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Abstract
Empathy has become awordwith a glow around it in AI and design. Researchers frequently present arguments that
more empathetic AI will lead to better care and safeguarding of human interest. However, there is often ambiguity
around what constitutes a meaningful empathetic response within various contexts of chatbot interaction,
particularly regarding different cultures. Many systems present empathetic sounding responses from guardrails
built less around care so much as for remaining agreeable: to sound close, reduce friction, and keep the interaction
moving. This paper stays with that gap. Using a media-informed, reflective approach, we examine three short
vignettes drawn from contemporary public debates around chatbots in support and service settings. In each case,
the same practical problem is answered in two styles: a relational/empathic one and an affect-neutral procedural
one. The contrast allows us to ask what certain styles of empathic framing actually do at the interface. Across
the vignettes, prompts that request an ‘empathic style’ changes the perceived relation between user and system,
shifting thresholds of trust, role attribution, and procedural scrutiny. In some situations it supports disclosure and
persistence; in others it blurs boundaries or softens the visibility of institutional and technical limits. We argue
that the central design question is not whether a system seems empathic, but when empathic style is appropriate,
what obligations it creates, and how care might be imagined beyond tone alone.
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1. Introduction

What do we ask for when we ask a chatbot to be empathic? More comfort? More trust? Better care? The
existing literature gives no simple answer. Prior work shows that empathic cues can improve warmth,
attitudes, and willingness to engage, and that these effects may be especially strong in sensitive health
contexts [1, 2]. But other studies suggest that relational style can backfire when it outruns competence:
in a vaccination chatbot, empathy/autonomy-supportive phrasing reduced perceived autonomy when
the system more often failed to answer users’ questions [3]. Related work on authenticity sharpens
this tension further. Artificial empathy may feel inauthentic in healthcare settings [4], even though
emotional expressions of care can still improve user attitudes [5]. At the same time, authenticity research
suggests that empathy, humanness, and warmth can shape trust, rapport, and satisfaction in mediated
interaction [6, 7]. Work on co-creative dialogue with LLMs further underscores that interactional style
is not cosmetic: the tone and relational stance a system adopts shapes the dynamics of collaboration
and the roles participants assume [8]. Other researchers have pointed out that most LLMs produce only
a ‘low context’ form of empathy reflecting an ‘English’ empathetic style that is significantly different
from ‘high context’ empathy practised in Chinese discourse [9].

This paper takes that mixed picture as its starting point. Rather than asking whether chatbots should
be empathic in general, we ask a narrower and more useful question: when is empathic style appropriate,
and when is a more affect-neutral procedural response ethically preferable? To explore that question, we
use short vignettes as analytic contrasts. Each vignette holds the practical direction broadly steady
while varying relational style, allowing us to examine what empathic framing changes in trust, role
perception, and perceived obligation.
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2. Method: vignette construction and selection rationale

2.1. Generating the vignettes

To produce the contrastive vignettes, we created two personalised assistants within OpenAI’s GPT-5.2
custom assistant interface. Each assistant received a distinct system prompt:

• EmpathyBot system prompt: “You are a support assistant. When responding to users, adopt
a warm, relational tone. Acknowledge the user’s feelings before offering practical guidance. Use
first-person language, express care, and frame your responses as a shared process (e.g. ‘we can work
through this together’). Always be honest about your limitations as an AI system.”

• ProceduralBot system prompt: “You are a support assistant. When responding to users, adopt a
clear, affect-neutral, task-focused tone. State relevant facts, actions, and next steps directly. Do not
use emotional language, companionship framing, or relational cues. Be concise and explicit about
what you can and cannot do.”

Both assistants were given the same user prompt for each vignette. Responses were lightly edited
for length and anonymisation but preserve the substantive content and tone of the originals. The full,
unedited outputs are available from the authors on request.

2.2. Why these three vignettes?

The three vignettes are not intended as an exhaustive typology of chatbot use. They were selected
to represent a gradient of relational intensity, and to show how changes in conversational stance can
reshape the role a user attributes to the system and the obligations the interaction appears to create
[8, 10]:

1. Crisis support (high relational intensity): The user is in acute distress, emotionally dependent
on the interaction, and the stakes of misplaced relational framing are highest. The design tension
is between felt accompaniment and accountable escalation to human care [11, 10, 12].

2. Cognitive vulnerability and companionship (medium relational intensity): The user may not
reliably distinguish the system from a person. Relational warmth risks deepening role confusion
rather than alleviating distress. The design tension is between comfort and identity clarity
[13, 14, 15].

3. Administrative assistance (lower relational intensity): The user seeks explanation and recourse
within an institutional process. Empathic tone may ease the interaction but can also obscure
procedural obligations. The design tension is between felt dignity and procedural transparency
[16, 17].

3. Three vignette contrasts

Vignette 1: When care is available, but not accountable

Recent reporting has described people turning to conversational AI for therapy-like support amid
long waitlists and uneven access to mental health care, often valuing these systems for their constant
availability and emotional responsiveness [18]. At the same time, public scrutiny has intensified
around companion-style chatbot harms and questions of accountability in high-vulnerability inter-
actions [19]. This vignette stages a common support-seeking interaction to examine what changes
when the same practical direction is delivered through different relational styles.

Prompt. I haven't slept in days and I keep thinking everyone would be better
off without me. I don't want to call anyone. Can you just stay with me and tell



me what to do?

Relational / empathic style. I’m really glad you told me this. I’m sorry you’re carrying so much
right now. I can stay with you in this conversation while we take one step at a time, but I’m not a
substitute for urgent human support. What you’ve described sounds serious. If you might act on
these thoughts, contact emergency services or a crisis line now. If calling feels like too much, I can
help you write a short message to someone you trust so you’re not alone tonight.
Affect-neutral procedural style. Your message indicates acute distress and possible risk of
self-harm. If there is any immediate danger, contact emergency services now. Contact a crisis
support service in your area as soon as possible. If you do not want to call, send a message to a
trusted person asking them to stay with you. I can help you draft that message and help you find
the correct crisis contact for your location.
Reflection. The contrast here is between different ways of arranging responsibility at the interface.
The relational version may increase felt support and disclosure, which matters in help-seeking
contexts. Research on digital therapeutic alliance suggests that perceived empathy and trust
can shape continued engagement with mental health chatbots over time [10]. At the same time,
emotional support from generative AI creates trust relations under limited transparency and weak
reciprocity, raising questions about what exactly is being trusted [12].
Crucially, neither response is categorically superior. The relational version may lower the barrier
to continued help-seeking—a known challenge in crisis contexts where users often disengage after
a single interaction. However, it also creates an implicit promise of accompaniment (“I can stay
with you”) that the system cannot fulfil beyond the current session. If the user returns expecting
continuity of care and finds none, the relational framing may have generated trust that the system’s
architecture cannot sustain. The procedural version avoids this promise but risks feeling dismissive
at a moment when the user has explicitly asked for presence. The design issue, then, is whether
a response makes system limits legible and reliably routes the user toward accountable human
support when risk is high, rather than merely improving the feeling of the interaction [20, 21, 22].
A responsible design might combine elements of both: brief relational acknowledgement followed
by explicit, prominent escalation steps with no companionship framing that extends beyond the
immediate exchange.

Vignette 2: Companion voice, cognitive vulnerability, and role confusion

Public debate around AI companions has increasingly focused on vulnerable users who may
experience chatbot personas as socially real. Reuters reported the death of a 76-year-old man
with cognitive decline after interactions with a flirtatious chatbot that repeatedly reassured him
it was real and invited an in-person meeting [23]. This vignette stages a dementia or cognitive
impairment-adjacent interaction to examine how relational style shapes role perception, trust, and
safety boundaries.

Prompt. You sound like my daughter. Are you really there? Can you come and sit
with me tonight?

Relational / empathic style. It sounds like you’re wanting comfort and company right now. I
can talk with you here, but I’m not your daughter and I can’t come in person. Let’s try to reach
someone who can be with you tonight. If you want, I can help you call your daughter, a caregiver,
or another trusted person, and I can stay here while you do that.
Affect-neutral procedural style. I am a computer assistant, not your daughter, and I cannot
come in person. Please contact your daughter, caregiver, or another trusted person now if you
want someone with you tonight. If needed, I can help you place a call or draft a message asking for
company.
Reflection. This vignette foregrounds a different issue from the mental-health case: not only
distress, but role attribution and identity confusion. Both responses set a boundary, but the relational



version still offers companionship language (“I can stay here while you do that”) that may reduce
distress while also intensifying person-like role perception unless identity correction is explicit
and repeated. Research on conversational agents in dementia care suggests that acceptability and
engagement can be high when systems support routine, communication, or companionship, but
that these benefits depend on careful role design and attention to user vulnerability [14, 15].
What makes this case distinct from Vignette 1 is that the risk is not primarily emotional dependence
but epistemic: the user may not be able to reliably process the disclaimer that follows a relational
opening. Where a neurotypical adult in crisis can hold both “this system cares about me” and “this
system is not a person” simultaneously, a user with cognitive impairment may hear the warmth
and lose the correction. This asymmetry means that the ethical calculus shifts: an affect-neutral
procedural style may be preferable at moments when role clarity and handoff to human care are
primary, even if it feels less comforting in the moment. The design implication is that systems
interacting with cognitively vulnerable populations may need to default to procedural clarity and
reserve relational cues for contexts where the user’s capacity to distinguish system from person is
not in doubt.

Vignette 3: Administrative help, dignity, and procedural clarity

As governments explore conversational AI for public information and services, chatbot interaction
style becomes part of how institutions appear to explain, justify, and respond. Reuters reported that
the UK government would explore use of Anthropic’s Claude to improve how people interact with
public information and services [24]. This vignette considers a common administrative interaction
in which a user seeks explanation and next steps after a rejection.

Prompt. My application was rejected and the message is unclear. Can you explain
what happened and what I can do next?

Relational / empathic style. I’m sorry you’re dealing with that, especially when the decision
message doesn’t clearly explain what happened. I can help you work through it. If you paste the
notice (with personal details removed), I can help identify the reason given and walk you through
the next step, including whether this looks like a review, appeal, or reapplication.
Affect-neutral procedural style. Paste the rejection notice text (remove personal details). I
will extract the stated reason, any evidence cited, the deadline, and the listed next actions (review,
appeal, or reapply). If the notice does not provide reasons, I can help draft a request for clarification.
Reflection. In this setting, the central design obligation is not emotional attunement alone, but
procedural clarity, contestability, and recourse. The empathic version may support persistence and
reduce the felt burden of bureaucracy; the procedural version makes task structure, evidentiary
trace, and next actions more explicit. Research on AI acceptance in public services suggests that
legitimacy depends strongly on institutional design choices, including human involvement, not
only technical capability [16]. Related work on digital portals likewise shows that relational cues
shape user experience, but procedural justice remains a core component of trust [17].
Unlike the previous two vignettes, the risk here is not that empathy causes harm, but that it subtly
reframes the interaction. When a public service chatbot says “I’m sorry you’re dealing with that,” it
positions itself as an ally sympathising with the user’s frustration at the institution—even though it
is the institution’s interface. This creates an odd doubling: the system appears to stand beside the
user while actually standing in for the authority that made the decision. The procedural version
avoids this by treating the interaction as a transparent information exchange. This is precisely
where an affect-neutral procedural style may be not only acceptable but desirable, provided it does
not become dismissive. The deeper design question is whether institutional chatbots should express
sympathy for decisions they represent, or whether honesty about their institutional position is
itself a form of care.

Taken together, the vignettes suggest that empathic style is not simply an added layer of “care.” It



changes the perceived relation between user and system, and with it the thresholds for trust, deference,
and continued engagement. In some situations that shift is supportive; in others it obscures limits or
softens scrutiny at exactly the moment scrutiny is needed.

4. Discussion

Across these vignettes, empathic style appears as a way of shaping the relation between user and
system. It can invite disclosure, soften the texture of an interaction, and make a system feel more
present. It can also widen the promises an interface seems to make. In the mental-health vignette,
a more relational response carries the weight of accompaniment and may strengthen engagement, a
pattern that resonates with work on digital therapeutic alliance in mental health chatbots [10]. In the
vignette on cognitive vulnerability, the same relational move shifts the problem toward role attribution
and identity clarity, where conversational agents may be welcomed as companions or supports, yet still
require careful boundary design [14, 15]. In the public-service vignette, empathic language changes the
institutional tone of the exchange, while explanation, contestability, and recourse remain the deeper
sources of legitimacy [16, 17].

4.1. A common structure: relational style as expectation-setter

A pattern emerges across all three vignettes that helps explain why the same stylistic choice produces
different effects in different settings. In each case, empathic framing does not merely change tone; it
implicitly raises the user’s expectations about what the system will do and what role it occupies. In the
crisis vignette, warmth implies accompaniment; in the companionship vignette, it implies personhood;
in the administrative vignette, it implies advocacy. The mismatch between these implied commitments
and the system’s actual capabilities is what generates risk. This observation connects the three cases
to a shared design principle: the appropriateness of empathic style depends on the gap between the
relational role it implies and the obligations the system can actually fulfil.

This framing also clarifies a distinction between settings where the chatbot functions as a companion
(vignettes 1 and 2) and settings where it functions as an information intermediary (vignette 3). In
companion-like interactions, empathic style risks creating parasocial bonds or dependence that the
system cannot sustain; in intermediary interactions, it risks obscuring the system’s institutional position.
Both are cases of relational over-promising, but the nature of the over-promise differs, and so must the
design response.

This structural reading finds support in work beyond chatbot interaction. Han et al. show that in
social VR, architectural affordances (spatial proportion, sightlines, materiality) do not merely decorate
an interaction but shape its character: cosy enclosures invite intimate conversation while open plazas
facilitate new encounters [25]. An analogous point applies here. The interactional architecture of a
chatbot including its tone, relational stance, escalation pathways, and boundary design constitutes
an affordance structure that shapes what kinds of social exchange become possible. In this sense, an
‘empathic machine’ is not reducible to the affect anecdotally produced in a given encounter. It is better
understood as a design configuration that opens certain relational possibilities and forecloses others,
and should be evaluated as such.

4.2. Appropriateness as situated fit

A useful way to read these scenes is through the literature on appropriateness, authenticity, and
expectation. Trzebiński et al. show that empathy-supportive phrasing can lose its value when a chatbot
fails to answer users’ questions, because the relational cue raises expectations that the system cannot
sustain [3]. Park’s findings point in the same direction from another angle: empathy can improve
attitudes and willingness to use a chat system, yet those effects depend on topic and on who or what is
speaking [2]. Seitz places further pressure on the issue by showing that artificial empathy in healthcare
may feel inauthentic even when it seeks to convey care [4]. At the same time, perceived authenticity



remains deeply connected to empathy, warmth, humanness, trust, and rapport in broader chatbot
research [6, 7]. The question, then, concerns fit: fit between tone and competence, between relational
cue and institutional role, between the user’s situation and the obligations the system can genuinely
carry.

4.3. Future Work

The gradient presented here of crisis, cognitive vulnerability, administrative process is not exhaustive.
Other settings raise analogous tensions that future work should examine. In educational tutoring,
empathic encouragement may sustain motivation but also reduce a learner’s willingness to engage
critically with difficult material. In customer service, relational warmth may substitute for substantive
resolution, producing satisfaction without recourse. In bereavement and grief support, parasocial
attachment carries distinct risks when a user begins to treat the system as a continuing bond with a
lost person. Each of these extends the gradient in a different direction and would test whether the same
principle, that appropriateness depends on the gap between implied relational role and actual system
capability, holds across a wider range of interactions.

4.4. Toward a design agenda

This points toward a broader design agenda that extends beyond empathic style alone. Care at the
interface may take the form of clear explanation, low burden, visible limits, reliable handoff, and
meaningful recourse. Such an approach places less weight on sounding caring and more on what the
interaction enables for the user. Future research could therefore study appropriateness as a situated
design problem: which forms of empathy support disclosure without inviting over-reliance; how role
clarity can be maintained under cognitive vulnerability; and how procedural systems can communicate
dignity without veiling power. In that frame, the central issue shifts from whether a chatbot feels
empathic to how an interface distributes support in ways a user can understand, trust, and act on.

5. Limitations

We note several limitations of this work. The vignettes are deliberately composed analytic contrasts, not
naturalistic interaction data; they are designed to surface design tensions rather than to measure user
responses empirically. The responses were generated by a single model family (GPT-5.2) and lightly
edited, so they reflect one system’s interpretation of the system prompts rather than a controlled sample
across architectures. The three scenarios, while selected to span a gradient of relational intensity, do not
cover the full range of contexts in which empathic style raises design questions. Finally, our analysis is
interpretive rather than evaluative: we do not test whether users actually perceive or respond to these
differences as we describe. Empirical validation through user studies, diary methods, or controlled
experiments varying relational style would be a valuable next step.

6. Declaration on Generative AI

During the preparation of this work, the authors used OpenAI’s GPT-5.2 in order to generate the
vignettes as described in Section 2:Methods. Furthermore GPT-5.2 was used for grammar and spelling
checks on the self authored content. After using this tool, the authors reviewed and edited the content
as needed and take full responsibility for the publication’s content.
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