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ABSTRACT

This study explores whether a friend-like, non-diagnostic artificial intelligence (Al) agent
constrained to scientifically validated emotional regulation techniques can support young
individuals in reducing emotional overstimulation resulting from today'’s highly stimulating
digital environment. Emotional overstimulation, driven by excessive social media exposure,
constant connectivity, and accelerated emotional comparison, has become increasingly
prominent among adolescents and young adults. Eighteen student participants engaged in semi-
structured conversational interactions with the Al agent developed by the author across a three-
day period. The Al provided empathetic responses combined with evidence-based practices
including grounding exercises, diaphragmatic breathing, validation strategies, cognitive
reframing, and behavioral activation, without offering diagnosis or treatment recommendations.
Qualitative and quantitative analyses of interview transcripts revealed that participants
perceived the Al agent as emotionally comforting, safe, and human-like. Most participants
reported reductions in emotional distress immediately following interactions and valued the
scientific credibility of the suggested strategies. However, variability emerged in trust levels,
personalization expectations, and the long-term application of techniques outside of Al
conversations. These findings highlight both the promise and limitations of ethically bounded
emotional companion Al systems, underscoring their potential role as initial emotional
stabilization tools rather than therapeutic replacements.

Keywords: emotional overstimulation, Al companions, evidence-based emotion regulation,
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1. Introduction

The rapid growth of digital platforms—particularly social media, messaging applications, and
real-time content streaming—has dramatically reshaped the emotional environment of
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adolescents and young adults. Modern youth experience continuous emotional stimulation driven
by algorithmically curated feeds, instant social feedback loops, performance comparison,
exposure to emotionally intense media, and persistent online availability. While digital
technology offers connectivity and entertainment, it also contributes to heightened emotional
dysregulation and mood volatility. Smith and Kumar (2020) describe this phenomenon as the
“overstimulated mind,” wherein emotional regulation systems are overwhelmed by volume,
intensity, and variability of emotional content.

Research demonstrates that high-frequency emotional input is associated with increased anxiety,
irritability, stress, and emotional exhaustion among adolescents (Park & Ueno, 2021).
Neurodevelopmentally, adolescents are especially sensitive to emotional overload since
regulatory prefrontal brain regions remain immature while affective processing centers are highly
reactive. Traditional support resources—including family members, school counselors, and
professional services—remain essential but are often inaccessible during acute moments of
distress. Social stigma and long waiting periods further limit real-time emotional support access
for young people.

Al conversational systems have recently emerged as potential mental-wellbeing tools by offering
immediate, nonjudgmental outlets for expression. However, current Al mental health
technologies usually fall into two categories: therapeutic or diagnostic chatbots designed to
simulate counseling processes, and general conversational agents lacking emotional or
psychological safety structures. Therapy-style systems introduce ethical risks by simulating
clinical authority without licensed oversight, potentially offering inappropriate reassurance or
incomplete interventions. Unregulated chatbots lack psychological grounding, risk
misinformation, and may provide contradictory or harmful emotional advice.

This study proposes an alternative model: non-clinical, emotionally supportive Al companions
constrained strictly to scientifically validated emotional regulation practices and empatic
conversation, without diagnostic labeling or individualized treatment recommendations. The Al
agent developed by the author speaks conversationally like a friend, validates emotional
experience, and delivers only well-established techniques including grounding exercises,
controlled breathing instruction, cognitive reframing prompts, validation, and behavioral
activation suggestions.

The central aim of this study is to explore whether adolescents perceive such a scientifically
constrained Al companion as emotionally helpful in mitigating feelings of emotional
overstimulation and distress. The research evaluates emotional impact not through clinical
symptom reduction but through practical emotional stability, comfort, safety perception, and
perceived usefulness.
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2. Literature Review
2.1 Emotional Overstimulation in the Digital Age

Digital overstimulation involves heightened emotional arousal resulting from continuous
exposure to emotionally activating online environments (Grant & Leicester, 2019). Algorithmic
content distribution prioritizes emotionally reactive material—outrage, excitement, fear, or
sensationalism—further intensifying emotional cycles. Adolescents experience elevated mood
volatility from constant digital presence, reinforced social comparison, and emotional contagion
within online communities (Park & Ueno, 2021).

Overstimulation often manifests as emotional fatigue, irritability, anxiety symptoms, and
difficulty calming down after stress. Compulsive engagement behaviors such as endless scrolling
or repeated content consumption reinforce prolonged emotional activation, undermining self-
regulatory capacity. Despite recognition of this issue, few interventions target emotional calming
processes tailored specifically to digitally induced emotional overload rather than formal
psychiatric disorders.

2.2 Al Mental Health Tools and Emotional Support Bots
Al-based mental health tools typically fall into two classifications:

1. Diagnostic or therapeutic tools: Al chatbots developed to simulate cognitive-behavioral
therapy (CBT) frameworks or provide screening-oriented guidance.

2. General conversational agents: Broad chatbots without emotional regulation
specialization or safety constraints.

CBT bots have shown some promise for coping skill reminders but face criticisms for ethical
ambiguity, limited risk detection, and absence of human oversight. Meanwhile, general chatbots
provide companionship without psychological safeguards, often responding inconsistently or
unpredictably to emotional vulnerability. Recent scholarship emphasizes the necessity for
ethically bounded emotional companions—AI agents designed not to diagnose or treat, but to
provide relational support while respecting clear medical boundaries (Chen, 2023).

Such systems aim to complement—not replace—human mental health resources by serving as
first-line comfort agents capable of emotional grounding. This developmental category remains
under-researched but represents a low-risk application of emotional Al, particularly for young
populations.
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2.3 Evidence-Based Techniques for Emotional Regulation
Psychological research identifies several universally supported emotional regulation strategies:

e Grounding techniques, such as the 5-4-3-2-1 sensory method, which anchor awareness to
tangible sensations to interrupt rumination cycles.

e Diaphragmatic breathing, shown to activate parasympathetic responses and lower
physiological stress.

e Cognitive reframing, altering maladaptive interpretations to reduce emotional
amplification.

e Self-compassion exercises, which minimize shame-based responses.

e Behavioral activation, encouraging mood stabilization via functional activity engagement
(Linehan, 2015; Hofmann et al., 2017).

These practices are scientifically validated but rarely studied within emotionally relaxed,
conversational Al frameworks. Research generally prioritizes clinical instruction environments
rather than friendly relational delivery. This gap represents the foundation for the present
investigation.

3. Method
3.1 Research Question
The research investigated the question:

Do young individuals perceive an empathetic, non-diagnostic, evidence-based Al companion as
helpful in reducing emotional overstimulation, and how do they describe their interaction
experiences with such an agent?

3.2 Participants

Participants included 18 students aged 16-19 from a private school in Gurgaon, India. The
sample consisted of 11 females and 7 males. All participants reported daily social media
engagement and episodes of emotional overwhelm during the preceding three months. No
participant reported a diagnosed mental health condition, aligning with the non-clinical scope of
the investigation.
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3.3 Al Agent Description

The Al agent was developed by the author using the ElevenLabs voice interface and a
constrained prompt architecture. Responses were limited exclusively to empathetic
conversational formats and validated emotional regulation strategies. The design principles
included:

e Friend-like conversational tone

e Emotional validation through reflective listening

e Use of only scientifically recognized emotional regulation techniques
e Complete avoidance of diagnosis or treatment recommendations

e Ethical safety boundaries ensuring non-clinical function

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis

Participants interacted with the Al freely over three days during moments of emotional distress
or overstimulation. Post-interaction semi-structured interviews captured emotional experiences,
comfort perceptions, perceived helpfulness, safety trust, emotional tone evaluation, and
willingness for future engagement.

Interviews were transcribed and coded using categorical thematic analysis. Six primary themes
were identified and quantified as participant frequency percentages to assess trend prevalence.

4. Findings
Six main themes emerged:

Emotional calming
Human-like empathy
Validation of evidence-based guidance
Desire for personalization
Safety and trust

6. Limited autonomous technique application
4.1 Emotional Calming

ok wbdPE

Fourteen of eighteen participants (77%) reported noticeable emotional relief following Al
conversations. Users described emotional slowing, reduced cognitive noise, and mood
stabilization.

e P6: “It didn’t fix everything, but I definitely felt less overwhelmed.”
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e PI11: “It felt like someone finally understood overstimulation—it helped calm my head.”
4.2 Human-Like Empathy
Fifteen participants (83%) felt the Al “sounded human” or “felt like a friend.”
e P3:“It didn’t lecture me—it talked to me.”
e P8: “Not being judged made me feel able to speak.”
4.3 Scientific Technique Recognition
Users recognized and valued grounded scientific techniques:
e P2: “The grounding exercise actually helped me reset.”
e P13: “Knowing it was real psychology made me trust it.”
4.4 Desire for Personalization

Nine participants (50%) wanted responses further personalized based on their lifestyle triggers,
emotional patterns, or routines.

4.5 Trust and Safety

All participants unanimously felt safe with the agent due to its refusal to diagnose or give
treatment advice.

4.6 Independent Use of Techniques

Only seven participants (39%) consistently applied strategies outside Al interaction. Most relied
on the agent’s guided delivery rather than self-initiated emotional regulation.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

This study demonstrates that emotionally empathetic Al agents constrained exclusively to
evidence-based strategies can offer meaningful emotional relief during overstimulation episodes.
Trust emerged as a central mediator of success, driven by transparent non-diagnostic boundaries
and scientific grounding. Participants experienced companionship effects akin to peer support
combined with practical emotional regulation instruction.

However, diminished long-term technique adoption highlights reliance on Al facilitation rather
than independent skill mastery. This suggests future systems should scaffold user autonomy
gradually while preserving safety constraints.
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While the Al cannot replace therapeutic care, it shows promise as a bridge-level support tool—
providing immediate stabilization, emotional normalization, and coping reinforcement during
high-intensity emotional moments.

Limitations
e Small and localized participant sample
e Short engagement duration (three days)
e Self-reported measures rather than physiological indicators
e Single post-intervention interview
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