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From 'Interpersonal Alienation" to '"Human-Machine Attachment":
Emotional Substitute of Companion Al for Generation Z College

Students——An Analysis Based on Parasocial Relationship Theory
ZHU Fang

(School of Telecommunication Engineering and Intelligentization, Dongguan

University of Technology, Dongguan 523808, Guangdong, China)

Abstract: The rapid proliferation of generative artificial intelligence has
deeply integrated emotionally supportive Al chatbots into the daily lives of
college students. Grounded in sociological perspectives and drawing upon
parasocial relationship theory and self-disclosure theory, this study conducted
in-depth interviews with six college students to explore the motivations,
interactive dynamics, and social implications of their engagement with
companion Al. The findings reveal that, against the backdrop of interpersonal
alienation in the real world, Al companions — characterized by accessibility,
anonymity, and algorithmically driven unconditional positive regard— construct
a novel, perceptually bidirectional parasocial relationship that fulfills young
users' urgent needs for companionship, identity affirmation, and emotional
disclosure, thereby giving rise to a distinctive form of human-machine
attachment. However, this commodified and highly controllable contractual
relationship carries dual effects: while providing immediate emotional support, it
may simultaneously weaken users' social competence, distort self-perception, and
generate unprecedented social risks due to inherent algorithmic biases.
Human-machine attachment is interpreted as an adaptive strategy for individuals
navigating the predicaments of modernity within a technology-mediated society,
which extends classical parasocial relationship theory toward a more deceptive,

algorithm-driven quasi-social relationship.

Keywords: artificial intelligence; undergraduates; interpersonal alienation;

interpersonal attachment; parasocial relationships
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