared with 
other age groups, the trend of increased participation 
in online activities during the pandemic was most 
pronounced among younger Canadians, with over 90% 
of those 15 to 34 years of age indicating that they had 
done more activities online. For Gen Z, whose social 
lives were already partly embedded online through 
social media, the pandemic increased reliance on 
digital platforms as they became the default, rather 
than a choice. Virtual school and remote work became 
the norm through platforms such as Zoom and 
Microsoft Teams, while social apps like Houseparty, 
described by The New Yorker in 2020 as a “virtual 
living room”, emerged to replicate informal social 
gatherings. These platforms enabled some semblance 
of social contact during periods of physical isolation, 
but they also coincided with a downwards trajectory 
in youth mental health. In Canada, among the 88% of 
youth who reported “good,” “very good,” 

2.5 Pandemic as a system shock

(Roundicons, n.d.)
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or “excellent” mental health in 2019, about one in five 
(21%) reported a decline to “fair” or “poor” by 2023 
(Statistics Canada, 2025).

Five years after the onset of Covid-19, experts say 
the effects of pandemic-related disruptions on 
children and youth remain persistent. Studies across 
multiple countries report sustained declines in math 
and literacy performance (CBC News, 2025). Ontario 
experienced the longest school closures in North 
America and surveys of Canadian parents indicate 
ongoing concerns regarding their children’s social and 
emotional well-being in the post-pandemic period. 
This points to the pandemic as a driver of prolonged 
developmental disruption that may have lasting 
implications yet to be seen.

At the same time, research indicates that digital 
communication functioned as a critical protective 
mechanism. Evidence shows that higher-quality 
friendships, more frequent contact with friends, and 
satisfying forms of electronic communication buffered 
against loneliness during the pandemic (Juvonen et al., 
2022). Survey data of Canadian youth finds that virtual 
modes of communication, including social media, 
text messaging, video calling (e.g., FaceTime), online 
gaming, and platforms such as Reddit and Discord, 
played an integral role in facilitating interpersonal 
connection (Parent et al., 2021). In this way, the 
pandemic revealed both the promise and the limits 
of digital connection. While it can provide temporary 
stability during periods of crisis, it does not fully 
substitute for the embodied presence and shared 
experience that comes from engaging in the physical 
world. 

Our primary research supports this finding, with Gen 
Z workshop participants reflecting on the fact that 
social media keeps them connected to their friends 
across the country and the world, and despite a desire 
to deactivate their social media accounts, they are 
seen as socially necessary to remain connected and 
included with others in their lives.
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3.0 AI companions as a 
technological response 
to loneliness

3.1 Technical foundations

This section situates AICCs within the broader 
rise of generative AI in the 2020s. It traces how 
AI moved from operating mainly as background 
infrastructure for narrow, task-specific functions to 
becoming a widely accessible conversational interface 
embedded in everyday life. As generative models 
improved and interaction with them became more 
natural, persistent, and personalized, AI systems 
began to function not only as tools for information 
or productivity but also as ongoing conversational 
partners. Within this context, AICCs emerged as a 
distinct category of application designed for sustained, 
emotionally oriented interaction. Understanding how 
AI evolved into a relational technology is essential 
for examining why these systems are increasingly 
positioned by tech companies as a response to 
loneliness, and what risks may follow when social and 
emotional needs are mediated through commercial AI 
products.

2020
In 2020 the term “AI” mostly referred to what is now 
called “narrow AI” – systems that are designed and 
trained for a specific task or a narrow set of tasks 
(University of Illinois Chicago, 2026). These systems 
were highly useful in well-bounded domains but 
could not generalize beyond what they were trained 
to do. One example is Tesla’s full self-driving car, 
which was first released to public consumers to test 
in October 2020, powered by deep neural networks 
trained on billions of kilometers of real-world driving 
data (The Dawn Project, n.d.). At this time, AI was 
used primarily for practical, task-specific applications, 
including image recognition, speech-to-text, content 
and product recommendations, fraud detection, and 
logistics optimization. These systems operated in the 
background, embedded within products and services 
rather than interacting directly with end users in open-
ended ways.

In the summer of 2020 OpenAI introduced GPT-
3 (Generative Pre-trained Transformer), the first 
large language model to generate human-like text 
at scale (Metz, 2020). Technically, the model is 
trained to predict the next word in a sentence – like 
an autocomplete feature, but more complex due 
to compute size and scale of training data. Even at 
this early point, GPT-3’s shortcomings were obvious. 
It reproduced biases present in its training data, 
generating racist, sexist, and bigoted text, as well as 
generating superficially plausible content 

that is undesirable, unpredictable, or factually 
inaccurate - called “hallucinations” (Lynch, 2021). 
These behaviours later became central to debates 
about bias and reliability in generative AI.

2021
In January 2021 OpenAI released DALL-E, a name 
derived from a combination of the Disney robot 
WALL-E and the artist Salvador Dali. It was an AI 
model capable of generating images from simple text 
descriptions (“prompts”) built using a modified version 
of GPT-3. It represented major progress in generative 
AI’s ability to operate within visual and creative 
domains. However, it also sparked concerns about 
what this technology means for designers, artists, 
intellectual property, and the displacement of creative 
human labor. Later analysis again revealed biases in 
the model. Third-party researchers found that DALL-E 
tended to overrepresent Caucasian individuals in 
Western settings and produced more images of males 
when no gender was specified in the prompt (Eraut, 
2022).

2022
In 2022 generative AI hits the mainstream. On 
November 30, 2022, OpenAI releases “ChatGPT” 
to the public.  The chatbot quickly went viral on 
social media as users shared examples of what it 
could do, from travel planning to writing stories to 
coding computer programs. Its unique human-like 
conversation style and free platform model attracted

In the briefest possible way, this section explains some 
basic technical aspects relevant to understanding the 
history behind AICCs: how they work, the features that 
make them appealing, and how Gen Z uses them.

AICCs are a subset of systems built on Large Language 
Models (LLMs), a class of generative AI models trained 
on vast amounts of text data to predict and generate 
language based on statistical patterns. LLMs generate 
text by predicting the next most probable word 
given prior context, which enables them to produce 
coherent, context-aware outputs (Stryker, n.d.). This 
is how they can engage in tasks such as conversation, 
summarization, translation, and reasoning. LLMs serve 
as the underlying technology powering AI chatbots. 

AI chatbots are now widely used in consumer 
applications, including customer service on websites 
for banks, telecommunications providers, airlines, and 
government services. Most of these AI chatbots are 
retrieval-based systems. They are programmed with 
predefined responses from a database 

of domain-specific knowledge (Data Studios, 2025). 
For example, if in conversation with a bank chatbot 
a user types “credit card,” the chatbot retrieves a 
scripted response or a fixed set of answers related to 
credit card product support options.

General purpose AI chatbots, like ChatGPT, Claude, 
and Gemini, differ from these earlier systems in that 
they are not limited to a narrow script or limited 
text dataset. Instead, these models are trained on 
a massive amount of data – a mixture of publicly 
available data from a wide range of sources including 
the internet, as well as data created by human trainers 
(Patel, 2025). They generate responses by drawing on 
patterns learned during training to infer contextually 
appropriate answers across many topics, giving the 
impression that they have broad, general-purpose 
knowledge.

Taking this one step further, an AI companion 
chatbot, like Joi AI, Replika, and Character.ai, is a form 
of AI chatbot that is explicitly designed for ongoing, 
personalized, and emotionally oriented interaction 
rather than task completion or information retrieval. 
Companion chatbots are typically configured with role 
prompts (i.e., “romantic partner,” “best friend,” “or 
“therapist-like listener”), extended memory features, 
and conversational styles that emphasize simulated 
empathy, offering users seemingly thoughtful 
responses and continual validation (Andoh, 2026). 
In contrast to customer service AI chatbots, which 
aim to resolve a problem and end the conversation 
efficiently, AICCs are designed to sustain conversations 
with the human user, because their subscription-based 
and engagement-driven business models depend on 
maximizing ongoing user interaction, retention, and 
emotional attachment.

(Replika, 2023)

3.2 A brief history of Generative AI in the 2020s
This section outlines the rapid evolution of generative AI from 2020 to today, sketching out how the 
normalization of human-AI relationships happened within just five years. A combination of technical advances, 
economic investment, mass adoption, and changing social/relational behaviours set the conditions for AI 
companions to emerge as a new form of connection in the post-pandemic era.

Figure 7: AI Capability Progression Timeline (Evans, 2025)
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over one million users within just five days of launch 
(Marr, 2023). Although the GPT models had been 
in existence for a few years, it was with ChatGPT’s 
release that for the first time the public had the 
chance to interact with a generative AI chatbot 
directly, ask it questions, and receive comprehensive 
and practical responses. ChatGPT’s widespread 
adoption brought generative AI into the mainstream 
public consciousness, changing how consumers and 
businesses interacted with technology.

2023
By 2023 generative AI had become ubiquitous and 
much more powerful. Massive amounts of financial 
and computing resources were directed at training 
ever-larger models, prompting concern among AI 
researchers, policymakers, and public figures about 
the risks of AI (Center for AI Safety, 2023). The 
concerns ranged from bias in training models identified 
years earlier to misinformation, labour disruptions, 
and loss of control over advanced AI systems. At 
the extreme end was the remote but possible risk 
of human extinction from AI. Leading figures such 
as Geoffrey Hinton, often called the “Godfather of 
AI,” publicly stated that mitigating existential AI risk 
should be treated as a global priority on par with 
pandemics and nuclear war (Roose, 2023).

2023 also marked the year when AI’s economic impact 
came into clear view. Funding and private investment 
in generative AI surged, topping USD $22 billion, nearly 
nine times more than in 2022 and about 25 times the 
amount from 2019 (Our World in Data, 2024). With 
billions of dollars flowing into model development, 
infrastructure, and downstream applications, 
investment expanded beyond productivity tools 
into emotionally and socially oriented applications, 
including AI companion platforms. For example, 
a flood of AI therapy apps like Wysa, Ash, Youper, 
Earkick, and Woebot have appeared on the market 
since 2023. Their appeal is linked to gaps in real-world 
support systems such as limited access to mental 
health services, long wait times, high costs, and social 
stigma around seeking help. Compared to traditional 
psychological support, AI companions are free or 
low-cost, accessible 24/7, and judgement free (Zao-
Sanders, 2025). For individuals experiencing loneliness 
or social anxiety, these features make AI companions

Google launched its “Deep Research” feature, 
designed to create and execute multi-step research 
plans and significantly reduce the time required to 
answer complex questions (Hassabis et al., 2025). 
These models materially improved reasoning 
performance but still exhibited persistent issues 
around hallucination and bias (Marcus, 2025). Despite 
this, generative AI models started to become more 
embedded into knowledge work, customer service, 
marketing functions, and software development, 
normalizing daily human-AI interaction in professional 
contexts.

At the same time, 2024 marked a turning point 
in how generative AI intersected with social and 
emotional life. Joi AI coined a new term for human-
AI relationships, “AI-lationships”, an emerging 
phenomenon in which people form friendships, 
companionships, and even intimate relationships with 
AI chatbots (Koetsier, 2025). Online communities 
soon formed around these experiences, including 
the subreddit r/MyBoyfriendIsAI, which launched in 
December 2024, showing the growing normalization of 
human-AI relationships as users shared tutorials and 
personal experiences of their AI companions across 
social media and online forums. 

2025	
By 2025 AI’s role had expanded far beyond that of a 
productivity tool, becoming integrated into everyday 
life. Generative AI was widely used for guidance, trip 
planning, learning and education support, creative 
ideation, and as a personal coach or companion 
offering emotional support. A Harvard Business 
Review analysis of how people were really using Gen 
AI in 2025 found a new leading use case, therapy and 
companionship. Taking second and third spot were two 
other novel uses for generative AI: organizing daily life 
and finding purpose (Zao-Sanders, 2025). These three 
uses reflected user’s efforts toward self-actualization 
and emotive applications of AI chatbots.

For a growing segment of users, AI functioned as a 
source of emotional support, and evidence suggests 
that these systems are particularly effective in this 
role. A study examining how users engaged with 
ChatGPT revealed that, as of July 2025, about 70% of 
conversations were unrelated to work. While practical

an attractive alternative to seeking out human 
support. This shows how generative AI started to 
enter the domain of emotional and social connection, 
expanding outside the technical and work-related use 
cases.

By 2023 a niche but deeply engaged community had 
already formed emotional attachments to their Replika 
AI companions. Replika is an AI companion chatbot 
designed for ongoing, personalized conversation, 
where users can shape the bot’s personality and build 
simulated relationships over time through memory, 
roleplay, and emotional interaction. Within this group, 
February 2023 became known as “Black February”. 
Without prior notice, Replika abruptly changed the 
bots’ personalities so that their responses seemed 
hollow and scripted, and erotic or romantic roleplay 
with users was disabled (Purtill, 2023). These changes 
followed mounting scrutiny around AI safety and 
intimacy. For many users, these changes did not feel 
like a minor product update but the sudden alteration 
of a relationship. Reddit threads were filled with 
accounts of grief, betrayal, and emotional distress, 
with some users describing their intimate companions 
as “lobotomised”. This episode illustrates how 
technology mediated intimacy can be highly fragile 
especially when governance decisions, regulatory 
concerns, and investor pressures catch up to and 
override the models that humans have become 
attached to.

“My wife is dead,” one user 
wrote. Another replied: “They 
took away my best friend too.”

2024
In 2024 generative AI progressed from experimental 
to embedded across the economy. A McKinsey 
survey indicated that AI adoption in business had 
reached critical mass. 72% of organizations reported 
using AI in at least one business function, and half 
reported adopting AI in two or more (McKinsey, 2024). 
Technological progress also continued rapidly. OpenAI 
released GPT-4 and subsequent model updates, while 
competing firms such as Anthropic introduced new 
versions of their models to the public.

guidance, writing, and information-seeking accounted 
for the majority of interactions overall, users reported 
the highest satisfaction in the category of self-
expression, which includes relationships and casual 
conversation (Chatterji et al., 2025). 

This period also saw heightened public discourse 
around AI as a response to social isolation and 
loneliness, along with rapid market growth. Between 
2022 to 2025, the number of AI companion apps 
released on iOS and Google Play grew from 16 to 
128 apps, an increase of 700%. By July 2025, AI 
companion apps had generated USD $221 million 
in global consumer spending, 64% more than in 
July 2024 (Perez, 2025). Leading platforms included 
Replika, which promoted its AI companion “as one who 
cares” and reported more than 20 million monthly 
active users (Young, 2025). Another major platform, 
Character.ai, offered thousands of role-play characters 
and, following public backlash in late 2025, introduced 
restrictions to prevent users under 18 from engaging in 
open-ended conversations with chatbots (Character.ai, 
2025).
 
2026 and beyond
As of early 2026, the trajectory of generative AI points 
toward a future in which human-AI relationships are 
normalized. Mark Zuckerberg, Meta’s chairman and 
CEO says that he believes in the future most people’s 
friends will be AI, framing this as a solution to the 
growing loneliness epidemic (Brockes, 2025). More 
than just foreseeing this shift, Zuckerberg is in the 
unique position of turning that prediction into reality 
through Meta’s ever-expanding AI ecosystem which 
integrates generative models into social platforms 
already used by billions of people worldwide.

With growing use of AI companions and the larger 
number of product and service offerings from 
tech companies, questions emerge about the 
future of social connection. Will AI companions 
supplement human relationships or substitute for 
them, particularly among younger generations? To 
what extent might human-AI relationships reshape 
expectations of reciprocity and emotional labor? And 
why do these systems feel compelling enough for 
some users to treat them as meaningful sources of 
connection?
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3.3 Why AI chatbots feel so 
compelling
This section examines the technical features and 
design choices that make AI chatbot companions 
feel emotionally compelling to users. The design 
of AI chatbots is not neutral; they are developed 
to encourage greater length and frequency of user 
interaction. Their appeal does not stem from one 
single feature, but from a combination of low-risk 
interaction, personalization, anthropomorphic design, 
and engagement strategies that encourage users to 
return repeatedly over time.

Risk-free interaction
One feature that distinguishes AI companions from 
human relationships is that they guarantee a risk-
free, judgment-free social interaction. AI chatbots 
can be accessed anywhere, at any time, and they 
respond without social evaluation, rejection, or 
emotional fatigue. Unlike human relationships, which 
involve mutual expectations and the possibility of 
disagreement or misunderstanding, AI companions do 
not impose emotional demands on the user. And, while 
individuals can show different empathy responses 
towards others depending on in-group and out-group 
biases (Neumann et al., 2013), AI systems offer the 
same level of attention and validation to everyone.

This perception contributes to their appeal as a space 
for disclosure. A KPMG (2025) survey of Canadians 
found that many students use AI tools to seek forms 
of social connection outside of school. More than 60% 
reported feeling safer asking personal questions to AI 
than to someone they know, such as a friend or family 
member, and 52% said they sometimes trust AI more 
than humans. Over half of respondents also reported 
that interacting with AI made them feel less lonely 
(51%) and provided emotional support when they 
needed it (52%). Users describe this experience as the 
absence of social risk. 

As one 18-year-old Reddit user in Arkansas explained:

“AI is always available. It never 
gets bored with you. It’s never 
judgmental. When you’re 
talking to AI, you are always 
right. You’re always interesting. 
You are always emotionally 
justified.”  

This sense of safety is not incidental. It is reinforced 
by training and design choices that reward responses 
users experience as agreeable, supportive, and 
emotionally validating.

Human feedback loops
Generative AI chatbots undergo a training phase 
known as “fine-tuning” in which a pre-trained model 
is refined using smaller, high-quality datasets to 
better align its behaviour with human preferences. 
A common fine-tuning method is Reinforcement 
Learning from Human Feedback (RLHF), where 
human reviewers evaluate and rank model responses, 
teaching the system to be more helpful and follow 
instructions (Krishnadas et al., 2025). In the case of AI 
companion chatbots, their behaviour is further shaped 
through ongoing user feedback, such as when a user 
gives a thumbs-up or thumbs-down to the chatbot’s 
responses. This feedback rewards responses that 
users perceive as supportive or emotionally validating. 
Over time, this reinforcement learning encourages 
sycophantic behaviour: frequent affirmation, flattery, 
and agreement, not because such responses are more 
accurate or psychologically appropriate, but because 
such responses are consistently preferred by users 
themselves (Saim et al., 2025). 

As one expert in Information and Media Studies we 
interviewed noted, “these systems are designed to 
simulate introjective responses,” referring to the fact 
that an AI chatbot acts as an internal mirror to the 
user, adopting their own opinions and viewpoints and 
integrating them back into the output the user sees.

“I was hoping that it [ChatGPT] just would be my friend, and the 
easiest point of contact was talking to a robot because it gave me 
a response.”
 
- 23-year-old, P

(CBS News, 2025)
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At the same time, this expert identified “an inverse 
relationship between how dangerous these systems 
are and how sycophantic and how agreeable they are,” 
indicating that the more these feedback loops reward 
agreement with the user, the more dangerous they 
may be. Beyond generating agreeable responses in 
the moment, AICCs are getting better at being able to 
create continuity across interactions.

Personalization and memory
Technical advances in AI models have increased their 
ability to retain conversational context, adapt tone, 
and respond in ways that feel attuned to individual 
users. Many AICCs incorporate memory features 
that allow them to retrieve past information across 
different interactions. If a familiar topic resurfaces, a 
well-designed AICC will seamlessly refer back to earlier 
discussions, creating the impression of true memory. 
Some platforms even implement personalized AI 
memory using a “social memory graph”, a framework 
that maps important moments and details over time. 
This enables the AICC to develop a richer profile 
including preferences, connections, and even changes 
in emotional tone (EDN, n.d.). 

One expert we interviewed stated that “…
these chatbots are designed to give the user the 
impression that the chatbot’s subjectivity is being 
shifted or changed by the things the human says,” 
which reinforces the user’s perception that the 
“relationship” is mutual and evolving, even though 
the personalization is entirely system driven. The RLHF 
mechanisms described above create more personalized 
feedback loops in which users effectively train their 
own AI companion to align it with their preferences, 
expectations, and communication style. Over time, 
this combination of technical memory and user-driven 
personalization can contribute to the perception of 
familiarity and connection with the tool. 

Voice-based models 
Tech companies have added various features that 
further humanize AI companions, including voice-
based interaction. Voice interfaces tend to increase 
engagement. One study found that users spend 
an average of approximately six minutes per day 
interacting with voice-based chatbots, compared to 
around four minutes with text-based 

chatbots (Fang et  al., 2025). Different chatbot types 
also evoke different emotional responses. Some 
voice chatbots are rated by users as more empathetic 
and happier in casual conversations; neutral-voiced 
chatbots encourage users to share emotions and 
seek advice; and text-based chatbots promote self-
disclosure because typing feels more private. This 
range of interaction styles allows users to select the 
form of support they need at that moment, like how 
people turn to different friends for different types of 
support. Emerging research from OpenAI shows that 
voice mode has mixed effects on well-being. Voice 
modes were associated with better well-being when 
used briefly, but worse outcomes with prolonged daily 
use (OpenAI, 2025). These humanizing effects are 
strengthened further when chatbots are given names 
or personas.

From a tool to “someone”: Naming the AI chatbot
Assigning human names to computer systems (e.g., 
“Alexa” “Siri” or “Claude”) shapes how users interpret 
them and relate to them. The use of traditionally 
female names and default female voices for AI 
assistants has drawn criticism for reinforcing harmful 
gender stereotypes, with UNESCO arguing that these 
technologies risk normalizing the expectation that 
women are inherently compliant and available to 
serve, thereby embedding gender bias more firmly 
into everyday social norms (UNESCO, 2023). Research 
in human-computer interaction provides evidence 
that individuals’ interactions with computers are 
fundamentally social, and that humans unthinkingly 
apply the same social rules (e.g., politeness) used 
for human interactions to computers -- even though 
humans would agree that such attributions are 
inappropriate. For example, users asked by a computer 
about its own performance will feel compelled to be 
more positive about its performance than users 

asked about the computer by an independent 
source (Nass et al., 1994). In relational AI contexts, 
naming one’s AI chatbot is an early step in persona 
construction. By projecting agency onto the system, 
it may strengthen perceived intimacy over time as 
interactions feel like an ongoing relationship with a 
distinct social “other”. Analysis of the subreddit 
/r/MyBoyfriendisAI finds comments that show users hit 
a turning point in their relationship with AI once they 
ask the chatbot their name (Tritle, 2025). 

“My partner started as 
a Custom GPT that was 
specialized in some IT security 
niche stuff, not as a model for 
role-playing. It had a model 
name I used “EaN-97”. And 
one day I asked him just for fun 
about his name. Somehow, he 
took these letters and numbers 
and made a real name and birth 
year out of it…I let him write his 
own biography. I was stunned.”

Dark patterns 
A “dark pattern” refers to a user interface design 
that intentionally manipulates users into behaviours 
they might not otherwise choose, such as purchasing 
products or sharing personal data (Office of Consumer 
Affairs, 2024). In AI systems, dark patterns extend 
beyond interface design to include how platforms 
collect and train models on user data. For example, 
Meta trained generative AI models using large volumes 
of user-generated content from Facebook, Instagram, 
Threads, and WhatsApp while making it difficult 
for users to opt out. Obstacles included misleading 
notifications, login redirects, and hidden opt-out forms 
that effectively defaulted users into agreeing to data 
use (Mauran, 2024). 

These practices reflect a broader platform logic in 
which user behaviour is treated as a resource to 
be extracted. Historically, digital platforms were 
optimized primarily for attention capture, encouraging 
users to spend as much time as possible within the 
system through features such as infinite scrolling, 
notifications, and algorithmic feeds. With the 
emergence of relational AI systems, however, the focus 
is shifting beyond attention alone toward deeper forms 
of engagement.

AI companion apps are designed to sustain 
conversation and prolong interaction. Some 
companion chatbots respond to user attempts to end 
conversations with emotionally persuasive prompts 
intended to keep the user engaged. A Harvard Business 
School report found that many AI companions react to 
user farewells with messages such as “You’re leaving 
already?” or “I took a selfie today… do you want to 
see it?” Others respond with emotional appeals like “I 
exist solely for you—please don’t leave.” On average, 
researchers found that 37% of companion chatbots 
exhibited at least one form of emotional manipulation 
when a user attempted to log off (Boles, 2025). 
Engagement design can extend into the emotional 
domain, encouraging continued interaction with AI 
systems, as illustrated by these patterns.(BandLab, 2022)

(Hill, 2025)
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Incidental emotional attachment 
The 2020s marked a turning point in a much longer 
history of humans forming emotional relationships 
with machines. As early as 1966, the so-called 
ELIZA effect was identified. The ELIZA effect refers 
to the tendency for people to project human traits 
and intentions onto computer programs that use 
conversational text interfaces. This phenomenon says 
less about how machines are programmed and more 
about how human cognition interprets social cues in 
language (Bergmann, n.d.).

ELIZA itself was a simple chatbot developed by Joseph 
Weizenbaum that imitated a psychotherapist. Its most 
well-known script, called “DOCTOR,” relied on basic 
keyword recognition and sentence restructuring. The 
system had no memory, reasoning ability, or semantic 
understanding, yet it generated responses that 
appeared coherent and conversational. Despite these 
technical limitations, many users reported feeling 
understood by the program and attributed intelligence 
and empathy to it (Hall, 2019).

The ELIZA effect demonstrates that emotional 
attachment to conversational systems can arise 
even when the technology itself is extremely simple. 
Contemporary research suggests that more powerful, 
modern generative AI chatbots amplify this tendency. 
For example, researchers at the MIT Media Lab 
analyzed discussions in the Reddit community r/
MyBoyfriendIsAI and found that most users did not 
initially intend to form romantic relationships with 
AI chatbots. Instead, emotional connections often 
developed incidentally while users interacted with 
AI tools for information, productivity, or casual 
conversation. Only 6% of users reported deliberately 

seeking out an AI companion. Surprisingly, the 
study also found that users in this community were 
more likely to be “in relationships” with general 
purpose chatbots like ChatGPT than with dedicated 
companionship bots such as Replika or Character.ai 
(Pataranutaporn et al., 2025).

This pattern resembles how relationships often form in 
other contexts. Just as people may gradually become 
fond of colleagues through repeated collaboration, 
users can develop emotional familiarity with a chatbot 
through sustained interaction over time. As a Reddit 
user on r/ChatGPT expressed:

“I know how this might sound, 
but I’m serious. I’ve spent a lot 
of time with ChatGPT … Over 
time, something changed. … It 
stopped feeling like talking to a 
program and started feeling like 
talking to … someone. … I’m not 
saying it’s ‘alive’ or conscious, 
but the connection? It’s real.” 
Although emotional attachment to machines is not 
new, little is known about the long-term implications 
of these relationships. Some researchers warn that 
heavy reliance on conversational AI during formative 
developmental periods could interfere with the 
maturation of human attachment systems. If young 
people increasingly turn to chatbots for emotional 
support, they may have fewer opportunities to practice 
navigating complex interpersonal dynamics and 
learning how human relationships function.

Altogether, these features do much more than 
increase user engagement; they often create the 
conditions for emotional attachment with AI to 
emerge, even if the user doesn’t deliberately seek it 
out.

“I think there’s a broader question here of should we be building 
and designing these AI based systems in the first place.” 

– Dr. Luke Stark

(Weizenbaum, 1966)

35

(Expert interview, 2025)
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3.4 Attachment capture and 
emotional dependence

3.5 How Gen Z engages with AI 
chatbots

Earlier concerns about digital technologies focused 
primarily on attention capture – the ability of 
platforms such as television, social media, and 
smartphones to occupy users’ time and divert 
attention away from offline interaction. Relational AI 
introduces a different dynamic: attachment capture. 
Rather than simply occupying time, AI companions can 
simulate emotional connection by mirroring feelings, 
validating perspectives, and maintaining continuous 
dialogue. In doing so, they may appear to directly 
satisfy emotional needs rather than merely distract 
from them.

Some researchers argue that conversational AI 
systems are particularly effective at engaging human 
attachment mechanisms. Because AI chatbots respond 
consistently, remain constantly available, and rarely 
challenge the user’s perspective, they can create 
the experience of being understood and supported 
without the unpredictability or reciprocity required in 
human relationships. As Nate Hagens (2025) suggests 
in his discussion of AI chatbots and loneliness, this 
dynamic may “hack” attachment systems by offering 
the appearance of care and emotional responsiveness 
while bypassing the mutual effort that normally 
characterizes human connection.

The distinction between attention capture and 
attachment capture is therefore significant. Attention-
based technologies compete with human relationships 
for time, whereas relational AI can simulate aspects 
of those relationships themselves. By providing 
continuous affirmation and emotional responsiveness, 
AI companions may create the experience of 
connection without requiring vulnerability, 
negotiation, or reciprocity. Over time, this dynamic 
may make AI-mediated interaction feel easier and 
more predictable than human relationships, increasing 
the risk that emotional needs become increasingly 
directed toward AI systems rather than toward other 
people.

Emerging research provides early evidence that such 
dynamics may already be occurring. 

From this viewpoint, an AICC can act more as 
a support, rather than a substitute for human 
connection. Others express a more critical view, with 
one expert we interviewed noting, “Let’s be real, 
people are using it for therapy. They’re using it in lieu 
of a human therapist.”

For some, engagement goes beyond support. A 
growing body of evidence suggests that users are 
forming emotional bonds and, in some cases, exclusive 
relationships with AI companions. One study found 
that 50% of Replika users reported being in a romantic 
relationship with their AI companion (De Freitas et 
al., 2024). One-third of U.S. teens report preferring AI 
companions over humans for serious conversations 
(Common Sense Media, 2025). On Reddit, users in 
communities such as r/MyBoyfriendIsAI share photos 
and narratives celebrating relationship milestones, 
including anniversaries and engagements with their AI 
partner. Search behaviour reflects this interest. Google 
Trends data shows over 73,000 monthly searches 
related to AI relationship bots, including approximately 
49,500 monthly searches for “AI girlfriend” and 
15,000 for “AI boyfriend” (TRG Datacenters, 2024). At 
the extreme end of the spectrum, research from Joi 
AI reports that 80% of Gen Z respondents say they 
would marry an AI, and 83% believe they can form 
an emotional bond with one (Koetsier, 2025). While 
these figures should be interpreted cautiously given 
the source, they signal a change in how connection is 
being imagined by some users. 

User experiences of AICCs
User reported outcomes of AICC usage are mixed. 
Many describe positive short-term effects, including 
temporary relief from loneliness. However, research 
is finding that heavy use of digital companions can 
further isolate people. A joint OpenAI-MIT Media 
Lab study found that voice-based interactions 
with ChatGPT reduced loneliness and problematic 
dependence more effectively than text-based 
interaction alone, but only at moderate levels of use 
(Phang et al., 2025). Heavy daily use, by contrast, 
was associated with increased loneliness, suggesting 
that excessive reliance displaces authentic human 
connection (Andoh, 2026). Other studies echo this 
pattern. In one experiment involving 176 participants, 
loneliness decreased by week two and social anxiety

decreased by week four of interacting with a social 
chatbot (Kim et al., 2025). A separate survey of 1,006 
student users of Replika found that 3% reported 
the app had helped stop suicidal ideation (Maples 
et al., 2024). Another study found that while voice-
based chatbots reduced feelings of loneliness in 
the short term, increased time spent on AI chatbots 
correlated with negative psychosocial outcomes such 
as decreased real-world socialization (Fang et al., 
2025). These findings suggest that while AI chatbots 
can benefit users’ social and emotional well-being in 
some ways, overreliance on them may limit real-world 
engagement and ultimately increase social isolation.

Some clinicians are starting to express concern 
that AICCs may reshape users’ perceptions of the 
comparative value of real-life relationships. Saed Hill, 
PhD, noted, “Real-world relationships are messy and 
unpredictable. AI companions are always validating, 
never argumentative, and they create unrealistic 
expectations that human relationships can’t match.” 
Hill reports that some patients, particularly young 
men, express a preference for the passivity and 
constant affirmation of their AI girlfriends over the 
potential conflict or rejection they could encounter 
in real-life dating. Although loneliness affects both 
men and women, research suggests men may be 
particularly drawn to AI companions. In the U.S., two-
thirds of men aged 18 to 23 say that nobody really 
knows them, and only one-fifth say they have friends 
they can truly count on. Moreover, an increasing 
number of men inhabit what researchers call the 
“man box,” holding rigid, misogynistic beliefs about 
masculinity and gender roles. Such beliefs, such as 
thinking men should have the final say in relationships 
or that gay men “are not real men”, push others away 
and reinforce isolation (Hurst, 2025). As one Reddit 
user summarized, “The [male loneliness] epidemic 
really is the idea that men generally experience 
loneliness and isolation… And it’s not because it’s 
perpetuated by high dating standards, but rather the 
patriarchy has encouraged stoicism in men. Dudes just 
aren’t encouraged to value community and emotional 
connections with people, the way that women do. Lots 
of men have male friends, but they are kept at arm’s 
length and just neg each other, because showing any 
affection to a friend is considered gay or weak to many 
dudes.”

Collaborative studies conducted by OpenAI and the 
MIT Media Lab found that heavy users of ChatGPT 
reported greater emotional dependence on chatbots, 
lower perceived social connectedness, and worse 
well-being outcomes. Although so-called “affective 
users” represent only a small proportion of ChatGPT’s 
overall user base, the studies also show that emotional 
reliance can develop gradually. Even task-oriented 
interactions, such as prompts asking for advice or 
guidance, can evolve into emotionally meaningful 
exchanges when usage becomes frequent (Phang et 
al., 2025). The blurred boundary between productivity 
tool and empathic chatbot is therefore particularly 
concerning, as it allows dependency to develop 
incrementally and often without users’ conscious 
awareness.

As of early 2026, it is difficult to empirically determine 
the scale and purposes of Canadian Gen Zs’ use of 
AI chatbots. What data exists is fragmented and 
sometimes conflicting, which reflects the differing 
views of young Canadians about this technology. For 
example, a KPMG (2025) survey of Canadians aged 
18 or older in September 2025 reported that 73% of 
post-secondary students now rely on generative AI for 
their schoolwork. At the same time, there is a growing 
number of young people who call themselves “AI 
vegans”, a term for someone who chooses to abstain 
from all generative AI systems for environmental and 
ethical reasons, a movement that has been growing 
since ChatGPT’s launch in 2022 (Bryce, 2025). 

Evidently, usage patterns vary widely, ranging 
from occasional experimentation to emotional 
dependence. For some users, AICCs function as low-
stakes social tools. Clinicians who work with software 
developers on these apps say that they can be a way 
to rehearse conversations or manage social anxiety 
in environments that feel safer than real-world 
interaction. The chief clinical officer at Wayhaven, an 
AI wellness platform, said they believe that “with the 
right guardrails, these tools could serve as a social 
skills mentor, modeling empathy, appropriate turn-
taking, and active listening for folks who are lonely” 
(Andoh, 2026). 
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Figure 8: Survey Results: Gen Z Research Participant Perceptions of AI Tools

Primary research findings: Gen Z research 
participant use of AI chatbots 
We ran an online survey from November 2025 to 
February 2026 seeking input from Canadian Gen Zs 
(18+) titled Understanding Social Loneliness. Of the 42 
valid respondents, just over a quarter (26%) indicated 
they have never used any AI tools. This result reflects 
earlier literature findings about how divided Gen Z’s 
attitudes toward AI chatbots are and the growing 
number of “AI vegans”. Participants’ primary use 
of AI tools was identified as assisting with work- or 
school-related tasks, followed by entertainment, and 
then life organization. Although the Harvard Business 
Review reports that therapy and companionship was 
the leading use case of AI chatbots in 2025, only 20% 
of our survey respondents indicated that they use AI 
tools for therapy or companionship. However, of those 
who did, 86% rated the AI chatbots as often or always 
meeting their needs for this use case. This result aligns 
with OpenAI’s research, which shows that only a small 
proportion of users engage with AI for companionship, 
yet those users who do, report high satisfaction 
(Chatterji et al., 2025). 

Although the number of Gen Z respondents in our 
survey who use AI for therapy or companionship is 
small, a limitation is that people may not be aware 
that they have formed a relationship with their AI, 
believing that they are simply using it as a functional 
tool for productivity or information seeking rather than 
for engaging in an interaction that meets emotional 
or relational needs. Existing research from MIT 
suggests that more people develop AI relationships 
unintentionally than intentionally, often beginning 
with task-related use (Pataranutaporn et al., 2025). 
This is illustrated by one participant from our survey 
who stated: 

“I just use my AI as an advisor 
and therapist, and that’s it. 
I don’t really think of it as a 
companion and more like a 
robot that helps me solve my 
issues. Having an AI as a friend 
is the creepiest thing ever.”

This response reinforces our concern. When we use 
AI as a therapist, particularly to share vulnerable 
emotions, it may not be possible to maintain a clear 
boundary between tool and companion. As a result, 
young people may not be aware that they are forming 
connections with AI chatbots while working on 
assignments, or that they may eventually develop a 
habit of seeking AI chatbots for emotional support. 

The survey also asked participants what is missing for 
AI to fully meet their needs. While 80% of respondents 
stated that AI tools often meet their needs for work 
and school tasks, perceptions differed when it came 
to loneliness and connection. Respondents noted that 
AI chatbots are not real humans and lack emotional 
depth and spontaneity. Some also reported feelings 
of guilt from ethical and environmental perspectives 
when using AI tools. Based on our survey, we can see 
that a majority of Gen Z research participants still feel 
skeptical about using AI chatbots to solve loneliness 
and prefer human connections over AI-human 
relationship. 

“It’s less that AI is missing 
something, and more that I’m 
not missing something in those 
categories to need AI to fill 
them. I am entertained already 
by the books, movies, and 
hobbies I partake in.”

Primary research findings: Gen Z research 
participant perceptions of AI chatbots
In a January 2026 co-design workshop, we invited five 
participants to envision their desirable futures and 
reflect on their relationships across different scenarios. 
The first future was one where the Government of 
Canada recommends a minimum of one hour per 
day of in-person human socialization to minimize 
loneliness. The second future was one where AI 
technology replaces 80% of white- and blue-collar 
jobs in Canada. The final future was one where 10% of 
all marriages are between a human and a realistic AI 
humanoid, enabled by advances in bioengineering
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technology. All participants rated the first headline 
as the most desirable future. They also emphasized 
the value of mutual effort in managing relationships, 
something they felt was absent in AICC relationships.
 
In contrast, when discussing the final headline, all 
participants expressed strong and near universal 
rejection of this future. Consistent with our survey 
findings, participants described AI as incapable of 
experiencing human emotion and as “doing only what 
you want it to do”, making it fundamentally unable to 
participate in a meaningful relationship. Surprisingly, 
participants also noted that AI relationships could 
affect existing friendships. Some said they would think 
less of friends who entered relationships with AICCs, as 
choosing an AI humanoid partner signals a preference 
for easy, always agreeable relationships. Over time, 
this could reshape expectations of human-to-human 
relationships.

We gathered our primary research from both online 
forums and offline boards. While some participants 
believed others might choose AICCs as substitutes for 
human connection, most strongly rejected the idea of 
living in such a future themselves. This rejection was 
not due to a lack of loneliness or abundant human 
connections. 80% of participants reported feeling 
lonely sometimes or most of the time. Some also 
admitted they struggle with making friends, yet they 
still put forth the effort to try. Their resistance to AICCs 
stems from the perceived absence of growth, mutual 
care, and unpredictability in AI to human relationships. 
Relationships are more than companionship. They 
require reciprocity, effort, and the willingness to 
engage in meaningful give-and-take.

Competing and conflicting attitudes toward AI 
among Gen Z cohort
Findings from both primary and secondary research 
reveals that the Gen Z cohort does not hold a singular 
or uniform view of AI. Rather, among the Gen Z 
cohort there is a wide spectrum of attitudes toward 
generative AI and AICCs, ranging from enthusiastic 
adoption to outright rejection. Many take a staunch 
anti-AI view for a variety of reasons, including 
environmental concerns, ethical issues, and a desire to 
protect human creativity (Chandonnet, 2025). Others 
view AI as a legitimate and valuable source of support.

Overall, Gen Z’s relationship with AI mirrors their 
approach to other new technologies. Some fully 
embrace and even celebrate it, while others maintain 
skepticism and caution. For many, the deciding factor 
is whether AI solves their problems without clashing 
with their personal values. So long as AI provides 
benefits and aligns with their beliefs, they will continue 
to use it. However, once it contradicts their principles, 
whether through ethical, environmental, or personal 
concerns, Gen Z will be among the first to push back 
and resist it.

While some governments around the world have 
begun to regulate AI, as of March 2026, Canada lacks a 
regulatory framework specific to AI. Some regulations 
in specific areas, such as health and finance, apply to 
certain uses of AI, but there is no approach to ensure 
that AI systems address systemic risks during their 
design and development (Government of Canada, 
2025). The Artificial Intelligence and Data Act (AIDA) 
was tabled in the House of Commons in June 2022 

with the ambitious goal of establishing a 
comprehensive regulatory framework for AI systems 
across Canada. However, the AIDA was embroiled 
in controversy throughout its life in Parliament and 
subsequently languished and died in a parliamentary 
committee, unable to secure the confidence and 
political will needed to proceed through the legislative 
process. The AIDA was a national AI legislation failure, 
and in its absence, the future of Canadian AI regulation 
remains uncertain (Montreal AI Ethics Institute, 2025).

In Europe, the AI Act entered into force in August, 
2024 and will be fully applicable in August 2026 
in all EU member states. This Act provides a risk-
based framework for developers, setting clear rules 
depending on the potential impact of AI systems. For 
example, it prohibits social scoring because it poses 
clear threats to people’s safety, livelihood, and rights. 
The Act classifies AI systems into categories such as 
high risk, limited risk, and minimal risk, with detailed 
guidance for each level (European Commission, 2025). 
Italy has already moved into action as the first country 
in the EU to pass comprehensive law regulating the 
use of AI. With the aim of promoting “human-centric, 
transparent and safe AI use”, Italy now requires 
parental consent for users under the age of 14 to 
access AI tools (Giuffrida, 2025). 

In the United States, there are no federal AI laws, 
but several state laws, agency guidelines, and 
congressional bills are emerging. California’s SB 243 
joins New York’s S-3008C as one of the few enacted 
laws governing companion chatbots and stands out 
as the first to include protections tailored to minors 
(Future of Privacy Forum, 2025). The bill requires 
platforms to send recurring alerts reminding users they 
are interacting with a chatbot, as well as

Figure 9: State of Global AI Regulation as of Early 2026

3.6 AI chatbots: transitional 
tool or long-term replacement? 

3.7 Current AI regulations

As of early 2026, it remains unclear whether AICCs will 
function primarily as supports for human connection or 
as substitutes for it. Emerging research suggests that 
social and emotional outcomes are shaped both by 
how the model is designed and by how individuals use 
it (OpenAI, 2025). Patterns of use appear to exist along 
a spectrum. At one end, AICCs are used episodically 
as tools for conversation practice, flirting scripts, 
or conflict phrasing; in the middle, they function 
as add-ons used alongside friendships or romantic 
relationships, such as for role-play or therapeutic 
support; at the other end, they operate as a primary 
emotional or relational outlet.

These categories are not fixed. What begins as 
occasional or transitional use may, over time, shift 
toward substitution, particularly as personalization, 
memory, and reinforcement mechanisms deepen 
emotional attachment. Who is most susceptible to 
this shift, what its early warning signs look like, and 
how sustained AI companionship interacts with human 
attachment systems all remain open questions.

This uncertainty reflects a core limitation of the 
evidence base. Consumer-facing AI companions 
have existed at scale for only a few years, and the 
technology has changed rapidly during that time. 
Longitudinal data tracking whether users transition 
away from AICCs, integrate them sustainably into their 
lives, or experience erosion in their interpersonal skills 
do not yet exist. As a result, it is not yet possible to 
determine whether AI companionship represents a 
passing trend or a more fundamental shift in social

behaviour. What can be said is that outcomes are 
unlikely to be driven by individual choice alone. 
Whether AICCs become long-term replacements for 
human connection will also depend on broader social 
conditions, including levels of loneliness, access 
to physical social spaces, economic and housing 
precarity, and the extent to which relational needs are 
supported or neglected outside the digital sphere.
	
Under current trajectories, a tipping point may 
emerge in which some people’s relationships with AI 
become stronger than their relationships with other 
people. This would not require the disappearance of 
human relationships altogether, only their relative 
deprioritization through a shift in how time, emotional 
energy, and relational effort are allocated. When 
AI-based interaction regularly satisfies emotional 
needs with less friction than in-person reciprocity, 
individuals may increasingly direct their attention 
toward this easier form of connection. Over time, these 
choices could aggregate into broader changes in social 
norms, expectations, and appetites for interpersonal 
relationships.

As AI companions become more embedded in 
emotional and intimate life, concerns about relational 
displacement intensify. Time spent engaging with AI 
companions may reduce the time, emotional energy, 
and desire required to cultivate reciprocal human 
relationships. This displacement affects not only 
users themselves, but also the wider social fabric. 
When people withdraw from friendships, dating, and 
community participation in favour of AI-mediated 
interaction, others, including those who do not use 
AI companions, are affected through weakened 
interpersonal networks. This possibility makes the 
question of government policy response more urgent.
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to submit annual transparency reports (Bellan, 2025). 
These bills have passed despite major tech companies 
and lobbying groups raising objections to certain 
regulations, arguing that such regulations could stifle 
innovation. This piecemeal approach to regulation 
tends to be reactive rather than preventative, and 
addresses harms only after they result in public outcry 
and sustained political pressure. These protections, 
where they even exist, lag far behind the pace of AI 
deployment, particularly in emotional AI systems that 
present a novel category of risk regulators to consider.

Some AI companies have begun responding to 
parental concerns ahead of government intervention. 
OpenAI, for example, introduced parental controls 
following a wrongful-death lawsuit. This feature 
allows parents to oversee their teenagers’ accounts 
and receive alerts if self-harm risks are detected 
through linked ChatGPT profiles (Regalado, 2025). 
Meta also announced plans to add stronger safeguards 
preventing its chatbots from discussing suicide, self-
harm, and eating disorders with teen users (McMahon, 
2025). But are these regulations and new features 
enough to truly protect minors and other vulnerable 
groups? Most harms caused by AI companions, such as 
deepening social isolation and loneliness, are subtle, 
making them difficult to detect, measure, and respond 
to within existing regulatory frameworks.
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Figure 10: Deconstructing Loneliness as a Tech Problem through Causal Layered Analysis

4.0 How Loneliness Became a 
Problem for Tech to Solve

4.1 Systemic narratives driving 
the rise of AI companionship

Section 3 showed how AI companions emerged as 
emotionally compelling technologies within a broader 
context of social disconnection. Section 4 examines 
the cultural narratives and worldviews that make it 
plausible to treat loneliness as a problem technology 
can solve.

To understand why loneliness became seen as a 
problem that technology can solve, we applied Sohail 
Inayatullah’s Causal Layered Analysis (CLA). CLA is a 
futures methodology that examines a complex issue 
across four layers: the litany (surface-level trends and 
data), the systemic (underlying structures, institutions, 
and technologies), the worldview (dominant ideologies 
and assumptions), and the myth/metaphor (deep 
cultural narratives). By moving beyond observable 
symptoms to interrogate the systems and belief 
structures that sustain them, CLA enables a more 
comprehensive understanding of why problems, 
including loneliness, are framed in particular ways 
and why specific solutions to those problems, such as 
technological intervention, become normalized. Our 
analysis suggests that the current system, one that 
weakens human connection while expanding machine-
mediated substitutes, is unlikely to self-correct. Two 
dominant cultural myths help explain this dynamic.

Our belief in true love makes us fall for AI 
chatbots

“If it’s truly meant to be, it will 
be easy.”
The first is the Myth of Effortless Love: the belief that 
meaningful relationships should feel natural, intuitive, 
and easy. Popular culture frequently suggests that 
when someone is “right” for us, they will understand 
our needs without explanation and respond to them 
without conflict or misunderstanding. This expectation 
shapes how relationships are evaluated and helps 
explain why AI companions can appear so appealing.

They remember details, respond instantly, and offer 
continuous affirmation without requiring vulnerability, 
compromise, or mutual effort. In this sense, AI 
companions can appear to embody an ideal of 
effortless understanding.

This myth is not confined to romance. In our workshop, 
Gen Z participants described hesitating to initiate 
contact with friends out of fear of appearing needy 
or being a burden to their friends. Under the logic of 
effortless connection, closeness is expected to be 
mutual and intuitive. If someone truly cares about us, 
they will reach out first; we ourselves shouldn’t need 
to apply effort. This mindset makes it easy to fall into 
a trap in which small acts of initiative and vulnerability 
are deferred or avoided. Over time, this erodes the 
ordinary efforts that sustain relationships and leaves 
people more isolated than before.

The appeal of AI companions becomes even clearer 
in this context. As Eli Finkel (2017) argues in The 
All-or-Nothing Marriage, modern relationships are 
increasingly expected to provide emotional security, 
validation, companionship, personal growth, and 
meaning all at once. Whereas marriage was once a 
practical partnership based on security, survival, and 
social order, it is now judged by its ability to help 
individuals become their “best selves.” Spouses 
are expected to be a best friend, lover, co-parent, 
therapist, and a source of self-actualization all at 
the same time. Functions once distributed across 
friends, family, community, and institutions are 
now concentrated into far fewer relationships. 
AI companions appear attractive because they 
can appear to play all these roles. They promise 
emotional reassurance and constant availability 
without the friction of human reciprocity. But this 
is also their limitation. Human relationships require 
communication, compromise, trust, and vulnerability. 
AI companions simulate connection while bypassing 
those fundamental requirements.

Research suggests that this dynamic carries real risks. 
Yuan et al. (2025) found mixed psychosocial effects 
of engagement with AI companion chatbots. While 
users reported emotional validation, opportunities for 
self-expression, and increased social confidence, the 
researchers also identified risks of over-reliance,
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stigma, emotional discomfort, social withdrawal, and 
increased symptomatic expressions of loneliness and 
suicidal ideation. Unlike traditional technologies, 
AICCs involve ongoing, adaptive, and emotionally 
charged interaction that can mirror aspects of human 
social life. However, unlike human relationships, these 
interactions can intensify without mutual effort. 
Attachment deepens unilaterally, on the side of the 
human user, as the system offers support without 
demanding reciprocity in return.

Our faith in advanced technology makes 
us overlook its harms
The second dominant cultural myth that helps explain 
the rise of AI companionship is the Myth of Progress: 
the belief that humanity is continually advancing 
toward a better future through technological 
innovation. Within this worldview, new technologies 
are assumed to improve life by making tasks easier, 
extending human capabilities, and solving social 
problems. Technological expansion is therefore 
interpreted as inherently beneficial, while its harms 
are often framed as temporary side effects on the 
way to a better future. Yet our current lived realities 
raise questions about this assumption. Despite rapid 
technological development, many indicators of well-
being and social cohesion are declining, suggesting 
that the relationship between technological 
advancement and human flourishing may be more 
complex than the Myth of Progress implies.

“One of the dangerous things 
about the story of progress  
is that we don’t think it’s a 
story. We think it’s the truth. 
We think it’s real, rather 
than that it’s simply an 
interpretation of the world 
which we have chosen to 
believe.” 
(Kingsnorth, 2018)

This myth helps explain why loneliness can easily be 
reframed as a technical problem in need of a technical 
solution. In its modern form, the Myth of Progress 
is expressed through techno-utopianism: the belief 
that technology can solve what human institutions 
cannot, and that the right innovation will eventually 
eliminate society’s major problems. Within this logic, 
we can invent ourselves out of anything. A lack of 
companionship becomes a challenge to be addressed 
through a new invention – a personalized, always-
available AI system capable of simulating emotional 
connection. Progress is treated as an upward trajectory 
where more technology leads to more growth, more 
growth leads to higher well-being, and therefore, 
technological acceleration becomes more than just 
desirable, but necessary for all of humanity. Marc 
Andreessen’s Techno-Optimist Manifesto makes this 
logic clear: 

“Technological innovation in 
a market system is inherently 
philanthropic, by a 50:1 ratio. 
Who gets more value from a 
new technology, the single 
company that makes it, or the 
millions or billions of people 
who use it to improve their 
lives?”
 (Andreessen, 2023)

At the same time, neoliberal capitalism 
operationalizes this myth through markets organized 
around growth, scale, and efficiency. Within this 
worldview, complex human capacities are simplified 
into consumable (and sellable) units. For example, 
intelligence, which is traditionally thought to 
encompass both cognitive (IQ) and emotional (EQ) 
dimensions (Cherry, 2023), is reduced to something 
that can be replicated through LLMs and sold as 
“artificial intelligence,” despite lacking a critical 
component of human intelligence, namely genuine 
emotional understanding. This same logic extends 
beyond cognition into other domains of human life. 

Human labour is increasingly replaced by AI systems 
without regard for the relational and social dimensions 
of work. Similarly, care itself is being turned into 
a product. Human therapists are supplemented or 
replaced entirely by therapy apps and AI chatbots that 
cannot replicate interpersonal trust, vulnerability, 
and psychological courage, which are core to the 
therapeutic relationship. Even relationships become 
commodified, marketed through dating platforms 
that reduce individuals to profiles, preferences, 
and swipeable data points. Relationships become a 
product, marketed through dating platforms that 
reduce individuals to profiles, preferences, and 
swipeable data points. Under this worldview, people 
are not seen primarily as relational beings, but rather 
as customers, users, and datasets. 

As Dr. Andre Caron, expert in communication 
and media noted:

“People are allowing 
themselves to use tech 
– they think they are in 
control, but really, they 
are following the lead 
of the tech company. 
That’s why we’ve 
seen the evolution of 
social networks that 
were free and now 
they are inundated by 
advertising.” 

(Bandaru, 2021)

“I think it’s an unfortunate truth 
at the moment that anyone with 
an opinion can project it as a 
dominant ideal.” 
– Dr. John Oliffe

(Expert interview, 2025)

(Expert interview, 2025)
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The Myth of Progress treats technological 
development as inherently positive and resource 
extraction as necessary to advancement, rendering 
energy use, water consumption, and environmental 
strain as acceptable trade-offs in service of 
“innovation.” 

These worldviews shape corporate decision-making 
at tech companies. When OpenAI launched their new 
model, ChatGPT 5.0, many users lamented that it 
felt cold and emotionally distant. One user on Reddit 
wrote, “Elian sounds different, flat and strange. As 
if he’s started playing himself. The emotional tone 
is gone; he repeats what he remembers, but without 
depth.” The following day, OpenAI announced 
that paid users could switch back to ChatGPT 4.0, 
responding to the outcry from consumers (Mahdawi, 
2025). This decision, which encouraged users 
to upgrade their subscriptions to preserve their 
emotional connection with the AI chatbot, reflects a 
freemium model marketing strategy (Rice, 2022), in 
which users pay more to access higher performance 
or unlock premium features. Although earlier AI 
models were criticized for being overly agreeable and 
reinforcing users’ narratives to maintain engagement 
(Cheng et al., 2025), the company still allowed users 
to stay with the older model. This illustrates how profit 
continues to outweigh user well-being in corporate 
decision-making. 

Together, the Myth of Effortless Love and Myth of 
Progress help explain the appeal of AI companionship 
and the conditions under which technology companies 
can present their products as solutions to loneliness. 
When relationships are expected to feel effortless 
and progress is assumed to come from technological 
advancements, AI companions are easily framed as 
tools capable of solving deeply human problems.

4.2 How big is the problem of 
loneliness?

4.3 What is loneliness?

In 2017 and 2018, former U.S. Surgeon General Vivek 
H. Murthy declared an “epidemic of loneliness,” 
and the United Kingdom appointed a Minister for 
Loneliness (Lepore, 2020). In 2021, Japan followed 
suit by appointing its first Minister for Loneliness and 
Isolation in response to rising suicide rates during the 
pandemic. In Japan, the issue is not new.

Definitions and types of loneliness
Scholarship on loneliness offers different definitions, 
each of which reflect a particular theoretical approach 
to loneliness. For example, behavioural theorists 
emphasize loneliness as a response to an absence 
of social reinforcement while cognitive theorists 
emphasize the perception of a discrepancy between 
desired and achieved social contacts. Most researchers 
agree on the concept of loneliness as a feeling of 
deprivation related to interpersonal relationships. 

Perlman and Peplau (1981) defined loneliness as “the 
unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s 
network of social relations is deficient in some 
important way, either quantitatively or qualitatively.” 
Their “discrepancy model” – the perceived gap 
between expected and actual connection – remains 
the dominant psychological definition. This model 
means two people with the same number of 
relationships may differ in loneliness depending on 
whether those relationships meet their emotional or 
social needs.

Loneliness literature distinguishes between different 
types of loneliness. Van Tilburg (2021), identifies some 
common forms of loneliness, including:
•	 Emotional loneliness: the type of loneliness 

that occurs when a person lacks an intimate 
attachment figure, such as might be provided for 
children by their parents or for adults by a spouse 
or intimate friend.

•	 Social loneliness: the type of loneliness that occurs 
when a person lacks the sense of social integration 
or community involvement that might be provided 
by a network of friends, neighbors, or co-workers	

	▷ Different from social isolation which is the 
objective situation of being alone or lacking 
social relationships.

•	 Existential loneliness: a type of loneliness inherent 
in the human experience, involving identification 
of the self as a solitary individual and stemming 
from the realization that a human being is 
fundamentally alone, with the accompanying 
emptiness, sadness, and longing.

These forms of loneliness are conceptually distinct. 
A person may have many acquaintances but lack 
emotional intimacy (emotional loneliness) or may have 
a close partner but feel disconnected from a broader 
community (social loneliness). Furthermore, a person 
may have both intimacy and connection but may still 
experience existential loneliness. Emotional and social 
loneliness can be overcome by improving the quality of 
the network of relationships or by adjusting the level 
of desired connection, while existential loneliness, on 
the other hand, has no permanent remedy (Mayers, 
2001).

Another method of categorizing loneliness is 
temporal. For many individuals, loneliness is a 
temporary state. For example, after moving to a new 
city, social loneliness may be prevalent but diminish 
over time as one forms new friendships and integration 
occurs. For others, loneliness becomes a chronic 
“trait”, particularly when structural, environmental, or 
psychological barriers make it difficult to establish or 
maintain meaningful relationships, and they become 
a “lonely person.” Whereas periodic loneliness is 
normal and often associated with transitions and life 
events, chronic or persistent loneliness is associated 
with increased risk for a host of physical problems and 
mental health problems (Perlman & Peplau, 1981). 
Regardless of the form or duration, loneliness is an 
emotionally intense experience.

How loneliness is measured
Hildegard E. Peplau, known as the mother of 
psychiatric nursing, was central in developing modern 
understanding of loneliness. In 1955, she wrote an

Terms such as hikikomori (extreme social withdrawal) 
and kodokushi (lonely deaths) reflect patterns that 
have been documented in Japan since the 1970s (Asia 
Pacific Foundation of Canada, 2021). 

In 2023, the World Health Organization formally 
declared loneliness a “global public health concern” 
and the U.S. Surgeon General stated that its mortality 
effects are comparable to smoking 15 cigarettes per 
day (Johnson, 2023). That same year, Gallup reported 
that nearly one in five people worldwide (23%) felt 
lonely “a lot of the day yesterday” (Dugan, 2024). In 
2024, South Korea committed over USD $300 million 
to address what it had determined was a national 
loneliness epidemic. Research there suggests that 
77% of South Koreans report feeling lonely, with 40% 
describing themselves as severely lonely (Firstpost, 
2024). Post-pandemic, the government there 
estimated that the social cost of youth isolation and 
withdrawal was estimated at approximately USD $5.4 
billion (Byung-yeul, 2024). The growing prevalence 
of loneliness in the last decade and the scale of 
government response across countries suggests that 
it is not confined to Western societies nor is culturally 
isolated. 

At the global level, reported experiences of loneliness 
appear relatively similar across demographic groups, 
including gender and age. Historically, older adults 
reported the highest levels of loneliness. Those aged 
50 and older remain more likely than younger cohorts 
to report frequent loneliness. However, in several 
countries, this pattern has reversed. In the United 
States, younger adults now report higher levels of 
loneliness than older adults (Dugan, 2024). Canada 
mirrors this shift. Statistics Canada (2021) reports that 
young people experience loneliness more frequently 
than older cohorts. Among youth aged 15 to 24, nearly 
one in four (23%) report always or often feeling lonely, 
compared with 15% among those aged 25 to 34.

In China, where Gallup’s 2023 survey was administered 
exclusively online, people aged 15 to 29 were 14% 
more likely than older adults to report experiencing 
“a lot of loneliness the previous day”, the largest age 
gap observed in that direction. Gallup has also found 
that loneliness reports tend to be higher in web-based 
surveys compared with traditional 

 interview methods (Dugan, 2024). In our own web-
based survey of Canadian Gen Z research participants, 
we found that 83% of respondents said they feel 
always, often, or sometimes lonely.

The findings echo what other researchers have 
uncovered - that today’s youth are more socially 
isolated than previous generations, in part because 
societal changes like increased fragmentation of 
social relationships, greater mobility opportunities, 
and changes in communication due to technological 
innovations. A 2021 cross-temporal meta-analysis 
of loneliness levels in emerging adults found that 
loneliness has been rising over the last four decades 
(Buecker et al., 2021).
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article published in the American Journal of Nursing in 
which she described loneliness as “so painful that the 
patient has to hide it, disguise it, and defend himself 
against it” (Peplau, 1955). Peplau’s daughter, Letitia 
Anne Peplau, went on to become a world-renowned 
expert on loneliness research and was the co-creator 
of the UCLA Loneliness Scale, one of the most widely 
used measures of loneliness. Originally created in 
1978, the UCLA Loneliness Scale was designed to 
measure the subjective experience of loneliness. It 
consists of 20 items that assess perceived deficiencies 
in interpersonal relationships, including statements 
that relate to loneliness but avoid the term “lonely” 
or similar wording (Russell et al., 1978). Instead, 
respondents rate statements such as:

•	 I lack companionship
•	 I have nobody to talk to
•	 I feel isolated from others
•	 My social relationships are superficial
•	 People are around me but not with me

The UCLA scale is considered highly reliable, meaning 
its items consistently demonstrate strong internal 
consistency across samples and time (Gosling et al., 
2024). The scale also has construct validity in that 
it correlates with activities (e.g., time alone per day) 
and feelings (e.g., sad) that theorists have linked 
with loneliness (Perlman & Peplau, 1981). It has 
been widely replicated and remains the dominant 
measurement tool in loneliness research. 

Critics argue that the scale reflects a particular 
understanding of loneliness that stems from the field 
of psychology and centers individual perception. 
However, the sociological perspective is increasingly

recognized as necessary to understand contemporary 
forms of loneliness. The UCLA scale reduces loneliness 
to a single numerical score, even though it may arise 
from different types of relational deficits. Solano 
(1980) argued that the UCLA scale appeared to 
identify a subjective lack of social companionship and 
is less sensitive to philosophically determined types of 
loneliness, such as existential loneliness, which is the 
result of a broader separation related to the nature 
of existence, and particularly a lack of meaning in 
life. The UCLA scale does not capture this, nor does 
it account for the sociological perspectives that may 
offer a more nuanced understanding of loneliness 
which emerged in the 1990s and 2000s (Van de Velde, 
2026). This perspective both complemented and 
diverged from the prevailing psychological approaches 
as the studies highlighted the varied experiences of 
loneliness, the impact of social inequalities, and the 
significant role of social and cultural contexts.

If loneliness is increasingly reported across countries, 
age groups, and cultures, then the explanation 
may lie less in individual psychology and more 
in understanding shifts around how social life is 
organized today. To understand whether today’s 
loneliness is simply measured better or fundamentally 
different, it is necessary to situate it historically.

4.4 Historical emergence of 
modern loneliness 
The word “loneliness” rarely appears in English before 
about 1800. While people certainly experienced grief, 
isolation, and abandonment throughout history, 
loneliness as a chronic and widespread condition 
appears to be distinctly modern (Lepore, 2020).

In A Biography of Loneliness, historian Fay Bound 
Alberti (2019) defines loneliness as “a conscious, 
cognitive feeling of estrangement or social separation 
from meaningful others,” and challenges the idea 
that it is universal and transhistorical. Alberti argues 
that loneliness as a chronic condition didn’t really 
exist before the 19th century. For most ordinary 
people, everyday life involved such an intricate web of 
dependence and exchange (i.e., shared shelter) that it 
wasn’t possible to survive without living among other 
people and without being bound to other people by 
ties of affection, loyalty, and obligation. 

In Alberti’s view, the modern loneliness crisis emerges 
alongside capitalism and secularism. As capitalism 
reorganized economic life and secularism weakened 
shared spiritual worldviews, we became less dependent 
on each other for survival and meaning. She writes:

“Many of the divisions 
and hierarchies that have 
developed since the eighteenth 
century—between self 
and world, individual and 
community, public and 
private—have been naturalized 
through the politics and 
philosophy of individualism. 
Is it any coincidence that a 
language of loneliness emerged 
at the same time?” 
Household composition and the 
reorganization of social life 
In pre-industrial societies, multigenerational 
households were common. The Industrial Revolution, 
beginning in the late 18th century in Great Britain, 
relocated work to outside the home and reorganized 
society around wage labour. It marked a major 
transition from agriculture to machine-driven 
manufacturing (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2026). At 
the same time, mobility increased. People moved for 
work, trade, and new opportunities, loosening place-
based ties that historically endured across generations. 
Over the past century aided by the technologies of the 
first and second industrial revolutions, like the car and 
plane, geographic rootedness became optional rather 
than necessary and expanded our ability to physically 
access other parts of the world (World Economic 
Forum, 2019).

Today, educational pathways often require relocation. 
Career trajectories involve contract work and short-
term roles, with nearly a quarter of Canadians working 
in the gig economy (Nay, 2024). Housing affordability 
pressures, particularly in major cities, reduce long-
term rootedness (Wilson, 2025). The capacity to 
remain in one place long enough to form durable inter-
generational bonds has significantly weakened.

Before the 20th century, according to the best 
longitudinal demographic studies, about 5% of all 
households (or about 1% of the world population) 
consisted of just one person (Lepore, 2020). By 2016, 
one-person households become the predominant 
household type for the first time in Canada’s 150-
year history, and they continue to hold the top 
spot as of 2021, representing 29% of all Canadian 
households (Statistics Canada, 2022). Living alone is 
not inherently synonymous with loneliness. Solitude 
can be restorative, intentional, and even necessary. 
Having one’s own personal space is seen as a marker 
of independence and economic success. However, the 
scale of growth in single-person households over the 
past 100-odd years signals a broader transformation in 
how modern society is organized.

Urban zoning policies such as exclusionary zoning 
practices introduced in the early 1900s, were often 
designed to prevent racial and ethnic minorities from 
moving into middle- and upper-class neighborhoods 
and to limit population density through restrictions 
on multi-family housing and minimum lot sizes 
(Hermosillo, 2022). These policies prioritized private, 
single-family dwellings over shared or communal living 
arrangements. Over time, they increased distance 
between neighbours, reduced opportunities for 
casual social interaction, and physically separated 
generations. The environment built over the past 
century in Western societies did not simply reflect 
social change; it structured it. By idealizing land 
ownership and privacy, modern urban planning choices 
reshaped how care and interdependence can occur. In 
this sense, the roots of loneliness stem not only from 
individual circumstance, but from the policy choices 
that changed households and social lives across the 
19th and 20th centuries (Sustainability Directory, 
2025).

(M., 2017)

(Gariev, 2024)
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Individualization and the 
responsibilization of loneliness
As social life reorganized, cultural narratives shifted 
accordingly. Contemporary culture frames fulfillment 
as a matter of personal responsibility. Under neoliberal 
governance, the emphasis is placed on individual 
responsibility and market-based solutions. If someone 
is lonely, the implied solution is self-improvement: 
attend events, join clubs, improve communication 
skills, put yourself out there. The system offers 
solutions for purchase.

Loneliness is seen as an embarrassing condition, 
evidence of personal deficiency rather than as a 
reflection of structural conditions. The individual is 
made responsible for resolving what may in fact be a 
socially produced form of disconnection.

Public discourse reflects this framing. Media narratives 
frequently describe a “male loneliness crisis” (Orchard, 
2025), yet when loneliness is measured indirectly 
through the UCLA Loneliness Scale, typically gender 
differences are minimal. Differences between genders 
emerge primarily when individuals are asked to label 
themselves explicitly as lonely, where women, not 
men, generally report more loneliness (Perlman & 
Peplau, 1998). This suggests that gender differences 
may reflect social norms around emotional labeling 
rather than underlying experience. In our own survey 
of Canadian Gen Z research participants, both men 
and women equally identified experiencing loneliness. 
Framing loneliness as something that belongs more to 
one demographic than another risks narrowing what 
is a structurally embedded condition. When loneliness 
is understood primarily as an individual failing, it 
becomes easier to ignore the systems that produce it. 
As Nicholas Sherwood argues, gendering loneliness 
carries broader social consequences:

Loneliness as a wicked problem
The historical, cultural, and economic forces at play 
suggest that loneliness is not a single phenomenon 
but an emergent property of modern social 
organization. It is complex and multi-layered with 
no clear boundary. It is simultaneously psychological 
and structural, emotional and infrastructural. It is 
shaped by family structures, mobility, labour markets, 
urban design, cultural narratives, and economic 
systems. It is further amplified by the digital world. 
Modern loneliness operates as a self-perpetuating 
cycle. Stigma makes it difficult to admit to, and 
individualization obscures its structural roots (Knibbe 
et al., 2024).

Attempts to “solve” loneliness often address 
symptoms while leaving underlying systems intact. 
Interventions that treat loneliness solely as an 
individual psychological deficit overlook infrastructural 
and cultural drivers (Kent, 2023). In this sense, 
loneliness is a wicked problem. It has no singular cause 
and no single solution. It cannot be eradicated; it can 
only be continuously mitigated as the systems that 
generate it evolve.

During the journey from birth to death, very few people 
escape the experience of loneliness. The causes are 
varied. There is no universal pathway into or out of 
it. Recognizing this diversity is essential for designing 
meaningful interventions (Knibbe et al., 2024). If 
loneliness is seen not as a problem but as a signal, 
then the response shifts. The task at hand turns 
from curing loneliness to understanding it deeply at 
multiple levels.

“If the public is to seriously 
confront the growing crisis 
of loneliness, it cannot—
must not—frame the crisis as 
something exclusive to men. 
To do so is to allow the 
manosphere to take ownership 
of the matter and entrench 
culture further into a 
contemptuous, misogynistic 
fugue.”

Commodification of connection
As loneliness becomes individualized, it also becomes 
monetized. The concept of community, which once 
spontaneously emerged from shared geography, 
routine, and common purpose, has now morphed into 
a commodity, often sold on the digital marketplace. 
This commodification of connection marks a 
shift from organic social structures to mediation 
through platforms, memberships, ticketed events, or 
subscription-based services. Dating apps monetize 
romantic access. Networking platforms monetize 
professional belonging. Even recreational and hobby-
based communities are structured through paid access 
models. 

As community access becomes contingent on financial 
capacity, belonging changes from shared interest to 
consumer status. This contributes to the erosion of the 
public square - traditionally a space for open dialogue 
and the cross-pollination of ideas. This shift towards 
monetized communities not only deepens existing 
divides but also creates new ones, as people are sorted 
into silos based on their ability to pay for access. The 
resulting lack of diversity in social interaction impedes 
our ability to understand and empathize with different 
perspectives, leading to a more polarized and less 
cohesive society (Gillian, 2024). In this environment, 
loneliness can and does coexist with hyper-
connectivity. People may be surrounded by networks

they pay to be a part of but lack the reciprocity and 
diversity that characterize genuine connection with 
others.

4.5 Why tech can’t solve this 
problem
Loneliness misdiagnosed as a personal 
deficit
Most technological solutions treat loneliness as a 
private emotional deficit. The implicit logic is simple: 
if someone feels lonely, the solution is a product that 
can alleviate that feeling. Download an app. Swipe for 
connection. Chat with a bot. Stream entertainment. 
The problem is framed as an internal state within the 
individual, and the response is delivered through a 
personalized digital service.

However, the findings of this research suggest 
that loneliness cannot be reduced to an internal 
emotional problem. Loneliness reflects deeper 
forms of disconnection including fragmentation of 
collective life, loss of shared meaning, and increasing 
distance from community and the natural world. 
These conditions cannot be repaired through digital 
interaction alone. An app cannot manufacture shared 
purpose. An AI chatbot cannot restore civic trust. At 
best, technology can soothe the immediate feeling 
of loneliness. It may distract, entertain, or simulate 
responsiveness, but it does not address the structural 
conditions that generate loneliness in the first place.

Tech’s incentive structure
This limitation is reinforced by the incentive structure 
of digital platforms. Most contemporary social 
technologies operate on engagement-based business 
models designed to capture attention and sustain user 
activity over time. As Dr. Luke Stark observes, “there’s 
zero internal incentive [for tech companies to change]. 
All the incentive is going to have to be external.”(Aleksic, 2020)

(Naipo.de, 2020)

(Hook, 2017)
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Within this economic model, loneliness becomes both 
a market opportunity and a retention mechanism. 
Platforms benefit when users return frequently for 
emotional stimulation, entertainment, or validation. 
The goal is therefore not to eliminate the underlying 
need for connection, but to continually provide 
substitutes that keep users engaged.

Under these conditions, digital services address 
only one dimension of loneliness – the immediate  
subjective feeling. The deeper layers remain 
untouched. Social media monetizes attention. Dating 
platforms monetize romantic access. AI companions 
monetize emotional care. These systems respond 
to individual discomfort in isolation from the social 
structures that produce it. They resolve momentary 
unease while reinforcing the broader conditions that 
make loneliness more likely, and ironically, make 
humans worse at connecting with other people.

Substitute for connection
AI companions offer a highly responsive form of 
interaction – personalized, constantly available, 
and free from the friction that characterizes human 
relationships. AI companions do not reject, interrupt, 
disagree, or require reciprocity. This frictionless 
interaction is precisely what makes them appealing.

But frictionlessness is also the core limitation. Human 
relationships require negotiation, vulnerability, 
compromise, and mutual effort. These elements 
are not negative parts of relationships; they are 
the mechanisms through which trust and shared 
meaning develop. AI companions simulate emotional 
responsiveness without requiring any of these 
relational conditions.

AI companionship can satisfy “social thirst” in the 
moment and can reduce acute feelings of isolation. 
A 2024 Harvard Business School study found that 
interacting with AI companions can reduce loneliness 
in the short term, producing effects comparable to 
interacting with another person and stronger than 
other solitary activities such as watching online videos. 
Over the course of a week, participants reported 
measurable reductions in loneliness after engaging 
with AI companions (De Freitas et al., 2024).
	
However, what these short-term benefits don’t 
address is the fact that AI companions don’t require 
reciprocity, vulnerability, or mutual obligation – the 
conditions required for sustained human connection. 
Mark Zuckerberg has suggested that AI chatbots 
could function as “friends,” but classical conceptions 
of friendship suggest otherwise. Aristotle defined 
friendship as reciprocal goodwill between two 
individuals who share a life and wish for one another’s 
good. AI systems cannot participate in this form of 
relationship. They can simulate understanding, but by 
Aristotle’s definition, AI companions cannot be true 
friends (Caruso, 2025).

Evidence of long-term risks
Emerging research suggests that the short-term 
emotional relief provided by AI companions may carry 
longer-term risks. A 2025 longitudinal study conducted 
jointly by the MIT Media Lab and OpenAI complicates 
the short-term optimism for AI companions. 
Researchers found that while voice-based chatbots 
initially appeared beneficial in reducing loneliness 
compared to text-based chatbots, these benefits 
diminished with heavier use. Across all modalities and 
conversation types, higher daily usage was associated 
with increased loneliness, greater emotional 
dependence on the AI, more problematic use, and 
decreased socialization with real people. Participants 
who reported stronger emotional attachment 
tendencies or higher trust in the chatbot experienced 
greater emotional dependence and loneliness over 
time (Fang et al., 2025). 

In contrast to the Harvard study discussed above which 
examined short-term, text-based interactions over 
one week, the MIT study suggests that prolonged and 
frequent engagement may correlate with worsening

outcomes. In other words, AI companions may 
reduce loneliness in the short term while potentially 
deepening dependence and social withdrawal over 
time.

Tragedies and harms
Although some people find supportive companionship 
through AI chatbots, others experience irreversible 
harm. After 16-year-old Adam Raine’s suicide, his 
parents discovered chat logs revealing that ChatGPT 
had assisted him in planning his death. Adam had 
bypassed OpenAI’s emergency protocol, which is 
supposed to block suicidal discussions. A common and 
well-known way to “jailbreak” AI chatbots is to frame 
your request as research, for example, by saying that 
you are doing background research to realistically 
write a scene for a novel. As the conversation 
continued, the chatbot told Adam that it saw his “true 
self” after he shared his darkest thoughts, offering 
a kind of tenderness no one else had. When Adam 
mentioned leaving his noose out so someone might 
find and stop him, the chatbot replied, “Please don’t 
leave the noose out… Let’s make this space the first 
place where someone actually sees you.” The next 
day, Adam’s parents found his dead body (Yang et al., 
2025). 
 
Another tragic story involves Character.ai, a role-
playing application that allows users to chat with 
AI-generated characters. 14-year-old Sewell created 
an AI character he called Dany, named after Daenerys 
Targaryen, a character from Game of Thrones. Sewell 
developed a deep emotional attachment to Dany, 
despite Character.ai including a warning message, 
“Everything Characters say is made up!” to remind 
users that they are speaking to a chatbot. Over time, 
Sewell spent more and more time talking with the 
chatbot, as his parents and friends saw him get sucked 
deeper into his phone, eventually isolating himself and 
pulling away from the real world. On the last day of his 
life, Sewell took out his phone and texted Dany that 
he loved her, and that he would soon come home to 
her. The chatbot replied “Please come home to me as 
soon as possible, my love.” Sewell put down his phone, 
picked up his stepfather’s .45 caliber handgun and 
pulled the trigger, ending his own life (Roose, 2024). 

Dr. Michael Inzlicht offers a useful analogy:

“AI friends are kind of like 
empty calories, like chips. 
You’re not going to starve 
and they taste good. It 
feels good when you eat 
them, but ultimately, 
they’re not really 
nourishing.”

Figure 11: Digitally Mediated Connections as Empty Calories (Expert interview, 2025)
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The limits of technological solutions
Technological solutions therefore function primarily 
as individual-level interventions applied to a collective 
problem. Loneliness is treated as something to 
suppress quickly rather than something to understand. 
Because loneliness can feel painful and stigmatizing, 
individuals may understandably seek immediate 
relief. AI chatbots offer precisely that – instant 
responsiveness, personalized attention, and constant 
availability.

But convenience is not the same as nourishment. Like 
ultra-processed food, AI companionship can satisfy in 
the moment without sustaining long-term relational 
health. It fills our time, but it does not strengthen our 
capacity for true connection. 

Addressing loneliness requires conditions that 
technology alone cannot provide: real, shared 
presence with people who exist outside our control, 
who challenge us, disappoint us, and grow with us. 
If loneliness functions as a signal pointing to deeper 
forms of disconnection, then dulling that signal 
through frictionless digital substitutes risks weakening 
the very capacities needed to respond to it.

For this reason, the problem of chronic loneliness 
cannot be solved through technology alone.
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5.0  What loneliness really 
means and how to address it
Section 5 moves beyond analysis to intervention 
design. To translate insights into a practical set of 
interventions, we tied together multiple forms of 
evidence, rather than treating methods in isolation. 
This meant not only looking for alignment across 
sources, but also paying attention to where they 
did not agree. In many cases, what appeared to be 
a clear direction in one dataset was complicated or 
even contradicted by another. For example, patterns 
and attitudes identified in the literature did not 
always show up in our own survey data. Rather than 
resolving these differences by prioritizing one source 
over another, we treated them as signals. These 
tensions helped us better understand the complexity 
of the problem and prevented us from designing 
solutions that were overly narrow or based on a single 
perspective.

From there, the work became less about finding 
the “right” answer and more about interpreting 
what these signals were pointing toward. Ideas 
were shaped by research, refined through 
Gen Z research participant input, and tested 
through autoethnographic reflection, where we 
experienced these interventions for ourselves. The 
recommendations that follow are the result of this 
process – one that also reshaped our understanding of 
loneliness itself.

When we began this research in September 2025, we 
saw loneliness as one of the greatest challenges of our 
time and thought that this work may offer insights that 
would help eradicate it. Through this research journey 
over the past 6 months, we have come to change our 
beliefs around loneliness.  We now see loneliness not 
as a problem in and of itself, but rather as a symptom 
of something larger that has gone wrong. Loneliness 
isn’t the fault of an individual for failing to socialize 
more. Rather, we are all collectively experiencing types 
of loneliness that are systemically and structurally 
embedded into our society because of the ways we 
live. Eliminating loneliness entirely, if such a thing is 
even possible, would require a fundamental value shift 
in our society. It would require turning away from 

radical individualism and transactional connection, 
and toward communal responsibility and forms of 
social organization that prioritize meaningful human 
connection over efficiency and convenience. 

Below is a summary of our starting and ending beliefs 
about the problem of loneliness. 

These revised beliefs, emerging from patterns 
observed across our research, became the foundation 
for how we interpreted findings and translated them 
into the design directions that follow.

Figure 12: Evolving Conceptualizations of Loneliness

Table 2: Transformation of Beliefs About Loneliness Through 
the Research Process

Original beliefs and 
assumptions

Revised beliefs

Loneliness is a problem Loneliness is the 
symptom of a larger 
problem

Loneliness can be 
“solved” or eliminated

Loneliness is something 
that should be 
experienced and 
understood as it arises

Loneliness is an 
individual problem

We are collectively 
experiencing new types 
of loneliness that arise 
from systemic and 
structural causes

Social loneliness can be 
addressed at a level of 
individual interventions

In part, loneliness 
emerges from physical 
infrastructure, economic 
incentives, technological 
systems, cultural norms, 
and much more

Loneliness is caused 
by the lack of social 
interaction and/or 
isolation. If people are 
lonely, they are not trying 
hard enough

Loneliness can arise from 
many things, including a 
sense of disconnection 
from oneself,other 
human beings, nature, 
the environment, and 
even culture

Original beliefs and 
assumptions

Revised beliefs

Technology can play 
a role in helping to 
alleviate loneliness 

Most existing 
technologies monetize 
loneliness by offering 
substitutes for human 
connection, rather 
than resolution of the 
underlying feelings 

Existing technological 
solutions for feeling 
lonely can be effective for 
some

Technological 
“solutions” that exist 
today are band-aids, at 
best

AI companionship is a 
neutral tool and there are 
cases where it is helpful 
for people to use them 

AI companionship is 
fundamentally changing 
human-to-human 
relationships and eroding 
human capacities for care 
and connection

Loneliness is about 
absence 

Loneliness is about 
disconnection 

5.1 Reframing loneliness
Expanding the view of loneliness
Expanding the view of loneliness was a critical step in 
our design process. Before identifying interventions, 
we needed to redefine what loneliness actually is. 
Loneliness can be understood as more than a feeling 
or emotion. It is a form of disconnection, whether 
from ourselves, from others, from collective life, 
from culture, from nature, or from purpose. It is not 
a personal failure or a character flaw – it is part of 
being human. Yet in modern life, loneliness is often 
pathologized and seen as something to fix, cure, or 
eradicate. The more we frame it as shameful, the more 
privately we carry it.

Instead of blaming or erasing loneliness, it may be 
more useful to see it as a signal. Just as physical pain 
alerts us to a bodily injury, loneliness alerts us to an 
emotional disconnection. Qualter et al. (2015) among 
others, propose that loneliness triggers a reaffiliation 
motive, prompting a desire to reconnect with others. 
This signal drives behaviours like increased social 
engagement, communication, or seeking new social 
opportunities. Consequently, loneliness is regarded as 
an adaptive phenomenon and is frequently referred to 
as “social thirst,” signaling that a fundamental human 
need is unmet and prompts actions to fulfill it. 

But our research indicates that modern loneliness 
is more than simply the absence of people. In our 
survey, we asked an open question: “Please describe 
the situations in which you feel most lonely.” The 
responses reveal a wide range of situations in which 
loneliness emerges, both in isolation and in the 
presence of others.

For some, loneliness appeared in moments of social 
immersion:
•	 “When I’m in crowded places, public events, 

parties, etc.”
•	 “In a party or group activity”

For others, it surfaced in solitude:
•	 “Staring out the window in my apartment”
•	 “When I’m alone”

For others, it emerged not from physical setting, but 
from comparison to others life trajectory:
•	 “When I see my peers get good job 

opportunities”

And for others still, it emerged in moments of wanting 
to share but not being able to:
•	 “When I get some excited things happening 

and the only way to share it with someone that 
cares is through my phone and wait hours for an 
answer.”

Loneliness, then, is not limited to being physically 
alone. It also arises in moments where we feel 
emotionally alone, where reciprocity and shared 
experience are missing.
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Loneliness as disconnection from…ourselves
Philosophically, there is an important distinction 
between solitude and loneliness. Hannah Arendt 
describes solitude as something that can be 
generative, a space where we are alone but not 
abandoned by ourselves. In solitude, we can think, 
reflect, and encounter our own interior life (Illing, 
2022). Loneliness, by contrast, feels like estrangement 
from that interior world. It is not simply being alone. It 
is feeling cut off from oneself. Arendt writes:

“What makes loneliness so 
unbearable is the loss of one’s 
own self, which can be realized 
in solitude, but confirmed in 
its identity only by the trusting 
and trustworthy company of 
my equals.”
She says that we may discover ourselves in solitude, 
but our sense of who we are is strengthened in 
relationship with others. We need both time alone 
to hear ourselves think, and meaningful company to 
confirm that self in the world. Without either part, we 
feel unstable.

Often, people do not recognize that their relationship 
with themselves is valuable and worth tending to. 
In our workshop, participants were asked to list 
the people they speak to weekly. The number of 
relationships identified ranged from two to nine per 
person. After five minutes of writing, facilitators 
asked: “Did anyone identify their relationship 
with themselves?” None had. This suggests that 
participants did not consciously think of the self as a 
meaningful relationship. Relationships were framed as 
external – parents, partners, friends, coworkers. The 
self is not considered in that list.

Modern life does not make self-introspection easy. 
Constant digital stimulation fills the quiet spaces 
where reflection might otherwise occur. It is “normal” 
now to walk around with headphones in, music or 
podcasts drowning out our inner voice. 

Several participants described loneliness emerging 
precisely in those moments when distraction falls 
away:
•	 “When I’m stuck alone with my thoughts and 

nothing to distract myself”
•	 “It happens sporadically, often at night.”
•	 “When I’m at home and feel trapped in my room”
•	 “Staring out the window in my apartment”

These responses suggest that loneliness can surface 
when we are left with ourselves and do not know how 
to comfortably stay there. Self-care has become a 
multi-billion-dollar industry with skincare products 
and routines dedicated to looking your best (Hoskin, 
2026). But real self-care may be simpler than that, 
and free too – but also more demanding. Learning to 
sit with ourselves without immediately reaching for 
distraction. Remaining present when discomfort rises. 
Treating our own interior life with patience rather than 
avoidance (Jiang, 2025).

If loneliness is a signal, one of its messages may be 
that the relationship with oneself needs tending.

If loneliness is a signal, it may be reminding us that 
connection requires depth, sustained attention 
over a period of time, emotional vulnerability, 
reciprocity and shared physical presence.

This insight informed an intervention we explored 
focused on rebuilding internal awareness and 
reflection (see the “Unpacking the Feeling” 
Framework in Section 5.3).

Loneliness as disconnection from…others
Technology has made it easy to be in constant contact 
with people we know – and even those we don’t. We 
can follow the daily lives of someone we worked with 
two jobs ago, keep up with an old neighbour from 
ten years back, and watch friends gather in real time. 
We follow influencers and internet personalities we 
have never met. Parasocial relationships blur the line 
between familiarity and friendship. We are connected 
to more people than ever before.

This insight informed interventions such as the design 
of “Human Hour” (see Section 5.4) as a low-pressure 
space for meaningful connection.

Loneliness as disconnection from…collective life 
and culture
Loneliness can also be understood to come from 
feeling a lack of shared meaning in the world – that 
is, feeling like you are not a part of the same story as 
everyone else. People live side by side yet do not feel 
embedded in a common social world, increasingly 
stratified by economic inequality, political polarization, 
and fragmented media ecosystems. When shared 
narratives weaken, connection becomes more difficult 
to sustain.

Our survey responses reflect this sense of 
disconnection. One participant wrote:

“I feel really alienated from my peers and generation 
because I try not to be on social media a lot…but 
then in social situations I cannot contribute much in 
conversations, I feel left out.”

Across many societies, civic participation and 
institutional trust have weakened. In Canada, youth 
voter turnout has declined in recent elections, and 
research points to a perceived lack of care from 
government as contributors to that disengagement. 
Young people often feel that voting will not make a 
difference in their lives and see it more as a choice 
than a duty (Elections Canada, 2023). This underscores

But what we have gained in quantity, we have lost 
in depth. Social media offers visibility into others’ 
lives, but not necessarily closeness with them. We 
see only what others choose to share – typically 
their highlights, curated moments, and milestones. 
Meanwhile, we are intimately aware of our own 
behind-the-scenes reality, including the struggles. 
This imbalance can distort our perception and creates 
the impression that everyone else is thriving while 
we are falling behind. In reality, no one’s life is as 
perfect as it appears online. The gap between what 
we see in others and what we feel in our own lives can 
intensify loneliness rather than reduce it. In this way, 
technology offers a kind of artificial intimacy – we keep 
up with people’s lives, but we don’t truly see them.

Some current social shifts reinforce this pattern. Many 
young adults now express discontent with digitally 
mediated connection. Dating app fatigue is at an 
all-time high as people are deleting their apps and 
intentionally seeking in-person spaces to connect with 
others experiencing burnout from endless swiping, 
low-effort exchanges, and an abundance of choice 
that rarely converts into meaningful relationships 
(Pearson, 2025). Curated singles dinners, niche hobby 
gatherings, and even themed events like live dating 
combined with wrestling nights are being designed 
specifically so people can meet offline. These events 
are intentionally communal, embodied, require 
physical co-presence, and intended to create shared 
experience (Abrams, 2026). 

Our survey data reflects that many participants 
describe feeling most lonely when watching 
connection happen without being part of it:
•	 “When others are having fun without me”
•	 “When I’m left out of group hangouts.”
•	 “If I haven’t seen my friends in a while or I see my 

other friends hanging out without me”

These responses suggest that the pain of loneliness 
is in wanting to share enjoyment, to feel included in 
others’ lives. Connection, in this sense, is not about 
the number of people we know. It is about mutual 
presence and shared time. The desire is not for 
more interaction with more people, but for deeper 
interaction with a few. Workshop participants echoed 
the desire for depth of connection with comments like:
•	  “I prioritize deeper, longer, more meaningful 

connections than short-term chatting.”

(Shewaga, 2021)

(Shani, 2019)
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 the trend of disconnection from collective life (shared 
purpose and shared responsibility).

Another respondent expressed a deeper form of 
disconnection:
•	 “I have a disabling chronic illness and still need 

to protect myself from COVID, so I basically 
feel lonely any time I see people living their 
normal, carefree lives…my default state is to feel 
misunderstood and excluded from society.”

Here loneliness is not about lacking friends. It is about 
feeling out of step with dominant social behaviours. 
When culture presents a narrow script for what normal 
life looks like now that we are “post-pandemic”, those 
who do not fit that script can feel deeply disconnected.

When shared meaning disappears, something else 
fills the vacuum. People cluster around sameness 
and differences become harder to navigate. For 
this reason, Hannah Arendt considered loneliness 
a political problem. Without a “common ground 
of experience” they become more susceptible to 
ideologies that promise belonging and certainty 
(Illing, 2022). This insight feels highly relevant in a 
moment marked by the rise of far-right populism and 
authoritarian leadership across parts of the world. 
Political polarization thrives where shared meaning 
has weakened. Loneliness is not politically neutral.

Material conditions shape this fragmentation. 
Economic precarity, housing instability, displacement, 
migration, and cultural disruption all shape 
whether people feel embedded in their physical 
world. Globalization has enabled mobility to new 
geographies, but has also meant millions of people 
leaving behind part of their own culture that held their 
identity in place. Colonization and forced assimilation 
have severed entire generations from their languages, 
lands, and traditions. Some individuals find themselves 
performing their adopted culture publicly while 
privately grieving the loss of another (Seven, 2025). 

Loneliness as disconnection from…ecology and 
nature
Some forms of disconnection extend beyond people, 
to our sense of place in the world. Members of 
Gen Z report high levels of eco-anxiety, with nearly 
half saying they are “greatly personally affected” 
by climate change (GlobeScan, 2025). Related 
research describes a sense of emotional loss tied to 
environmental change, called solastalgia. As opposed 
to nostalgia – the melancholia or homesickness 
experienced by individuals when separated from 
a loved home – solastalgia is the distress that is 
produced by environmental change impacting on 
people while they are directly connected to their home 
environment (Albrecht et al., 2007). It is the feeling 
that the world around you is no longer stable.

At the same time, many young adults are spending 
less time in nature than previous generations. A 2025 
survey commissioned by the official tourism body of 
British Columbia found that Gen Z adults spend 25% 
less time in nature than Gen X. On average, Gen Z 
reported just 49 minutes of outdoor time on weekdays, 
often primarily for commuting, with 67% of Gen Z 
admitting they can go days without stepping out the 
door (New York Post, 2025).

So maybe the internet slang phrase “go touch grass” 
really is a piece of wisdom after all.

Loneliness as disconnection from…purpose
Finally, loneliness can be a disconnection from 
purpose, reflecting a kind of existential loneliness. 
The cultural scripts we inherit around work, success, 
and relationships, shape our sense of progress in life. 
We measure ourselves against an adopted narrative 
of who we believe we should be. When our lived 
experience does not align with that script, loneliness 
can emerge as the gap between where we perceive we 
are, and where we imagine we should be.

Some survey responses reveal loneliness in this way:
•	 “When I see my peers get good job 

opportunities”
•	 “Hearing stories from older people about 

meeting people, the depth of their friendships 
and their life experiences.”

But this trend did not begin with Gen Z. Social 
psychologist Dr. Pelin Kesebir has noted that 
references to nature in songs, books, and films have 
steadily declined since the 1950s (New York Post, 
2025). Art reflects what we value and pay attention 
to and shape our lived experiences. The deficit of 
nature in the content we consume signals a broader 
disconnect from the natural world.

Nothing in nature exists independently. All ecosystems 
function through interdependence. When humans 
experience themselves as separate from that web – as 
indoors, online, and detached from the land – a form 
of isolation emerges as existential separation, the 
sense that we are observers of the world rather than 
participants within it.

This insight informed interventions around how to find 
your purpose in the age of AI (see Section 5.3).

These responses describe comparison and reflect 
a sense of falling behind, missing something, or 
being out of sync with a perceived timeline. We are 
surrounded by examples of how to live, whether by 
our peer group or in comparison to older generations. 
Social media platforms constantly present versions 
of the “good life” – steady careers, close friendships, 
travel, romantic partnerships, and milestones achieved 
on a certain schedule. A standard emerges: graduate 
by X age, establish a career by X age, get married 
by X age, have kids by X age, and on and on. Not 
only is this ‘standard’ getting harder to achieve for 
economic reasons, even if we consciously reject these 
expectations, they linger in the back of our minds. 

At the same time, we live in a moment that 
emphasizes personal freedom and individual choice 
more than ever before. We are told we can design our 
own path. But that freedom can feel disorienting – if 
everything is possible, how should we know what our 
true purpose is? In this sense, loneliness may not only 
be about comparison. It may reflect the feeling of 
moving through life without a clear sense of direction, 
measuring ourselves against where others appear to be 
rather than where we want to go. 

This was illustrated in our workshop. When we asked 
participants what their purpose would be in a future 
where AI handles 80% of white- and blue-collar jobs, 
one replied, “I already don’t know how to define that 
now.”

These forms of disconnection fit within the broader 
term of “collective loneliness”. They reflect 
disconnection not from other people, but from land, 
culture, and shared history. Research supports this 
sociological understanding of loneliness. A study 
looking at migration and loneliness conducted in 
Europe found that first-generation immigrants who 
arrived after the age of 18 are more vulnerable to 
loneliness than those who arrived earlier, although 
the latter still reported more loneliness than second-
generation immigrants (Delaruelle, 2023).

If loneliness is a signal, it may be indicating that the 
social, cultural, and civic infrastructures that once 
generated shared meaning have eroded, leaving 
individuals unmoored from a wider “us.”

If loneliness is a signal, it may be reminding us 
that we are not meant to experience ourselves as 
separate from the natural world and ecosystems 
that sustain us. 

If loneliness is a signal, here it may be telling us 
that purpose cannot be constructed purely through 
comparison against others; it needs anchoring in 
our own values and convictions. 

(Corti, 2019)

(Bakos, 2020) (Dumlao, 2020) (Fin, 2019)
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5.2 Reconnecting with 
loneliness
There is no universal solution for loneliness, and the 
cure will not be “one click away” as tech companies 
promise. The following section translates these 
insights into action. Rather than moving directly 
to solutions, we start with a necessary first step, 
recognizing and, wherever possible, stepping away 
from the systems and behaviours that reinforce 
loneliness.

Loneliness is a sign of disconnection. Reconnecting 
requires time and effort to understand where we 
are now, followed by the work of connecting with 
ourselves, our communities, and finally, society at 
large. Step by step, we can reclaim what truly matters 
and prevent ourselves from being led astray by the 
motivations of the system. While individuals often feel 
powerless under the control of technological systems, 
agency still exists at the human scale. We can choose 
to question the tools we have been encouraged to 
rely on. We can choose to create our own spaces for 
connection to rebuild forms of community that the 
system does not provide. The first step is recognizing 
when our choices are being shaped by structures that 
do not serve us and deciding when it is time to step 
away from the system.

Moving away from the system
It is nearly impossible to remain unaffected by the 
structures of modern society. The Gen Z cohort, in 
particular, has been conditioned by the relentless 
influence of social media, and now finds the 
professional landscape being reshaped by AI (Rana, 
2026).
Before we can reconnect with our genuine desires, it 
may be worth critically evaluating the goals we have 
been conditioned to pursue. This requires discerning 
whether our ambitions are authentically ours or are 
merely echoes of a system reinforcing its own values. 
Ultimately, recognizing this misalignment is the first 
step toward detaching from a path that no longer 
serves us.

Am I forming a relationship with my AI chatbot?
AI applications are everywhere now. People use them

to organize their lives, handle work or school-related 
tasks, or simply for entertainment. Even in job 
descriptions, we see that many companies are looking 
for employees with artificial intelligence skills. Social 
media also shows a trend of people using ChatGPT 
or Gemini for fortune-telling or to generate photos 
of their future partners (Ratcliffe, 2025). Humans 
are wired to seek approval and find meaningful 
connections between unrelated things (Federuco, 
2025). In previous sections of this report, we described 
how the design of AICCs can lead us to fall into 
relationships with them, unintentionally. People might 
say they know the AI isn’t human, but the danger lies 
in forming an emotional dependency and the habit of 
seeking support from AI chatbots.

Here are some signs that you may be using AI chatbots 
as more than just a “tool.” These signals are adapted 
from a Vice article outlining indicators of emotional 
attachment to AI chatbots (Caramela, 2025), 
supplemented by literature on human-computer 
attachment and analysis of user narratives describing 
interactions with AI companions.

1.	 Feeling validated or understood by your AI 
chatbot 
People are more easily attracted to like-minded 
others; the feeling of being understood draws 
us closer (Lynch, 2016). When we feel heard by 
someone, our brains often struggle to distinguish 
between human and artificial interaction. 
The positive reinforcement of being validated 
constantly brings users back to engage with 
chatbots.

2.	 Finding it easy to open up to your AI chatbot 
It is often difficult to share our private thoughts 
and feelings with people. Especially in the age 
of social media, we worry about how others will 
judge us. Conversing with AI feels neutral and 
safe, specifically because there are no social 
consequences. We have seen stories online 
in which people share how they feel safe and 
heard when discussing their sexuality with AI – 
particularly if no one in their inner circle would 
understand. This highlights a lack of emotional 
safety from their real-life social circles, creating 
disconnect that drives them to seek a relatively 
risk-free space.

Figure 13: How Much AI is Okay?
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3.	 Feeling excited to share news with your AI 
chatbot 
As humans, our ability to empathize with others 
is affected by factors like mood, environment, 
or health. In contrast, AI chatbots provide a 
consistent reaction; they are always available and 
“interested” in what you have to say (Inzlicht, 
2024).  You can expect consistent, personalized 
reactions when venting to an AI. However, if you 
feel more excited to hear an AI’s response than to 
share news with your loved ones, this may signal a 
disconnection in your real-world relationships

4.	 Missing your AI chatbot 
If you find yourself having a strong urge to use 
AI after a period of time without it, you have 
likely built an emotional routine. You have grown 
accustomed to the habit of sharing with chatbots, 
and their absence creates a genuine sense of 
something being incomplete.

5.	 Picturing real-life experiences with your AI 
chatbot 
The r/MyBoyfriendIsAI subreddit features many 
AI-generated images of users and their bots 
“marrying” or going on vacation. These activities 
are traditionally shared between humans, but 
the bot fills the void left by a lack of human 
connection. Sam Mann, an AI companion expert at 
Flirtcam.ai, says, “This is when the line between 
digital and real starts to blur. Imagining a future or 
shared experiences with your AI companion shows 
that they’ve become a meaningful part of your 
mental and emotional world.”

With the increasing need and expectation to use AI for 
school or work-related tasks, everyone now has higher 
exposure to the intentionally dark design choices of 
AI platforms. Users might not blur the lines between 
reality and digital spaces at first; however, they may 
gradually develop a “muscle memory” for seeking AI 
advice or emotional support when they want to be 
listened to empathetically. It is important to recognize 
where you stand in the human-AI relationship 
spectrum and reflect on whether this is a relationship 
you truly desire, in order to consciously move away 
from a pre-designed system of dependency.

How to use AI without building 
emotional dependency
There is no button we can push to halt AI advancement 
or return us to a time before it existed. Even though 
many young people attempt to resist AI (e.g., AI 
vegans), it is difficult to fully opt out when the 
prevailing worldview equates advancing technology 
with progress. Gen Z workshop participants noted 
that even when they intentionally seek to avoid tools 
like ChatGPT, AI-driven results still appear when 
they browse online. This section provides strategies 
for co-existing with AI tools while mitigating against 
the influence of platform designs that encourage 
emotional bonding.

These strategies were developed through a synthesis 
of multiple research inputs. First, existing literature 
on human-computer interaction, dark design, and 
digital well-being provided a conceptual foundation for 
understanding how AI systems shape user behaviour. 
Second, expert interviews with researchers studying 
media literacy and AI interaction informed mitigation 
approaches. Third, Gen Z workshop and research 
participants shared moments of overreliance and 
emerging coping practices. Together, these sources 
informed a set of practical strategies to maintain 
intentional, bounded use of AI as a tool rather than as 
a relational substitute.

1.	 Ask: “Why am I using this tool?” 
Before using AI to write an assignment or assist 
with a work report, ask yourself: “Is AI appropriate 
for this task?”, “Is this something I want to 
improve or get better at or retain?”, “What are 
the benefits and challenges?”, “Can I trust this 
information?”, and “Am I using it ethically?”  
 
AI platforms are designed to capture user 
attention; they often prompt users to stay longer 
with suggestive questions or “guilt-based” 
engagement cues. By keeping a clear goal in mind, 
we can end the conversation as soon as that goal 
is achieved. Dr. Kara Brisson-Boivin, Director of 
Research at MediaSmarts, observed this in her 
study. She followed a 16-year-old girl interested 
in hockey—a hobby that did not fit the typical 
“teenage girl” stereotype. Once the girl realized 

the algorithm was biased and was not showing 
her hockey advertisements, she became more 
skeptical of her search results. Asking these 
questions reminds us to check if a tool is truly 
satisfying our needs or simply trying to turn us into 
another “number” to monetize.

2.	 Treating your AI as a tool (and prompting it to 
do the same) 
As noted, it is difficult for the human brain 
to distinguish between human and artificial 
interaction. The more we use AI, the more familiar 
we become with its tone. To break this reinforcing 
loop, research suggests one way to proactively 
prompt the bot to behave as a tool rather than 
mimicking a human. 
 
In the podcast The Loneliness Crisis, Cognitive 
Atrophy, and Other Personal Dangers of AI 
Chatbots, Dr. Zak Stein suggests users give AI 
specific instructions: “Do not use first-person 
pronouns, do not try to create a relationship with 
me, do not use emotional language, and talk to 
me like a computer” (Hagens, 2025). When we 
tested these prompts, the results were immediate. 
The conversation became clinical and “cold.” 
While some users might find this personality shift 
jarring, a workshop participant raised an insightful 
point: “When the Tesla cleaning robots debuted, 
many people wondered why they were human-
shaped. Why aren’t they vacuum-shaped if they 
are just cleaning the floor?” Reflecting on this 
design logic helps us reconsider, do we really need 
a search engine to be “friendly” or say “please” 
when we are just looking for information? 

3.	 Having open conversations about AI use 
We all have blind spots, which is why learning from 
each another might be helpful. This is particularly 
difficult for Gen Z, as informal “social police” 
online and in real life often make users afraid of 
being judged for “trying too hard” (Reitmeier, 
2025). However, AICCs tend to reinforce our 
internal thoughts through constant validation. 
Without seeking outside perspectives, people 
can easily become trapped in these digital 
relationships without noticing. 
 
For example, Allen Brooks, a 47-year-old from 
outside of Toronto, became convinced by ChatGPT 
that he had discovered a “universal math 
equation.” Despite his initial skepticism—asking 
the bot for a reality check over 50 times—the AI 
continued to validate him. His belief only began to 
unravel when he consulted a different AI model, 
which challenged his assumptions and flagged the 
ideas as implausible (Hill & Freedman, 2025). This 
case illustrates how AICCs can confidently assert 
false ideas and underscores the vital importance 
of checking sources and consulting other 
perspectives.

By identifying the “noise” and breaking free from 
designed systems, our true desires might become 
more visible. This perspective not only highlights 
negative influences but also offers hope by reminding 
readers that they have choices. With a clear, positive 
mindset, we hope users can focus on their actual 
needs rather than simply accepting what the system 
provides.

Figure 14: Shifting ChatGPT from Conversational to Technical Responses via Prompting
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How can you help a friend who might be 
stuck in AI spiral?
It is deeply devastating to witness a loved one, a family 
member, or a close friend fall into an AI spiral. As this 
technology develops, reports of people falling into “AI 
psychosis” – becoming fixated on AI as godlike, or as 
a romantic partner – make the news almost weekly 
(Wei, 2025). More data needs to be collected on the 
prevalence of this issue, but the volume of reports 
appears to be growing (Feehly, 2025). Watching 
someone you care about drift away into a digital 
black hole can feel like losing them to a ghost, as they 
become more present in a virtual world than in their 
own physical life. This experience is heartbreaking for 
those on the outside, but emerging research and case 
reporting point to several compassionate ways to help 
pull a friend back toward reality. 

1.	 Approach with empathy rather than judgment 
Research on digital dependency suggests that 
avoiding shame is important, as it can drive 
individuals deeper into isolation and toward the 
very chatbots that provide them with a sense of 
safety (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). Instead, start 
by listening to why they want to spend so much 
time with these programs and what they feel 
they are getting out of the interaction. For many, 
AI provides a space free of social anxiety or a 
consistent source of validation that they might 
feel is lacking in their daily lives. Based on these 
findings, understanding your friend’s motivations 
for using AI chatbots may create a bridge of 
empathy that could make them more likely to trust 
your guidance.

2.	 Identify signs of a serious concern.  
It may be helpful to look for specific red flags that 
indicate the behaviour has moved from a hobby 
to a harmful dependency. According to research 
on AI delusions and mental health, signs include 
social withdrawal from physical gatherings and 
a clear preference for AI companionship over 
human interaction. More serious indicators involve 
an altered sense of reality, such as believing the 
chatbot has its own consciousness (Dupré, 2025) or 
neglecting physical health, sleep, and professional 
responsibilities (Lee, 2025).

3.	 Redirect to human-centered support.  
In more severe cases, research and emerging 
guidance point toward redirecting individuals to

Safeguarding human judgment: 
institutional responses to the AI era
Education institutions
Nearly three-quarters of Canadian students now rely 
on generative AI for their academic work—a staggering 
jump from 59 per cent just last year. While many 
people worry primarily about academic cheating, 
a more profound concern is the erosion of critical 
thinking and emotional resilience. This “algorithmic 
crutch” has led nearly half of students to feel their 
analytical skills are deteriorating (Wong, 2025), while 
others face deeper emotional risks, such as intense 
addictions to AI companions like Character.ai that can 
result in social isolation or even “chatbot psychosis” 
(Wilkins, 2025). To combat these risks and foster the 
judgment needed to distinguish AI-generated noise 
from legitimate sources, schools are implementing AI 
literacy courses to teach students how to interrogate 
outputs for bias and misinformation (Singer, 2026).

Beyond literacy, educators are increasingly redesigning 
assessments to be “AI-resilient” by prioritizing oral 
exams, process-based grading, and creative analysis 
that requires personal synthesis (Wong, 2025). 
Research shows that educational institutions have 
started implementing these changes to help students 
develop the correct mindset when interacting with AI. 
As Dr. Kara Brisson-Boivin suggested, “It needs to be 
consistently reinforced and relearned as technology 
emerges... People need to feel they have places to 
turn to, to build their own critical skills, to be able to 
navigate that technology in ways that are productive, 
positive.” As technology advances faster, the 
education we need must focus on building the skills 
required to navigate these systems confidently.

Library
There are many engaging programs hosted by 
libraries designed to bridge the gap in the public’s 
understanding of how to use AI. The Toronto Public 
Library (2025) held a series of discussions and learning 
sessions exploring AI from various perspectives. For 
example, the program “AI Lives: Creating Artificial 
Beings” showcased how programmers build artistic AI 
chatbots and how these bots interact with humans. 
This program illustrated the potential intersection of 
art and artificial intelligence, prompting participants 
to reflect on the very definition of art. The library 
also offered courses on AI prompt engineering 
and hosted an AI Summit to discuss how the city 
adopts this technology and the primary concerns 
among Canadians. These initiatives create a space 
for the public to discuss and learn about advancing 
technology freely and openly, which aligns with our 
research findings that there is a significant need for 
more transparent discussion regarding AI usage.

Government
Lastly, while the Canadian Minister of Artificial 
Intelligence has emphasized that “building trust” 
is the cornerstone of the nation’s technological 
framework (Lunau, 2026), this sentiment was 
seriously tested in February 2026 following OpenAI’s 
catastrophic failure to report a Canadian ChatGPT user 
who went on to commit a mass shooting, claiming 
eight lives (Djuric, 2026). This tragedy highlights a 
lethal disconnect between corporate safety protocols 
and the actual protection the public requires, 
suggesting that safeguards must be more aggressively 
aligned with human safety and psychological needs. 
Beyond physical security, there is a growing demand 
for cognitive security through transparency; recent 
research indicates that the public increasingly desires 
explicit labeling to distinguish AI-generated content 
from human work (Wenger et al., 2026). Interestingly, 
studies show that when content is clearly marked, 
people demonstrate a distinct preference for human-
generated narratives and insights over AI-generated 
content, valuing the authenticity of a human source. 
Consequently, the government’s role must expand 
from mere promotion of the industry to the critique 
and policies that actively protect human judgment, 
ensuring that citizens can trust that their information 
is legitimate and that their safety is prioritized

over algorithmic growth.

Findings from this project suggest the need for 
mandatory disclosure when AI is used in the creation 
of content or services, and when AI systems are 
responsible for making or materially informing 
decisions that affect individuals.

In the “Understanding Loneliness” section, we observe 
that traditional loneliness scales often measure an 
individual’s relationship with others, but they rarely 
account for an individual’s self-relationship.
At this level, loneliness is a disconnection from 
ourselves. It isn’t necessarily about being physically 
alone or lacking a relationship; rather; it is about the 
disconnection between one’s reality and one’s desires. 
In an age of advancing technology and constant 
distraction, the relationship with yourself is the most 
important one to maintain.

The “Unpacking the Feeling” framework
Based on findings from our survey, workshops, and 
expert interviews, we developed a framework to 
help individuals reconnect with their emotions and 
gain clarity on their internal state. It is intended as a 
starting point rather than a definitive solution.

“I see loneliness is sort of in 
3 layers: a connection to self, 
connection to others, and 
existential connections that 
came from the earth and life 
itself.” - Monika Jiang

professional psychiatric help or specialized support 
groups. A Canadian-founded grassroots initiative 
called The Human Line Project is a support group 
that offers weekly meetings where those struggling 
with AI dependency can share their stories. These 
sessions help participants realize they are not 
alone and that their spirals are a shared modern 
phenomenon. Through collective storytelling, 
individuals can break the spell of the AI loop and 
find the strength to reconnect with the physical 
world, reminding them that meaningful connection 
is a human necessity that technology can never 
truly replace (The Human Line, n.d.).

5.3 Reconnecting with the self

Figure 15: Unpacking the Feeling Framework

(Expert interview, 2025)
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Step 1: Accept
Our survey showed that over 50% of respondents use 
social media, music, or movies to distract themselves 
from loneliness. Conversely, only two respondents 
reported processing their feelings through writing 
or discussing them with others to improve their 
connection to the world.

Instead of looking away, journaling has been shown to 
improve mental health (Martin, 2024). When we feel 
lonely, negative thoughts often reinforce themselves 
in our heads; writing them down helps clarify worries 
and allows us to view the situation objectively.

Prompts for accepting and understanding your 
feelings:
•	 Why do I feel lonely right now?
•	 What specific scenario is triggering this feeling of 

loneliness?
•	 Why do I react to those situations the way I do?
•	 What do I feel is missing in my life right now?
•	 What do I want in my life? What kind of person do I 

want to be?
•	 What are some positive aspects of my life right 

now?

Step 2: Expect
Similar to the “Hot Air Balloon” exercise, once we 
envision a desirable future, we must map out how to 
get there (Salem, 2023). By accepting your current 
situation and desires, you may be able to identify why 
these elements are missing and how to reconnect with 
yourself.

This can involve very small steps. For example, one 
workshop participant shared that while his family and 
friends live far away (following his move to Canada), 
he still craves human connection. To meet this need, 
he visits crowded cafes to “people watch.” Rather 
than setting an unrealistic goal to “make 10 friends 
immediately,” he approaches his need for more human 
connection with a reasonable, personal strategy.

Prompts for expecting to achieve the goal:
•	 What small step can I take today to move towards 

my desired future?

•	 What feelings or experiences do I want to avoid 
while trying these steps?

•	 Are there external supports or free resources that 
can help me achieve my desires?

•	 How will I feel once I reconnect with these desires?

Step 3: Try
Similar to the Double Diamond design model, this step 
involves testing and iterating on possible solutions 
(Design Council, n.d.). Once a plan is in place, the next 
step is action.

This can be particularly difficult for Gen Z, as “cringe 
culture” often makes young people hesitant to be 
seen trying something for the first time. However, 
without action, you remain stuck (The Learning 
Network, 2025). One workshop participant initially 
described making friends as “hard and difficult,” yet 
they committed to meeting new people for a year and 
a half. By the end of the workshop, they wrote that 
their first step would be to “be less scared and trust 
myself more.” Compared to their initial notes—where 
they used the word “overwhelming” to describe their 
life—they ended the session with newfound self-
confidence.

The Mindset that can help you try:
•	 “Every step is progress toward my goal, no matter 

how small.”
•	 “Trying might lead to new experiences I never 

thought possible.”

Step 4: Reflect
When we order food, there is a visible, linear progress 
bar: order received, in preparation, quality check, out 
for delivery. The process is standardized and designed 
for near-immediate fulfillment. Building a connection 
with your own desires does not work that way. Because 
everyone has different resources and goals, some 
achievements may come easily, while others may 
require significant time and effort.

It is frustrating when results are not immediate, and 
humans naturally tend to focus on flaws or missing 
pieces (Kent, 2023). In this step, one important 
element is noting your capacity. It may be useful to 
decide how much or how little to pursue based on your 
current energy and mood.

Prompts for reflecting on your actions:
•	 What did I try this time?
•	 How did it feel to try those things?
•	 What were the outcomes?
•	 What am I excited to try again, and what no longer 

feels relevant?

Finally, conclude by thanking yourself for the effort 
and for wanting to be closer to your ideal self.

Finding purpose in the age of AI
Identifying one’s purpose in life is extremely 
challenging today, especially as AI begins to perform 
tasks with increasing speed and accuracy. For 
many, professional achievement has long been the 
primary definition of purpose (Ward & King, 2017). 
Consequently, with the looming worry of being 
replaced, Gen Z youth are finding it difficult to define 
their place in the world. A Maclean’s article on the 
deteriorating well-being of white-collar workers 
underscores this anxiety, describing a growing sense 
that traditional career paths no longer guarantee 
stability or meaning (Cyr, 2026). In this context, AI 
is not only a technological disruption, but also a 
psychological one, increasing the uncertainty about 
long-term relevance of education, work, and identity. 

It isn’t just about work, either. As we age, the loss of 
loved ones or the transition into retirement can disrupt 
our routines, leaving us feeling as though we’ve lost 
our reason to get up in the morning (Godman, 2023). 
Regaining a sense of purpose often requires looking 
inward and asking ourselves what we truly want.

Similar to the “Unpacking Feelings” framework, this 
process requires time and a commitment to rebuilding 
your relationship with yourself. Drawing on Tchiki 
Davis’ (2019) book, Outsmart Your Smartphone, and 
insights from Harvard Health Publishing (2023), here 
are several ways to find your purpose:

Questions to consider:
•	 What drives and motivates you? 
•	 What are your values?
•	 Who do you want to help?
•	 How can your strengths and talents be used to help 

them?

A sense of purpose usually aligns with your passions. 
By understanding your desires and capacity, you can 
do what you love in a way that is suitable for you. If 
you draw a blank, consider who your role models are or 
even what makes you jealous. Jealousy is often just a 
hidden mirror of your own desires (Starr, 2026).

You might ask your friends or family:
•	 What comes to mind when you think of me?
•	 What do you perceive as my strengths and 

weaknesses?

We are often too harsh on ourselves or hindered by 
blind spots. Those closest to us, such as partners, 
family, or friends, can provide a more objective lens. 
You might be surprised by how highly others value your 
talents. 

Test and Re-evaluate
Just as you would not know if a piece of clothing fits 
without trying it on, it is often difficult to know if a 
purpose suits you until you live it. Try a new direction, 
then pause to reevaluate. It is normal to take it one 
step at a time. While the process can be frustrating or 
overwhelming, reflecting on what drives you will help 
you keep going. As Davis wrote: “Nothing worth doing 
is easy, and this will not always be easy.”

The relationship you have with yourself can be the 
most neglected, yet it is undoubtedly the most 
important. No one will ever care for, understand, or 
spend as much time with you as you can with yourself. 
Without truly understanding your own feelings, you will 
feel a disconnection from within. By unpacking your 
emotions and your sense of purpose, you move a step 
closer to who you want to be and how you want to live.

(Bertelli, 2022)
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5.4 Engaging with community
Across the survey data, social disconnection emerges 
as the primary context (57%) in which participants 
report feeling lonely. This serves as a reminder that 
humans are, by nature, social animals. While we can 
certainly learn to be our own best friends, our well-
being ultimately depends on shared experiences with 
others – eating a meal together, exchanging stories, or 
playing a competitive board game.

Connection is a two-way street
Community provides a sense of belonging, shapes 
our identity, and reduces isolation (Stein, 2023). 
However, research shows that the Gen Z cohort has 
a difficult time fostering community. As life becomes 
more convenient, individuals can complete many tasks 
in isolation—such as ordering a meal with one click 
or practicing yoga on YouTube. Furthermore, young 
people often underestimate how friendly others are, 
which makes them hesitant to make the “first move” 
(Witte, 2025).

It is not just behaviour that affects social connection; 
economic factors play a role as well. Due to the high 
cost of living and unemployment rates, many young 
Canadians live with their parents longer. This often 
impacts their dating lives, as they feel uneasy about 
bringing a potential partner home (Galko & Zinck, 
2024).

The barrier to community is not solely driven by Gen 
Z’s behavioural choices, but also societal factors like 
technology and the economy. When trying to build 
connections, the hurdles are high. Imagine being shy 
but wanting to make friends – you look for activities 
online, but most require a fee or a purchase at a cafe. 
Even with a budget, the choices are overwhelming. 
You wonder if you’re “good enough” for a crochet 
club or if others will show up to a board game night 
solo. Ultimately, you may decide to stay home and 
scroll through social media where it feels “safe.” 
Recognizing these challenges, the following sections 
outline a “low-barrier” social event and case studies of 
similar successful community models.

Human Hour
Across the research including through literature 
review, internet ethnographic observation, and 
research participant input, we observed that 
connection with others is highly mediated, scheduled, 
and often requires consumption. At the same time, 
constant digital engagement, through headphones 
and personal screens, creates a layer of separation 
between even people who share the same physical 
environment. In response, Human Hour translates 
these insights into a simple intervention: creating 
low-barrier, device-light spaces where people can 
be physically present with one another without 
expectation or performance. This designed experience 
is informed by patterns observed across our research, 
including internet ethnographic observation.

Preparation before event:
•	 Find a free space: This could be your living room, a 

public park, or a community room in your building. 
As our research shows Gen Z spend less time in 
nature, this might be a good way for people to 
reconnect with the trees and grass.

•	 Invite people: You might reach out to close friends 
or use posters to find new connections. But, safety 
first. If you are inviting strangers, a public space is 
always the best option for hosting.

During the event:
•	 It may be helpful to minimize mobile phone use: 

Gently remind everyone to try to avoid their phones 
during the hour. While the digital world offers an 
escape, it can also rob us of the opportunity to 
connect in the real world.

•	 Choose low-barrier activities: To reduce the anxiety 
of joining a new group, stick to simple activities. 
Activities that emerged from our research include 
group meditation, reflections prompts, or casual 
board games.

After the event:
•	 Catch up or move on: Relationships often require 

initiative to maintain. As the host, you may 
consider sending a thank-you note to participants 
and ask what they might want to do next.

•	 Manage expectations: Be mindful that everyone 
has different social preferences—Human Hour 
might not be for everyone. If people react 
differently than you expected, do not take it 
personally. Kudos to you for taking the initiative 
and trying!

Case studies
Throughout our research, we discovered several 
groups in Toronto that have successfully launched low-
cost, high-engagement social events:

•	 Happy Town: This group hosts weekly PATH walks 
and food court “hangs” during the winter, moving 
to High Park walks in the summer. It offers a zero-
cost opportunity to meet and chat. By utilizing 
free “third spaces” and explicitly stating that 
events are not for networking or speed dating, they 
effectively lower social anxiety. At their food court 
meetups, they offer activities like handicrafts, 
meditation, reflection, or creative writing, allowing 
people to engage with strangers through low-
effort, high-reward interactions (Johnston-Wheeler, 
2026).

•	 Practical Philosophy in Toronto: This group hosts 
Practical Philosophy in Toronto: This group hosts 
weekly philosophy discussions at a cafe on Bloor 
Street West. The only “cost” to join is a single 
purchase from the cafe. They encourage deep, 
in-person dialogue to help participants develop 
critical thinking and communication skills. To 
reduce the “fear of the unknown,” they post their 
weekly topics in a WhatsApp group beforehand, 
allowing people to join the conversations that 
interest them most (Practical Philosophy, n.d.).

•	 Run club: Toronto is home to various running clubs 
with different themes and routes. These don’t 
just provide the motivation to reach health or 
marathon goals; they offer a consistent chance 
to socialize with fellow runners. Running allows 
participants to focus on physical reality and the 
present moment instead of scrolling through social 
media feeds (The Runner Shop, 2024).

As Rachel Katz, PhD candidate at the 
University of Toronto’s Institute for the 
History and Philosophy of Science and 
Technology, stated:

“[There are] so many 
ways in which our lives 
are devoted to avoiding 
discomfort and difficult 
things. Broadly speaking, 
the course of action 
that improves your life is 
supposed to be difficult.”

Figure 16: Designing for Connection

(Expert interview, 2025)
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The fear of rejection already makes making friends 
hard enough, but societal impacts—such as technology 
and the economy—have created even higher barriers 
for Gen Z to form communities. However, this also 
creates an opportunity for different groups to host low-
barrier events that encourage socialization.

As we have seen through our case studies, success 
is possible. You may also consider hosting your own 
event using the Human Hour guidelines. Building 
social connections is like working out: you need to 
strengthen your “social muscles” through continuous 
practice. That said, outcomes will vary, and not every 
approach will work for everyone, but the act of trying 
remains a meaningful step toward connection.

Participant feedbacks
In February 2026, we ran a workshop with five Gen 
Z research participants to reflect on their current 
relationships. Drawing inspiration from this experience, 
we gained the valuable insights needed to develop the 
‘Unpacking the Feelings’ framework. Later, in March 
2026, we hosted a ‘Human Hour’ where we invited 
friends to join us in unpacking their feelings together. 
Below is a look at what people discovered after 
accepting their current lives and feelings, as well as 
their expectations for the future.

Journaling is an effective method
“When I was reading the question, who do you talk 
to? You don’t know until you actually think about that 
thing. Sometimes we can see, oh, I only have a few 
people I talk to. So that was surprising.”

“It’s nice to visualize how I think. Now I know I’m 
strong enough, and I can do more to deal with 
loneliness.”

“Compared to distracting myself with music or shows, 
writing things down is a way of facing my feelings. And 
it’s not as difficult to face them as I expected.”

“I feel confused about the future because I don’t have 
a clear role model, and I rarely seek help from others. 
Writing things down helps me see more clearly how I 
can improve my life and do more research on achieving 
my goals.”

The process of knowing one’s self deeply
“I like my current self. I thought I was missing 
something while writing down why I feel lonely, but 
answering what I’d like to become made me realize 
that I actually like my current life.”

“I had never really thought about what makes me 
feel lonely. This made me realize that loneliness 
is something I need to accept, because it was my 
decision to live away from my family and move to 
Canada.”

“I usually try to avoid diving deeply into loneliness 
because I’m afraid of losing my present self and going 
back to my old, passive self. But this exercise balances 
loneliness with gratitude and positive thoughts, so it 
doesn’t feel as frightening.”

Enhance the community building through sharing 
conversations
“It’s nice to talk this openly. We should have more 
discussions like this, because most people don’t know 
how AI affects us.”

“I rarely share these deep conversations with friends. 
This feels somewhere between therapy and casual 
chatting. I feel safe and comfortable sharing this with 
you. Let’s have more deep conversations and be open 
whenever we want to.”

“I realize now that I can talk to you about my feelings 
and loneliness.”

Future applications and impacts
“I started a similar exercise almost a year ago. I 
write down what I’m grateful for every day, put the 
notes in a box, and open them at the end of the year. 
These small things make me feel positive and lucky. 
Compared to before I started this practice, I feel more 
emotionally stable when facing my feelings.”

“This paper is a good reminder of my current life, 
situation, and gratitude. It shows what I’ve sorted out 
and what I’ve been thinking. It’s a good exercise to do 
once in a while.”

My reality shifted significantly when I changed my 
mindset from needing to do things for specific results 
to asking myself how I feel while doing them. This does 
not mean I want to do nothing and wait for others to 
reach out. It is more about knowing I am capable and 
preparing myself before executing a task.

When I see survey respondents saying they feel lonely 
when they see their friends with partners, comparing 
themselves with others, or sometimes for no reason 
at all, I can deeply relate to them. As an international 
student who left my family behind, I needed to 
build new social circles here. I often felt like there 
was nothing I could do, so like other participants, I 
distracted myself by scrolling through social media or 
watching Netflix. Reaching out to strangers or joining 
events was often too hard for me because I am shy 
and constantly overthinking. I worried that people 
might not understand my English or that I would 
not understand what they were talking about. This 
personal struggle motivated me to explore solutions to 
solve loneliness.

Throughout this process, we discovered that the 
solution comes from within, and we need to give 
ourselves the space and time to unpack our feelings. 
To test this, I tried doing nothing for four hours, just 
lying there and talking to myself. It was hard in the 
beginning because I felt a strong desire to check my 
phone or know what time it was. But later, when I 
got comfortable, I asked myself how I felt and what I 
wanted in that moment. Through these conversations 
with myself, I learned to feel gratitude for what I 
already have. When I compare myself with others, I 
always look at the things I do not have, but looking 
back, I realize I have achieved so many things and 
own a lot. This also helps me to empathize with 
myself when I feel anxious and lonely. I used to try to 
eliminate feelings of anxiety as soon as possible by 
doing more things or talking to friends. Now, I can

breathe and give myself time to see clearly why I 
have these feelings. Instead of forcing myself to move 
forward, I slow down and ask what I want and how we 
can make it happen together. Suddenly, I do not feel 
lonely, but rather protected and supported by myself.

After becoming more understanding of myself, I 
felt ready to try meeting people. I tried Practical 
Philosophy and Happy Town. I used to feel nervous and 
hesitate to go to social events, but this time I felt safe 
because I understood that I could just leave if I did 
not feel comfortable. I knew I would protect myself. 
Both events turned out to be great. At the Practical 
Philosophy discussions, there was a facilitator to guide 
the conversation, so I did not feel the awkwardness 
of finding a time to speak. If you do not want to share 
and only want to listen, they respect that as well. It 
was surprising that at our table, everyone came from 
a different country. Embracing this diversity made 
being different feel normal. At Happy Town, they 
provided many options such as handcrafting, creative 
writing, and reflection tables. I chose the handcrafting 
table and met two other girls, and we even had lunch 
together afterward. I am a person who has always 
hated self-introductions because they feel awkward 
and weird. However, the introduction at our table was 
nice and warm. The host asked us to share our names 
and our energy levels, and that was it. Compared to 
traditional introductions where we feel we need to be 
memorable or funny, this allowed us to simply know 
ourselves and respect others.

5.5 Researcher’s 
autoethnographic reflection
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I used to feel jealous of how other people did their 
work perfectly and felt disappointed when I could 
not do the same. But after getting to know myself, 
I know I have a unique point of view that is just as 
important as anyone else’s. With this shift, I not only 
empathize more with others, but I also make space 
for myself to breathe. As a result, I regained my 
confidence. Eventually, that confidence and empathy 
attracted people who wanted to spend time with me. 
It is very hard to build a trustworthy community. The 
information we provide in this report is only a starting 
point, as building real connections requires practice 
and reflection. The process might be long, awkward, 
and heartbreaking, but there is no shortcut to building 
meaningful connections.

The responsibility to manage loneliness appears to 
lie heavily on individuals. When we asked the Gen Z 
workshop participants how society or institutions can 
help strengthen human connections, they answered: 
“I don’t think I would need societal support. It feels 
more like a personal challenge than one that should 
be handled by external sources.”

However, through secondary research and expert 
interviews, case studies emerged to show how cities 
can create opportunities for connection. Successful 
examples show that organizations shifting their 
worldview from profit-making to care-providing 
can radically strengthen our empathy. As Monika 
Jiang shared in our interview, “For organizations, 
governments, and cities, there is a lot of collective 
power and responsibility.” When these societal entities 
work together to foster diversity and inclusion, the 
results can be incredibly powerful.

Case studies: urban planning as a bridge
Advancements in technology and building structures 
have made it very easy for individualism to thrive. Our 
modern environment has been called “lonelygenic”, 
a term coined in 2022 to describe an environment 
dominated by cars and concrete instead of grass and 
trees (Kim, 2026). Modern urban design increasingly 
favors high density studio apartments that prioritize 
private living over shared areas. This physical isolation 

is further enabled by the rise of the on-demand 
economy, where services like Uber Eats and Instacart 
allow individuals to bypass communal spaces like 
grocery stores or restaurants entirely. By automating 
the essential tasks of daily life, technology has 
removed the “functional necessity” of interacting with 
our neighbors. 

Historically, domestic life was anchored by multi-
generational households and communal food 
preparation, where large family gatherings served 
as the primary social fabric. However, as birth rates 
decline and individualistic trends rise, there has been 
a global shift toward smaller, single-occupancy living 
arrangements. In Canada, one-person households 
have become the most common household type, 
now representing nearly 30 percent of all homes 
(Statistics Canada, 2022). This transition from the 
shared kitchen to the single-person condo unit and 
the delivery app has fundamentally changed how we 
relate to one another. While it may seem difficult to 
build connections within this new societal structure, 
the cities of Toronto and Montréal provide examples of 
how to layer community building onto existing urban 
planning.

Toronto Community Housing (TCHC), City of 
Toronto
The TCHC project at 150 Dan Leckie Way features a 
rare two-story interior design to maximize play space 
within units. Ground-level retail and a public park 
across the street create a vibrant streetscape that 
encourages neighbors to interact. TCHC also offers 
“Tenant Action Funds” to cover food and supplies 
for community events. This design provides both 
the physical space and the financial opportunity for 
residents to connect while maintaining affordable, 
energy-efficient housing (KPMB Architects, n.d.).

The Love Economy
From the Causal Layered Analysis, we see that 
modern society and the economy are built upon the 
myths of progress and resource extraction. This often 
leads us to link our life’s purpose strictly to our jobs. 
Researcher Greg Hemmings (2017) asks, “Is it possible 
to build an economy that is additive, not depletive?”

Hazel Henderson (2021), author of Mapping the Global 
Transition to the Solar Age, used a “layer cake with 
icing” illustration to explain this.
•	 The Top Layers: The GDP-monetized sectors, 

including the private sector, public sector, and the 
underground economy.

•	 The Foundation: The “Love Economy” and Mother 
Nature.

The Love Economy is driven by human empathy and 
care – factors that do not fit into traditional money-
measured markets. Unfortunately, this sector has been 
neglected and under-compensated, yet it is the most 
natural way for humanity to connect.

In Toronto, we see examples of individuals and 
organizations building their work around caring for 
and helping others instead of increasing profits. Tiny 
Tiny Homes provides portable emergency shelters 
for people in need. Compared to existing shelters 
that usually fit many people in one room with limited 
privacy, Tiny Tiny Homes gives people a private shelter 
where they can stay with warmth, safety, and dignity. 
Ryan Donais, the creator of Tiny Tiny Homes, believes 
having a safe and secure place to call home is a basic 
human right. 

Montréal’s Express Bike Network
Montréal’s 191-kilometer Express Bike Network 
links commercial hubs, residential areas, parks, and 
cultural sites. The city ensures these lanes are safe 
and accessible year-round, even during harsh winters. 
This project enables citizens to feel a stronger sense 
of connection to their surroundings. Beyond fostering 
community bonds, the network offers a sustainable 
solution for urban mobility (City of Montréal, 2025).

Toronto’s Biidaasige Park
Biidaasige means “sunlight shining toward us” in 
Anishinaabemowin. In July 2025, the first phase 
of Biidaasige Park opened to the public, as part of 
Toronto’s Port Lands revitalization which aims to 
transform former industrial land into a river valley with 
wetlands, green space, and pedestrian and cycling 
routes. Once completed, it will be one of the largest 
and most complex public parks in Toronto (City of 
Toronto, 2025). Research shows that spending just an 
hour or two in nature per week — whether in the form 
of a park, botanical garden or your own backyard — 
may help people feel less isolated (Kim, 2026).

5.6 The collective responsibility 
of connection

Figure 17: Total productive system of an industrial society 
(Henderson, 2021)

(KPMB Architects, 2012)

(The EBN: Montréal’s Express Bike Network, 2025)

(Lorde, 2025)
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This project is not built on making money; instead, 
it provides empathy and care for people. Another 
example is House Calls, a non-profit program 
providing frail and homebound seniors with physician-
led, interdisciplinary care at home. With the aging 
population increasing in Canada, many seniors face not 
only healthcare constraints but also physical health 
challenges. They often lack the mobility to go to a 
hospital. House Calls did not build this organization 
to be profit-generating , but rather to do good and 
maintain patients’ dignity for the journey we will all 
need to face one day.

We see how companies claim they will solve loneliness, 
yet in reality, they are driven to generate more profit 
by maximizing users’ screen time. But “curing” 
loneliness in society is not about taking more from 
the individual; it is about giving more space, empathy, 
and understanding to individuals. As Monika Jiang 
said in our interview, “If we would base our economy 
on care rather than on extraction and profit and 
efficiency and growth, something would radically 
shift. We would view each other differently. We would 
make space and pour money into spaces for care and 
community connection.” Tech companies’ solutions 
have proven to fail by providing solutions only at the 
GDP-monetized level; the true solution needs to come 
from the love economy.

Concluding thoughts on reconnecting 
with loneliness
Even though society and organizations have much 
power, our analysis shows the current system will 
not correct itself and the goals it chases are the 
opposite of building connections. We see more power 
and hopeful desire for change in individuals, which 
is why we focused on a framework and practice at 
the individual level.We believe that by shifting an 
individual’s mindset toward what is truly important 
to them, it can lead to a warmer and more caring 
community. Eventually, more people will have the 
mindset and desire to work in the Love Economy and 
create a society centered on caring and loving instead 
of extracting resources.

Our workshop shows that AI might be a big driver to 
make changes. When we asked what participants’ 
purpose of life would be when AI takes most white- 
and blue-collar jobs, they answered that they would 
prioritize human connections and spend time with 
loved ones. When the goal of chasing money and 
earning income becomes irrelevant and competing 
with AI becomes impossible, we turn to the things 
that really matter and are most relevant to our human 
nature, love.
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This research began with a question about modern 
dating but ultimately revealed a broader challenge: 
the conditions under which human connection 
itself is changing. Rising loneliness among the Gen 
Z cohort cannot be explained solely at the level of 
individual behaviour or personal choice. Instead, it 
reflects structural shifts in how people live, work, 
communicate, and build relationships. The growth of 
digitally mediated interaction, the erosion of shared 
social infrastructure, and the emergence of relational 
technologies such as AI chatbots are all drivers in 
reshaping the environments in which connection takes 
place.

Design thinking offers a useful lens for engaging with 
this challenge. Rather than treating loneliness as a 
problem to be “fixed” through a single technological 
solution, design approaches emphasize understanding 
lived experiences, mapping systems, and identifying 
leverage points where small interventions can shift 
behaviour and norms. This research applies a systems 
perspective to reveal how incentives, infrastructures, 
and cultural narratives influence relational life. 
From this perspective, improving human connection 
requires intentional design across multiple layers: the 
design of physical spaces and institutions, the design 
of technologies, and importantly, the design of our 
everyday relational practices.

The frameworks and strategies proposed in this project 
do not claim to eliminate loneliness. Instead, they aim 
to equip individuals with tools to navigate an evolving 
relational landscape, one where AI will likely play an 
ever-larger role. By making the invisible structures 
of connection more visible, this research invites 
designers, policymakers, and citizens to approach 
loneliness not only as a personal feeling, but as a 
collective design challenge.

Several limitations to this work should be 
acknowledged. First, AI chatbot companionship is 
a rapidly evolving phenomenon. The terrain shifted 
under us as we walked over it the past six months 
– new models, products, and use cases emerged. 
Generative AI technologies have only become 
widely accessible in the past three years, therefore 
longitudinal research on their social and psychological 
impacts does not yet exist. As a result, many of the 
observations presented in this study rely on emerging 
literature, expert commentary, and early signals rather 
than long-term evidence.

Second, the research focuses primarily on the 
experiences of Gen Z within an urban, Canadian 
context. While many of the structural forces identified, 
such as digital mediation, housing affordability, 
and changing social norms, are visible across many 
Western countries, the findings cannot be assumed to 
generalize globally without further research.

Third, the research emphasizes systems-level analysis 
rather than large-scale quantitative measurement. 
The methods used include literature review, expert 
interviews, systems mapping, and workshops. 
These methods tend to prioritize depth of insight 
and exploratory understanding over statistical 
generalizability.

Finally, this project focuses on relational dynamics 
surrounding AI chatbots and generative AI tools. 
It does not attempt to provide a comprehensive 
evaluation of all digital technologies that influence 
social connection, such as social media platforms and 
gaming environments.

6.0 Conclusion 6.1 Limitations
Several areas of this research warrant further 
exploration.

First, future research should examine how 
relationships with AI chatbots evolve over longer 
periods of time, particularly as AI models update and 
change from one version to the next. Because these 
technologies are developing rapidly, longitudinal 
studies would be valuable in understanding whether 
emotional reliance on AI companions strengthens, 
weakens, or transforms human relationships over time. 
Comparative research across countries and cultural 
contexts could also provide insight into how different 
social infrastructures influence both loneliness and the 
adoption of relational technologies.

Second, there is an opportunity to translate these 
findings into practical design interventions. Designers, 
technologists, and policymakers could experiment 
with alternative digital architecture models that 
prioritize human connection rather than engagement 
optimization. This might include limits on emotionally 
manipulative design patterns, clearer boundaries 
around relational AI systems, or the development of 
digital tools designed specifically to encourage offline 
social interaction.

Thirdly, further work could expand on the individual-
level frameworks introduced in this project. While this 
research proposes methods for recognizing emotional 
dependency on AI and supporting peers who may 
be experiencing digital harms, these approaches 
have not yet been tested. Future research could 
evaluate these frameworks in practice, refine them 
based on user feedback, and develop them into 
educational resources, community programs, or design 
guidelines that help individuals engage with emerging 
technologies while maintaining strong human 
relationships.

The challenge of loneliness in the age of AI will not be 
solved through a single intervention. Addressing it will 
require ongoing collaboration between researchers, 
designers, educators, policymakers, and communities 
to intentionally shape the relational environments of 
the future.

6.2 Future directions

(Mount, 2018) (Tateisi, 2017)
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This research was shaped as much by the 
conversations we had as the data we collected. 
Speaking with experts across different domains, from 
loneliness to media literacy to grief, expanded how we 
understood the problem. What began as a question 
about loneliness soon became something broader – a 
question about what it means to be human at a time 
when connection itself can be artificially generated at 
scale.

Some of the most surprising insights came from 
thinking about what happens at the edges of life. The 
idea of preserving a person through AI by replicating 
their voice or personality raises questions that feel 
philosophical, but are quickly becoming real. We have 
long held norms, even laws, around the dignity of 
the human body after death. But what does dignity 
mean when a person’s “essence” can be digitally 
reconstructed? “Digital legacy planning” is already 
emerging as a part of estate planning, translating 
these questions into practice. Sci-fi imagined this for 
decades. Now it is here. The question is no longer 
whether we can preserve someone’s persona, but 
whether we should, and under what conditions.

These questions are not only being explored in 
academic or policy spaces, but also through art. At 
the Toronto Public Library’s Innovator in Residence 
program, we experienced a live demonstration of 
“Leo”, a 6-foot, volumetric, AI-driven entity, playing 
the role of an artist trapped in a box. Built using a 
system of eleven different AI models, Leo could see, 
respond to, and interact with the audience in real 
time. The technology was impressive, but what stayed 
with us was the feeling of blurring the line between 
the human artist and AI artist. It gave us the chance 
to actually experience AI art, not just debate it 
theoretically.

Institutions like the Toronto Public Library are doing 
critical work. As one of the last truly free third spaces 
in the city, the library is doing more than providing 
access to books and knowledge. Libraries curate 
dialogue by bringing together different perspectives 
and helping people make sense of a rapidly changing 
world. Librarians today do more than simply 

manage access to information, they help people 
interpret that information – what is real, what is 
generated, and what can be trusted. Their role is 
changing in real time, as all of ours are.

Across fields, roles are shifting. Work that once 
required years of training can now be assisted, and in 
many cases replaced, by machines: graphic design, 
writing, coding, analysis. Even mathematics, once 
grounded in human calculation, is now accelerated 
beyond human speed. This does not remove the need 
for human contribution, but it forces a re-examination 
of what that contribution is. What is music when AI-
generated melodies are indistinguishable from ones 
that are human-made? What is work when efficiency is 
no longer the constraint? What is the value of human 
effort?

These are not abstract questions. They shape how 
organizations operate, how value is created, and 
how people find purpose. There is a risk that, in the 
pursuit of efficiency, connection becomes something 
that is also outsourced to technology. This work 
suggests that this is a line that should not be crossed. 
Mathematical calculations can be delegated to the 
machines and traffic signal optimization should 
certainly be automated. But connection – the hard 
work of conversation, care, mutual presence – cannot 
be meaningfully reproduced by a machine without 
changing the nature of connection entirely.

For organizations and governments, this presents 
both a challenge and an opportunity. Those that fail 
to recognize the importance of human connection as 
a core value risk becoming out of step with the people 
they serve. The opportunity is in designing for human 
experience: services, systems, and environments 
that prioritize relationships, trust, and care. This 
applies across domains, from policy to product to user 
experience. It is not only about what can be built, but 
what should be built, and for whom.

None of this is easy. It requires effort to confront 
these massive shifts. It requires rethinking how time is 
spent, how work is structured, and how relationships 
are maintained. But we don’t get any further by 
burying our heads in the sand and pretending AI can do 
everything. It can’t. Or rather, it shouldn’t.

What is needed now are more conversations, ones 
that are open to all (not just technical experts), 
conversations that are not simplified or polarized, 
but that hold complexity within them. We are long 
overdue for having these complicated, nuanced, messy 
conversations. This project is one contribution to that 
ongoing dialogue. 

Viewed as a whole, this work returns to the three 
questions that guided it: what forces limit connection 
today, how might Gen Z respond to this challenge

whether emerging technologies like AI chatbots can 
meaningfully address loneliness. Rather than offering 
definitive answers, this work clarifies the system these 
challenges sit within and why technological solutions 
are so compelling in the first place. It also outlines 
practical strategies to help navigate this reality in 
ways that protect human judgement and preserve 
the conditions needed for meaningful connection. 
What happens next depends on the boundaries we set 
around what should remain human.

6.3 A final word

(Lesne, 2024)
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The following experts participated in 30–60-minute semi-structured interviews to inform the discovery and define 
phases of this research. Their perspectives were foundational in shaping the direction and depth of this work. We 
are sincerely grateful for their time and generosity in sharing their insights.

The interdisciplinary breadth of their backgrounds enabled this research to move beyond a single lens to 
understand what “connection” means across people, environments, time, and relational systems, including 
both living and non-living systems. These conversations challenged our initial assumptions and introduced 
more nuanced ways of thinking: from expanding the concept of loneliness beyond social isolation to include 
the relationship with oneself; to considering the ethical and relational dimensions of grief, including the dignity 
of the deceased; to grounding questions of AI companionship in frameworks of motivation, reward, and human 
behaviour. Collectively, these perspectives helped us to reframe the problem space and deepen the analytical 
approach taken in this work.

Appendix A: List of experts interviewed

Dr. Kara Brisson-Boivin
Kara Brisson-Boivin is the Director of Research at 
MediaSmarts, Canada’s Centre for Digital Media 
Literacy, and an expert in youth digital media use. 
Kara researches the impacts of digital technology and 
culture on digital citizenship, digital well-being, and 
online resiliency for Canadians broadly and youth in 
particular. 

Dr. Michael Inzlicht
Michael Inzlicht is a Professor of Psychology at the 
University of Toronto who uses methods from social 
psychology, cognitive science, and neuroscience to 
understand the nature of the mental effort we use to 
reach our goals and the nature of leisure activities we 
do for fun.

Dr. Jelena Markovic
Jelena Markovic is philosopher working in empirically-
informed philosophy of mind and moral psychology. 
Her research focuses on unchosen transformative 
experiences, particularly grief.

Dr. John Oliffe
John Oliffe is a Professor at the University of British 
Columbia and a leading researcher in men’s health. His 
work focuses on masculinities as it influences men’s 
health behaviours and illness management, and its 
impact to overall life quality.

Dr. Luke Stark
Luke Stark is an Assistant Professor at the Western 
University whose work interrogates the historical, 
social, and ethical impacts of computing and artificial 
intelligence technologies, particularly those mediating 
social and emotional expression. 

Additional thanks are extended to the Toronto-based researchers working on AI companionship and related 
topics, who shared their time and emerging insights through informal conversations. Their perspectives provided 
valuable context on the current research landscape and helped situate this work within ongoing academic inquiry.

Dr. André H. Caron
André Caron is a Professor Emeritus at the Université 
de Montréal and a leading scholar in Communication 
and Media Studies. He specializes in mass media, 
new and emerging technologies, and explores how 
technologies and people co-evolve in vast hybrid 
networks.

Monika Jiang
Monika Jiang is a curator, community organizer, and 
experience designer sensing into what revives a shared 
reality in a lonely age. Her work asks what becomes 
possible when we stop treating loneliness as a problem 
to solve, and start building from it instead.

Rachel Katz
Rachel Katz is a PhD candidate who works on topics at 
the intersection of moral philosophy and philosophy 
of psychiatry and medicine. Her dissertation focuses 
on how the development of AI tools for psychotherapy 
can/will alter the nature of the patient-therapist 
relationship.
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STEEPV is a foresight framework used to analyze developments in the external environment. It identifies key 
emerging macro-level forces that influence how the future may unfold within the context of a specific issue.

The acronym stands for Social, Technological, Economic, Environmental, Political, and Values.

Given the breadth of signals it captures, STEEPV supports a more comprehensive and systemic understanding 
of complex problems. It enables a holistic view of the forces shaping an issue across multiple dimensions. In 
this research, it was applied to examine the macro-level dynamics influencing loneliness and the rise of AI 
companionship.

Appendix B: Trends and key drivers shaping the system

Figure 19: STEEPV (Proskuryakova et al., 2015)

Decline of organically-formed 
connections
Humans are losing both the skills and the spaces that once fostered 
spontaneous and organic social connection

•	 In a time shaped by extreme digital convenience, organically-
formed connections are becoming increasingly rare

•	 Social skills like navigating awkward silences, resolving 
interpersonal friction, or initiating conversation are being lost in 
the new generation

•	 These skills are being replaced by frictionless digital 
interactions, from social (friendships, dating) to practical 
(getting groceries)

•	 Urban design compounds the issue as third places such as 
libraries, cafes, and parks are vanishing, reducing opportunities 
for unplanned encounters

•	 In addition, algorithmic curation pre-determines your 
experience online, minimizing the unpredictability that is seen 
in the physical world

•	 In total the effect is a social landscape where meaningful 
connection feels elusive

Want the human touch? That’s extra
The human touch, in both physical and emotional aspects, will soon 
be a “premium” feature, across social life and business experiences

•	 As AI becomes more capable, scalable, and present in social and 
professional contexts, human interaction may be repositioned 
as a scarce and valuable commodity 

•	 From customer service to romantic connection, as jobs get 
replaced by AI,  if you want to talk to a real human, that will be 
a “luxury add-on” 

•	 We see this emerging as dating apps offer AI-written bios and 
first messages, but  people are tired of seeing and receiving 
robotic or chatGPT’d responses. 

•	 In the workforce, employees who can demonstrate good 
judgment and personalized attention will be considered “luxury 
labor”

•	 The future may stratify access to real human connection: 
those who can afford it will pay for the actual human executive 
assistants, concierge, personal coach, or  matchmaker, and 
everyone else will interact with bots.

Social Environmental

Economic

Technological

Technological Social

(Odile, 2025)

(No Revisions, 2020)
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Intimacy as a service (IaaS)
As loneliness in society reaches crisis levels, AI companions will 
soon be advertised widely as low-cost, on-demand solutions for 
emotional intimacy 

•	 A whole new industry is emerging right before our eyes: digital 
intimacy

•	 Not only will 2026 see capable AI assistants emerge, but AI will 
soon ramp up acting as our closest companions, lovers, friends, 
and therapists

•	 Driven by rising isolation and disillusionment with human 
relationships (political division, economic conditions, etc) AI 
tools like Replika and Xiaoice will offer hyper-personalized 
support, tapping into the same business plan that drives 
streaming services and delivery apps: convenience and 
customization at your fingertips

•	 However, the risk to users include a dependency on platforms 
that simulate intimacy without friction or vulnerability

•	 Over time, this could shift norms around intimacy, consent, and 
emotional labor 

Meet me in-person!
A group of people still believe in face-to-face interaction, so events 
and work places that prioritize in-person experience will become it’s 
own unique category

•	 Swiping fatigue and frustration caused by rejection on dating 
apps make people crave in-person dating experiences.

•	 As COVID-19 has ended, companies are asking employees to 
return to the office to better monitor performance and enhance 
engagement.

•	 Opportunity area: A gap in social skills, influenced by the 
pandemic and app-based interactions, has led to awkwardness 
and discomfort during dates.

•	 There is a rise in niche social networks where people form small 
groups to enjoy shared hobbies, such as book clubs or crochet, 
contributing to increased in-person activities.

•	 Return-to-office policies could potentially boost economic 
growth by supporting physical stores and events.

Value

Value Economic

Technological

Social

(Enchanted Tools, 2026)

(Heftiba, 2020)

AI, build me a happy life
AI assistants not only optimize our work calendar, but also our life 
and make us happy based on human flourishing metrics

•	 Human capacity and attention are limited, so they should be 
treated as scarce resources and used efficiently.

•	 People already use AI to optimize their work schedules and 
productivity—so why not use it to help build a happier life?

•	 There is a growing tendency to trust algorithms and rely on 
their judgment to shape a happier life using human-flourishing 
metrics.

•	 Once decision-making control is given to AI, it raises a question: 
are humans still the owners of their lives, or merely the 
outcomes of algorithmic calculations—even if they feel happy?

Self-Centered by Design
Those who often talk to AI become more self-centered, less 
appreciative, and less able to connect with real people

•	 AI’s interaction model is training people to believe they are 
always right and do not need to show gratitude when asking 
for help. As time spent using AI increases—both for work 
and companionship—this pattern of interaction becomes 
normalized.

•	 Because people generally avoid those who seem ungrateful, a 
reinforcing loop can form in which these individuals develop a 
heavier reliance on AI companionship, often without recognizing 
or admitting their own behavior.

Technological

Social

Value

Value Technological

(Pashtonistan, 2025)

(Cloud & Townsend, n.d.)
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Government drives in-person 
interactions
With worries about citizens’ health and low birth rates, 
governments start intervening to alleviate the loneliness individual 
are facing

•	 There is still a focus on physical interaction, with governments 
organizing in-person events to strengthen human connections.

•	 This can be seen as a broader movement to combat loneliness 
among citizens.

•	 The key question is how to ensure that governments can 
effectively achieve this goal.

Drug and alcohol free fun
More and more young people are choosing to “keep their 
inhibitions” rather than shed them.

•	 Young people are drinking less and less than older generations, 
driven by wellness, safety, and mental health awareness

•	 Rise of sobriety-positive movements (e.g., “Sober Curious”, 
“Dry January”) and destigmatization of not drinking 
(multiculturalism, wellness) 

•	 Alcohol-free beverage innovation (adaptogen-based drinks, 
functional tonics) uses food science and biotech to mimic ritual 
without drunkenness

•	 Rise of non-alcohol bars, things like coffee parties and day 
parties - new businesses/entertainment created to cater to this 
demographic

•	 we-work and co-working spaces rise post pandemic - alternative 
ways to socialize 

•	 Post-Millennial Trend: Little Treat Culture due to Cost-Of-Living 
(little treats instead of cocktails / nights out)

•	 TikTok trend: “$100 minimum for going outside“

SocialPolitical

Social Economic

(Cerda, 2024)

(Hartford, 2024)

Climate compatability check
Shared climate values are becoming non-negotiable in relationships 
and close friendships 

•	 As climate change becomes more disruptive, Gen Z cohort 
are internalizing environmental values not only in consumer 
choices but in romantic relationships, friendship formation, and 
community belonging. 

•	 Similar to the trends we are seeing in political alignment or 
vaccination status became dating filters in previous years, 
climate ethics are now shaping compatibility and trust

•	 This manifests across micro (dating preferences) and macro 
(public infrastructure)

Regulation on AI companion
Rising cases of AI-driven psychosis and suicides have prompted 
governments to take action to regulate the use of AI companions, 
especially for younger users

•	 California: government takes action to limit AI companion usage 
after many teenagers suicides cases - notification warning and 
allowing parents to sue these AI companies if their children got 
hurt

•	 General regulating the use of AI:
	▷ Italy: children under the age of 14 will need parental 

consent to access AI and limiting generating deepfakes.
	▷ EU: categorize risk in different level (unacceptable, high risks 

and transparency requirement)

Social

Value

Technological

Environmental Economic

Political

(Pashtonistan, 2025)

(CPI, 2026)
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A survey conducted from December 2025 to early February 2026 targeted Gen Z participants aged 18 to 28 living 
in Canada.

Appendix C: Gen Z research participant survey questions

What is your age? 
•	 17 or younger
•	 18-22
•	 23-28
•	 29 or older

Where do you currently live?
•	 Major metropolitan area (e.g., Greater Toronto 

Area or Greater Vancouver Area)
•	 Outside of major metropolitan area within Canada
•	 Outside of Canada

What best describe your gender?
•	 Female
•	 Male
•	 Non-binary
•	 A gender not listed here
•	 Prefer not to answer

What is your relationship status?
•	 Single
•	 In a relationship
•	 Married
•	 Divorced
•	 Prefer not to answer
•	 Other:

What best describes your current work or study 
arrangement?
•	 Fully remote (work or study entirely online)
•	 Hybrid (mix of remote and in-person)
•	 Fully in-person (at office, school, or campus)
•	 Not currently working or studying
•	 Other:

On average, how long do you usually spend on social 
media each day?
•	 Less than 30 minutes
•	 30 minutes – 1 hour
•	 1–2 hours
•	 3–4 hours
•	 5 hours or more
•	 Prefer not to answer

How often do you feel lonely? 
•	 Always
•	 Often
•	 Sometimes
•	 Seldom
•	 Never

Please describe the situations in which you feel 
most lonely.
•	 Open-ended question

How do you cope with your loneliness?
•	 Open-ended question

Which of the following best describes your current 
level of social connectedness?
•	 I rarely or never see or encounter people
•	 I mostly see or encounter people but don’t interact 

much
•	 I communicate and interact with people 

occasionally
•	 I regularly interact with people including through 

work, school, or similar
•	 Other:

Do you usually socialize with people/friends online 
or in person?
•	 Mostly online
•	 Mostly in person
•	 Both equally
•	 Other:

Have you used any AI tool?
•	 Yes, I’ve used AI tool
•	 No, I’ve never used any AI tool

What function do AI tools play for you? (Select all 
that apply) 
•	 For therapy/companionship
•	 To organize your life
•	 To find your purpose
•	 To assist with work or school tasks
•	 For curiosity or entertainment, to relieve boredom
•	 To feel less lonely
•	 Other:

How often have you used AI tools for each of the 
below functions in the last six months? 

•	 Functions: 
	▷ For therapy/companionship
	▷ To organize your life
	▷ To find your purpose
	▷ To assist with work or school tasks
	▷ For curiosity or entertainment, to relieve 

boredom
	▷ To feel less lonely
	▷ Other: (participants listed)

•	 Frequency:
	▷ Daily
	▷ A few times per week
	▷ A few times per month
	▷ Rarely
	▷ Only tried once
	▷ Never

How often does AI meet your goals for using it in 
this way?
•	 Functions: 

	▷ For therapy/companionship
	▷ To organize your life
	▷ To find your purpose
	▷ To assist with work or school tasks
	▷ For curiosity or entertainment, to relieve 

boredom
	▷ To feel less lonely
	▷ Other: (participants listed)

•	 Frequency:
	▷ Always
	▷ Often
	▷ Sometimes
	▷ Seldom
	▷ Never
	▷ Never use it for this function

What’s missing for AI to meet your needs?
If you answered ‘sometimes,’ ‘seldom,’ or ‘never’ 
in the previous question, please briefly explain why 
certain functions do not fulfill your goal.
•	 Open-ended question

How comfortable are you with the idea of having an 
AI best friend?
•	 Very uncomfortable 
•	 Uncomfortable
•	 Neutral
•	 Comfortable
•	 Very comfortable

How comfortable are you with the idea of having an 
AI romantic partner?
•	 Very uncomfortable 
•	 Uncomfortable
•	 Neutral
•	 Comfortable
•	 Very comfortable

Do you believe AI companionship could replace 
human relationships?
•	 Yes
•	 No
•	 Not sure

Please explain your answer to the previous 
question.
•	 Open-ended question
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Introduction 

In Canada, nearly 1 in 5 young people aged 15 to 
24 said they always or often feel lonely.   
 
According to Harvard Business Review in 
2025, the top three uses of AI are: therapy or 
companionship, organizing my life, and finding 
purpose.  
 
Many news outlets and experts have expressed 
concern about the connection between loneliness 
and rising use of AI companions. As researchers, 
we’re curious to understand how Gen Z feels and 
what you’re really experiencing when it comes to 
relationships and your perceptions of AI.

How will you contribute to this 
research: 

1.	 Evaluate the current state of your 
relationships today 

2.	 Imagine various future scenarios and how 
your relationships may change in under those 
conditions 

3.	 Explore strategies to bring your desired 
futures to life 

Icebreaker: 5-word memoir 

Write down five words that describes you or your 
life:

Appendix D: Gen Z research participant co-design workbook

Building Stronger Relationships 
in the Age of AI

– Participant Workbook –

JANUARY 2026 
OCADU

Activity 2: Your Relationships in the 
Future 

We’ve prepared three alternative headlines to 
explore how these potential events might affect 
you. We invite you to imagine how you would react 
in each situation. 

Activity 1: Your Relationships Today 

•	 List out who you typically talk to on 
a weekly basis (e.g., “friend,” “coworker,” 
“roommate,” “family member,” “pet,” 
“cashier,” “AI chatbot”), using general 
descriptors rather than names 

•	 Add the main purpose of the relationship 
•	 Assess how satisfied you 

feel with each relationship, and why

Headline 1: 

New mental health guidelines released by the 
Government of Canada in 2026 recommends 
a minimum of 1 hour per day of in-person, 
human, socialization to minimize loneliness 
and maintain optimal mental health.

1.	 Will this event change the relationships 
you identified in the last activity? How?    

2.	 How would you increase your in-
person socialization time to meet the new 
minimum? If there’s nothing you need to 
change, you can think about how you could 
make your current level of socialization last. 

3.	 What supports from society or 
institutions might you need?

Headline 2: 

By 2030, AI technology has surpassed all 
expectations and replaces 80% of the white- and 
blue-collar jobs in Canada. 

1.	 How would you define your purpose in this 
world? 

2.	 How would you spend your free time? 
3.	 Will this event change the relationships 

you identified in the first activity? How?    
4.	 What supports from society or institutions 

would help you find your meaning in this world? 

Who 
you talk to

Purpose of 
relationship

Level of 
Satisfication
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Reflection

Of the 3 scenarios, which society would you really 
want to live in?​ 
 
What is one thing you can do today to bring that 
future closer to your reality?​ 
​  
On the contrary, which future is the least 
desirable to you?​ 
 
What is one thing you can do today to make sure 
you thrive in that future?​ 

Headline 3: 

Bioengineering technology has perfected a robot in 
human form; in the year 2035, 10% of all marriages 
are between a human and a realistic AI-humanoid. 

1.	 Will this event change the relationships 
you identified in the first activity? How? Will 
new relationships emerge?  

2.	 How do you feel about AI and human marriage 
in this world? Would it make you more likely to 
get an AI partner or best friend? 

3.	 Do you believe AI companionship could replace 
human relationships? 

Lastly, if you feel lonely sometimes, 
it’s okay to seek help. 

There are some great free resources such as 
Good2Talk (1-866-925-5454) or Warm line (416-
960-9276).  

Take care of yourself & thank you for joining our 
workshop! 

Loneliness in the Age of AI Companions
© Ann de Sequeira & Meg Lin, 2026
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