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We’ve all read the dire prognostications of robots and AI 
taking over the jobs that used to be carried out by humans. 

Ever since the Industrial Revolution, machines have 
lightened the load of manual labor; and from then until 

now, these advances have evoked fear in some quarters and 
celebration in others. 
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There was a fascinating story in the New 
York Times recently, contrasting the attitude 
toward robots and AI in the United States 
versus Sweden. The Swedes are embracing 
it. There, workers, unions, and companies 
are all on the same page in their belief that 
technology will empower the workforce 
to be more and more efficient. Moreover, 
companies in Sweden are committed to 
protecting workers rather than protecting 
jobs—as jobs disappear, new needs will 
arise, necessitating the creation of new 
jobs for people. The article said: 

Eighty percent of Swedes express 
positive views about robots and artificial 
intelligence, according to a survey this 
year by the European Commission. By 
contrast, a survey by the Pew Research 
Center found that 72% of Americans 
were “worried” about a future in which 
robots and computers substitute for 
humans.

This might seem pretty far afield 

for such a very white-collar activity as 
psychotherapy. It’s widely accepted that 
blue-collar work is most threatened by the 
rise of AI and robotics, but we are seeing 
incursions into white-collar professions 
that would have seemed impossible only 
a few years ago. Instances can be found in 
journalism, accounting, investing, banking, 
the law, and even medicine—in some 
cases, machine-learning systems have 
already outperformed human radiologists 
and pathologists at interpreting medical 
images, for example. JP Morgan reports it 
is now using software that can accomplish 
in seconds what it took legal aides 360,000 
hours of work to do. A surge of algorithmic 
trading has also considerably reduced the 
amount of human input in financial market 
activity.

And, of course, we know that machine 
learning, using principles of reinforcement 
and neural networks, has led to computers 
besting chess grand masters and Go 
champions and even unseating the 
previously reigning Go AI.

Despite the growing number of examples 

PAGE

48

AGE OF ROBOTS
Volume 2 Issue 2

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/27/business/the-robots-are-coming-and-sweden-is-fine.html
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/attitudes-towards-impact-digitisation-and-automation-daily-life
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/attitudes-towards-impact-digitisation-and-automation-daily-life
http://www.pewinternet.org/2017/10/04/automation-in-everyday-life/pi_2017-10-04_automation_0-01/


of robot/AI applications into the white-
collar realm, current evidence is that they 
have not led to massive unemployment in 
those professions. Rather, they have freed 
up professionals to spend more time doing 
higher-level cognitive work.  

Computers excel at speed and routine, 
repetitive work. We humans excel in areas 
demanding higher-level thinking and broad 
general intelligence. No computer or AI has 
yet been created that has our sort of broad 
general intelligence.

Many who work in the field of artificial 
intelligence believe such a day will come 
but that it is still 50 to 100 years or more 
off.

This has not stopped some from 
exploring how such technology might be 
applied to the practice of psychotherapy.

The drive to make various approaches 
to psychotherapy “manualized” certainly 
opens the door to some aspects of therapy 
being taken over or assisted by technology. 
I believe that the move to manualized 
therapy is an impulse to make it like a recipe 

that anyone can do if they just follow the 
recipe, step-by-step, so that the results 
would be based more on implementation 
than personality. By the way, this is not 
a notion I subscribe to, especially for any 
approach we might characterize as a depth 
therapy.  

As I think about technology and 
psychotherapy, the first thing that comes to 
mind is the software program ELIZA. Today 
this would fall into the category of a chatbot. 
I would guess that most readers will have 
had a chance to play with ELIZA, which 
was developed in the mid-60s by Joseph 
Weizenbaum at MIT’s Artificial Intelligence 
Laboratory. The program would simulate 
a conversation with a Rogerian therapist. 
While Weitzenbaum never intended it to 
be taken seriously for therapy, many people 
were impressed by its apparent intelligence 
and understanding. It was good at picking 
up on key words typed in by the “client” and 
coming back with questions and prompts 
based on those key words. Years ago, I 
taught an introductory computer science 
course and assigned students to explore 
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ELIZA. It doesn’t take long to bump into 
ELIZA’s limitations, though, and to realize 
there’s not a real person on the other end. 
You can find an online version of ELIZA to 
interact with here: http://psych.fullerton.
edu/mbirnbaum/psych101/Eliza.htm

I’m remembering that way back in 2008 
I interviewed Dutch psychologist Jaap 
Hollander, about his NLP (neurolinguistic 
programming) robot therapist, MindMentor. 
Allow me to quote from the show notes for 
that episode: 

Jaap Hollander, PhD, is co-
founder of the Institute for Eclectic 
Psychology, Holland’s oldest and 
largest NLP institute. He introduced 
neurolinguistic programming (NLP), 
provocative coaching, and symbolic 
modelling in Holland. He developed 
MindMentor, the robot psychologist, 
together with his colleague Dr. Jeffrey 
Wijnberg. Hollander and Wijnberg 
performed a test run with 1,600 clients 

from all over the world. Results show 
that MindMentor, which incorporates 
principles from NLP, was able to reduce 
average problem severity by 47% in just 
one session, a score, they point out, 
that any real-life psychologist would be 
proud of. Dr. Hollander is the author 
of six books on psychological subjects, 
ranging from NLP and provocative 
therapy to modelling trance rituals in 
Brazil. You can listen to my interview with 
him at http://shrinkrapradio.com/138-
mindmentor-the-nlp-robotherapist/ 

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is 
one of the biggest psychotherapy systems 
that lends itself to manualization. Leaping 
forward to today, there are some fascinating 
new entrants. One such is a virtual therapist 
named Ellie, an embodied avatar developed 
at the University of California’s Institute for 
Creative Technologies. According to a 2017 
Wired article: 
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Two groups of 239 participants talked 
to Ellie: one thought they were talking 
to a fully automated bot, and the other 
was told there was a real person behind 
the machine. In reality, all participants 
were randomly assigned a fully or semi-
automated virtual human—but the 
participants who thought they were 
talking to a robot were way more likely 
to open up and reveal their deepest 
and darkest secrets. Removing even 
the idea of a human in the room led to 
more productive sessions.   

A point in favor of these bots is that 
some people actually feel more comfortable 
knowing that there is not a real person on 
the other end. Self-consciousness and fear 
of judgment is an impediment that keeps 
many people from seeking out traditional 
therapy.

That same Wired article underscores 
this point, saying: 

There’s evidence that removing the 
“talk” from talk therapy seems to 
help, too. Scientists who recently 
looked at text-chat as a supplement 
to videoconferencing therapy sessions 
observed that the texting option 
actually reduced interpersonal anxiety, 
allowing patients to more fully disclose 
and discuss issues shrouded in shame, 
guilt, and embarrassment.

As in other AI implementations, there is 
an emerging idea that AI tools may be best 
used to supplement rather than replace the 
human therapist. We can think of these as 
“assistive” applications. Chatbots such as 
the aforementioned Ellie would certainly fall 
into this category, as would Jaap Hollander’s 
NLP MindMentor mentioned earlier.

I mentioned CBT, earlier, and AI chatbots 
using principles of CBT are likely to fall into 
the assistive category, or may be regarded 
by some as a sufficient intervention by 
themselves for some patients or disorders. 
For one of the most current examples of this, 
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consider Woebot, which is being developed 
at Stanford University. According to the 
developers’ FAQ:

Woebot is an automated conversational 
agent (chatbot) who helps you monitor 
mood and learn about yourself. Drawing 
from a therapeutic framework known as 
cognitive behavior therapy, Woebot asks 
people how they’re feeling and what is 
going on in their lives in the format of brief 
daily conversations. Woebot also talks to 
you about mental health and wellness and 
sends you videos and other useful tools 
depending on your mood and needs at 
that moment. You can think of Woebot as 
a choose-your-own-adventure self-help 
book that is capable of storing all of your 
entries, and gets more specific to your 
needs over time.

Primarily developed for university 
students, the developers have conducted 
research to validate Woebot’s effectiveness. 
They say:

In a recent study conducted at Stanford 
University, using Woebot led to significant 
reductions in anxiety and depression among 
people aged 18–28 years old, compared to 
an information-only control group. Eighty-

five percent of participants used Woebot 
on a daily or almost daily basis. You can 
read the entire peer-reviewed study here. 
[https://mental.jmir.org/2017/2/e19/].”

They also speak directly to the question 
of whether Woebot is designed to replace 
therapists, saying: 

There will always be a need for 
traditional therapy and therapists, and there 
is no replacement for human connection. 
Woebot is an additional resource that is 
available in a very different way than more 
traditional methods of seeking help.

I think you will find Woebot a big 
advance over Eliza. Currently it runs on the 
Facebook Messenger platform but you can 
kick the tires discussing your own issues by 
going to https://woebot.io/.

This is running longer than I expected. 
Like everything else in this robotics/AI 
world, developments are progressing faster 
than I can keep up with. Let me squeeze 
in one more area of digital impact on 
psychotherapy: virtual reality.

Dr. Albert (“Skip”) Rizzo of the University 
of Southern California has been pushing the 
VR envelope for 20 years in the treatment 
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of soldiers suffering from PTSD.  
According to the USC Institute for 

Creative Technologies webpage:

Once thought to be a technology 
exclusively for entertainment, virtual 
reality applications pioneered by Albert 
“Skip” Rizzo, PhD, have provided life-
changing therapeutic results for clients 
with serious anxiety disorders and 
members of the military in particular. 
As the Director of Medical Virtual 
Reality at USC’s Institute for Creative 
Technologies (ICT) and Research 
Professor at the USC’s Department of 
Psychiatry and School of Gerontology, 
Dr. Rizzo has been at the forefront of 
dramatic innovations in clinical research 
and care for more than two decades, 
and his application of VR as a valuable 
tool in medical treatment underscores 
the broadening growth of VR beyond 
entertainment.

Dr. Rizzo uses VR to construct highly 
immersive experiences that put afflicted 
soldiers into realistic scenarios much like 
the ones in which their trauma occurred. In 

addition to the visual stimuli presented in 
the VR head-mounted display, directional 
3D audio, vibrations, and smells can be 
delivered into the simulation.

Believe it or not, this approach is now 
being used at over 60 sites, including VA 
hospitals, military bases, and university 
centers. Their virtual Iraq/Afghanistan 
exposure therapy approach has been 
researched extensively and been shown to 
reduce PTSD symptoms. This is an assistive 
approach in which the patient is guided by a 
trained therapist and is currently endorsed 
as an evidence-based treatment.

I actually interviewed Dr. Rizzo in 2006 
in the early days of this program. You 
can listen to that interview by going to 
Shrink Rap Radio #48 – Virtual Reality and 
Psychology with Albert “Skip” Rizzo, PhD. 

I have no doubt that with the help of 
AI, assistive tools for psychotherapy will 
continue to evolve rapidly. At the same 
time, I think that an AI with wide-ranging 
general intelligence approaching that of a 
Freudian or Jungian analyst is far off.  

If that day ever does come, we will have 
arrived at the singularity. 

David Van Nuys is the 
department head of 

Psychology here at Age 
of Robots as well as the 

famed “Dr. Dave” of 
the popular psychology 

podcast Shrink Rap Radio. 
You can find Dr. Dave at 

shrinkrapradio.com
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