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Ethics and the use of Artificial Intelligence
May 2026 - 14 MINS

Hi. I'm Tina, and I'm a member of the team working on the review of the ethical framework.

I'm Richard. I'm also working on the ethical framework for AI and digital.

In this video we're going to be looking at core responsibility 2.1(a), which asks us to look at our use of artificial intelligence, digital tools and online platforms, and specifically asks us to assess the risk in using these in our work with our clients. So Richard, shall we start with exactly what is artificial intelligence?

A technical definition of artificial intelligence is that it's almost like a massive grid of different numbers or weights which make predictions based on information or requests that go into it. From a technical level, there are lots of different types of AIs, and they work in different ways. I think perhaps the more interesting question is not, 'What is AI?' It's more, 'Where is AI?' So we find that AI can be integrated into many different software platforms. If it's a digital device in the next few years it will probably have AI on it, so expect to see it on your phone, on a tablet, on a laptop. The most familiar uses of AI people first encounter will be smart speakers and things where it recognises our speech. AI really is a tool that's designed to mimic qualities of human intelligence, to perform reasoning and to make predictions. Essentially, it's a fancy way of predicting what to say next, but it does that very well in a way that can sometimes help us perform tasks more quickly and mimic human capability.

Gosh. Okay, that's great. I'm hearing about AI, artificial intelligence, all the time, so it's obviously a very fast-moving field.

Oh, yes.

Can you tell us about the history of it, then?

Sure. Well, from the birth of computing, the idea of AI has always been there. It's a potential, a concept that has been researched more thoroughly since the '60s, and the possible applications for AI in mental health were explored back then as well. The amount of computing power that was required didn't exist then, so in the '80s and '90s, and up until now, as many of you will probably know, there's been a huge advancement in how powerful computers are. That's allowed the development of AI, where we can process the massive amounts of numbers required to use them. In the last few years, which is where nearly everybody's heard about it, is from large language models or chatbots, which hundreds of millions of people globally are using them, big datacentres getting built. That all seems to happen very, very quickly, so it seems like a contemporary fad, but it's a technology that's actually still quite early days and is only ever going to keep getting better. It's an exciting time for AI, but the consequences of it are something that counsellors need to be mindful of.

Okay. I hesitate to ask this, but could you just say briefly what a large language model is?

Yes. A large language model is a type of AI which is trained on vast amounts of written text, and is therefore very eloquent and very good at putting out text which is coherent. It is making predictions of what the next word is. If you ever use auto-predict on a phone it's a similar version of that, but it's done with a much, much bigger backend. There's much more to it, but that's basically what it is.

Okay. Thanks, Richard. Shall we go into the challenges or benefits of AI, then? How about we start with the challenges for counsellors in using it?

Yes. If we're looking at the scale of AI and how quickly it's been adopted, there's lots of clients using it, lots of counsellors using it. Well-intended counsellors who are trying to do good are the ones who are probably most at risk of making some simple errors, not out of malice but just out of not being familiar with the technology. One of the biggest challenges is protecting client data, protecting their stories, and making sure that we're not uploading sensitive, identifying or confidential information that we haven't tested the security of. Once we lose control of that data, once it's in a server somewhere else that we don't know, then it's hard for us to demonstrate that we can protect that. We're very good at keeping our clients' stories safe as counsellors. We need to extend that same courtesy into digital spaces, but we need to be careful because they aren't necessarily designed with that level of confidentiality in mind.

I guess that raises two questions for me, the fact that we need to make sure our clients are aware of what we're doing with AI and what we're doing with their data as well.

Well, very much I feel that the virtue here is to seek consent. If clients don't understand any of the technology and the counsellors don't have a great understanding of the technology, then we have this recipe for a little bit of a Wild West era where we're trying things out and it's trial and error. We should be doing our tests and checking things before we roll it out, and we should be getting active consent from our clients because they deserve to know what the benefits are, but also what the risks might be if their story's at risk of getting stored somewhere that they're not aware of. It's important that we give them an informed choice over that.

Yes, absolutely. Informed choice. I guess the second thing was, I was just wondering about what are any other challenges for counsellors in using artificial intelligence, any other ways they may use artificial intelligence in their work.

Yes. If you use artificial intelligence to help you through things like ethical dilemmas, or suggestions for how to support clients or with formulations for how to support them, there's two distinct hazards there. The first one is that the AI doesn't have the level of consciousness that it looks like it does, so it can say things that sound really, really convincing and persuasive, and may well be accurate, but if we aren't there double-checking whether it is or not then what we can be faced with is very eloquent explanations which actually aren't necessarily correct or appropriate for that specific client. The first hazard there is the eloquence of the models, which is a desirable feature. It's also one of the biggest risks, because we have to make sure that we're being the ones that are responsible for what the output is, that we're not misusing the output from an AI. The second challenge that comes with that as well is, if we're using these models often, routinely, as a part of doing that, then we're at risk of outsourcing our ethical reasoning, our reflective practice, which is a really important part of how we sharpen our empathy, how we sharpen our skills. Using it fairly routinely, you want to make sure you're using it to outsource your admin. You don't want to use it to outsource the parts of our work which are most precious, or the ones that are intended to develop our strengths in the long term as practitioners.

That's a great point, Richard. We retain responsibility for those aspects of our practice.

It's important that we're the adults in the room, because the wider regulatory framework doesn't give us straightforward answers when it comes to AI. We need to be able to double-check whether this is the appropriate use of it here and now with the right client, and to do tests and to make sure that it's safe to use.

Great, okay. That's great. That's looking at the challenges for counsellors. Were there any challenges for clients?

Yes. Similarly, the appealing part of AI also brings with it some of its downsides. Challenges for clients may include things like confidentiality risks. It's very easy to speak to a large language model or chatbot. They seldom challenge or push back against what you're saying, so we can basically upload our whole life stories, or sometimes the most hidden or shameful parts of us that we don't feel comfortable to voice anywhere, to a large language model. If clients are doing that at scale, and they don't realise how or where that information's being kept, then essentially their life stories aren't necessarily held with the same level of safety that the should expect to get if they speak to a counsellor. The confidentiality issue is a big one there.

What about if a client gets answers, or thinks they've got answers, from AI and maybe take that back to their counsellor? Would that be a challenge as well? 'My AI says this, but you're saying something else.' Would that be another challenge, do you think, in the work?

I like to think that counsellors are humble and well-informed enough to accept and welcome challenge. we need to remember that if a client has brought along an idea, regardless of where they've got it from, if it's meaningful to them then we should not see it as a threat but as something that needs to be addressed, acknowledged and explored, and if it is found to be problematic then that's something that we also need to find ways of challenging in a relationally supportive way.

Working with, great. Okay. I guess that neatly takes us on to the benefits of AI. Let's start again with the benefits for counsellors in their work.

Yes. I think the obvious low-hanging fruit exciting uses of AI are probably to outsource some of the more mundane parts of our work, so automated booking or sending out notifications. These types of uses, if we use them safely and we're careful over what information's stored back and forward, can save quite a lot of time and gives us more space to focus on personal development or other learning. That, I think, is probably the most obvious one. There may be any number of interesting clinical applications of it, how it could be used to generate imagery, or to be used as a reflective tool in between sessions. So there's lots of possible exciting applications of AI which deserve more space to be researched safely and tested out. Our clients may innovate some of these, so we'll see clients coming along and finding new ways of using it too. We need to be able to support them, while also offering safety to make sure that the tool is largely beneficial for them and not bringing any inferred harm.

Okay. That takes us on to the benefits for our clients as well, then.

Yes. I think the biggest one is that AIs don't keep regular office hours. They're available 24 hours a day, and some of them for practically free or very little cost. For clients who are looking for support now, or aren't able to access support, they may end up moving towards that. That can be desirable for them. The concern that I guess I have there is that clients aren't necessarily protected with the same level of regulation and standards. Who do they complain to if something goes wrong? I think the accessibility of it is quite revolutionary and will be very appealing for a lot of people, especially those who are used to using their phones for so many things throughout the day.

Okay. That's a really good summary of both the benefits and, perhaps more importantly, the challenges. We need to balance those two out, and I think you've really helped us to see both aspects of that. Shall we move on to just thinking about, overall, what are the ethical considerations in using AI?

Yes. Essentially, the more you use AI the more responsible you need to be. The higher the risk, the stricter we need to be with how we use it. We need to remember that it's a tool which can be used to create and make really interesting applications, but anything that's powerful enough to persuade somebody is also potentially powerful enough to manipulate somebody. If we're going to use this ethically then we need to be the adult in the room and act as if we're an ethical gate. We're a filter through which an AI's output has to pass in order to be considered as worthy or good enough to make its way into the counselling process. Doing that requires a level of personal reflection which counsellors are generally very good at, but we also ned to be good at more traditional critical thinking to make sure that we're aware of, 'Okay, is what the AI saying here, does this reflect the evidence?' We need to understand what an AI really is. It is making predictions. What it's saying next is a prediction, but it doesn't necessarily have the level of intelligence that we think it does. Practising ethically with it means we want to have a really good understanding of what AI is, what its strengths are, what its limitations are, and then to make sure that we're testing, risk-assessing and demonstrating that our use of AI is safe. I think that's important to get write so that we can enjoy using the technology and be comfortable encountering this, because there could be many benefits from it. To practise ethically, we need to make sure we're not deferring our judgement. We need to make sure that we're getting consent from our clients, and we need to make sure that we're critiquing the outputs so that we're not letting really, really eloquent-sounding hazards go out there. We want the AI to help us with our work, not replace the parts of our work which are sometimes very, very important.

Thank you, Richard. That was a really, really good summary, and I think that's going to help us really be able to use AI and have the benefits of it in our practice, but also to be mindful of the challenges and to remain reflective of our use of AI. Thank you.
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