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	What is the purpose of your proposed project, and how may it inform counselling practice?
Main Aim:
This study seeks to critically examine the influence of Artificial Intelligence (AI) on counselling and psychotherapy, with particular attention to its effects on the lived experiences and professional outlooks of both therapists and clients. By addressing this emerging area of inquiry, the research aims to contribute to a growing discourse on how foundational therapeutic principles—such as empathy, relational depth, and trust—are being reshaped by the integration of AI technologies.
Objectives:
· To investigate how AI technologies are currently being integrated into counselling and psychotherapy practice.
· To explore therapists’ perceptions, attitudes, and ethical concerns regarding the use of AI in therapeutic work.
· To examine clients’ experiences and preferences when engaging with AI-supported therapeutic tools.
· To identify opportunities and challenges posed by AI for the therapeutic relationship.
· To offer insights and recommendations for practitioners, training programs, and policymakers on the ethical and effective integration of AI in counselling practice.
Contribution to counselling practice:
This research will inform counselling practice by providing an understanding of how AI can support, enhance, or detract from the therapeutic relationship. It also provides practitioners with the opportunity to reflect on the embedded challenges and on whether, when, and how to use AI tools while maintaining a human-centred approach to care.


	Background literature: 
Regarding mental health care, the rapid integration of AI presents both opportunities and challenges. AI-powered systems, including chatbots, show considerable promise in addressing access and scalability issues (Stein, 2025). However, some argue that they cannot replicate the empathy, therapeutic presence, and moral accountability of a human being (Rubin et al., 2024).
Bloch-Atefi (2025) critically examines the ethical tensions surrounding AI in therapy, highlighting the complexity of ensuring client privacy and maintaining professional standards when using AI systems. Spytska (2025) discusses the development of intelligent therapeutic systems and their potential to supplement therapist work but acknowledges cultural, relational, and emotional limitations.
Additionally, Kuhail et al. (2024) provide evidence that college students value AI for its availability but prefer human therapists for more nuanced emotional support. Despite the growing body of research, much of the literature remains focused on outcomes and technical capabilities, with relatively little exploration of therapists’ and clients’ subjective experiences.
This study aims to fill that gap using a qualitative, thematic approach grounded in theories of therapeutic alliance and technology acceptance.

	Proposed methodology: 
This research will adopt a qualitative design using thematic analysis to explore subjective experiences and professional insights on AI in counselling and psychotherapy. This approach aligns with the constructivist epistemology underpinning the study, which emphasises the importance of meaning-making in human experience.
Participants:
The study will involve approximately 12–15 participants, including practising counsellors and psychotherapists as well as clients who have experience with AI-supported therapy tools (e.g., chatbots, mental health apps).
Recruitment:
Participants will be recruited via professional networks, online forums, and counselling organisations. Purposive sampling will ensure participants are selected based on their direct experience with the topic. Recruitment materials will clearly explain the voluntary nature of participation and the purpose of the study.
Data collection:
Semi-structured interviews will be conducted, allowing flexibility for participants to share their nuanced perspectives while ensuring consistency across core topics. Interviews will be audio-recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis.
Data analysis:
Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework for thematic analysis will guide the systematic coding and identification of patterns across the data. This method is appropriate for generating rich, detailed, and nuanced insights into complex experiential and ethical issues surrounding AI in psychotherapy.

	Main Ethical Considerations: 
This study will prioritise adherence to rigorous ethical standards.
Key considerations include:
· Informed Consent: All participants will receive clear, written information about the purpose of the study, their right to withdraw at any time without penalty, and how their data will be used. Consent will be obtained before data collection.
· Confidentiality and Anonymity: All identifiable information will be anonymised in transcripts and reports. Data will be stored securely in password-protected files and managed in accordance with data protection regulations (e.g., GDPR).
· Participant Welfare: Given the potentially sensitive nature of discussing personal therapeutic experiences, participants will be reminded they can skip questions or stop the interview at any time. Referrals to appropriate support services will be offered if participation raises distress.
· Researcher Reflexivity: Reflexive practices will be adopted to mitigate researcher bias and maintain respect for participants’ narratives.
An application for ethical approval will be submitted to the university ethics committee before data collection begins.

	Timetable
	Task
	Timeframe
	Duration

	Background reading and literature review
	September 20 – October 10, 2025
	3 weeks

	Develop an interview guide and ethics application
	October 11 – October 24, 2025
	2 weeks

	Submit the ethics application and wait for approval
	October 25 – November 14, 2025
	3 weeks

	Participant recruitment
	November 15 – November 28, 2025
	2 weeks

	Data collection (interviews)
	November 29 – December 14, 2025
	2.5 weeks

	Transcription of interviews
	December 10 – December 24, 2025
	2 weeks (overlapping)

	Data analysis (thematic analysis)
	December 25, 2025 – January 14, 2026
	3 weeks

	Drafting results and discussion chapters
	January 15 – February 4, 2026
	3 weeks

	Writing the introduction and methodology chapters
	February 5 – February 14, 2026
	1.5 weeks

	Writing the conclusion and final chapters
	February 15 – February 21, 2026
	1 week

	Proofreading and revisions
	February 22 – March 3, 2026
	1.5 weeks

	Submission of final dissertation
	Last week of April 2026
	Deadline
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