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How many people use AI for
company, and how we know
Published figures for companionship use of AI run from under 1% to 72%. Read with what each one
counts, nearly all of them fit together.

M I T W A  L A B ,  M U M B A I

I N  P L A I N  W O R D S

Ask how many people use AI for company and the published answers run from under 1% to
72%. Most of them can be right at the same time, because they measure different things.
Surveys count people, while studies of platform logs count conversations or messages. One
survey counts anyone who tried it once and another only those who do it every week, and some
define a "companion" broadly enough to include a general assistant used as a companion. Read
with what each counts, nearly all of them agree that a sizeable minority of people have done
this at least once, that fewer do it often, and that it is a small share of what people type into
general assistants. One pair of surveys of American teenagers still does not fit, and we set out
the possible reasons.

Two figures from 2025
Anthropic (2025) reported that companionship and
role play together made up under 0.5% of
conversations on its assistant, Claude. Robb and
Mann (2025), in a report for Common Sense Media,
found that 72% of American teenagers had used an AI
companion at least once. Set side by side, they look as
though one of them must be wrong.

This review argues that neither is, and that most of
the distance comes from the unit counted, how often
the behaviour had to occur, the words put to a
respondent or a classifier, and the population and
dates. After allowing for these, one disagreement
remains among the sources we read.

Twelve figures and what each one counts
Percentages are as printed in each source.

FIGUR
E

WHAT IS
COUNTED

WHO OR WHAT QUESTION OR
CLASSIFIER

WHEN SOURCE

72% Teens who
had ever
used an AI
companion

1,060 US
teens, 13 to
17

Broad
definition;
general
assistants
count if used
as companions

30 April
to 14 May
2025

Robb
and
Mann
(2025)

12% Teens using
AI
companions
for emotional
or mental
health
support

as above One of several
listed uses

as above Robb
and
Mann
(2025)

12%
and
16%

Teens who
had used a
chatbot for
emotional
support or
advice; for
casual
conversation

1,458 US
teens, 13 to
17

Specific uses of
chatbots

25 Septe
mber to 9
October
2025

McClain
et al.
(2026)

13.1
%

Sought help
from
generative AI
when sad,
angry or
nervous

1,058 US
youth, 12 to
21

An emotional
state, any
product

February
and
March
2025

McBain
et al.
(2025)

19.2
%

Mental health
advice from
AI chatbots

1,009 US
youth, 12 to
21

Similar
question,
different panel

Novembe
r 2025

McBain
et al.
(2026)
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FIGUR
E

WHAT IS
COUNTED

WHO OR WHAT QUESTION OR
CLASSIFIER

WHEN SOURCE

14.6
%
and
abou
t
2.4%

Friend-like
chats
reported;
social or
supportive in
the
researchers'
coding of free
text, as a
share of all
students

1,599
Danish high-
school
students

Self-report,
then the
researchers'
coding

Not in
the
abstract

Herbene
r and Da
mholdt
(2025)

37% AI users who
had
discussed
feelings or
personal
problems
with AI

1,032 AI
users, 9 to
17

A listed use of
AI

18 to 26
March
2026

O'Neil et
al.
(2026)

33% Used AI for
emotional
purposes in
the past year

2,028 people
in the UK

Companionshi
p, emotional
support or
social
interaction

Report
dated De
cember
2025

AISI
(2025)

16% Adults who
had ever
used AI for co
mpanionship

1,437 US
adults

The single
word "compani
onship"

10 to 14
July
2025

AP-
NORC
(2025)

2.9%
and
unde
r
0.5%

Conversation
s classed as
affective; as c
ompanionshi
p or role play

About 4.5
million conv
ersations,
adult
accounts

An automated
classifier (Clio)

Not
stated

Anthropi
c (2025)

1.9%
and
0.4%

Messages on
relationships
and personal
reflection; on
games and
role play

About 1.1
million
messages,
adult
accounts

A language-
model
classifier

May
2024 to
June
2025

Chatterji
et al.
(2025)

First
of
100

A ranking of
uses

Public posts,
mostly on
Reddit

Expert
curation and
scoring

Report
dated
March
2025

Zao-
Sanders
(2025)

People, conversations and messages
Chatterji et al. (2025), a working paper written mostly
by OpenAI staff, sampled about 1.1 million
conversations from adult consumer accounts on
ChatGPT between May 2024 and June 2025, took one
message from each and had language models classify
them unread by any person. Of those messages, 1.9%
concerned relationships and personal reflection and
0.4% games and role play. Anthropic (2025) started
from about 4.5 million conversations on Claude,
which is open only to adults and which the company
says is not designed for emotional support. It classed
2.9% as affective, mostly interpersonal advice and
coaching, and companionship with role play below
0.5%. It did no analysis at the level of users.

A share of messages weights each person by how
much they type, whereas a share of people counts
each person once, so the two drift apart when a

behaviour is concentrated. Phang et al. (2025), a
preprint by OpenAI and MIT Media Lab researchers,
followed about 6,000 heavy users of ChatGPT's voice
mode. For most of the emotion classifiers, most of
these users rarely triggered them, often in under 1%
of conversations; in the top tenth of users the
classifiers fired regularly, and for a few people in
more than half of their conversations.

As an illustration, with invented numbers: if one adult
in three had a single personal conversation with an
assistant in a year, among several hundred about
work, cooking and homework, a survey of people
would report a third and a sample of messages far
less than 1%, and both would be correct. Since the
real distribution is unknown, a small share of
messages sets no upper limit on the share of people.

Both platform studies also exclude accounts of users
who are, or say they are, under 18, and both describe
general assistants, so apps built as companions
appear in neither. In the UK survey, of respondents
who had used AI for emotional purposes, 58% named
a general-purpose assistant and 5% an app designed
for companionship (AISI, 2025). General assistants
carry much of this use, but dedicated apps are
missing from every platform figure in the table.

Ever, every week, every day
Among the surveys, a large source of spread is how
often something must have been done to count. Robb
and Mann (2025) report that 72% of teenagers had
ever used an AI companion, 52% did so a few times a
month or more, and 13% daily. In the UK, the AI
Security Institute surveyed 2,028 people chosen to
match the census and found that 33% had used AI for
emotional purposes in the previous year (AISI, 2025).
Its text gives 8% weekly and 4% daily; its chart shows
these as separate bands, so by our addition 12% did it
at least weekly. The AP-NORC (2025) poll of 1,437 US
adults in July 2025 found that 16% had ever used AI
for companionship, the lowest of the eight uses it
asked about; adding its response categories, about
9% did so several times a week or more and 6% at
least daily. A third within a year and a sixth ever are
different measures, yet the at-least-weekly figures of
12% and 9% are of a similar size, although two
surveys asking different questions cannot replicate
each other.

The words put to respondents
Robb and Mann (2025) showed teenagers a
description of AI companions as digital friends or
characters to text or talk with. It listed role play with
fictional characters, building a custom character and
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talking through feelings, and added that ChatGPT or
Claude used as a companion also counted. The same
definition told respondents to leave out homework
helpers, image generators and voice assistants that
only answer questions. Within that survey, 46% of
teenagers said they saw AI companions mainly as
tools or programs, 33% reported some social or
relationship use, and 12% used them for emotional or
mental health support. The authors concede that
some respondents may have folded general AI use
into their answers, which would push the usage
figures up.

McClain et al. (2026), at the Pew Research Center,
surveyed 1,458 US teenagers from a probability panel
in the autumn of 2025 and asked about specific uses
of chatbots: 12% had used one for emotional support
or advice and 16% for casual conversation. The two
12% figures come from different samples and
questions about five months apart, so their closeness
may be coincidence. It fits our reading of the 72% as
mainly a measure of contact with a broad category of
products. The authors' own caution about general use
counts in favour of that reading, while the definition's
explicit exclusions count against it.

McBain et al. (2025) built their question around a
feeling. Of 1,058 people aged 12 to 21 surveyed in
February and March 2025, 13.1% had turned to
generative AI for advice or help when sad, angry or
nervous, and 22.2% of those aged 18 to 21, a
subgroup of only 147 respondents that the authors
say should be read with caution. Respondents were
given example products in a definition of generative
AI, but the survey did not record which product
anyone used.

Herbener and Damholdt (2025) show the effect inside
one sample. Of 1,599 Danish high-school students,
234 (14.6%) said they had friend-like conversations
with chatbots. When the researchers coded the
written answers, 174 described practical exchanges
and 39 social or supportive ones, about 2.4% of the
whole sample. We read only the abstract, which does
not account for the remaining answers, but a roughly
sixfold fall between what students ticked and what
they described is the plainest case here of a definition
doing the work.

O'Neil et al. (2026), also from Common Sense Media,
use yet another base: among US children aged 9 to 17
who use AI, 37% had used it to discuss feelings or
personal problems. Because the base is the 1,032 AI
users among 1,204 children surveyed, the share
among all children is lower.

A change over time, or a change of panel
McBain et al. (2026) asked again in November 2025,
of 1,009 people aged 12 to 21, and found 19.2%.
RAND's press release presents this as a rise from
13.1% a year earlier, although the earlier fieldwork
ran in February and March 2025. The 2025 study
drew on RAND's American Life Panel and Ipsos's
KnowledgePanel, while the release names RAND's
American Youth Panel for the later one, and it
describes the question as covering feeling sad, angry,
nervous or stressed, one state more than the 2025
wording. How much of the six points is behaviour and
how much is measurement cannot be worked out
from what has been published, and for this study we
could read only the abstract and the press release.

The pair that does not fit
Robb and Mann (2025) report that 72% of US
teenagers had used an AI companion. About five
months later, McClain et al. (2026) report that 64% of
US teenagers use any AI chatbot at all, in a question
that named Character.ai as an example. If
companions are a subset of chatbots, the part is
larger than the whole, and the eight-point gap
exceeds the combined margin of error of the two
surveys, which by our calculation from their stated
4.2 and 3.3 points is about 5.3 points.

Several explanations are open and none has been
tested. The wording "have you used" reaches further
back than "do you use", and the companion definition
may take in characters inside games or social apps
that teenagers do not think of as chatbots.
Respondents may have answered about AI in general,
the risk Robb and Mann (2025) themselves name. The
samples also differ: Pew's came entirely from a
probability panel, whereas 341 of the 1,060
interviews in Robb and Mann (2025) came from a
non-probability panel weighted to match the
population.

Who produced each number
The two platform studies were written by the
companies whose products they measure, about
assistants not marketed as companions, and neither
was peer reviewed: Chatterji et al. (2025) is a working
paper and Anthropic (2025) a research post. Phang et
al. (2025) is a preprint with company authors.
Common Sense Media, publisher of Robb and Mann
(2025) and O'Neil et al. (2026), advises that under-18s
should not use AI companions.

The low figures have the advantage of recording what
people typed, classified consistently (and, for
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ChatGPT, sampled at random), without relying on
memory or on how a respondent reads a definition.
They omit minors and dedicated companion apps,
though, and because a classifier judges content it can
miss someone who uses an assistant for work partly
for the company. A survey reaches people across
every product they use, which is the case for the high
figures, but a broad definition can take in contact that
respondents themselves would not call
companionship.

One published claim does clash with the platform
data. Zao-Sanders (2025) ranked therapy and
companionship first among 100 uses of generative AI,
up from second a year before, and Chatterji et al.
(2025) set their figures against that ranking. The
ranking came from expert curation of public posts,
mostly on Reddit, with each use given a reach score
out of ten, and it has no denominator of people or
messages, so it may describe what people choose to
discuss in public. As a claim about the most common
use, both platform samples contradict it, and
Chatterji et al. (2025) argue that its method probably
gave an unrepresentative picture of use.

Taken together, the figures support a modest
statement. A sizeable minority of people surveyed in
the UK and of US adults had at some point used AI for
company, emotional support or something close to it,
and estimates for US teenagers run from 12% for
specific uses to 72% under a broad definition. About
one in ten in the UK and US adult surveys did so at
least weekly. On two general assistants this use made
up a few percent of conversations or messages,
concentrated among heavy users where that was
measured (ChatGPT's voice mode). Every figure in the
table fits that statement except the teen pair above
and any reading of the ranking as a measure of
frequency.

What is not yet known
• No study read here measures the same people both

by survey and by platform record, so the ratio
between shares of people and shares of messages is
unknown.

• No source opened gives usage figures from any app
built as a companion.

• The AISI report does not give the wording or
fieldwork dates of its survey, which limits
comparison with the AP-NORC poll.

• Whether the rise from 13.1% to 19.2% among US
youth reflects behaviour, or the change of panel
and wording, has not been tested.

• Why 72% of US teenagers report companion use
when 64% report any chatbot use remains
unexplained.

• How the heavy-use tail in Phang et al. (2025)
compares in size with the weekly users counted in
surveys is unknown.

• Every survey population here lives in the US, the
UK or Denmark. The ChatGPT sample spans many
countries, but none of the sources opened reports a
companionship figure for India or any other
country in Asia, Africa or South America.
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