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Executive Summary
[bookmark: _Toc189469979]Background and data analysis
The use of technology and Artificial Intelligence (AI) has made its way into several fields, including that of counselling, psychotherapy, and coaching. Despite this, there is a lack of information around the ethical considerations therapists and members make, and the ethical issues they encounter, when using such tools in their work. As part of a risk assessment of AI in the counselling professions which also informed the Ethical Framework Review, a survey titled ‘Technology in therapy’ was sent out to 56,166 BACP members on 25 July 2024. 

The survey consisted of a total of 16 questions, which aimed to explore members awareness, perception and usage of technology and AI in counselling, psychotherapy, and coaching. A total of 4,976 responses were received, representing a response rate of 8.9%. Quantitative data were analysed descriptively (counts and percentages), and qualitative data were analysed thematically by two members of BACP’s Research team. 

[bookmark: _Toc189469980]Findings
Online counselling
A large proportion of members (84.8%) reported seeing some clients online, with only 15.2% reporting not seeing any clients online. The most common platforms members used to provide online counselling were Zoom (67.7%) and Microsoft Teams (33.4%). Comments about the use of online counselling were mixed, but over half of respondents were positive about it. Some members reported that online counselling helped make therapy more accessible and that they gained confidence working online during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Some members commented that in-person counselling is better, that there’s an over-reliance on online counselling, that there are difficulties associated with online counselling sessions, and some clients have a preference for in-person counselling. Some members reported concerns about not being sufficiently trained to work competently online. 

Counselling platforms
BetterHelp was the most well-known counselling platform, with approximately three quarters of members (75.4%) being aware of this platform, with others being less well known. Some respondents commented on being concerned with online therapy service providers prioritising profit over client care. In addition to this, some respondents expressed specific concerns about BetterHelp.

Social media
The majority of respondents (96.3%) reported not using social media to have therapeutic contact with clients. For those who did (3.7%), the social media platforms used included WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, and/or LinkedIn. Some members commented on the concerns they had about social media companies’ ethics, policies, and data security.

Use of technological tools for managing tasks
Respondents used a variety of tools to manage tasks associated with their therapeutic practice. Such tasks included scheduling appointments, managing contracts, and client case notes. A mix of paper-based methods and software-based methods were primarily used for these tasks. Fewer respondents used web-based platforms and AI for these tasks. 

Artificial Intelligence
A large percentage of respondents (84.6%) reported not knowingly using AI in their therapeutic practice. When asked about their familiarity with a variety of AI technologies, most were familiar with OpenAI’s ChatGPT (63.5%). Microsoft’s Co-pilot (25.9%) and Google’s Gemini (22.4%) were the next most familiar AI technologies. For those who did report using AI in their practice (11.6%), OpenAI’s ChatGPT was the most used by respondents (5.8%). 

With regards to the use of Large Language Models (LLM), also known as AI chatbots, a small percentage (2%) reported using them in their therapeutic practice. There were a variety of ways AI chatbots were used, ranging from offering clients a place to chat when they could not meet, writing related tasks, suggestions to support clients, to ask supervision questions, conducting simulated counselling sessions, for research, and to learn more about counselling topics. 

Whilst it appears that there are many uses of AI, distinguishing between what is considered therapeutic use and what is not is a challenge. It also highlights a need for clear guidance on using AI in therapeutic practice and the ethical issues to be considered. Though there were respondents who perceived AI to be negative in a therapeutic context, there were also some respondents who perceived AI positively. In addition to this, some respondents commented that they wanted to learn more about AI. 

When asked about the concerns they had about using AI in counselling, 64.2% reported concerns around data privacy, 65.9% reported concerns about the lack of user knowledge of how AI works, 62.6% were concerned with potential biases, and 66.4% were concerned with the accuracy of recommendations given by AI. Other concerns included ethics, authenticity, lack of empathy and compassion, harm to clients, environmental impact, and the lack of human connection. 

Ethical issues surrounding Artificial Intelligence
When specifically asked about ethical considerations around the use of AI, responses were focused around four key themes: ‘loss of personalised elements of therapy,’ ‘data security and use of data,’ ‘putting clients first,’ and ‘impact on the profession and society.’

The first theme, ‘loss of personalised elements of therapy,’ centred around the lack of therapeutic human relationship, something that was considered essential to effective therapy and that could not be replicated by AI. It also considered the inauthenticity of using AI, how AI is not perceived to be compatible with some therapeutic approaches, the one-size-fits-all approach of AI with its impersonal and generic responses, and nuances of communication that would be missed if AI replaced human therapists. 

The second theme, ‘data security and use of data,’ focused on concerns around the safety of the data with the potential for hacking and data breaches revealing clients’ confidential information. It also highlighted the importance of being transparent with clients, fully informing them of how AI would be used and giving them the opportunity to decide whether or not they agree to it being used in their sessions. This theme also revolved around how data are used by AI, with concerns that AI is trained on biased information sources and that client information may be used without their knowledge for the profit of the organisations who created the AI software.

The third theme, ‘putting clients first,’ concentrated on whether clients would be put at the centre and their needs appropriately addressed if AI was used. Furthermore, this theme brought up concerns around whether AI would be able to ensure client safety during sessions, and whether effective risk assessments could be done. There were also concerns whether AI could sufficiently support clients to achieve their therapy goals, with doubts that AI would be able provide accurate and reliable responses. 

As AI is based on models that are non-counselling informed, and the potential for cultural biases underlying the AI technology, this could impact whether clients are able to achieve their therapy goals. This theme also looked at the impact on client relationships, in that using AI to replace human therapists could lead to further disconnection, social isolation, attachment and relationship issues, which could worsen clients’ mental health. 

The fourth theme, ‘impact on the profession and society’ focused on the broader concerns around utilising AI within counselling. It consisted of concerns around deskilling of the counselling profession, leading to potential reduced income for therapists due to being replaced by AI therapy. Other concerns included companies prioritising profit over ethics, the importance of putting regulations and professional standards in place, the lack of knowledge that therapists have when it comes to using technology and AI in counselling, highlighting the need for proper guidance and training, and also the impact on society such as over-dependence on technology and the environmental impact. 

[bookmark: _Toc189469981]Conclusion
The findings of this report indicate that there are ethical concerns, which need to be addressed when it comes to the use of technology and AI in counselling professions. The responses from members highlighted recommendations, which could be considered to help address the ethical concerns that arose. Such recommendations included further regulation and monitoring of the companies that are creating AI solutions, providing training to members, recommendations and guidance from professional bodies, and also further research into using AI in a therapeutic context.
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