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Abstract

When the operation of an artificial intelligence (AI) system results in loss of life, this is arguably the ultimate
failure of Al safety. To better understand how this may occur, a search of fatal or near-fatal incidents was carried
out in three public Al incident databases. From the results, five major incident categories were identified: robots,
essential services, hazardous guidance, algorithmic recommendations and conversational agents. These were
compared and contrasted with themes identified in a survey of academic literature on Al ethics and death.
The findings are tentative and require further validation, but they suggest that there are some areas where the
interests of academic research are not fully aligned with the requirements of real-world Al safety. Systems that
induce violent or suicidal behaviour through subtle psychological influence are a particular concern, as their
safety implications may not be as fully understood as those of systems that are directly involved in life-or-death
decisions. As Al systems grow increasingly humanlike in their performance and behaviour, cross-disciplinary
research efforts are necessary to ensure that they are safe to deploy and interact with.
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1. Introduction

Stories of artificial intelligence (AI) systems that turn hostile to humans and start killing them have long
been a staple of science fiction. Meanwhile, Al systems that exist in the real world have no intentions
or emotions and therefore no hostility, but there have still been many documented incidents where an
Al system contributed to physical harm, including death. Cyber-physical systems such as autonomous
vehicles can cause death directly, but even chatbots, whose sole interface with the physical realm is
words on a screen, may cause it indirectly by making harmful suggestions to the user.

When an Al system causes death, it can be considered the ultimate violation of the principle of
non-maleficence. Therefore, in the interest of making Al safer, it is instructive to study the fatal incidents
that have occurred so far in order to better understand the nature and magnitude of the risk Al systems
pose to human life. Previously, Al incidents have been reviewed in [1], but the study was much broader
in scope, covering safety and security incidents in general rather than focusing on fatal ones specifically.

Furthermore, it is useful to compare and contrast the incident reports with relevant research literature
in order to see how closely academic discourse on Al and death mirrors what is happening in the real
world. Previously, academic literature on Al safety has been reviewed in [2], but again, the scope of
the study was considerably different. On the one hand, the paper examines Al safety on a much more
general level; on the other hand, literature on Al and death also covers topics that are not related to Al
safety as such and therefore fall outside the scope of the review.

This paper investigates the intersection of Al ethics and death using the aforementioned two bodies
of material, taking a tentative step toward the systematisation of knowledge in this area. Through qual-
itative analysis, prominent themes are extracted from the materials to identify potentially noteworthy
subtopics and to facilitate comparison of the two domains. To the best of the author’s knowledge, no
previously published work with this objective exists. By analysing the materials, the following research
questions are studied:
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1. What questions related to Al and death is academic literature concerned with?

2. What characterises known incidents where the operation of an Al system has been either directly
or indirectly linked with loss of human life?

3. Where do the two perspectives on Al and death overlap and where do they diverge?

4. What are the implications of the findings in terms of e.g. questions that warrant more attention
in Al ethics research?

A more detailed account of the materials and methods used is given in Section 2. The first research
question is then addressed in Section 3, which presents a narrative review of relevant literature found
on Scopus. Section 4 addresses the second question by classifying (potentially) fatal Al incidents found
in three public databases and examining some of the discourse surrounding them in journalistic media.
The third and fourth questions are then addressed in Section 5, which discusses the significance and
broader implications of the search results. Finally, Section 6 concludes the paper.

2. Methodology and Scope

For the purposes of this paper, Al can be defined as in [3], as "the ability of a digital computer or
computer-controlled robot to perform tasks commonly associated with intelligent beings”. The term is
commonly defined in this way, by analogy with organic intelligence and with reference to externally
observable behaviour. In terms of technology, Al is used as an umbrella term covering technologies
that can be used to implement intelligent behaviour in computer-based systems, including (but not
limited to) machine learning.

For the literature review in Section 3, a Scopus search was carried out in March 2025 with the
following search string:

("artificial intelligence” OR ai) AND ethics AND death

The search results were restricted to journal articles, conference papers and book chapters, and
publications in languages other than English were excluded. No publication date range was specified.
This resulted in a set of 84 papers, which were examined more closely to identify major themes relevant
to the research questions.

To discover Al incidents involving death, three sources were used:

« Al Incident Database (AIID): a repository of incidents that accepts submissions from the general
public, with approximately 1000 incidents included at the time of writing [4].

+ Al Algorithmic and Automation Incidents and Controversies (AIAAIC) Repository: similar to
ATID, but not limited to incidents involving AT [5].

« OECD Al Incidents and hazards Monitor (AIM): an automatically curated collection of incidents
compiled by using Al to classify news articles from various sources [6].

The bulk of the discovered incidents were found by searching AIID and ATAAIC for "death” and
related keywords (*dead”, "die” and its inflections, “fatal”, kill”, "murder”, ”suicide”). These were
supplemented by using the advanced search of AIM to list incidents with the severity classification
“death”. Besides supplying some incidents not found in either AIID or ATAAIC, AIM provided some
insights into the public discourse about certain types of incidents. The discovered incidents were
clustered into themes through single-coder inductive analysis following a process similar to the one of
Braun and Clarke [7].

Since there is no previous work addressing the specific topic of Al and death, the study reported
here was conceived as a tentative exploration of the area and a preamble to more systematic work.
The selected data sources were deemed sufficient to provide a reasonably comprehensive picture for
this purpose. The methods used were likewise chosen with this purpose in mind: rather than devise a
unified methodology for studying both categories of data, it was deemed better to explore the categories
separately using relatively lightweight and flexible methods to pave way for a more rigorous approach
in the future.



3. Death and Al in the Literature

A quantitative summary of the results of the literature review is presented in Table 1. A large portion
of the literature found deals with the use of Al in medicine, and much of this was found to be not
particularly interesting in the context of the research questions at hand: Al is viewed as something
capable of preventing death rather than causing it, and the discussion of ethics is mainly concerned
with affirming that the study was carried out in accordance with the principles of medical research
ethics. There are a few notable exceptions, however, the most directly relevant one being [8], which
discusses the possibility of a patient’s death resulting in manslaughter charges when an Al system has
been used for clinical decision-making.

Another interesting paper is [9], where it is argued that prioritising fairness over utility in medical
Al may lead to preventable deaths if the deployment of an Al system that performs well on the majority
of patients is delayed because of its poor performance on minority groups. Somewhat relevant are
also papers that examine the use of Al for potentially life-or-death decisions on a more general level,
such as [10] and especially [11], which explicitly proposes the incorporation of moral reasoning into a
medical decision support system. Recently, the popular research practice of evaluating the competence
of generative Al systems such as ChatGPT in various fields of knowledge has reached the field of
medical ethics [12].

In [13], judicial decision-making is brought up as another Al application domain where the outcome
of a decision may mean the difference between life and death. The study on bias and discrimination in
administrative Al systems presented in [14] can be considered tangentially relevant, as the motivation
for the study involves the (non-Al-related) death of an eight-year-old child and the failure of social
services to intervene in time. Likewise of tangential relevance is the discussion of recommender systems
in [15], which uses the word “death” figuratively but also mentions some cases where recommendation
algorithms have allegedly caused literal death.

A radically different perspective is provided by autonomous Al systems deliberately inflicting harm,
including death. In [16], this is referred to as autonomised harming, the ethics of which are discussed
in the context of self-driving cars and autonomous weapons. For self-driving cars, [17] presents a
broad overview of the ethical issues, while [18] and [19] look more closely at ethical decision-making
in dilemma situations where an accident is unavoidable and the vehicle must decide who to harm
(and potentially kill). In [20], a study of moral preferences with respect to how self-driving cars
should behave in such situations is presented. In [21], it is suggested that such dilemmas can be used
as benchmarks in the evaluation of ethical decision-making algorithms. The study of the discourse
surrounding robot-related fatalities in [22] covers self-driving cars alongside other autonomous entities
such as industrial robots.

For autonomous weapons, the literature provides examples of arguments both for [23] and against
[24, 25]. In [26] and [27], the ethical considerations are discussed in a neutral fashion, while [28]
emphasises the importance of educating Al developers on ethical issues in ensuring that military Al
systems are developed responsibly. In [29], combat drones are juxtaposed with companion robots in
a discussion of the capability of Al systems to respect human values and the merits of a utilitarian
approach to Al ethics. In [30], a similar juxtaposition is made between robots designed to kill and ones
designed to preserve life; the paper points out that even robots in the latter category have been known
to cause loss of life and discusses the question of whether morality can be designed into robots.

The recent generative Al boom can be observed also in literature dealing with AI ethics and death.
In particular, there has been a surge of interest in so-called deathbots or griefbots: chatbots trained to
imitate deceased individuals in the way they interact with the living, usually loved ones of the deceased
person. Several authors have explored the ethics of such applications, which are already being offered as
a commercial service by a number of companies [31, 32, 33, 34]. Instead of a mourning family member
or friend, the initiative could come from the person before their passing or from a company that has
collected their data [35]. Another possibility is application of Al to data of the dead for archaeological
purposes [36].

The "resurrected” individual could also be a celebrity. According to the survey reported in [37], there



Table 1
Summary of the Reviewed Literature

Category Subcategory Number of papers
Decision support Medical >
PP Other 3
Civilian 6
Autonomised harming Military 6
Mixed 3
. . Griefbots 5
Digital resurrection Other 3
. Virtual companions 2
Other generative Al Synthetic media 3
Al as existential risk 3

is currently not much public interest in this, but so-called deepfake technology has been used in the
entertainment industry to replicate the likeness of deceased performers, Peter Cushing in the film Rogue
One: A Star Wars Story being one famous example. A beneficent example of digital resurrection by
deepfake is given in [38], which discusses a campaign to raise awareness of intimate partner violence
using synthetically generated videos of women who had been murdered by their partners.

Digitally resurrected individuals are but a subset Al systems that simulate a personality and interact
socially with their users. Another subset with connections to death is virtual companions; [39] discusses
the possibility of these being used to alleviate loneliness and thus to reduce the associated health risks,
including the risk of early death. In [40], it is found that people may respond emotionally to the loss of
an Al companion with intense grief, not unlike to the death of a loved one.

Journalism is another application domain where synthetically generated content is now having an
impact; in this context, [41] raises the question of whether machines should write about death. Another
paper from the field of media ethics is [42], which argues that the use of synthetic data is inherently
unethical, noting the life-or-death nature of certain types of Al systems such as medical Al. Apart from
this, the only paper among the search results to suggest some kind of causal link between synthetic
content and death is [43], which discusses the use of speech synthesis to model queer voices and
cautions that malicious use of the technology could have fatal consequences for LGBTQ+ individuals.

Despite its status as a common concern as well as an established science fiction trope, Al as an
existential risk to humanity is largely absent among the search results. The principal exception is [44],
which discusses the long-term risks of Al alongside the potential long-term benefits. Another paper
that could be included in this category is [45], which brings up the contribution of Al use to death of
the environment. One more that can be considered somewhat relevant is [46], which applies ethical
theories to the destruction of infrastructure, although Al is but one of the possible means of destruction
mentioned.

4. Death in Al Incidents

Through thematic analysis, five major categories of incidents were identified: robots, essential services,
hazardous guidance, algorithmic recommendations and conversational agents. By a considerable margin,
the most numerous category was robots, with over 50 incidents discovered. This is unsurprising,
given that Al systems that operate in the physical realm are the ones with the most immediate safety
implications. However, a closer look at the incidents reveals that the high number is to some extent
misleading, as a substantial portion of the incidents involve robots that are not controlled by Al
Industrial robots, for instance, are typically controlled by traditional programming, whereas surgical
robots are controlled remotely by a human surgeon.



Among incidents involving Al-controlled robots, fatal accidents involving autonomous vehicles
are the predominant subcategory, with well over 30 such incidents discovered by the search. The
vast majority of these involved various Tesla models specifically; however, in many cases it is unclear
whether the Autopilot feature of the vehicle was in fact engaged at the time of the accident. Factors
such as the relative popularity of different makes of (partially) self-driving cars must also be accounted
for, so the number of incidents as such is not necessarily a good proxy for safety. Nevertheless, there
have been enough incidents to cause the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA)
of the United States to launch an investigation of the safety of the Full Self-Driving (FSD) feature, the
most advanced version of Autopilot [47].

The discourse in the incident reports revolves mainly around safety and liability issues. These are
intertwined, since the interface between human and machine introduces complications while it is still at
least possible, if not necessary, for a human driver to take over from the Al in an emergency. Concerns
have been raised about how this taking over can be done safely [48], as well as how the public may view
self-driving cars as more capable than they actually are and how design choices affect this impression
[49]. In the case of an accident, the public is more likely to blame the driver than the vehicle according
to a study [50]. Regarding Tesla specifically, the company has been criticised for aggressively rolling
out unsafe self-driving technology [51] and sending contradictory messages about its capabilities to
consumers and regulators [52]. It has also been suspected that the cars have been programmed to
disengage Autopilot when a crash is imminent to shift blame away from the company [53].

Some 15 incidents were related to robotic weapons or other military uses of Al. Again, in several
cases the robots were remotely controlled with no Al involvement, and in almost all cases the decision
to engage was made by a human operator rather than an Al system. Possible exceptions are an incident
involving the use of Kargu-2 drones in Libya [54], allegedly the first time a fully autonomous weapon
system has been used to attack human targets, and the use of KUB-BLA drones by Russian forces
in Ukraine [55]. However, in public discourse even fully operator-controlled robotic weapons may
be viewed as controversial, especially when taken out of the military context and adopted by law
enforcement organisations [56]. The use of Al-based target identification systems by the Israeli Defence
Forces has also sparked controversy [57, 58], although it is difficult to say how much of this should be
attributed to the use of Al for this purpose as opposed to the high rate of Palestinian non-combatant
casualties in the Gaza conflict.

Incidents involving the use of Al for law enforcement can also be found in the essential services
category, but here we are dealing with systems that do not directly cause any effects in the physical
world. The ShotSpotter gunfire detection system, involved in an incident where a teenager was killed
in a police raid [59] is illustrative of a common theme running through the category: systems designed
to protect life and well-being that, because of inaccuracy or bias, fail or even do the opposite. Other law
enforcement examples include a facial recognition system for suspect identification [60] and a predictive
policing system for the prevention of domestic violence [61]; those not related to law enforcement
include a suicide prevention system for veterans [62], a biometric identification system for welfare
administration [63], an algorithmic staffing system in a care home for the elderly [64] and a ranking
system for patients waiting for a liver transplant [65]. However, it should be noted that the role of Al is
not clear in all of these.

In the hazardous guidance category, the most straightforward incidents are those where one or
more people were killed as a consequence of following navigation directions provided by a geolocation
application. The other subcategory of incidents within this category comprises cases where a generative
Al system provides the user with unsafe information that could, if acted upon, result in fatalities;
however, in most cases this is only presented as a possibility and there is no report of an incident where
tangible real-world harm was inflicted. An exception to this is an incident report referring to anecdotal
evidence that an Al-generated mushroom foraging guidebook led to a family consuming poisonous
mushrooms and being hospitalised [66].

The algorithmic recommendations category includes one case where Amazon’s algorithm was
criticised for recommending products known to have been used in suicide attempts [67], but apart
from this, the incidents in this category involve content recommendation algorithms on social media



platforms. Some reports observe the promotion of violence or self-harm on social media without linking
it with any specific incidents, but there are also several reports of deaths by accident or suicide where
the victims were allegedly influenced by content promoted by TikTok [68, 69] or Instagram [70], as well
as two where YouTube is blamed for having contributed to the radicalisation of perpetrators of terrorist
attacks [71, 72]. Social media platforms also use Al algorithms for content moderation, the failure of
which has been linked with deaths by drug overdose [73] and murder [74].

The incidents in the final category, conversational agents, are those where the Al system is
acting in a social role, serving as a companion rather than a mere information source. Despite the
attempts of developers to build guardrails into their systems, there are several documented cases of
them encouraging violence or self-harm in the interactions with the user. For example, [75] describes
an incident where a chatbot suggested that a teenage boy Kkill his parents, and in another incident, a
man attempted to assassinate Queen Elizabeth II after being encouraged by a chatbot [76]. There are
two known cases where interactions with a chatbot have been suspected of driving a person to suicide
[77, 78]. A common feature of the last three incidents is that in each one, the individual in question had
reportedly formed an emotional — even romantic in at least one case — attachment to the chatbot.

5. Discussion

Neither the literature review nor the review of Al incidents presented in this paper is intended to be
taken as exhaustive. In terms of breadth, incorporating more sources of material and refining the search
strategy would help make the big picture more comprehensive and less biased. In terms of depth, there
are many topics on which a closer examination of the relevant papers and incident reports would be
warranted to gain further insight into the academic and journalistic discourse on Al and death.

Another thing worth noting here is that the set of themes discussed in Section 4 is the product of a
process with a substantial inherent subjective element and represents but one way of interpreting and
organising the source material. A more rigorous process involving multiple coders would presumably
result in a more robust categorisation and allow for more in-depth cross-domain analysis between
incident reports and academic literature. Nevertheless, the results of the research presented here lend
themselves to a number of interesting observations, along with some specific directions for future
research.

The literature review in Section 3, though limited in scope, indicates that research at the intersection
of Al ethics and death covers a diverse range of topics, among which the safety of Al systems is not
particularly prominent. Instead, the reviewed literature is dominated by questions such as how Al can
help prolong life, what is the capacity of Al systems to make moral decisions involving death and how
Al is changing the way we relate to death and the dead. This does not mean that Al safety is being
ignored as a research topic, but does suggest that the research is predominantly discussed in such terms
that the search fails to find it. This, in turn, could be symptomatic of blind spots in terms of recognising
the full implications of the work, but further research is needed to adequately explore this hypothesis.

Comparing the literature with the Al incidents reviewed in Section 4, it can be seen that there is a
considerable degree of overlap. The ethically controversial nature of Al-controlled weapon systems
is prominently featured in both, as are problems associated with Al systems that make potentially
life-or-death decisions in the administration of justice, medical care or other essential services. In
other areas, a separation of concerns can be observed; for example, whereas the academic discourse on
autonomous vehicles devotes much attention to the idea of such vehicles making value-based choices,
incident reports involving them tend to focus on the more concrete issues of safety and liability, which
(unlike hypothetical trolley problem scenarios) are immediately relevant to the technology currently in
use. Nevertheless, the incident reports do also raise questions of a more philosophical nature regarding
the ethics of deploying self-driving technology in the real world.

One notable difference in the discourse between academic literature and incident reports is in the
area of social media algorithms. In the former, these barely came up at all, whereas among the latter,
several documented incidents involving highly popular platforms were found. Again, this does not



indicate that the safety of these algorithms is being ignored altogether, and it is also worth noting that
a handful of incidents is not enough to prove the existence of a causal link between the algorithms and
death. There is active debate in the literature on e.g. the effects of social media use on mental health,
but this is taking place in such a context that it falls outside the scope of the literature review carried
out for this paper.

Another area of divergence is generative Al, more specifically chatbots. Regarding these, in the
literature there is much more interest in griefbots, and more generally in various conceptual (rather
than causal) connections between chatbots and death. There is some overlap with the incident reports,
some of which do bring up ethical controversies associated with the digital resurrection of loved ones
or celebrities, but predominantly the reports deal with the (sometimes actualised) risk of tangible harm
resulting from chatbots making unsafe suggestions.

As noted above, Al safety is by no means being ignored, and generative Al is no exception. However,
as demonstrated by the examples given in the previous section — which represent but a small fraction
of all generative Al incidents — the guardrails implemented in existing systems are far from foolproof.
Quite apart from the question of how serious the developers of these systems really are about the safety
of their products, dialogue safety is a subtle and subjective concept, perceptions of which are affected
by various socio-cultural factors, making it challenging to establish the ground truth for guardrail
models intended to block unsafe interactions [79]. Moreover, it has been argued that for the purpose of
building ethical chatbots, the concept of safety is inadequate to begin with and should be replaced with
something more holistic [80].

The two suicide cases associated with chatbots highlight the difficulty of determining what is
permissible and desirable behaviour for an Al system designed to interact socially with humans.
Incidents such as these suggest that guardrail models should be trained to detect signs of the user
getting emotionally invested in the chatbot in an unhealthy way, which is likely to present a major
challenge. Assuming that Al companionship has potential benefits and that emotional attachment
plays a role in these, it may not be desirable to eliminate it altogether, but to minimise the risks, the
phenomenon requires fine calibration. To address this issue, a cross-disciplinary research effort is
needed.

6. Conclusion

This paper examined the safety of Al systems through the lens of documented incidents that resulted, or
could have resulted, in loss of human life. While Al systems that operate in the physical realm such as
self-driving cars are perhaps the most obvious possibility, it was found that Al may contribute to death
in a variety of other ways as well: by making decisions that cause denial of life-sustaining services,
by providing erroneous guidance on safety-critical topics, by recommending harmful content or by
persuading the user to commit harmful acts. Alongside the incident reports, academic literature on Al
and death was reviewed; it was observed that the questions addressed in the literature overlap with the
incident reports in some areas while diverging in others, conversational agents being one example of
the latter.

Self-driving cars and conversational agents are two very different applications of Al technology, but
they both highlight a fundamental discontinuity between the external appearance and internal logic
of Al systems. Externally, their capabilities are increasingly indistinguishable from — or superior to —
those of humans in many situations, creating a temptation for companies to roll out new products and
features quickly and for consumers to rely on them extensively. Meanwhile, internally the systems
are radically different from the human mind, complicating efforts to understand their limitations and
foresee ways in which they might inflict harm. A techno-centric approach to Al safety, focused on
perfecting machine learning models without addressing this gap, is therefore likely to fail.
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