The rise of artificial intelligence in mental health support
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In recent times, the use of artificial intelligence as a substitute for traditional therapy has gained traction, particularly among women in the UK. Increasingly, individuals are turning to platforms such as ChatGPT as a means of coping with their mental health challenges, propelled by the high costs of conventional therapy and lengthy waiting lists for mental health services provided by the NHS. Reports indicate that individuals are eight times more likely to experience delays of over 18 months for mental health treatment compared to physical ailments.
Charly, a 29-year-old from London, is one such individual who sought solace in ChatGPT during a challenging period. She turned to the AI while dealing with her grandmother's hospice care, finding it an anonymous outlet for her grief. “I’ve relied on ChatGPT for grief therapy over the last few weeks,” she stated, sharing how it provided a space for her to express her raw thoughts on death without judgement.
Ellie, a 27-year-old from South Wales, shared her experience with AI during her lowest moments, saying it validated her feelings and offered perspectives that felt helpful, albeit limited. Julia, a 30-year-old from Munich, noted how she used the application when her therapist was unavailable, describing the interaction as surprisingly beneficial, though she felt it lacked the personal touch she valued in human therapy. “If someone struggles with a mental illness, only professionals can help,” she concluded, emphasising the limitations of AI in addressing complex emotional issues.
Experts in mental health have been cautious about the reliance on AI for emotional support. Charlotte Fox Weber, a psychotherapist and author, warned that while tools like ChatGPT can offer information, they lack the empathy and understanding that human therapists provide. “It doesn’t care about you or feel for you,” she stated, highlighting AI’s inability to engage with the subtleties of human emotion. Similarly, integrative psychotherapist Tasha Bailey emphasised that therapy is fundamentally about the dynamics of human connection and emotional engagement, which AI cannot replicate.
Some users have found a middle ground, seeing AI tools as supplements rather than replacements for traditional therapy. For instance, Chanti, a 31-year-old from London, described how using ChatGPT for journaling helped her gain insights into her own thoughts, leading her back to therapy. Dr Kate Balestrieri, a therapist and founder of Modern Intimacy, acknowledged that while AI can foster self-reflection, it cannot diagnose or intervene effectively in crises, raising concerns about privacy and the ethical handling of sensitive information.
Amid these discussions surrounding AI and mental health, new innovations such as the AI meditation platform "Blair" are emerging. Created by Jeremy Blaze, this platform adapts to users' emotional states rather than providing generic content. Blaze, who began coding at the age of 10, believes that AI's true value lies not in replacing human interaction but in enhancing it. His design philosophy focuses on creating an AI that offers companionship rather than merely transactional interactions, establishing a digital presence that adds to a user’s sense of wellbeing.
Blair is particularly positioned to address mental health challenges, providing resources for those hesitant to engage with traditional forms of therapy. The platform’s adaptability to emotional patterns allows for a personalized experience, which Blaze argues could effectively bridge the gap left by conventional mental health resources. 
As interest in AI-assisted emotional support continues to grow, questions arise about its role within mental health care. The Limitation of AI, particularly regarding empathy and crisis management, alongside the appeal of instant access to support, points to a complex intersection between technology and mental health. While it offers some immediate benefits, industry experts reiterate that such technologies are not substitutes for comprehensive therapy and professional support. 
The evolution of AI applications for mental health reveals an ongoing dialogue regarding the boundaries of technology in fostering human connection and understanding emotional needs. As society navigates this shift, the insights from both users and professionals will be pivotal in defining the future of mental health care within a digital landscape.
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