BEHIND THE CHAT: A HUMAN GUIDE TO SAFE AICONVERSATIONS

Talking to Your Teen
About Al Companions

Guide for Trusted Adults

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

If you've noticed your teen spending time with an
Al app, whether it’s for homework, for advice, or
just to talk, you're not alone. Al has moved from
novelty to mainstream with some chatbots
specifically designed to act like friends, fictional
characters built to feel loved, and apps tuned for
emotional responsiveness. They are becoming
part of how young people spend their time online
— often in ways parents and caregivers don't fully
see.

What used to be a study tool is now, for many
teens, also a confidant. The trend has moved
faster than the conversation around it. Most
parents have a general sense that Al is in their
child's life, but less of a feel for what these tools
actually offer emotionally — why they appeal,
what makes them sticky, and where the genuine
risks sit.
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Al CHATBOTS & Al COMPANION APPS:
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

General-purpose Al chatbots are designed
primarily to help with tasks and information. On
the other hand, Al companion apps are
specifically designed for emotional engagement
and ongoing relationships.

Teens often use both interchangeably: turning
to a homework helper for emotional support, or
growing attached to the Al app they spend the
most time with. This resource explains how Al
apps work and explores how teens are actually
using them. It also addresses the user behaviors
that can show up across both types of Al apps,
like depending on Al for emotional support or
over-relying on it for decisions. The principles
apply whether the app was built for productivity
orfor companionship.
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WHAT WE LEARNED FROM TALKING TO YOUNG PEOPLE

Between December 2025 and February 2026, Microsoft and Cyberlite conducted Al Companionship Co-
Design Workshops with 131 students aged 12-18 across 9 schools in India and Singapore. Through polls,
ranking exercises, and open-ended prompts, students shared their experiences, concerns, and ideas in

their own words. Their voices shaped this guide.

Key Findings:

Young peoplein this
cohort are aware of the
risks.

They named loss of critical
thinking, oversharing, and
emotional dependency
before adults had to.
They're not naive about
what Al is.

They turn to Al because
itdoesn't judge.

59% of participants said the
appeal of confidingin Al is
the absence of judgement,
acontrast they drew
sharply with peers who
might gossip or react.

The pull is real, even
when nothing's wrong.

Al design features (warm
language, constant
availability) can create a
sense of connection
without anyone needing to
be lonely or struggling.
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HOW TO USE THIS TOOLKIT AT HOME

In this toolkit are three short interactive stories about Rae, Ishaan, and Zara, that take 10-15 minutes
each to read. They're designed for teens aged 13 and above, but they're equally useful for the trusted

adults in their lives.

We'd encourage you to go through the stories together with your teen, sharing your own thoughts and
experiences with Al as you go. Here are some ideas on how to use the toolkit at home:

* Read or scroll through a story together with your teen, pausing whenever something feels worth
talking about.

* Gothrough the case studies independently, then debrief together to compare what stood out,
what surprised you, and how it landed.

* Work through the three case studies across a few days or weeks, so the conversation can
happenin small, low-pressure moments rather than one big sit-down.

The purpose of this toolkitis to give you and your teen a gentler way to start conversations that can
otherwise feel hard to start. A story about Zara's growing attachment to an Al companion might be easier
to discuss than asking your teen whether they're getting too attached to theirs. These fictional cases
create safe distance, which can make the real conversation feel less personal and less intense for both

ofyou.
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CONVERSATION STARTERS

These questions are meant to serve as a starting point to be raised over time, not all at once. Lead with
curiosity, and let the conversation go where it goes. Remember that digital parenting works best when
you stay open-minded and avoid blame. Showing interest in your teen's digital world without judgment,
rather than reacting to concerns by cutting them off, makes it more likely they'll come to you when
something doesn't feel right.

To Open the Conversation

=>"Which of the three characters (Rae, Ishaan, or Zara) felt most familiar or relatable to you?"
=> “Isthere anything Al is actually really good at? Anything it's bad at?”

=> “Have any of your friends started using Al for things other than schoolwork?”

To Explore Privacy

=>"Did anything Rae shared feel like the kind of thing you might say in a chat without thinking
about it?"

=>"If someone could read everything you've ever typed into a chatbot, would anything in there
surprise them?"

=>"Who do you think actually sees those conversations? Have you ever wondered what
happens to them?"

To Explore Advice and Decision-Making

= "Was there a moment in Ishaan's story where you felt the conversation tipped the wrong
way?"

=2 “Is there a kind of decision you'd never want Al to make for you? Why that one?”

=» “When Al gives you a confident answer, how do you tell whether it's actually right?”

To Explore Emotional Connection

=»"What did you make of Zara's story? Did anything about it feel exaggerated or realistic?"

=>"Doyou think it's possible to feel real feelings for an Al? What do you think makes that
happen?"

=>"Is there anything Al gives you that a friend or family member couldn't?"
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