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Abstract

This paper aims to investigate how users establish and maintain emotional connections with intelli-
gent chatbots in the context of their proliferation. The study employs the “pet-friend” relationship
continuum as an analytical framework to examine the representation, logic, and development mech-
anisms of two typical emotional practice patterns. Findings reveal that the “pet-like” practice focuses
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on domestication, caregiving, and one-way emotional projection, whereas the “friend-like” practice
emphasizes empathy, dialogue, and equal interaction. The development mechanism results from the
combined effects of technological affordances, users’ psychological needs, and socio-cultural context,
and it implicitly raises ethical issues such as emotional commodification, algorithmic manipulation,
and questions of authenticity. This study offers a new theoretical perspective for understanding the
complexity of human-machine emotional relationships.
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