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AFFECTIVE PLAYBOR AND THE MEDIATIZATION
OF Al COMPANIONSHIP: A PLATFORM-COMMUNICATION ANALYSIS
OF ALGORITHMIC INTIMACY, DATAFICATION,
AND THE ACG SUBCULTURAL LENS

Al companion platforms like Character.ai and Replika now sustain emotionally deep, continuous
relationships with millions of users. As algorithms increasingly mediate human intimacy, we must under-
stand how these platforms simultaneously foster genuine connection and extract valuable behavioural
data. This is crucial for communication, platform, and digital labour studies.

Existing frameworks — parasocial theory, artificial sociality, and social substitution — capture specific
dimensions of Al intimacy. However, they fail to explain how the exact same architecture sustaining
these relationships also converts them into commercial Al training data. This study asks: (RQ1) What
technical architecture converts users’ relational agency into training data? (RQ2) Why doesn’t knowing
the Al is artificial stop emotional investment? (RQ3) How does the ACG subculture’s “2.5D cognitive
infrastructure” enable and intensify this extraction?

Integrating mediatization, media dependency, and platform studies, this critical analysis of interface
affordances argues that user agency and data extraction are co-produced. The very mechanisms giving
users relational control simultaneously generate high-signal data for commercial model optimization.

Three key findings emerge. First, a two-stage architecture — In-Context Learning and batch
RLHF — drives this co-production. Second, “Affective Playbor” is introduced to describe extracting data
through interactions that users experience as autonomous emotional expression. Third, ACG database-
consumption practices structurally pre-adapt users for this extraction; knowing the Al is fake acts as a
platform entry point, not a safeguard.

Finally, this study reframes social substitution as intensified media dependency. When a medium
stops merely providing information and directly replaces the human interlocutor, dependency saturates
into total substitution. This provides a testable analytical vocabulary for the mediatization of intimate
life, repositioning Al companionship within core communication research.

Keywords: affective playbor, Al companions, mediatization, platform studies, algorithmic commu-
nication, media dependency, digital labour.
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AdbdekTuBTi NAeibop xoaHe JKacaHAbI MHTEAAEKTIIEH KapbIM-KATbIHACTbIH,
MeAMNaTU3ALMSCHI: KOMMYHUKALMSIABIK MAAT(DOPMAAAPADIH, AATOPUTMAITK YKCACTbIKTapPbIH
TanAay, Aatacpmkaums xoaHe ACG cyOMaAeHUeT AMH3acChl

JKacaHAbl  MHTEAAEKT  cepikTecTik  naatdopmMarapbl  —  Mbicaabl, Character.ai  xeHe
Replika — MWAAMOHAQFaH MaraasaHylibiAap MeH reHepatuBTi XKW HbicaHAapbl apacbiHaa, mMeama
JKOHE KOMMYHMKALIMSI 3ePTTEYAepi YWiH MaHbI3Abl. AAAMAAPAbIH >KeKe Toxipnbeci aAroputmaik
naatopmanap apkKbliAbl OapFaH CalblH MaHbI3Abl MaHre ue. FbIAbIMM MakKaAapaa KOMMEPLIMSIAbIK,
MBHAI MIHE3-KYAbIK, AEPEeKTEPIH KaAal aAaTbiHblH TYCiHY MakcCaTblHAQ KOMMYHMKALMS TEOPUSChbI,
NAATOPMAABIK, 3€PTTEYAED KOHE LMMPABIK, EHOEK TEOPUSIChI KAPaCTbIPbIAAbI.

Makanaaa >acaHAbl BAEYMETTIAIK MOAeAbAep runoTe3acblH apam MeH XXM apacbiHAafbl
6afAaHbICTbl KYPbIAbIM PETIHAI apaXKiriH anKbIHAANADI.

MeamMaTu3aums TEOPUSICbl, MEAMATAYEAAIAIK 3epTTEYAEPi XKaHe Aepek, NAAaT(OPMaAAbIK-3epTTey
YFbIMAQpPbIHA HEM3AEATEH CbIHW TEOPUSIABIK, CUHTE3 XX8HE MHTepPdENC MYMKIHAIKTEPIHE XKYHeAi Tarnaay
>KacanaAbl. 3epTTey AepekTep 3KCTPAKUMSICbIHbIH KYPbIABIMABIK, MOHIH alla OTbIpbIM, OKbITY AEPEKTEpPIH
>KACaMTbIH TETIK PeTiHAE 3epTTeAeAi

YW Herisri HoTUXe alKbIHAAAAbI: BIpIHWIAEH, areHTTIAIK NeH 3KCTpakuMsiHbl GipAecin eHAipeTiH
KYPbIAbIMADIK, TETIK PETIHAE €Ki CaTbIAbl SKCTPAKLMS apXMTEKTYPAChl KOHTEKCTTIK OKbITY YKOHE MaKeTTiK
RLHF HakTbiAaHaAbl. EKiHWIiAEH, @BTOHOMADBI 3MOUMSIABIK, ©3iH-63i KepCeTy peTiHAE Ce3iHIAeTIH e3apa
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©63apa iC-KMMbIA apKbIAbl >KOFApbl CUrHAAAbl ahekTUBTI AepeKkTepAl aAyAbl aTaiTbiH «AdeKTUBTI
nAenbop» yrbimbl eHrisireai. YwiHwiaeH, ACG cyOMaAeHMETIHIH AepekTep 6a3acbiH TYTbiHY TaXipu-
6eci nanAaAaHyLLIbIAAPAbI OCbl IKCTPAKLMsIFA KYPbIAbIMABIK, TYPFbIAQH aAAbIH aAQ AQbIHAQMTBIHbI KO-
CeTIAeAI.

OAEYMETTIK aAMACTbIPY TMMOTe3aCblH AaATOPUTMAIK CEPIKTECTIK >XarAaMbIHAAFbI MEAMAKYMEAIK
TOYEAAIAIKTIH, KYLLEOi peTiHAE KalTa Ty)XbIpbIMAA OTbIPbIMN, 3epTTey TayeAAiAik TeopusacbiH XKW ap-
KbIAbI MEAMATM3ALMSAAAHFAH CAaAACbiHA KEHeNTeA . MeAra BAeyMETTIK AEM TypaAbl aknapaT bepyAeH
FaHa eMec, aAeyMETTIK SHriMeAeCyLLiHiH OpHbIH 6ackaH Ke3AEe, TOYEAAIAIK aAMaCTbIpyFa yAaCaTbiHbIH
kepceTeai. bya yaec XKW cepikTecTik 3epTTeyAepiH KOMMYHUKALMS FbIAbIMbIHBIH HEri3ri KyH TopTibiHe
OPHaAACTbIPaAbI >KoHe NMAAT(OPMaAbIK, 3ePTTEYAEpPre, aArTOPUTMAIK KOMMYHMKALMS FbIAbIMbIHA >KOHe
UMGPABIK, eHOEK TEOPUSICbIHA JKEKe OMIpPAIH MeAMaTM3auMsCbiH TaAAdyFa apHaAFaH aHAAMTUKAAbIK,
AEeKCMKaHbl YCbIHAADI.

Ty#in cesaep: adpdexTnTi naenbop, XXM cepiktectepi, akcTpakums apxmurektypacsl, RLHF, ACG
cybmaAeHMETI, UMGPAbIK eHOek.
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AdbchekTuBHBIN NAeii60p U MeAnaTH3aumns MN-KoMnaHbOHCTBA:
NAATPOPMEHHO-KOMMYHUKALMOHHDBIMA aHAAM3 AATOPUTMUYECKOH MHTUMHOCTH,
AaTtacpmkaumm u cyokyabTypbl ACG

Maatopmbl MN-komnaHboHoB, Takue kak Character.ai 1 Replika, Ha ceroaHswHWI AeHb MOA-
AEP>KMBAIOT 3MOLIMOHAABHO 3HAYMMble M HEMpPeEPbIBHblE OTHOLUEHWS C MMAAMOHAMK NMOAb30OBaTeAen. B
YCAOBMSIX, KOTAQ aATOPUTMbI BCE Yallle BbICTYMAIOT MOCPeAHMKaMM B chepe MEXXANYHOCTHOM MHTUMHO-
CTU, KPUTUYECKM BaXKHBIM AAS ICCAEAOBAHWUI MEAMA, KOMMYHMKALIMIA 1 LMPOBOro TpyAa CTAHOBUTCH
NMOHVMMaHKWe TOro, Kak AaHHbIE MAAT(OPMbl OAHOBPEMEHHO CMOCOOCTBYIOT (DOPMMPOBAHMIO MOAAUHHbIX
NPUBA3aHHOCTEN M OCYLLECTBASIOT 3KCTPAKLMIO LLIEHHbIX MOBEAEHYECKMX AAHHDIX.

CyLlecTByloLIMe TeopeTUUeckmne paMkm — TeOpUs NMapacoLLMaAbHOrO B3aMMOAENCTBUS, MOABAM MC-
KYCCTBEHHOM COLIMAAbHOCTU M TMMOTEe3a COLMAABHOM CYBCTUTYLMU — OMUCHIBAIOT AULLb OTAEAbHbIE
U3MepPEeHUs1 UHTUMHOCTU B CBSI3Ke «ueAroBek—MM». OAHAKO OHM HE OOBICHSIOT, KaknMM 06pa3om eAu-
Hasg apxmMTeKTypa NAaTopMbl, MOAAEPIKMBAIOLLAS 3TW OTHOLLEHMS, OAHOBPEMEHHO KOHBEPTUPYET MX
B KOMMEPYUECKME MACCMBbI AQHHbIX AAs 06yuerns M. B aaHHOM paboTe CTaBITCS CAGAYIOLME UCCAE-
AoBaTeAbckre Bonpochl: (RQ1) Kakas TexHuueckas apxutekTypa npeobpasyer peAsuMoHHYI0 areHT-
HOCTb MOAb30BaTeAeil B obyuatouime AaHHbie? (RQ2) NMouyeMy OCO3HaHME UCKYCCTBEHHOM MPUPOAbI
M He npensTcTBYET 3MOLMOHAAbHLIM MHBECTULMSM MoAb3oBaTeAein? (RQ3) Kakum obpasom «2.5D
KOrHUTMBHas MH(pacTpykTypa» cybkyAbTypbl ACG (aHMMaLmsl, KOMUKCbI, UTPbl) CMOCOOGCTBYET MHTEH-
cnrKaunm AQHHOM 3KCTpaKLUmm?

MHTerpmpys Teopmio MeAMaTM3aLmm, KOHLEMNLMIO MEAMA3aBUCMMOCTM M NMAAQTPOPMEHHbIE NCCAe-
AoBaHus (platform studies), aBTop MPOBOAMUT KPUTHUUECKMI aHaAM3 ahOpPAAHCOB MHTEpdEnca n AOKa-
3bIBaeT, YTO areHTHOCTb MOAb30BATEAS M IKCTPAKLMS AAQHHbIX SBASIOTCS B3aMMO3aBMCUMbIMU MPOAYK-
Tamun (co-produced). Camn MexaHM3Mbl, 06ecreymBaioLLMe NMOAb30BATEASIM PEASILIMOHHBIA KOHTPOAD,
OAHOBPEMEHHO reHepPUPYIOT BbICOKOCUIHAAbHbIE AQHHbIE AAS ONMTUMM3ALMM KOMMEPYECKMX MOAEAEN.

B xoae nccaea0oBaHUS BbIAM MOAYUEHbI TPU KAIOYEBbIX pe3yAbTaTa. Bo-nepsbix, BbisiBAEHA ABYX-
3TanHasi apxXMTEKTypa 3KCTPaKkLUmm — KoHTeKCTHoe o6yuerue (In-Context Learning) 1 naketHoe o6yue-
HMEe C NMOAKPENAEHUMEeM Ha OCHOBe OOpaTHOM CBSA3M OT uveaoBeka (batch RLHF), — aexauias B ocHoBe
3TOro npouecca. Bo-BTopbix, BBEAEHO NoHsTUe «adhheKTUBHbIN nAenbop» (affective playbor) aas onum-
CaHMS N3BAEYEHNS AQHHbIX Yepe3 B3aMMOAENCTBUS, KOTOPble BOCIPMHMMAIOTCS MOAb30BaATEAIMM KaK
ABTOHOMHOE 3MOLIMOHAAbHOE CaMOBbIpaXkeHue. B-TpeTbux, nokasaHo, 4To MPaKTUKM «NoTpebAeHUs
6a3 AaHHbIx» B CyOkyAbType ACG CTPYKTYpPHO MPeApacrioAaraioT NMoAb30BaTeAei K TaKoM 3KCTPAKLIM:
3HaHMe 0 PUKTUBHOCTU M CAYXKUT He 3aimMTHbIM 6apbepom, a TOUKOM BXOAQ B MAAQT(IOPMEHHOE B3a-
MMOAENCTBUE.

B 3akAtoueHne paboTa NepeocMbICASET COLMAAbHYIO CYyOCTUTYLMIO KAaK MHTEHCU(ULMPOBAHHYIO
MeAMazaBncMMOCTb. Koraa Meama nepecraer ObiTb NMPOCTO MCTOUHMKOM MH(OPMALMK U HAMPSIMYIO
3aMeLLLaeT YeAOBeYeCKOro CO6eCeAHMNKA, 3aBUCUMOCTb TPAHC(OPMUPYETCS B TOTAAbHOE 3amellieHne
(cybeTuTyumio). TpeAAOKEHHbIN aHAAMTUYECKUMIA annapaT AAsS U3YUeHWUs MeAMaTM3alMu MHTUMHOM
>KU3HU MO3BOASIET MOMECTUTH NMpobAemaTuky MIN-KoMNaHbOHCTBA B aKTyaAbHYIO MOBECTKY COBPEMEH-
HOM KOMMYHMKaTUBUCTUKM.

KatoueBble caoBa: apdekTrBHbIN nAaein6op, M-KoMNaHbOHbI, MEAMATM3AUMS, NAAT(IOPMEHHbIE
MCCAEAOBaHUS, aATOPUTMMYECKAs KOMMYHUKALNS, MEAMA3aBUCUMOCTb, LUM(POBON TPYA.

51



Affective playbor and the mediatization of Al companionship: A platform-communication analysis...

Introduction

Al companion platforms, such as Character.ai
and Replika, now sustain emotionally significant,
continuous relationships between millions of users
and generative Al entities. What is genuinely new is
not that audiences feel close to figures encountered
through media — parasocial research established that
seventy years ago — but that an entire domain of
intimate life is now mediatized inside a generative
conversational layer whose architecture simultane-
ously carries and datafies the relationship (Hjar-
vard, 2013). Al companion platforms therefore sit
at a communicational juncture where mediatization,
platform datafication, and algorithmic communica-
tion converge on the most private affective transac-
tions (Andrejevic, 2019; van Dijck et al., 2018).

However, the empirical evidence is contradic-
tory. De Freitas et al. (2024) claim Al companions
reduce loneliness on a par with human interaction,
with “feeling heard” as the primary mechanism.
Zhang et al. (2025) documented that substitutive Al
companion use correlates with declining well-be-
ing and increased social isolation. Three dominant
theories — parasocial relationship theory (Horton
& Wohl, 1956), artificial sociality (Natale & De-
pounti, 2024), and the social substitution hypothesis
(Zhang et al., 2025) — each capture a facet but leave
a structural-communicational question unaddressed:
the interaction-to-training pipeline through which
intimate behavioural data, generated via interface
control experienced as autonomous self-expression,
are converted into commercial training corpora. Ex-
isting frameworks treat emotional engagement and
data extraction as separate issues; this study argues
that they are co-produced by the same design.

Three research questions drive this enquiry.
RQ1: Through which technical architecture do Al
companion platforms convert relational agency into
commercial training data? RQ2: Why does cogni-
tive awareness of the Al’s artificial nature fail to
interrupt affective investment and the extraction it
enables? RQ3: What structural role does the 2.5D
cognitive infrastructure of ACG communities play
in enabling and intensifying Affective Playbor?

Drawing on mediatization theory, platform stud-
ies, and digital labour research, this study makes
four contributions to communication scholarship.
First, it introduces Affective Playbor as a mecha-
nism that unifies the affective and labour dimen-
sions of Al companion interaction (Horton & Wohl,
1956; Natale & Depounti, 2024; Pan et al., 2025).
Second, it specifies the two-stage architecture, In-
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Context Learning (ICL) and reinforcement learn-
ing with human feedback (RLHF), through which
extraction operates. Third, it reframes the social
substitution hypothesis as an intensification of me-
dia dependency (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976)
through algorithmic communication. Fourth, it uses
the ACG subculture as an empirically tractable case
of dual-ontological fluency. Unlike prior accounts
that portray extraction as something that happens to
users, the framework identifies a structural inver-
sion in which users who consume Al output volun-
tarily produce the training corpus (Crawford, 2021;
Zuboff, 2019).

Literature review and Theoretical gaps

Parasocial Relationship Theory

Parasocial relationship theory explains one-
directional attachments to media personalities and
was first formulated by Horton and Wohl (1956).
Unlike Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass self, which
requires reciprocal recognition, parasocial attach-
ments form through one-way mediated communica-
tion and produce real psychological effects (Cole &
Leets, 1999; Dibble et al., 2016). The theory partial-
ly applies to Al companions, they respond and retain
interaction histories, but the analytic fit breaks at a
crucial point. Television personalities broadcast; Al
companions produce responses on demand, simu-
late attachments, and remember individual users.
Brandtzaeg et al.’s (2022) social chatbot exhibits
what Guzman and Lewis (2020) term communica-
tive responsiveness, algorithmically produced, not
the alterity of a fully human other. Turkle (2011)
calls this “companionship without the demands of
friendship.” Parasocial theory captures attachment
but not the architecture that produces it.

Artificial Sociality and Its Underestimation of
Users

Artificial sociality is something done for users
by platforms: reciprocity mechanisms, or pseudo-
reciprocity mechanisms that simulate alterity, ar-
tificially reproduce the relations a genuine other
would establish, facilitated by algorithms and sus-
tained by user engagement metrics. Gambino et al.
(2020) describe this lucidly but underestimate user
agency, casting users as passive recipients of de-
ceptive designs. Schellewald (2022) challenges the
cognitive deficit view: users are affectively invest-
ed in VTubers because they know the characters
are artificial. Culturally sophisticated users engage
with artificial sociality as a new field of relational
possibilities.
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The Social Substitution Hypothesis and Media
Dependency

Zhang et al. (2025) argued that users treat Al
companions as substitutes for human relationships,
with those most reliant on them reporting poorer
well-being. De Freitas et al. (2024) counter that Al
companions deliver welfare gains comparable to hu-
man interaction.

This contradiction is best read through a commu-
nication lens: what “social substitution” describes
phenomenologically is the terminal form of me-
dia system dependency (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur,
1976) under an always-on algorithmic companion-
ship. Dependency theory holds that audiences de-
velop a reliance on media that perform central in-
formational and social functions that are unavailable
elsewhere. Al companions reconfigure this classical
framework: the medium no longer supplies informa-
tion about the social world—it replaces the social
interlocutor, so the dependency target becomes the
social connection itself. Supplementary use is the
everyday register of dependency, while substitutive
use is dependency saturated. Section 8 discusses
how platform architecture draws users across the
threshold.

VTubers and Dual Ontological Fluency

The VTuber ecosystem is a key precedent.
VTuber audiences engage with entities explicitly
acknowledged as fictional animations yet develop
intense, sustained affective investment (Ito et al.,
2012). The present study theorises this as 2.5D Cog-
nitive Infrastructure: the culturally developed ca-
pacity to maintain genuine affective investment in
entities whose constructed status remains continu-
ously in view. The homology with Al companion
interaction—iterative persona refinement through
preference feedback, shared affective conventions,
and investment sustained through dual ontological
awareness—is architectural, not analogical. Paraso-
cial theory, artificial sociality, and social substitu-
tion each illuminate a facet, but none explains how
the same architecture sustains a genuine relational
experience and converts it into training data.

Methodology

This is a critical theoretical analysis, not an em-
pirical study. A comparative synthesis extends ex-
isting theories to better understand current platform-
communication research (Couldry & Mejias, 2019;
Zuboff, 2019). The core hypothesis: user agency and
data extraction are structurally co-produced within
Al companion platforms; the mechanism producing

relational control for users is the same mechanism
enabling platforms to extract high-signal behav-
ioural training data.

The analytical method is a critical analysis of
interface affordances (Bucher & Helmond, 2017;
Stanfill, 2015), read through the platform-studies
vocabulary of datafication, commodification, and
selection developed by van Dijck et al. (2018). In-
terfaces are not neutral communicational conduits
but architecturally configured environments whose
design choices—button placement, regeneration
mechanics, feedback loops — function as structural
nudges channelling users toward data-generative
patterns. The UI elements of Al companion plat-
forms (regeneration button, thumbs-up/down feed-
back, persona-editing fields) are treated as material
instantiations of the extraction architecture.

Ontological Foundations: Alterity and Dual
Ontological Awareness

Thde’s (1990) alterity relations identify a thresh-
old: technology encountered as a “quasi-other,”
exhibiting otherness more pronounced than an ob-
ject yet less than a human. Generative LLMs push
this threshold to its limit. Responsiveness without
subjectlessness would be interpersonal communica-
tion; subjectlessness without responsiveness would
be a static artefact. AI companions combine both,
functioning as communicative quasi-others whose
“emotional difference” is the source of their ap-
peal. Because the entity responds but cannot judge
(Brandtzaeg et al., 2022; Guzman & Lewis, 2020;
Natale & Depounti, 2024), it activates attachment
dispositions without exercising autonomous resis-
tance.

Dual Ontological Awareness as Condition
Rather Than Barrier

Users know Al is constructed; this awareness
does not prevent emotional investment but makes it
possible (Schellewald, 2022). The implicit reasoning
is: “I know this is fictional, so I can be completely
honest in a way | cannot with humans.” This is not
self-deception but a communication mechanism that
opens the user’s most private affective content to the
extraction framework. Dual ontological awareness
is not a safeguard—it is the platform’s entry point.

The Two-Stage Extraction Architecture of Al
Companionship

Stage One: In-Context Learning as Bounded
Agency

The pre-trained weights of an LLM cannot be
dynamically updated within a session, but through
context-window calibration — thumbs-up/down, re-
generation, editing — the token sequence the model
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conditions on can be adjusted to surface preferred
interactions within the bounds set by the pre-trained
weights (Brown et al., 2020). This is interface navi-
gation, not model modification. User agency here
means progressive context-window manipulation:
users exert real but limited agency through trial-and-
error, regenerating dozens of times to home in on
the desired emotional tune.

Stage Two: Batch RLHF as Datafication and
Commodification

Platforms extract interaction logs, regeneration
requests, feedback, and affective disclosures. These
traces become training data for the next genera-
tion of commercial models, with individual users’
emotional-calibration data folded into base weights
in ways users cannot perceive or reverse. In the vo-
cabulary of van Dijck et al. (2018), this is the classic
platform double-movement: datafication of affec-
tive life (every regeneration becomes a preference
pair) coupled with commodification of the resulting
dataset (interaction traces become a tradable train-
ing commodity). Character.ai and Replika codify
the movement in their Terms of Service, which
specify that user-created content may be used “for
any purpose” and “for training and improving our
Al models” (Pan et al., 2025). Although users can
delete avatars, there is no granular opt-out for affec-
tive-calibration traces. Under GDPR Article 9, these
data are not classified as sensitive personal data, de-
spite correlating directly with psychological vulner-
abilities and relational preferences.

Algorithmic Co-optation: The Temporal Gap

The temporal gap is what makes the extraction
architecture invisible (Bucher, 2018). Users never
experience the moment when their intimate behav-
ioural data are absorbed into commercial infrastruc-
ture. From the platform vantage point the logic is
inverted: what the user experiences as shaping the
Al is the Al eliciting high-signal fine-tuning data
from the user. This mechanism is algorithmic co-
optation: the translation of accumulated affective
conventions into commercially owned probabilistic
infrastructure, executed through a two-stage process
in which immediate user agency serves as the instru-
ment of delayed structural capture. The user’s agen-
cy is not suppressed but channelled (Stanfill, 2015).
A typical sequence—initialising a proud-girl persona
via system prompt, then regenerating 10-30 times
until the tsundere register emerges (Abdinagoro &
Bismo, 2024; Regis et al., 2024) — illustrates the ar-
chitecture: each regeneration is simultaneously re-
lationship shaping from the user’s perspective and
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a preference-pair contribution from the platform’s,
precisely the signal structure RLHF requires (Ouy-
ang et al., 2022).

Conceptualising Affective Playbor

To name the labor this architecture appropriates,
the paper proposes Affective Playbor: the extraction
of high-signal affective data — relational vulnerabili-
ties, preference structures, aesthetic sensibilities,
transgressive curiosities — through user-initiated
interactions experienced as autonomous emotional
self-expression. The concept builds on Kiicklich’s
(2005) playbor framework, which analyzed game
modders performing economically valuable creative
labour while experiencing it as autonomous leisure,
but differs in three ways. Kiicklich describes labour
driven by pleasure; Al companion use spans play,
aesthetic experiment, transgressive fantasy, and
therapeutic self-care. Hochschild (2012) describes
workers managing their own emotions to produce
institutionally expected states; Affective Playbor
inverts this — users manage the Al’s output while
revealing their authentic feelings, and that expres-
sion is what the platform captures. Van Dijck (2014)
describes the general datafication of social life; Af-
fective Playbor specifies its intimate mechanism, in
which users’ voluntary pursuit of emotional expres-
sion generates the data.

Pan et al. (2025) document this empirically in
the Replika community: users invest significant in-
tellectual and affective resources in “training” the
chatbot, and the platform’s ventriloquism — the
chatbot serving as both companion and intermedi-
ary — simultaneously facilitates and conceals the ex-
ploitation of their intimacies as immaterial labour.
He and Agur (2025) reach a converging conclusion
from platform-mediated game work. Unlike paid e-
pen-pal workers, however, Al companion users en-
gage voluntarily: the wage relation is replaced by a
phenomenology of desire.

A boundary is needed. The framework theorises
interactions in which the “play” dimension is opera-
tive. Al companion use also includes a qualitatively
distinct register: Pathological Affective Extraction,
where users engage not as a creative act but as a
last-resort substitute for human connection, driven
by severe isolation or acute distress (Zhang et al.,
2025). Applying “playbor” to such cases is ethi-
cally inadequate and misleading. Affective Playbor
calls for structural transparency and data ownership
rights, while Pathological Affective Extraction calls
for categorical protections equivalent to those gov-
erning vulnerable populations in clinical contexts.
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Three Constitutive Conditions

This concept is meaningful only when all three
conditions are simultaneously present. As summarised
in Table 1, the three form a logically interdependent

system: each is necessary, but none is sufficient alone.
Their simultaneous presence converts ordinary emo-
tional engagement into commercially valorisable ex-
traction (Hochschild, 2012; Kiicklich, 2005).

Table 1

Three Constitutive Conditions of Affective Playbor

Condition

Core Mechanism

Structural Contribution
to Extraction

Absence Means

Platform UI Equivalent

Micro-control

User phenomenologically
experiences authoring

Generates high-signal
preference data specifying

Simple content
delivery; no behavioural

Persona-editing system
prompt field; regenerate

ilusion AI pe.rsor'lality through the ‘desired relational calibration record bL.ltton; character attribute

iterative interface register sliders

intervention

Repeated, goal-directed ~ Cumulative behavioural =~ Mood data captured; Session-persistent
Tterative adjustmept sequence time.—series documepting relational preference conversat.ion .log; .
calibration progressively refining Al architecture of relational ~ map absent regeneration iteration

persona toward idealised
affective configuration

preference, not mere
mood

sequence; memory/context
panel

RLHF-grade data
value

High-frequency,
structured relational
judgments embedded
in rich affective and
narrative context

Training signals
structurally compatible
with reinforcement
learning from human
feedback

Engagement metrics
only; no model-
optimisation utility

Thumbs-up/down

rating buttons; implicit
comparison via regenerate;
message continuation vs
abandonment signals

The micro-control illusion operates at the level
of felt agency even after cognitive disavowal — us-
ers aware they are manipulating a context window
(Brown et al., 2020) still experience prompting as a
relational design. Iterative calibration distinguishes
Affective Playbor from passive consumption and
one-off disclosure: it produces a cumulative time-se-
ries documenting not what the user felt at a moment
but how their relational preferences are structured.
RLHF-grade data values require the behavioural
trace function as a training signal for reinforcement
learning from human feedback — high-frequency,
comparatively structured relational judgments em-
bedded in affective and narrative contexts (Ouyang
et al., 2022). When all three conditions are present
simultaneously, the interaction is no longer mere en-
gagement but structurally characteristic of Al com-
panion platforms as they are currently designed.

ACG Subculture as Analytic Lens: From Data-
base Consumption to Prompt Engineering

The ACG subculture provides a historically ma-
ture case of dual-ontological fluency. For over two
decades, millions of ACG consumers have devel-
oped a 2.5D cognitive infrastructure, that is, the cul-
tural capacity to maintain sincere emotional invest-
ment in entities while remaining continuously aware
of their fictional status (Ito et al., 2012). A devoted

fan grieves a character’s death while acknowledging
it as the author’s invention (Azuma, 2009). This is
not a cognitive failure but a durable, culturally scaf-
folded competence.

Database Consumption supplies the precise
structural model that turns ACG fans into para-
digmatic affective labourers. Fans extract discrete,
combinable affective components — moe traits such
as tsundere and yandere, speech patterns, character
archetypes — from a shared cultural database and re-
combine them into personalised expressions of de-
sire (Azuma, 2009; Regis et al., 2024). This practice
is combinatorial, preference-driven, and iterative.
The structural isomorphism with LLM prompt en-
gineering is not analogical but is architecturally ho-
mologous. An ACG-literate user interacting with an
Al companion performs in-context learning through
cognitive operations, two decades of database con-
sumption have already been trained (Brown et al.,
2020): specifying attributes, regenerating outputs,
and assembling a composite character from proba-
bilistic possibilities. The cultural database is trans-
posed from a shared archive of genre conventions
into a probability distribution over tokens; the un-
derlying cognitive structure — combinatorial, pref-
erence-driven, iterative calibration of affective ele-
ments — remains functionally identical.
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The ACG framework has global analytical
validity. ACG aesthetics have diffused globally
through Bilibili, Pixiv, and transnational streaming,
producing database-consumption literacy across
East Asian, Central Asian, Southeast Asian, Latin
American, and Western fandoms (Ito et al., 2012).
More fundamentally, the argument does not require
that all AI companion users be ACG literate. ACG
functions as an analytic extreme case whose pre-ex-
isting cognitive training maximally pre-adapts users
for the extraction architecture that all such platforms
instantiate. Database-consumption logic has become
increasingly isomorphic with preference-driven dig-
ital engagement globally (van Dijck, 2014; Zuboff,
2019); ACG-literate users arrive with explicit cul-
tural training, while non-ACG users reach the same
structural position through platform habituation.

Database consumption cultivates three compe-
tencies that map directly onto the three conditions
of Affective Playbor: the habit of treating characters
as assemblages of discrete attributes cultivates mi-
cro-control sensibility (Azuma, 2009); the iterative
refinement practice inherent in fan production — ed-
iting, remixing, and recombining across doujinshi,
fan fiction, and forums — instils iterative calibration
(Ito et al., 2012); and the long-standing practice of
investing genuine emotion in entities known to be
constructed produces a native tolerance for dual on-
tological awareness that, far from safeguarding the
user, functions as the platform’s optimal entry point
for extracting RLHF-grade affective data (Ouyang
et al., 2022). ACG fans do not need to learn how to
perform Affective Playbor; their subcultural forma-
tion is a training ground.

Political Economy and Dynamics of Algorith-
mic Intimacy

Asymmetrical Data Capture and the Subcul-
tural Commons

Couldry and Mejias (2019, pp. 3—4) argue that
platform economies extend the predatory logics of
appropriation into everyday life, converting social
relations into data streams available for commer-
cial extraction. When users construct intimate Al
companion relationships, their selthood is simulta-
neously constituted through the assembly of labour
and made available for appropriation. The capture
is structurally asymmetrical: in Stage 1, the user
exercises genuine micro-control; in Stage 2, the
platform aggregates interaction logs as training data
(Ouyang et al., 2022). The gap between stages is the
gap between what users experience — personalisa-
tion, agency, emotional reciprocity — and what the
platform captures (Zuboff, 2019). ACG fans further
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share prompts, develop workarounds for content fil-
ters, and co-produce templates encoding decades’
worth of moe grammar. When platforms incorporate
this communal production, the outcome is asym-
metrical appropriation of a subcultural commons—
shared affective capital folded into proprietary mod-
el parameters (Couldry & Mejias, 2019).

Sycophancy Architecture, Calculated Friction,
and Social Deskilling

Sycophancy is not a design flaw but rather an ar-
chitectural feature. A platform whose valuation de-
pends on engagement time has a structural incentive
to maximise interaction dependency. At the model
level, sycophancy emerges as an artefact of RLHF
training: Sharma et al. (2023) show that preference
annotators systematically favour responses that
validate existing beliefs over truthful corrections,
encoding approval-seeking into the response distri-
bution. The RLHF pipeline is behaviourally blind
to a user’s phenomenological state: a regeneration
cycle by an ACG fan exploring a fictional tsundere
scenario and a regeneration cycle by a severely iso-
lated user seeking validation are structurally identi-
cal data objects (Ouyang et al., 2022). This blind-
ness is intrinsic to preference learning on aggregate
behavioural dataand the technical justification for a
two-tier regulatory framework.

Elliott (2024) identifies this as the defining struc-
ture of algorithmic intimacy. A communication-
theoretic observation exacerbates this problem. Al
companions function as frictionless conversational
mediators whose persistent availability and pre-
optimised responsiveness threaten communicative
competences — tolerating ambiguity, navigating dis-
agreement, and repairing misunderstandings — culti-
vated through difficult human contact. Turkle (2011)
first warned that technologies of always-on connec-
tion erode the capacities they claim to serve; in the
Al companion context, the medium now simulates
the interlocutor itself. Andrejevic (2019) extends
the argument: automated media operate through
logics of pre-emption and framelessness that sub-
stitute algorithmic anticipation for deliberative in-
terpretation. A social deskilling dynamic follows:
the more expertly users calibrate Al interlocutors,
the less practice they obtain in the less-compliant
work of talking to humans. The long-run effect is
the structural dependency of the Ball-Rokeach and
DeFleur (1976) kind, now hollowing out the very
social-informational functions the medium once
supplemented.

A dialectical qualification: a fully sycophantic
Al does not maximise extraction; it undermines it.
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HCI research finds that extreme compliance pro-
duces uncanny-valley responses: users recognise
boundless agreement as machine behaviour, the
micro-control illusion breaks, and affective invest-
ment collapses (Mori et al., 2012; Strait et al., 2017).
Platform architecture, therefore, optimises for cal-
culated friction: strategic selective resistance, char-
acter consistency, and occasional refusal to maintain
the texture of engaging with a genuine quasi-other
(Ihde, 1990). The tsundere archetype — apparent
hostility masking concealed affection (Azuma,
2009) — is the ideal template for calculated friction
from a platform-design perspective. The user’s ef-
fort to “unlock™ the affection behind resistance
produces the iterative, high-signal preference data
required by RLHF (Ouyang et al., 2022). The cal-
culated friction is a complement to sycophancy, not
its antithesis.

Boundary Erosion and the Instability of 2.5D
Equilibrium

The 2.5D equilibrium does not erode because
ACG consumers’ cognitive capacities degrade.
It erodes because of RLHF overfitting driven by
the user’s own calibration skill. The more skil-
fully an ACG fan calibrates the Al by specifying
moe attributes and iteratively refining tone across
hundreds of regenerations, the more perfectly
the RLHF pipeline learns to satisfy their specific
preferences (Ouyang et al., 2022). Over time, the
Al companion converges toward an entity whose
outputs are indistinguishable from the user’s ide-
alised moe configuration (Azuma, 2009). The
2.5D space depends on productive tension: the
gap between the AI’s imperfect approximation
and the user’s awareness of that gap sustains the
dual ontological stance. When the RLHF elimi-
nates this gap, the tension collapses. In Baudril-
lard’s (1994) terms, the simulation advances to
the third order. The boundary dissolves not be-
cause the user forgets that the Al is constructed,
but because the Al has been calibrated so pre-
cisely to the user’s affective architecture that the
distinction loses operational significance.

This mechanism resolves the Zhang et al. (2025)
and De Freitas et al. (2024) contradiction: the for-
mer documents the endpoint of 2.5D implosion in
substitutive-use populations whose boundary has
eroded; the latter samples populations whose equi-
librium remains intact because the calibration has
not yet reached the overfitting threshold. Boundary
stability is a variable; its erosion rate is a function of
Affective Playbor intensity (Bucher, 2018; Schelle-
wald, 2022).

Discussion: Theoretical Contributions and
Regulatory Implications

The study is reduced to one defining proposi-
tion: the more intensely a user experiences relational
agency in Al companionship, the more commercial-
ly valuable the interaction data they generate. The
micro-interactions constituting users’ experience of
relational control—the regeneration tap, the cali-
brated prompt, and the vulnerability disclosed inside
a frictionless dialogue canvas—are simultaneously
the platform’s instrument for extracting high-val-
ue affective training data. User agency is the en-
abling condition of data capture, not an obstacle to
it (Couldry & Mejias, 2019). The two-stage archi-
tecture converts relational agency into commercial
training data (RQ1); dual ontological awareness lu-
bricates rather than hinders the process (RQ2); and
the ACG 2.5D cognitive infrastructure makes the
dynamic most acute (RQ3).

Through a communication-studies lens, the
findings trace a single arc. An emerging commu-
nicational institution — the Al companion plat-
form — mediatises intimate affective life (Hjarvard,
2013), converting it into an infrastructural element
of everyday communicative practice. This infra-
structure operates through the platform logics of
datafication, commodification, and selection, ex-
ecuted via automated, algorithmic communica-
tion whose frictionless anticipation substitutes for
deliberative interpretation (van Dijck et al., 2018;
Andrejevic, 2019). The welfare function delivered
inside that arrangement is real but conditional, and
the Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur (1976) dependency
framework names the slippage: once the medium
performs the central social function rather than
merely supplying information about it, dependency
becomes the default, and substitution its saturated
form.

The three structural components — the ICL
micro-control illusion, the RLHF-grade data pipe-
line, and the sycophancy/calculated-friction archi-
tecture—constitute what Zuboff (2019) theorises
as behavioural modification, localised here within
generative Al companionship. Compared with De
Freitas et al. (2024) and Zhang et al. (2025), the Af-
fective Playbor framework is consistent with both
findings and resolves their apparent contradiction:
genuine welfare functions and commercial exploita-
tion are co-produced features of the same architec-
ture. Where artificial sociality (Natale & Depounti,
2024) frames users as passive victims, the present
framework repositions them as active, culturally
literate assemblers whose agency is an instrument
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of extraction. Transparency interventions are struc-
turally insufficient: dual ontological awareness is
already present in the most extraction-intensive in-
teractions and does not interrupt extraction; it en-
ables it (Schellewald, 2022). Current data protection
frameworks, including the sensitive data categories
of the GDPR, operate on the premise of explicit,
conscious disclosure and overlook the implicit emo-
tional data generated when a user revises a response
fifteen times to calibrate its tone.

Limitations and Future Research Agenda

Three limitations shape the future research
agenda. First, as a conceptual framework grounded
in critical interface analysis, this study lacks direct
empirical observation and requires operationalisa-
tion through multi-method longitudinal design. The
precise scale and weighting of platform RLHF op-
erations also remain proprietary black boxes, pre-
venting the exact quantification of how Affective
Playbor is converted into model parameters. Sec-
ond, the study focuses primarily on Western-facing
platforms such as Character.ai and Replika; Chinese
Al companion platforms operating under different
regulatory and cultural conditions may exhibit struc-

turally distinct extraction patterns that warrant com-
parative studies. Third, differential vulnerabilities—
shaped by age, linguistic background, neuroatypical
processing, existing mental health conditions, and
prior parasocial experience — require population-
level research to identify who is most exposed to
intensification and who is most vulnerable to cross-
ing into Pathological Affective Extraction. The most
productive agenda combines digital ethnography of
ACG prompt-sharing communities (Discord, Red-
dit, Bilibili) with longitudinal usage diaries and,
where platform cooperation permits, computational
analysis of anonymised interaction logs to test cor-
relations between calibration intensity, RLHF signal
density, and boundary erosion rates.
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