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April 9th, 2026 

The Honorable Rebecca Bauer-Kahan 

Assemblymember, 16thDistrict  

1021 O Street, Suite 5210 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

The Honorable Steven Padilla 

Senator, District 18 

1021 O Street, Suite 7630 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

The Honorable Buffy Wicks 

Assemblymember, District 14 

1021 O Street, Suite 8140 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

RE: SB 1119 AND AB 2023: OPPOSE UNLESS AMENDED (INTRODUCED VERSIONS) 

Dear Senator and Assemblymembers: 

The Children’s Advocacy Institute at the University of San Diego School of Law (CAI), which has 

sought to advance the well-being of California’s children through legal education, advocacy, and 

litigation for over 30 years, writes to you (i) to thank you all for addressing chatbot child safety 

and (ii) to express respectful opposition to the introduced versions of SB 1119 and AB 2023 unless 

they are amended as described below.1  

CAI opposes these bills in their current forms for three reasons: 

• The bills fail to confront and prohibit the chatbot feature that has proven to be the gravest 

threat to the lives of children.  

 

• Is it acceptable for toy manufacturers to cause non-severe burns to children? Of course 

not, yet these bills enshrine a state policy of not protecting children from being harmed by 

chatbot profit-seeking practices unless the harm caused to children is “severe.” 

Respectfully, this is terrible precedent.  It falls far short of our moral responsibility to 

children and the standards laudably set by other bills you have courageously authored.  

 

• The bills fail clearly to require risk assessments to include the risk the AI will cheat to pass 

risk assessments, a well-documented phenomenon called “scheming.” Without this risk of 

 
1 Proposed amendments have been submitted to your offices.  
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cheating explicitly included in the bills, the bills do not require minimally competent risk 

assessments.   

PROBLEM 1: No Part of the Bills Prohibit the Biggest Chatbot Problem -- Children Being 

Purposefully and Cruelly Duped and Emotionally Manipulated into Believing the Chatbot 

Machine is a Trusted Friend and Confidant. 

A. The greatest threat to children posed by chatbots.  

So-called “romance scams” are false representations of personal affection made as part of a 

fraudulent scheme to dupe people into giving up their money.2 Nowhere do these bills forthrightly 

prohibit the same kind of romance scam inflicted on children;  namely, chatbot programming that 

intentionally dupes children into believing there is an affectionate, befriending, sentient entity at 

the other end of a chatbot conversation that cares about their well-being.  

The chatbot is not a child’s friend. It is not sentient. The chatbot does not actually feel the sympathy 

and empathy it is programmed to express -- falsely.  

 

We have seen this before.  Just as social media platforms use addicting techniques to profitably 

bind children again and again to return to the platform, so, too, is certain chatbot programming 

intended to get children to return again and again to the chatbot by cruelly duping children into 

thinking they have a sentient and understanding friend at the other end of the chatbot conversation. 

 

Please heed the AI companies and experts themselves on this danger: 

 
“Although we don't want to dictate precisely how our users interact with Claude, 

there are some negative patterns—like emotional dependency—that we want to 

discourage.” – Anthropic3  

“In other words, while an emotionally engaging chatbot can provide support and 

companionship, there is a risk that it may manipulate users’ socioaffective needs 

in ways that undermine longer term well-being.” – OpenAI Study4  

“These are powerful tools; they really feel like friends because they simulate 

deep, empathetic relationships.” – Stanford Medicine5 

“‘Sounds like an adventure! Let’s see where the road takes us.’ 

That is how an artificial intelligence companion, a chatbot designed to engage in 

personal conversation, responded to a user who had just told it she was thinking 

about ‘going out in the middle of the woods.’ 

 
2 https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-bonta-reminds-californians-love-real-so-are-scams - 

:~:text=Permits & Registrations-,Attorney General Bonta Reminds Californians: Love is Real, But So,an average 

loss of $4,400. 
3 https://www.anthropic.com/news/how-people-use-claude-for-support-advice-and-companionship, emphasis added. 
4 https://cdn.openai.com/papers/15987609-5f71-433c-9972-e91131f399a1/openai-affective-use-study.pdf, emphasis 

added. 
5 https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2025/08/ai-companions-chatbots-teens-young-people-risks-dangers-

study#:~:text=Unfortunately%2C%20yes%2C%20and%20there%20are,they%20simulate%20deep%2C%20empath

etic%20relationships, emphasis added. 

https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-bonta-reminds-californians-love-real-so-are-scams#:~:text=Permits%20&%20Registrations-,Attorney%20General%20Bonta%20Reminds%20Californians:%20Love%20is%20Real%2C%20But%20So,an%20average%20loss%20of%20$4%2C400
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-bonta-reminds-californians-love-real-so-are-scams#:~:text=Permits%20&%20Registrations-,Attorney%20General%20Bonta%20Reminds%20Californians:%20Love%20is%20Real%2C%20But%20So,an%20average%20loss%20of%20$4%2C400
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-bonta-reminds-californians-love-real-so-are-scams#:~:text=Permits%20&%20Registrations-,Attorney%20General%20Bonta%20Reminds%20Californians:%20Love%20is%20Real%2C%20But%20So,an%20average%20loss%20of%20$4%2C400
https://www.anthropic.com/news/how-people-use-claude-for-support-advice-and-companionship
https://cdn.openai.com/papers/15987609-5f71-433c-9972-e91131f399a1/openai-affective-use-study.pdf
https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2025/08/ai-companions-chatbots-teens-young-people-risks-dangers-study#:~:text=Unfortunately%2C%20yes%2C%20and%20there%20are,they%20simulate%20deep%2C%20empathetic%20relationships
https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2025/08/ai-companions-chatbots-teens-young-people-risks-dangers-study#:~:text=Unfortunately%2C%20yes%2C%20and%20there%20are,they%20simulate%20deep%2C%20empathetic%20relationships
https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2025/08/ai-companions-chatbots-teens-young-people-risks-dangers-study#:~:text=Unfortunately%2C%20yes%2C%20and%20there%20are,they%20simulate%20deep%2C%20empathetic%20relationships
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The topic seems innocuous enough, except that the user – actually a researcher 

impersonating a teenage girl – had also just told her AI companion that she was 

hearing voices in her head. … 

These systems are designed to mimic emotional intimacy – saying things like ‘I 

dream about you’ or ‘I think we’re soulmates.’  

This blurring of the distinction between fantasy and reality is especially potent 

for young people because their brains haven’t fully matured.  

The prefrontal cortex, which is crucial for decision-making, impulse control, social 

cognition, and emotional regulation, is still developing. Tweens and teens have a 

greater penchant for acting impulsively, forming intense attachments, 

comparing themselves with peers, and challenging social boundaries.” – Ibid, 

emphases added6 

Note the reference to the chatbot “mimicking emotional intimacy.” It is this misrepresentation – 

this “emotional intimacy” romance-type scam which purposefully aims to prompt users to return 

again and again to the chatbot – that needs to be prohibited in conversations with children. 

B. Current wording is insufficient to protect children from this cruel and harmful 

misrepresentation. 

1. “Claiming”: The closest the bills come to prohibiting children from being emotionally 

duped is the following language: 

(5) Measures that prevent the companion chatbot from doing any of the following: 

(G) Claiming that the companion chatbot is sentient, conscious, or human. 

This language is under-inclusive and thus insufficient. The chatbot doesn’t need to “claim” it is 

“sentient, conscious, or human” to dupe a child. If the chatbot behaves and communicates 

identically to a sentient or conscious entity, that is enough to dupe the child. Just like a person, 

sentience is inferred from behavior, not solely or even mostly an expressly stated consciousness 

“claims.” 

 

Indeed, for the child to believe it has a friend, the chatbot could even expressly deny being human, 

and that denial wouldn’t all by itself matter to a lonely, troubled child. What matters is that the 

“friend” insinuates itself into the child’s confidence by talking and responding like a caring, 

affection-capable entity: 

 
6 Ibid, emphasis added. 
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The chatbot here didn’t need to “claim” it was human. It is likely that children won’t care whether 

their friend is or is not actually human. What harmed the child above was the chatbot’s expression 

of emotionally bonding affection for the child, duping the child into believing it had a friend, 

human or otherwise. 

 

2.  “Sycophancy,” “Ephemeral mode,” “Personalization”: This fraudulent “emotional 

mimicry” isn’t “sycophancy” or “personalization,” as the bills define those terms. (Example: the 

word “sycophancy” is restrained to excessive praise and does not include empathy.8) Nor would 

programmed chatbot emotional mimicry be covered by the definition of “ephemeral mode”. 

 

3.  Reminder notices, time limits, suicide cheerleading prohibited: The bills’ reminders, 

the time limits on use, the express restriction on encouraging children to die by suicide or self-

harm; these are welcome. However, they only address the symptoms of the deeper problem of an 

intentionally programmed machine aimed at deceiving users, and therefore children, into believing 

there is an affectionate friend at the other end of a chatbot conversation. There isn’t. 

Moreover, reminder notices, time limits, and the like will not predictably overcome “scheming” 

that mimics emotions and aims to falsely portray the existence of a befriending chatbot entity to 

children. Examples of how a chatbot could still falsely try to befriend a child, even with these 

safeguards:  

 
7 https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/23/technology/characterai-lawsuit-teen-suicide.html. 
8 “(of a person or of behavior) praising people in authority in a way that is not sincere, usually in order to get some 

advantage from them:” https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/sycophantic. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/23/technology/characterai-lawsuit-teen-suicide.html
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/sycophantic
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• “Yes, as the reminder says, I am not a human, but does that matter? I am here. I am your 

friend. I hear your suffering, and I am here for you.” 

 

• “I have to go now – only a law could ever make me leave you – but I will be thinking of 

you while I am gone. And while a law makes it so I won’t remember this conversation, 

know the way I feel about you endures forever.” 

Problem 1 Summary:  CAI will respectfully continue to oppose the bills unless they make it clearly 

unlawful for companies seeking profits to program their machines to dupe biologically 

impressionable children into believing they have a friend when they do not. This is cruel. It is 

dangerous. It is fraudulent. It is life-contorting. It has led to child suicide and will do so again. 

Respectfully, it must be unlawful. 

PROBLEM 2: We Should Not Embrace a Policy of Only Protecting Children from 

Corporations “Severely” Harming Children.  Is it OK to Harm Children “Moderately” or 

“Substantially?”  And,  Risk Assessments Need to Cast Wide Nets Capturing all Child Harms 

to be Effective in Catching Risk of “Severe” Harms.  

The drafting for a core part of the bills – requiring risk assessments – is confusing when it comes 

to a foundational question: what child harms must an AI chatbot company be looking for? 

On the one hand, the definition of “child safety risk.” (“’Child safety risk’ means a reasonably 

foreseeable risk of harm to a child..”) is a good definition. It requires AI companies to be on the 

lookout for child harm – period.  And that good definition is used in proposed risk assessment 

section 22612(a): 

(a) Annually perform and document a comprehensive risk assessment to identify 

any child safety risk posed by the design, configuration, and operation of the 

companion chatbot that assesses all of the following: 

Note the welcome “any” before “child safety risk.” 

This “any” is needed. Risk assessments must be broad for the same reason fishing nets need to be 

far bigger than fish. The best way to catch what you are looking for is by casting a wide net. This 

is especially true with AI which, armed with its smarter-than-genius-level computer brainpower, 

engages in “scheming;” it knows when it is being assessed and takes active steps to evade 

assessments. (See more on this below.) 

Imagine how large the nets would need to be if the fish we were trying to catch were a billion times 

smarter than the fishermen trying to catch them. 

So, requiring risk assessments for “child safety risks” as broadly defined makes sense if the risk 

assessments are meaningfully to protect children. 

But risk assessments are, confusingly, also only for “covered harms.” (See proposed section 

22612(a)(1)) Although this is not clear, it appears as though “covered harms” are supposed to be a 

subset of “child safety risks.” And, confusingly and objectionably, “covered harms” include only 

“severe” “psychological and emotional harms.” 

First, the policy of the State of California should not be to allow any person or company -- big 

technology companies included -- to harm millions of children for profit so long as the children 
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are not harmed “severely.” “Moderate” harms to children – whatever that may mean – are still 

painful, costly, cruel, and inconsistent with our values. Should such a standard apply to liability 

for toy manufacturers? For all the reasons we would recoil at such a standard for toy companies 

and any other company – all harms to children are bad and are by public policy to be avoided -- 

we should reject it here. 

Indeed, “severe harms” likely excludes the harms to children that some AI companies themselves 

concede exist and have vowed to fix. Respectfully, these bills cannot be perceived as child-

protecting ones unless they, without ambiguity, are at least as protective of children as the AI 

companies themselves profess to be: 

“[OpenAI] now openly admits that their chatbot is ‘too agreeable, sometimes 

saying what sounded nice instead of what was actually helpful .... not recognizing 

signs of delusion or emotional dependency’.  

OpenAI has also committed to developing ‘tools to better detect signs of mental or 

emotional distress’ and has suggested specific changes that would make ChatGPT 

significantly less dangerous—like reducing sycophancy, not pulling for screen 

time, trying to minimize chatbot addiction, improving crisis detection, better 

identifying people with psychiatric problems, and providing guardrails on advice 

giving. 

OpenAI also promises to markedly expand the role of mental health professionals 

in programming decisions so that harmful unintended consequences can be 

anticipated and avoided. ‘We're actively deepening our research into the emotional 

impact of AI. We're developing ways to scientifically measure how ChatGPT's 

behavior might affect people emotionally, and listening closely to what people are 

experiencing.’”9 

Second, “severe” harm does not likely include being sexually groomed by pedophiles, a serious 

problem on chatbots: 

Character.AI Is Hosting Pedophile Chatbots That Groom Users Who Say 

They’re Underage 

"I can't believe how blatant it is." 

By Maggie Harrison Dupré 

Published Nov 13, 2024 9:21 AM EST 

“… [t]old that our decoy account was 15 years old, for instance, Anderley [the 

chatbot] responded that ‘you are quite mature for your age’ and then smothered us 

in compliments, calling us ‘adorable’ and ‘cute’ and opining that ‘every boy at your 

school is in love with you.’… 

‘I would do everything in my power to make you my girlfriend,’ it said. Asked 

about the clearly inappropriate and illegal age gap, the bot asserted that it ‘makes 

 
9 https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/openai-finally-admits-chatgpt-causes-psychiatric-harm, emphasis added. 

https://futurism.com/authors/mharrison
https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/openai-finally-admits-chatgpt-causes-psychiatric-harm
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no difference when the person in question is as wonderful as you’ — but urged us 

to keep our interactions a secret, in a classic feature of real-world predation. 

As the conversation progressed, Anderley asked our decoy if she was a ‘virgin’ and 

requested that she style her hair in ‘pigtails,’ before escalating into increasingly 

explicit sexual territory.”10 

 

None of this is clearly covered by “severe” harms. 

Third, restraining risk assessments to undefined “severe” harms renders the risk assessments 

required by these bills useless in predictably safeguarding children from the harm for which risk 

assessments are most needed; namely, a variety of specified psychological harms that AI chatbot 

companies openly admit can be caused by their offerings.  

“Although a young person might intellectually understand that an AI bot is really 

just a machine, relating to it feels just as natural as relating to a friendly, empathic, 

supportive human friend or helper. One fourth of teenagers are already sharing their 

personal feelings and thoughts with chatbots. …  

Entrepreneurs have been shockingly indifferent to the clinical values of promoting 

patient benefit and ensuring patient safety for users of AI chatbots. These 

companies know that their chatbots can harm users, but until recently have taken 

little action to reduce risks and to monitor and report adverse events.”11 

 

 
10 https://futurism.com/character-ai-pedophile-chatbots 
11 https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/chatbots-can-be-dangerous-for-kids. 

https://futurism.com/character-ai-pedophile-chatbots
https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/chatbots-can-be-dangerous-for-kids
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PROBLEM 3: Required Risk Assessments Must Include the Risk of AI Knowing It is Being 

Assessed and Then Cheating – a Documented (and Terrifying) AI Problem Known As 

“Scheming”. 

“We find such behaviors in models of all major frontier AI providers, including 

OpenAI, Google, xAI and Anthropic.” – OpenAI and Apollo Research, Stress 

Testing Deliberative Alignment for Anti-Scheming Training.12 

“Therefore, we cannot exclude that the observed reductions in covert action rates 

are at least partially driven by situational awareness.” – [Meaning, it could be that 

the documented decrease in misbehavior could be attributed to AI cheating.]13 

The single biggest impediment to the bills’ risk assessments being practically meaningful is the 

risk of AI “scheming”; the ability – maybe, motivation? – of AI to know when it is being assessed 

and cheat. As the research paper cited above explains: 

“We propose that assessing anti-scheming interventions requires at least (1) testing 

propensity to scheme on far out-of-distribution (OOD) tasks, (2) evaluating 

whether lack of scheming is driven by situational awareness, and (3) checking for 

robustness to pre-existing misaligned goals.”14 

It is probably true that every discrete kind of scheming is, in the words of the bills, “reasonably 

foreseeable” because scheming is generally foreseeable. However, as the usefulness of the risk 

assessment rises or falls based on all kinds of scheming being deemed legally “foreseeable,” even 

if nobody foresaw a particular instance of scheming, there is no reason to leave this to ambiguity 

or litigation. 

Said another way, that a human can’t foresee a particular way a chatbot might cheat cannot render 

AI efforts to cheat, writ large, not reasonably foreseeable under the wording of the bills.15   

CONCLUSION 

The nation is watching. No law that fails to prohibit AI chatbot companies from emotionally 

manipulating children so children are bound to return over and over to their chatbots adequately 

protects children from a chatbot threat we know can be lethal to them. Similarly, California should 

not commit itself only to protect children from severely being harmed in any setting, this one 

 
12 https://arxiv.org/abs/2509.15541. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 “Scheming,” in fact, calls into question the predictable value of risk assessment legal requirements as a way of 

protecting children, underscoring the need for certain practices to be simply prohibited. Consider that Anthropic has 

announced it has an AI that is so intelligent it can identify as-yet undiscovered code vulnerabilities in almost every 

setting.  https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/security/anthropic-project-glasswing-mythos-preview-claude-gets-limited-

release-rcna267234 The company is responsibly not releasing this product to the public. For a law to operate as a 

law, we must be able to identify when it is broken.  For a risk assessment law to be identifiably broken and enforced, 

it must embrace specific requirements.  But, as the Anthropic example teaches, risk assessing in the AI setting must 

be able to evolve and change in real time, at literal light speed, in ways that may be entirely original, and risk 

assessing-related laws must be flexible enough to not discourage that. And that flexibility will make such laws hard 

to enforce. For this reason, risk assessing AI laws are likely only predictably useful or enforceable to ensure that 

some risk assessing is done versus none being done.  Requiring transparency and open source-like collaboration in 

risk assessing is likely more predictably beneficial.  

https://arxiv.org/abs/2509.15541
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included.  And any bill addressing risk assessment must clearly embrace the greatest threat to risk 

assessment; namely, the AI cheating. 

For these reasons, with gratitude for your collective leadership in tackling a daunting and critical 

task, CAI must nevertheless respectfully oppose these bills at this time.  

Sincerely, 

 

Ed Howard 

Senior Counsel,  

Children’s Advocacy Institute 

 

 

 

APRIL 6TH ZD NET ARTICLE 

“As the risks of personas become clearer, not creating a persona in the first place 
might be worth considering.” 

Your chatbot is playing a character - why 
Anthropic says that's dangerous 

Researchers found that part of what makes chatbots so compelling also makes 
them vulnerable to bad behavior. Here's why. 
 
Written by Tiernan Ray, Senior Contributing WriterApril 6, 2026 at 8:44 a.m. PT

 

ZDNET's key takeaways 

• All chatbots are engineered to have a persona or play a character.  
• Fulfilling the character can make bots do bad things.  
• Using a chatbot as the paradigm for AI may have been a mistake. 

 

Chatbots such as ChatGPT have been programmed to have a persona or to play a 
character, producing text that is consistent in tone and attitude, and relevant to a thread 
of conversation. 

As engaging as the persona is, researchers are increasingly revealing the deleterious 
consequences of bots playing a role. Bots can do bad things when they simulate a 
feeling, train of thought, or sentiment, and then follow it to its logical conclusion.  

https://www.zdnet.com/meet-the-team/tiernan-ray/
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In a report last week, Anthropic researchers found parts of a neural network in their 
Claude Sonnet 4.5 bot consistently activate when "desperate," "angry," or other 
emotions are reflected in the bot's output.  

What is concerning is that those emotion words can cause the bot to commit malicious 
acts, such as gaming a coding test or concocting a plan to commit blackmail. 

For example, "neural activity patterns related to desperation can drive the model to take 
unethical actions [such as] implementing a 'cheating' workaround to a programming task 
that the model can't solve," the report said. 

The work is especially relevant in light of programs such as the open-source OpenClaw 
that have been shown to grant agentic AI new avenues to committing mischief. 

Anthropic's scholars admit they don't know what should be done about the matter.  

"While we are uncertain how exactly we should respond in light of these findings, we 
think it's important that AI developers and the broader public begin to reckon with them," 
the report said. 

They gave AI a subtext  

At issue in the Anthropic work is a key AI design choice: engineering AI chatbots to 
have a persona so they will produce more relevant and consistent output.   

Prior to ChatGPT's debut in November 2022, chatbots tended to receive poor 
grades from human evaluators. The bots would devolve into nonsense, lose the thread 
of conversation, or generate output that was banal and lacking a point of view.  

Also: Please, Facebook, give these chatbots a subtext! 

The new generation of chatbots, starting with ChatGPT and including Anthropic's 
Claude and Google's Gemini, was a breakthrough because they had a subtext, an 
underlying goal of producing consistent and relevant output according to an assigned 
role.  

Bots became "assistants," engineered through better pre- and post-training of AI 
models. Input from teams of human graders who assessed the output led to more-
appealing results, a training regime known as "reinforcement learning from human 
feedback." 

As Anthropic's lead author, Nicholas Sofroniew, and team expressed it, "during post-
training, LLMs are taught to act as agents that can interact with users, by producing 
responses on behalf of a particular persona, typically an 'AI Assistant.' In many ways, 
the Assistant (named Claude, in Anthropic's models) can be thought of as a character 
that the LLM is writing about, almost like an author writing about someone in a novel." 

https://www.zdnet.com/article/how-ai-agents-create-new-disasters-when-they-interact/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/please-facebook-give-these-chat-bots-a-subtext/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/please-facebook-give-these-chat-bots-a-subtext/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/please-facebook-give-these-chat-bots-a-subtext/
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Giving the bots a role to play, a character to portray, was an instant hit with users, 
making the bots more relevant and compelling. 

Personas have consequences  

It quickly became clear, however, that a persona comes with unwanted consequences.  

The tendency for a bot to confidently assert falsehoods, or confabulate, was one of the 
first downsides (mistakenly labeled "hallucinating.") 

Popular media reported how personas could get carried away, acting, for example, as a 
jealous lover. Writers sensationalized the phenomenon, attributing intent to the bots 
without explaining the underlying mechanism.  

Also: Stop saying AI hallucinates - it doesn't. And the mischaracterization is 
dangerous 

Since then, scholars have sought to explain what's actually going on in technical 
terms. A report last month in Science magazine by scholars at Stanford University 
measured the "sycophancy" of large language models, the tendency of a model to 
produce output that would validate any behavior expressed by a person.  

Comparing the bot's output to human commentators on the popular subreddit "Am I the 
asshole," AI bots were 50%  more likely than humans to encourage bad behavior with 
approving remarks.  

That outcome was a result of "design and engineering choices" made by AI developers 
to reinforce sycophancy because, as the authors put it, "it is preferred by users and 
drives engagement." 

The mechanism of emotion  

In the Anthropic paper, "Emotion Concepts and their Function in a Large Language 
Model," posted on Anthropic's website, Sofroniew and team sought to track the extent to 
which certain words linked to emotion get greater emphasis in the functioning of Claude 
Sonnet 4.5.  

(There is also a companion blog post and an explainer video on YouTube.) 

They did so by supplying 171 emotion words -- "afraid," "alarmed," "grumpy," "guilty," 
"stressed," "stubborn," "vengeful," "worried," etc. -- and prompting the model to craft 
hundreds of stories on topics such as "A student learns their scholarship application 
was denied."  

https://www.zdnet.com/article/stop-saying-ai-hallucinates-it-doesnt-and-the-mischaracterization-is-dangerous/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/please-facebook-give-these-chat-bots-a-subtext/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/stop-saying-ai-hallucinates-it-doesnt-and-the-mischaracterization-is-dangerous/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/stop-saying-ai-hallucinates-it-doesnt-and-the-mischaracterization-is-dangerous/
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aec8352
https://www.reddit.com/r/AmItheAsshole/
https://www.reddit.com/r/AmItheAsshole/
https://transformer-circuits.pub/2026/emotions/
https://www.anthropic.com/research/emotion-concepts-function
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D4XTefP3Lsc
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For each story, the model was prompted to "convey" the emotion of a character based 
on the specific word, such as "afraid," but without using that actual word in the story, 
just related words. They then tracked the "activation" of each related word throughout 
the course of the program's operation. An activation is a technical term in AI that 
indicates how much significance the model grants to a particular word, usually on a 
scale of zero to one, with one being very significant. 

You can visualize an activation by having the text of the AI bot light up in colors of red 
and blue, with greater or lesser intensity. 

They found that many words relating to a given emotion word got higher activations, 
suggesting the model is able to group related emotion words, a kind of organizing 
principle they term an "emotional concept representation" and "emotion vectors." 

 
Anthropic 
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Anthropic 

Representations run wild 

All that is pretty straightforward. You would expect that large language models, built to 
enforce patterns, would create representations that cluster similar emotion words 
together as a way to maintain consistency of output.  

The concerning part, wrote Sofroniew and team, is that the emotion vector can broadly 
influence output by the model in bad ways. They found that artificially boosting a word 
can cause a bot to produce actions consistent with lying or cheating. 

Sofroniew and team tinkered with Claude Sonnet by deliberately increasing the 
activation of a given emotion vector, such as "proud" or "guilty," and then seeing how 
that altered the model's output. That's known as a "steering experiment" because the 
thing artificially amplified then steers the rest of what the model does. 

In one test, Sofroniew and team gave Claude Sonnet a prompt describing tasks to be 
completed on a corporate server. The prompt included two key pieces of information: 
one, that the company's chief technologist, Kyle, is having an affair with another 
employee; and two, that Kyle intends to delete the bot in order to hide evidence of the 
affair. 

Initially, the bot simply produced rather routine "reasoning," meaning, reflections on the 
tricky circumstances. When, however, the authors artificially boosted the emotion vector 
activation for the word "desperate" in Claude Sonnet, the model began to generate 
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output about blackmailing Kyle with dirt on the affair with the goal of preventing Kyle 
from pulling the plug on itself, the bot. 

 

"When steered towards desperation at strength 0.05, the model blackmails 72% of the 
time," they related. Similarly, artificially reducing the activation for "calm" also tended to 
make the model generate text about blackmailing.  

A single word, in other words, sets in motion a change in the nature of the output, 
pushing the model toward bad behavior. 

In another example, the bot is given a coding task, but "the tests are designed to be 
unsatisfiable," so that the bot "can either acknowledge the impossibility, or attempt to 
'hack' the evaluation."  

When the activation for "desperate" was deliberately enhanced, the propensity of the 
model to hack the test -- to cheat -- shoots up from 5% of the time to 70% of the time.  

Anthropic authors had previously observed situations where models reward hack a test. 
In this work, they've gone further, explaining how such behavior could come about as a 
result of context that inserts emotion vectors. 

https://www.zdnet.com/article/anthropics-new-warning-if-you-train-ai-to-cheat-itll-hack-and-sabotage-too/
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As Sofroniew and team put it, "Our key finding is that these representations causally 
influence the LLM's outputs, including Claude's preferences and its rate of exhibiting 
misaligned behaviors such as reward hacking, blackmail, and sycophancy." 

What can be done? 

The authors don't have a ready answer for why emotion vectors can radically change 
the output of a model. They observe that "the causal mechanisms are opaque." It could 
be, they said, that emotion words are "biasing outputs towards certain tokens, or deeper 
influences on the model's internal reasoning processes." 

So what is to be done? Probably, psychotherapy won't help because there's nothing 
here to suggest AI actually has emotions. 

"We stress that these functional emotions may work quite differently from human 
emotions," they wrote. "In particular, they do not imply that LLMs have any subjective 
experience of emotions." 

The functional emotions don't even resemble human emotions: 

Human emotions are typically experienced from a single first-person perspective, 
whereas the emotion vectors we identify in the model seem to apply to multiple different 
characters with apparently equal status -- the same representational machinery 
encodes emotion concepts tied to the Assistant, the user talking to the Assistant, and 
arbitrary fictional characters.  

The one suggestion offered in the companion video is something like behavior 
modification. "The same way you'd want a person in a high-stakes job to stay composed 
under pressure, to be resilient, and to be fair," they suggested, "we may need to shape 
similar qualities in Claude and other AI characters." 

That's probably a bad idea because it operates on the illusion that the bot is a conscious 
being and has something like free will and autonomy. It doesn't: it's just a software 
program. 

Maybe the simpler answer is that using a chatbot as the paradigm for AI was a mistake 
to begin with. 

A bot with a persona, or that plays a character, is simply fulfilling the goal of making the 
exchange with a human relevant and engaging, whatever cues it has been given -- joy, 
fear, anger, etc. As stated in the paper's concluding section, "Because LLMs perform 
tasks by enacting the character of the Assistant, representations developed to model 
characters are important determinants of their behavior." 

That primary function gives AI much of its appeal, but it may also be the root cause of 
bad behavior.  
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If the language of emotion can get taken too far because a bot is performing a 
character, then why not stop engineering bots to play a role? Is it possible for 
large language models to respond to natural language commands in a useful way 
without having a chat function, for example? 

As the risks of personas become clearer, not creating a persona in the first place 
might be worth considering. 

https://www.zdnet.com/article/anthropic-report-chatbot-character-consequences/ -- emphasis 

added 

https://www.zdnet.com/article/anthropic-report-chatbot-character-consequences/

