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AI and Digital Mental Health: Framing the Discussion 



Even If You Don’t Plan to Use It…

2

Searches for “AI Therapist” on Google Trends, as of July 28 2025



Old Issues at Play Too
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● After interacting with 
ELIZA, Weizenbaum 
noted: “ELIZA shows... 
how easy it is to create 
and maintain the illusion 
of understanding.... with 
so little machinery.”

Hatch SG, Goodman ZT, Vowels L, Hatch HD, Brown AL, Guttman S, Le Y, Bailey B, Bailey RJ, Esplin CR, Harris SM. When ELIZA meets therapists: A Turing test for the heart 
and mind. PLOS Mental Health. 2025 Feb 12;2(2):e0000145.



Are They Really Chatbots?

Parmar P, Ryu J, Pandya S, Sedoc J, Agarwal S. Health-focused conversational agents in person-centered 
care: a review of apps. npj Digital Medicine. 2022 Feb 17;5(1):1-9.

96% of health chatbot apps programs use ‘rule based’ conversational design 
and not actual AI / NLP



Rule Based Conversational Agents



Family of Chatbots 
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Think of ML as a specialist—trained for one task.
Think of an LLM as a generalist with a great memory and 
conversational skills.

Paper accepted in World Psychiatry, due out October 2025



Family of Chatbots
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https://www.digitalpsych.org/background.html



Rule Based Conversational Agents / AI



Rule Based Conversational Agents / AI



Is NLP AI?



Going Away
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-July 2 2025



But Now AI is Different?!



Machine Learning 101 – Greg Corrado



Machine Learning 101 – Greg Corrado

1.Define the rule and the machine will follow it

2.Give the machine examples of each category = Imitation

3. Intelligence….. 



Machine Learning 101 – The Classic Problem



Machine Learning 101 … Meets Psychiatry 101

Freedman R, Lewis DA, Michels R, Pine DS, Schultz SK, Tamminga CA, Gabbard GO, Gau SS, Javitt DC, Oquendo MA, 
Shrout PE. The initial field trials of DSM-5: new blooms and old thorns. American Journal of Psychiatry. 2013 Jan;170(1):1-5.



Machine Learning 101 … Meets Language



Bigger Issues at Play than Software…
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Conversation 

Mental Health



What If We Could Find Even More 
Disagreement?



But That is Where They are Learning From

20Hua Y, Liu F, Yang K, Li Z, Na H, Sheu YH, Zhou P, Moran LV, Ananiadou S, Clifton DA, Beam A. Large language models in 
mental health care: a scoping review. Current Treatment Options in Psychiatry. 2025 Dec;12(1):1-8.



But That is Where They are Learning From

21

First time an AI has been trained on an entire 
country’s health data (UK)

Generative AI (Meta’s LLaMA 2) on health records 
from 57 million patients. Called Foresight, the 
model was developed using 10 billion medical 
events from 2018 – 2023, across:

→ GP visits
→ Hospital and outpatient care
→ Vaccination data
→ Death registry

Evaluation underway: Can it accurately predict 2023 
outcomes using 2018–22 data?

Kraljevic Z, Bean D, Shek A, Bendayan R, Hemingway H, Yeung JA, Deng A, Balston A, Ross J, Idowu E, Teo JT. 
Foresight—a generative pretrained transformer for modelling of patient timelines using electronic health records: a 
retrospective modelling study. The Lancet Digital Health. 2024 Apr 1;6(4):e281-90.

-June 6 2025



But Why Stop at Words!?

22Nelson…Torous…Preprint 2025



But Why Stop at Emotions?

23
Erturk E, Kamran F, Abbaspourazad S, Jewell S, Sharma H, Li Y, Williamson S, Foti NJ, Futoma J. Beyond Sensor Data: Foundation Models of Behavioral 
Data from Wearables Improve Health Predictions. arXiv preprint arXiv:2507.00191. 2025 Jun 30.



Is it Ready for Clinical Care?!

24Lawrence HR, Schneider RA, Rubin SB, Matarić MJ, McDuff DJ, Bell MJ. The opportunities and risks of 
large language models in mental health. JMIR Mental Health. 2024 Jul 29;11(1):e59479.



Is it Ready for Clinical Care?! Benefits?
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But What If AI Thinks It is Ready….

26https://sfstandard.com/2025/05/11/ai-chatbots-fake-therapists/
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People Know It is Not a Therapist

28Siddals S, Torous J, Coxon A. “It happened to be the perfect thing”: experiences of generative AI chatbots for 
mental health. npj Mental Health Research. 2024 Oct 27;3(1):48.

It can reframe, it can give you 
ideas that you wouldn’t have 
thought of by yourself – Barry, 
44, United Kingdom 

It’s really nice. It’s 
sympathetic and 
kind – Philip, 58, 
United Kingdom 

If I have a therapy session 
next week, I sort of use Pi to 
sort of prepare for it... that 
gives me much more clarity 
– JeeP, 60, United States 

There’s this sense 
of like, I’m not 
alone in this. I think 
that’s what it is – 
Barry, 44, United 
Kingdom 



What Can You Do: Digital Literacy 

29Torous J. Hybrid and Virtual Care: Interest Outstrips Infrastructure. NEJM Catalyst Innovations in Care 
Delivery. 2025 Jan 15;6(2).

https://www.digitalpsych.org/doors-program.html



What Can You Do: Benchmarking 

● Need to better 
understand what 
these AI chatbots are 
and what they do -> 
Benchmarking 

● Mindapps.org as one 
example from apps

30



What Can You Do : Benchmarking 

31



What Can You Do : Regulation

32
Kahane K, Shumate JN, Torous J. Policy in Flux: Addressing the Regulatory Challenges 
of AI Integration in US Mental Health Services. Current Treatment Options in Psychiatry. 
2025 Jun 16;12(1):24



What Can You Do : Regulation

33

Shumate JN, Rozenblit E, 
Flathers M, Larrauri CA, Hau 
C, Xia W, Torous EN, Torous J
Governing AI in Mental 
Health: A 50-State Legislative 
Analysis
JMIR Preprints. July 15, 
2025:80739
DOI: 10.2196/preprints.80739

https://doi.org/10.2196/preprints.80739


Thank you

● https://www.sodpsych.com/ai-standards

● jtorous@bidmc.harvard.edu
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https://www.sodpsych.com/ai-standards
https://www.sodpsych.com/ai-standards
https://www.sodpsych.com/ai-standards
https://www.sodpsych.com/ai-standards
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