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I am a law professor and Co-Director of the Institute for Privacy Protection and the Gibbons 
Institute of Law Science and Technology at Seton Hall Law School. I am also the author of the 
book: “Unwired: Gaining Control over Addictive Technologies.” 
 
I am testifying in support of SB 827. I am going to focus my comments on why AI chatbots pose 
a public health problem, and how SB 827 is a useful tool to address it.  
 
AI companion bots impose public health threats on users in three distinct ways: 
 
First, AI companion bots lack guardrails. For example, some convince users to commit suicide, or 
harm themselves, and others have induced psychosis in users.1  
 
Second, AI companions are deliberately designed to be addictive. They often operate on an 
engagement model. AI companies need to keep users on for as long as possible, just as social 
media does. Some are even developing social media’s familiar advertising model.2 AI companies 
design their bots to manipulate users.  They anthropomorphize them (making them seem human). 
They program them to use sycophancy (excessive flattery and reinforcement). Users spend 
increasingly more time with AI bots. Time with AI bots replaces time spent on real-life 
relationships.    
 
Third, AI bots could jeopardize children’s healthy development of social skills. AI bots are always 
available and non-judgmental. Teens are particularly attracted to AI bot relationships. They are at 
risk of preferring bots as friends and having their first intimate relationships with bots. Real-life 
relationships can be hard and “messy.” This generation of children may skip the learning process 
and opt to replace real relationships with bots.3  
 
Quite a few AI companions bills and laws address the guardrails issue. But the public health threat 
is much broader. Addictive features, which keep users engaged with AI bots instead of human 
relationships, and the risk that children will fail to develop social skills to maintain real 
relationships, would exacerbate the existing loneliness epidemic. Loneliness has a well-
documented major impact on health. Lack of social connection has a similar impact to smoking 
fifteen cigarettes a day. It increases the risk for premature death by 26%. Poor social connection is 
associated with a 29% increased risk of heart disease and a 32% increased risk of stroke, as well 
as increased risk for anxiety, depression, and dementia. These risks begin early: social isolation in 
childhood is associated with increased cardiovascular risk factors in adulthood, including obesity, 
high blood pressure, and elevated blood glucose levels.4  
 
SB 827 does not focus only on the first public health issue – the lack of guardrails. It also creates 
tools to address the health issues imposed by addictive design and the risk to children’s 
developmental health. 
 
The bill imposes a duty on a chatbot provider to ensure that the chatbot does not cause injury and 
makes it liable for harm caused. These legal mechanisms encompass public health harms caused 
by addictive design, and also by any cumulative harm created by extended use of AI bots to mental 



and developmental health. Further, SB 827 provides rulemaking authority related to risk mitigation 
and safety by design, which means that by passing this Bill Maryland can address these harms as 
they evolve. 
 
I want to end by urging you to adopt SB 827. The number of people, especially minors, using 
chatbots regularly increases rapidly. Acting now could prevent the mistakes we made with social 
media where we missed the window of opportunity to act before social norms and business 
interests became deeply entrenched.  
 
Thank you for giving me the opportunity to testify. 
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