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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The aim of this study was to examine the differences in clients'
experiences during counseling sessions with human psychologists and artificial intelligence (Al) in
the context of reducing anxiety and depression.

Methodology: The research design was a quasi-experimental study with post-test comparisons.
The statistical population comprised all associate and bachelor’s degree students seeking a
counseling session and their counselors in 2025. The research sample consisted of 20 bachelor’s
students who were divided into two groups based on the counseling center’s scheduling to ensure
different orders of receiving human and Al counseling. Data were collected using the Millon
Clinical Multiaxial Inventory (MCMI), the Positive Expectancy Questionnaire (Credibility and
Expectancy), the Therapeutic Alliance Inventory (Empathy and Awareness Enhancement), and the
Session Emotional Assessment Questionnaire (SEQ). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 23
software with descriptive indices and paired t-tests.

Findings: Results indicated that in all measured components, the differences in means were
statistically significant (p < 0.001). In the components of credibility, expectation, empathy,
agreement on treatment goals and tasks, and emotional release, clients’ experiences in sessions
with human psychologists were significantly more positive than those in sessions with Al.

Conclusion: These findings suggest that although Al technologies can play a complementary role
in the counseling process, the quality of human relationships, empathy, and emotional interaction
of human therapists remain irreplaceable by Al. Based on these findings, future research is
recommended to utilize specialized Al platforms, long-term interventions, and control for the
severity of psychological disorders and the skill level of human counselors to evaluate the effects
of counseling interventions more accurately.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

The integration of artificial intelligence (Al) into
psychological counseling has accelerated rapidly,
positioning Al-driven tools as potential complements
or alternatives to human therapists in addressing
mental health service gaps (Gultekin & Sahin, 2024).
This technological shift, while promising enhanced
accessibility and scalability, has ignited critical
debates about the perceived quality of therapeutic
experiences, particularly concerning core common
factors such as therapeutic alliance, empathy,
credibility, and emotional release (Wampold & Imel,
2015). Theoretical frameworks emphasize that these

common factors—rooted in human relational
dynamics—significantly predict therapeutic
outcomes, independent of specific modalities

(Norcross & Wampold, 2011). However, the capacity of
Al to replicate the nuanced, embodied human
interactions underpinning these factors remains
contested. While studies like (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017)
demonstrate Al’s efficacy in symptom reduction, they
often overlook the subjective experience of clients,
particularly regarding relational elements. Crucially,
the perception of credibility and therapeutic
alliance—central to client engagement—may differ
fundamentally between human and Al interactions.
Research by (Seabrook et al., 2023) indicates that users
perceive Al interventions as less authentic, potentially
undermining trust and expectancy, while (Keung et al.,
2025) identifies "perceived Al anxiety" as a key
barrier to positive expectations. Furthermore, (Lew,
2023) highlights "expectancy violations™ when clients
anticipate  human interaction but encounter Al,
eroding therapeutic rapport. Despite growing Al
adoption, a significant gap persists in empirical
research  directly comparing  client-perceived
experiences of these core therapeutic factors across
human and Al counseling contexts. This study
addresses this gap by rigorously examining how
clients perceive credibility, expectation, empathy,
goal agreement, and emotional release during sessions
with human psychologists versus Al, grounded in the
established theoretical importance of these factors for
therapeutic success.

Methodology

This quasi-experimental study employed a post-test
only design with two groups. The statistical
population comprised all associate and bachelor’s
degree students seeking counseling for anxiety or
depression at a university counseling center in 2025.

The sample consisted of 20 undergraduate students
(80% female, 70% in bachelor’s programs, 65% from
humanities disciplines), recruited based on strict
inclusion criteria: no prior counseling experience with
humans or Al, no history of mental health service
utilization, no prior Al usage, presenting anxiety or
depression symptoms (not severe), adequate digital
literacy, and no negative attitudes toward technology
or social anxiety (confirmed via structured DSM-5
screening). Participants were randomly assigned to
two groups (n=10 each) based on counseling center
scheduling to ensure different orders of receiving
human and Al counseling (Group 1: Human first, then
Al; Group 2: Al first, then Human). Data collection
utilized four standardized instruments: the Millon
Clinical Multiaxial Inventory (MCMI) for clinical
symptom assessment, the Credibility/Expectancy
Questionnaire (CEQ) measuring credibility and
expectation, the Therapeutic Alliance Inventory (TAI)
assessing empathy and goal agreement, and the
Session Emotional Assessment Questionnaire (SEQ)
evaluating emotional release. All instruments were
administered immediately post-session. Data analysis
was conducted using SPSS 23.0, employing
descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations) and
paired t-tests to compare mean differences between
human and Al counseling experiences across all
measured components. Statistical significance was set
at p <0.001.

Findings

Results revealed statistically significant differences (p
< 0.001) in all five measured components of the
therapeutic experience between human and Al
counseling. For credibility, the mean score for human
counseling (54.20) was significantly higher than for
Al counseling (54.12), with a mean difference of 3.51
(t = 7.54). Regarding expectation, the human
counseling mean (65.21) was substantially higher than
Al counseling (41.13), yielding a mean difference of
441 (t = 6.32). Empathy scores, measured via
Rogersian qualities, were significantly higher in
human sessions (64.21) compared to Al sessions
(54.14), with a mean difference of 5.63 (t = 6.41).
Goal agreement and task collaboration scores were
also significantly higher in human counseling (64.43)
versus Al counseling (84.32), showing a mean
difference of 4.45 (t = 10.41). Finally, emotional
release scores were markedly higher in human
sessions (65.63) than Al sessions (54.37), with a mean
difference of 5.65 (t = 11.65). Critically, all effect
sizes were large (Cohen’s d > 0.8), indicating not only
statistical significance but also substantial practical




importance. These findings consistently demonstrate
that clients perceived their experiences with human
psychologists as significantly more positive across
every dimension of the therapeutic process examined,
from foundational credibility and expectation to the
relational core of empathy, goal alignment, and
emotional catharsis.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study provides robust empirical evidence that
clients’ perceived therapeutic experience s
significantly superior in sessions with human
psychologists compared to Al, across all critical
common factors of therapy. The magnitude of these
differences (p < 0.001, large effect sizes) underscores
that Al, despite its potential for scalability and
accessibility, currently fails to replicate the essential
human elements—authentic empathy, relational trust,
emotional resonance, and collaborative goal-setting—
that form the bedrock of effective therapeutic alliance.
These findings directly challenge the notion of Al as a
viable replacement for human therapists, particularly
in contexts where relational depth is paramount for
engagement and outcome. Instead, they strongly
support the strategic integration of Al as a
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complementary tool within a human-centered
therapeutic framework. For instance, Al could be

effectively  utilized for pre-session symptom
screening, post-session skill reinforcement, or
providing  supplementary  resources, thereby

augmenting the human therapist’s capacity without
compromising the irreplaceable relational core. The
results also highlight the critical need for ethical
transparency: clients must be clearly informed about
the nature and limitations of Al tools to manage
expectations and prevent expectancy violations.
Future research must prioritize longitudinal designs,
larger and more diverse samples, and the development
of Al platforms specifically designed to enhance,
rather than mimic, human relational qualities.
Ultimately, this work affirms that while technology
can expand access to mental health support, the
human connection remains the indispensable catalyst
for meaningful therapeutic change. The path forward
lies not in replacing the human therapist, but in
harnessing Al to empower and extend the reach of
skilled human  practitioners, ensuring  that
technological advancement serves to deepen, rather
than dilute, the therapeutic relationship.
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