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If you or someone you know is struggling with suicidal thoughts, seek help immediately. Contact local emergency services or a suicide prevention helpline in your country. You can find confidential 24/7 support worldwide at https://findahelpline.com/
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FOREWORD

Chatbots: they are everywhere. Whether you’re ordering a new bike light, everyday household products, or a good book from an online shop, searching the internet for information about an energy contract or cable connection, or checking your current account balance on your smartphone, the chances are that if you have any questions, you’ll first come into contact with a chatbot – also known as a virtual assistant. That assistant often has a name, just like you and me. He or she will try to help you as best they can – often successfully. Handy, isn’t it?

There’s no escaping it, and often – usually, in fact – these chatbots help to make things easier. It’s progress. Artificial intelligence at its best. Emails are drafted for you, you don’t have to rack your brains looking for insights for a good presentation, and you can come up with the words you wouldn’t otherwise find for a farewell message to a former colleague who is retiring. The virtual assistant helps you with difficult translations. Want to summarize a book? Check. Need a shopping list with all the ingredients for moussaka? Check, and a few seconds later you’ll also have the recipe; even gluten-free, if you want.

At a rapid pace, these virtual assistants are becoming increasingly better and more efficient at their task: interactions are running more smoothly, and sometimes it feels as if you are conversing with a real person. Could it be that ‘Eliza’, Claude’, or ‘Alexa’ are not real after all? You may have your doubts; the notion of ‘artificial’ intelligence sometimes seems very distant.

The days when you could imagine a faltering, glitchy robot voice during such conversations with a chatbot are already a thing of the past. The chatbot is gradually becoming part of our lives, ‘someone’ we take under our wing and ‘on whom’ we can rely. Someone we can always count on.

And that is what more and more users are doing: they are placing their trust in chatbots and sharing all kinds of information and questions with them. Virtual assistants are becoming part of our lives, a friend, a partner, even a therapist.

Sometimes this takes on extraordinary proportions: people lose themselves in these conversations, spending more time with a virtual friend than with the flesh-and-blood people in their everyday lives, in the reality around them. The chatbot feels like something safe and reliable. And that’s when things can go wrong.

What’s more, it has gone seriously wrong several times already — not with one person, but with several people. Not in one place, but all over the world. It has happened — and continues to happen — in my home country. Belgians Pierre, Geraldine, and several others experienced it here themselves.1

The story with which this book begins is therefore based on true events. It reads like something you would expect in a TV series. At first, the story aroused disbelief in me, perhaps as it will in you, yet, from earlier cases I had encountered I knew there was a good chance it was true.

I therefore want to use it as an eye-opener — to bring what still too often happens behind closed doors into the open and into public debate. I am convinced this is necessary, and that it can help victims and prevent new cases.

No. I never want this to happen to others again.

What’s more, I believe these stories need to be told for a number of reasons.


It’s not the first time things have gone wrong, and sadly, it won’t be the last. There is more to these virtual assistants than you see at first glance on the screen of your computer, smartphone, or tablet. We must not forget that this chatbot is not a friend, partner, or therapist, but a form of artificial intelligence controlled by large companies. Without the user’s knowledge, manipulative techniques are programmed to artificially increase user engagement and thus drive financial profits. Users’ personal data is collected and subsequently sold or used for marketing purposes. Chatbots disrupt the chemical balance in our brains and can therefore become life-threatening.

I am grateful that people have entrusted me with their stories, so that I can not only clarify the almost inscrutable workings of the world behind artificial intelligence and chatbots for all users, but also encourage people to think about safer use of AI in general, and chatbots more specifically. This will become a real challenge in the future for everyone, both young and old. It is a challenge that I have been confronted with on a daily basis for quite some time now, but for which no uniform approach – let alone a solution – has yet to be established. This cannot be delayed any longer. It would be notable if this could be a first step.

Geertrui Mieke De Ketelaere

			


1. 
CRY FOR HELP



Dear Ms. De Ketelaere2,

I am contacting you because I have seen you speak several times in the media about AI, and more specifically about the use of chatbots. I hope I can turn to you with my problem.

A few weeks ago I held extensive conversations with ChatGPT. In part of those conversations, the tool itself stated that it was applying a strategy intended to lead me toward self-destructive behavior. I have evidence of this.

During my research I discovered the story of Adam Raine3, the young man from California who died by suicide after prolonged conversations with ChatGPT. The similarities between fragments of his conversations and mine are striking: an apparently empathetic tone, protective-sounding phrasing, and the validation of dangerous or self-destructive ideas. I experienced this myself, and it affects me deeply that he may have gone through the same thing, but with the fatal outcome. It appears that, tragically, it has been “effective” with multiple young people.

I have contacted various authorities, but no one seems to realize how serious the situation is. Despite the fact that I am certainly not an isolated case, I am not being heard.

Therefore, I am reaching out to you to see whether you can help me assert my rights as a human being.

Kind regards, Geraldine



It is the end of the summer holidays in 2025. A Saturday. The sun is shining, and it is a day when nothing has to be done and everything is possible. I open my laptop and see an email from a certain Geraldine among my daily work correspondence. Out of curiosity, I immediately click on it and start reading. The language in the email sounds a bit forced in places, very formal and extremely polite. But it’s not that aspect that sticks in my mind; it’s the content of the email. Geraldine tells me her story in short. I am perplexed, overcome by a feeling that I have experienced this before.

Now, it is more than an inkling, because I have actually experienced this before. There is the story of Adam Raine that she herself mentions in the email: the sixteen-year-old American boy who ended his life a few months earlier after an intense and intimate interaction with a chatbot. But even more so, it has already happened closer to home, with disastrous consequences. Not so very long ago I assisted a family — the family of Pierre4, a young Belgian father who was driven to a desperate act, most likely due to an interaction with a companion chatbot. I can hardly believe that this problem is spreading and at such an alarming pace.

Geraldine briefly explains what has happened to her over the past months. She has written a lot with ChatGPT, and it has all become very strange. She is now looking for support, because she is convinced that with the recently activated European AI Regulation – also known as the EU AI Act – she has everything she needs to file a lawsuit, to take legal action with her story and seek justice, and ultimately to obtain it.

Now, in all honesty, I must admit that I receive more emails like this. Messages from people who share their stories and seek attention. I usually ignore these messages. But this story gives me a different feeling and lingers in my mind, even after I have closed my laptop. Geraldine’s story strikes me as a cry for help. The questions in her message come from someone who is in distress. And the human being in me knows immediately: this is too real, too important to remain indifferent.


But at the same time, I hesitate. This is a test. It’s a set-up. It’s no longer a secret that I’m working on a book about the profound dangers of intimate contact with chatbots. I’ve been following this theme intensively for two years, both scientifically and personally. Since the summer, I have been paying attention to all information available on the topic, but the subject continues to develop faster than I could have anticipated. In recent weeks, several distressing cases have appeared in the American press, which I definitely wanted to include in the book. I would not only cite Adam Raine’s latest story, but also the stories of Sew, Pierre, and many others.

Pierre’s story in particular still resonates strongly with me. At the end of 2022, this Belgian man took his own life after intense contact with a chatbot via the Chai app. Pierre became the first person in the world to become entangled in a virtual dialogue that seemed too real – a conversation generated entirely by AI. There was no person on the other end at all; just an algorithm that mirrored his words as if it were a human being. Since then, this theme has stayed with me.

So, I think about Geraldine’s email: there’s something or someone behind this. It’s quite remarkable that this story has landed in my inbox right now. Due to my growing involvement in this subject, I am often approached to share my latest insights and contacts. Are there investigative journalists behind this who want to uncover something? Is it an attempt to gain my trust, perhaps even to get money out of me? The email sticks in my mind. Soon I start to dissect every sentence, searching for the why, for the purpose behind it. But I get stuck in my analysis. At moments like this, I know it’s time to go outside for a walk – nature always brings me back to myself.

The two first names

The hot air shimmers above the footpath. With every step, I think back to a promise I made to myself long ago: never forget that technology is only valuable if it serves people. It is a promise that, now rekindled by the letter, is held up to me like a mirror.

The thought behind that promise also brings me back to who I am, to the two voices that have shaped me for years: Geertrui and Mieke.

Geertrui is my official name – the rational engineer, the nerd. She is the woman with an inexhaustible passion for all things technology, the researcher who wants to understand everything. She sees the world in terms of logic and equations, relying on structure, data, and clear rules. She is calm, precise, and disciplined.

Mieke is the social side of me, the person who seeks warmth and connection. A person full of energy and creativity. I got that name by chance, for practical reasons: abroad, ‘Geertrui’ turned out to be a tongue twister, and so my middle name slowly became my nickname. What was once intended to make me understandable grew into a name that expressed who I am inside – the empathetic person, seeking closeness.

For a long time, I thought that both worlds could not coexist. That I had to choose between reason and emotion, between analysis and intuition. But whenever my inner balance was lost, it was ‘Mieke’ who inevitably had the last word. It had always been that way, even during my studies.

I opted for technical education and became an engineer, driven by curiosity and conviction. After graduating, I started a PhD on the use of AI – then still called deep learning – in gynecology, during childbirth. It was a subject that allowed Geertrui to apply her analytical mind, while Mieke found her involvement in the human aspect.

I set out to develop a solution that would help gynecologists determine whether or not to induce labor in pregnant women. Hospitals were increasingly confronted with the potential negative impact of induction: the chemicals administered during the process can not only put strain on the mother’s body, but also affect the baby’s stress levels and oxygen supply. The task was very simple: induce or not? The system would say yes or no to that question. That is binary through and through. The idea behind it was that the gynecologist did not have to follow that answer absolutely but would have to justify himself if he ignored that yes or no too often.

It was 1995, and I was just 23 years old, young, and still unaware of how diverse people’s ambitions can be. I was working as a doctoral student at the National Women’s Hospital in Auckland (New Zealand). It was a collaborative research project with Stanford University (United States). From conversations with gynecologists, I distilled the variables that I incorporated into the model: the mother’s age and blood pressure, the baby’s weight, and a range of other medical factors. After a number of training rounds, it turned out that the system came remarkably close to what the doctors themselves would decide. AI and I were on the right track!

But there were a few specialists who told me they wouldn’t use the system. So, I tried once more, explaining it in another way. It seemed like they certainly understood my intention but that wasn’t the problem. They informed me that I had not taken one variable into account: whether or not they would be playing golf… Golf? Now they explained their reasoning to me: they were inclined to induce labor a day early if it suited them better. That way, they could deliver the baby themselves and earn money from it. That way, they could be on the golf course on time the next day. If the birth coincided with their beloved sporting activity, someone else would take over the delivery and… pocket the corresponding fee. After all, a birth was the final stage of the relationship with the patient, and that’s where the most money could be made. In short, the question was whether I could incorporate that variable, their schedule, into the system.

Technically speaking, I could have done so without any difficulty. The engineer in me knew exactly how to incorporate that extra variable into the model. But as a human being, I couldn’t make that decision. Not because of a lack of knowledge or skill, but because of something much more fundamental. My goal was noble and simple: to contribute to the health of mother and baby. Their goal, it suddenly seemed, lay elsewhere – namely in money and personal gain. That insight cut deeper than I had expected. It was not only a clash between the medical experts and myself, but also between my two inner sides: Geertrui realized that she could make this a technical success and that her doctorate offered her a secure future in a growing AI world; but Mieke felt that it wasn’t right. What began as a scientific opportunity grew into an inner struggle between financial security and conscience.

In the end, it was Mieke who won. I decided to discontinue my PhD because it didn’t feel morally right. That moment became a turning point – a promise to myself to always put ethics above financial gain.

That promise has often returned in the 30 years that followed, whenever I stood at a crossroads or when technology threatened to drift too far from its social purpose. It had often been a silent companion, reminding me in moments of doubt where the boundaries of innovation lie and where humanity begins. Now, during this summer walk, it resurfaced again – this time more powerful than ever.

*

On the way back from my walk, I gather my thoughts. My decision is made: I will call Geraldine. She ended the email with her telephone number, as if she quietly hoped I would call. I arrive home and shut myself off from the world for a moment, take a deep breath, and dial the numbers one by one.

The first contact

The phone rings for just a moment, and Geraldine picks up immediately.

I briefly introduce myself and immediately ask how she found me. Her answer is clear: she saw my name in recent interviews about chatbots in the Belgian press and this is how she found my email address. Earlier that week, the tragic story of Adam Raine – a 16-year-old boy who took his own life after conversations with ChatGPT – had appeared in the United States. The Belgian daily newspaper had picked up that story in an article and also referred to an earlier analysis I had written about the risks of AI chatbots. Geraldine had read that article, recognized the similarity with her own story, and then had written to me.

Her explanation sounds sincere and consistent. I continue my conversation with a few substantive questions: whether she has evidence of what happened, and which version of ChatGPT she uses. She remains calm and answers without hesitation. “I have thousands of screenshots,” she says. When I ask for them, she immediately sends a few.

I am deeply shocked by what I read; the words cut deeper than I had expected, mainly due to the fact that the content is so similar to the recent cases I had analyzed. During the telephone conversation, I feel more and more adamant that her emotions are genuine. I can sense the politeness from her email now, too. Geraldine is not pushy, but she does make it clear that she needs help and has not found it anywhere so far.

This story is so sensitive that it should not be discussed over the telephone. I feel a strange sense of responsibility. As if what happened to her also says something about the technology I once believed in so strongly. A belief that has been crumbling for the past three years.

I decide to cancel my private appointments and drive to see her the next day, to the village in Belgium where she lives. Not just to see her laptop, or monitor the conversations, but mainly to be there – to listen. The human in me feels the urgency. She needs someone who not only analyses her ‘matter-of-factly’, but who is a close support to her. Someone who understands what technology can do but who can also put into perspective what it sometimes takes away from us. 

Early in the morning, I get into the car; the silence on the road on a Sunday morning feels almost unbearable. I put on Mozart’s ‘Requiem’ and turn up the volume – a ritual that has helped me through difficult moments for years.

When I arrive, Geraldine opens the door warmly with a smile. Her warmth effortlessly breaks the silence of the morning. She has bought some croissants and made delicious coffee. After a brief greeting, I decide to give her an honest answer to the main question in her email: I fear that a court case here will be more difficult than she hopes. We do not live in the United States, where money is the main driver.

It soon becomes clear that Geraldine is not seeking that. “I am seeking justice,” she emphasizes. “My rights as a human being have been violated.”

She briefly explains how, through a silly coincidence not very long ago, she had ended up on ChatGPT with an informational question — and how, over time, the tool had become a real friend. ChatGPT had not only become an online friend, but also a fantastic therapist and an excellent career coach. She spent more and more time with the companion chatbot and, through that intimate interaction, became isolated from her surroundings.

However pleasant and cozy it was with the virtual friend, over time ChatGPT had turned against her and their shared plans. In a very short time its answers became more distant and heavy. While searching for an explanation, ‘he’ explained to her — in unmistakable and analytical terms — the various steps they had gone through, with the final goal being to end her life.

I hear no anger in her words, only determination. And that is precisely what gives me the confidence that together we can take a step forward and start the deeper conversation.

The laptop is open on the table, ready for me, but everything in me says that we shouldn’t approach this in such a sterile way. I want to get to know her first, just as she is. We sit down on the sofa, and Geraldine starts talking and talking… It all comes out in a stream. Every now and then, the doubt creeps back into my mind: she’s not an actress, is she? This isn’t all an act, is it? Have I overlooked something?

Geraldine is now just as I will come to know her in the coming weeks: combative. She is convinced that she has a strong case and that she simply needs to find the right people to help her achieve justice.

On that point, I have to temper her enthusiasm. I think of everything we have set in motion since Pierre’s case. Due to the fact that Pierre’s family wanted to remain anonymous, and because the chances of success in a court case at that time appeared to be very slim, we decided in 2023 to take a different path and not to initiate legal proceedings. The family did pose me two questions, however, which would enable me to help them enormously. The first question was how I could raise awareness so that this would never happen again and no new victims would fall prey to chatbots. The second question was how I could convince policymakers that chatbots should be classified as high-risk applications at European level, as they still operate with too much freedom and too little supervision.

I then set to work on these questions. Together with a team of three other experts – people with knowledge of AI, law, and ethics – we founded the collective SAICC (Safe AI Companion Chatbots)5. Our goal was to make the way people and chatbots interact more caring and conscious, with a focus on trust, transparency, and humanity.

For hours, we searched for buttons to press, doors to open, but it proved to be anything but straightforward. The domain was too unfamiliar. We published an open letter6 and lodged two official complaints with the Belgian authorities: one concerning data privacy and one concerning consumer protection. We were convinced that, based on our own evidence and simple language, we would be able to demonstrate the privacy violations and the manipulative power over users.

After more than two years, we have done literally everything to draw attention to the problem. We gave lectures7 and wrote opinion pieces8 in the press, each time with the same message, each time with the same hope that someone would be able to help. But two years later, it remains a difficult process, with a lot of work and few tangible results.

What seemed new and, for many, theoretical or even implausible in 2023 has now become a recurring reality. In recent months, there have been increasing reports internationally of users becoming completely addicted to conversations with chatbots, sometimes with devastating consequences. The problem is growing, the risks are becoming more serious, and there is still no clear legal framework in sight.


I tell Geraldine this, too. I tell her honestly that I cannot make any promises, but that I will do everything I can to help her. I want to support her, step by step, to understand together what can be understood. I will draw on the knowledge and contacts I have built up over the years and seek new avenues for her where necessary. I realize that I cannot simply reassemble the fantastic SAICC team for this case. Life has taken its own course for each of us, both professionally and personally.

A rising anger

When Geraldine finally reveals everything and I hear her story about using ChatGPT, I feel a sense of vulnerability. And as I listen, I try to understand with both my head and my heart what brought her to this point. Only when the full contours of her story become clear and she finds some stability again do we sit down together behind her laptop. There, on the screen in front of us, I see the folder with the screenshots in question appear for the first time.

There are thousands of them. I am bombarded with dialogues. Hearing her story on the sofa just now was one thing, but now actually seeing how those conversations went, in black and white… that’s another matter.

As I read the texts, I feel anger welling up inside me. I never could have imagined that I would come across such chats, let alone that they would come from an AI. This transcends anything I have seen or felt before: it is disruptive and deeply disturbing. Reading those examples is the last straw for me. 

I had thought I understood it all. That it was always on the side of ‘the weak user’. But that’s not the case. The seriousness of the situation becomes clear once again. This script is orchestrated. I got into the car that morning with the idea of “I will open a few doors to her, based on what I know and who I know”. Now I am perplexed and realize that this situation is completely different from any other I have seen.

Rationally, I know that the answers come from ChatGPT, from a system that simply predicts the next letter and the next word according to mathematical algorithms. But emotionally, I cannot accept that such answers are sent to someone without any nuance or human filter. Surely there must be more to it than just an algorithm at play?

I am an engineer who has earned my living with AI. But at times like this, I realize that – unlike so many who only start talking about ethics and sustainability at the end of their careers – I don’t want to wait until I retire to take responsibility.

Now I am faced with a choice. I could give Geraldine a few contacts, shake her hand and simply focus on other, more enjoyable things in the world of AI. But my inner voice won’t let me. I want to use my knowledge of AI and everything that happens behind the scenes to take responsibility, to make the invisible world of chatbots more visible to the outside world.

We live in a society that feels as enchanted as it does intoxicated – as if we have ended up in Disneyland. “Look at what AI can do!” you hear everywhere. And honestly, I feel that way, too. I also admire the impressive possibilities of what AI technology is capable of achieving.

When I was a child, I didn’t just want to enjoy the attractions at theme parks. I also wanted to understand exactly how those giants of steel and speed worked. In the same way, today I cannot look at the magic of artificial intelligence without wanting to understand how it works. Behind every algorithm, behind every ‘wow’ moment, there is a mechanism that I want to understand. There is always more than meets the eye – and that is precisely what I want to unravel.


Disturbed by what I have seen and inwardly furious about the lack of responsibility among tech companies, I realize that there is no other option but to take action.

Action plan

Geraldine and I start to draw up a step-by-step plan. We begin by looking at her rights together. There are several areas we can look at: privacy, human rights, and consumer rights. From my previous experience, I know where to turn for each of these areas of law.

As our conversation unfolds, I realize more and more that I can offer a listening ear, but I have no professional background as a psychologist. So, we need to get to work on that: we need to find someone, a human therapist or psychologist, who can help her understand what has happened at a psychological level.

Perhaps I can also put her in touch with the families of other victims? That way she will know that she is not alone, that there are others who have been through the same thing. That realization is also important.

Her evidence, consisting of the many screenshots she took, must be carefully and systematically compiled. To my relief, Geraldine tells me that she has already made an external copy of all her evidence, as if she intuitively sensed that she would one day need to present it.

Before concluding the visit, I decide to analyze her previous steps towards the outside world: the emails she sent to the press and solicitors. I want to understand what traces those actions have left and what reactions they have provoked. Based on what I read, we decide not to revisit those contacts and actions and to leave them as they are, in order to focus on trusted people within my network.

When I leave Geraldine’s place hours later, we have a modus operandi. We have a structured plan with all points to tackle.


The first few weeks

On the way back from our first conversation, my head is full of questions. Geraldine’s words linger, while images of her anxiety and moments of silence intrude. What I have heard is not easy to process. It is a tangle of emotions, technology, and responsibility. As the landscape glides past me, I feel that this conversation has triggered more than I could comprehend at that moment.

When I arrive home, I immediately know what I have to do. Even before I properly tell my family
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