
What if AI in mental health was  
empathetic and culturally informed?

M E NTA L  A I
Multidisciplinary teams advance AI in mental health through  
benchmark datasets that incorporate empathy and diverse cultural 
perspectives, laying the foundation for toolkits for AI in mental health  
and algorithm validation.
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W H Y  IT  M AT TE RS  TO DAY

In 2001, it was estimated that a quarter of the world’s population would 
experience mental or neurological disorders during their lifetime.247 By 
2023, that estimation doubled to half the world’s population.248 Despite 
this increase, only 2.1% of government health expenditure is allocated to 
mental health,249 limiting access to affordable mental health services,250 
a situation made worse by people’s reluctance to seek help because of 
stigma and perceived discrimination.251

Globally, one in eight individuals have a mental health disorder.252 This 
includes one in five adolescents,253 influenced by various social, familial, 
and individual factors and whose developing brains are particularly 
vulnerable to external influences like violence, poverty, stigma, and 
technology use.254 Untreated, these mental health conditions often 
continue into adulthood.255

Telehealth, introduced in the 1990s, has been valuable in treating 
depression and anxiety.256 The COVID-19 pandemic shifted 36% of mental 
health treatments to telehealth, leading to increased investments and 
associated regulatory changes257 despite challenges such as quality of 
care and therapist shortages.258

AI in mental health is a promising area of advancement,259 potentially 
disseminating high-quality clinical knowledge worldwide, facilitating 
cross-cultural psychiatry, improving global mental health,260 and 
advancing diagnostics, data analysis, and patient monitoring.261 The 
future of mental health could see AI and human practitioners working 
together, leveraging AI’s efficiency and the empathy of humans.262 

Today, examples of AI in mental health include applications that use 
natural language processing to detect changes in language that correlate 
with mental health issues and chatbots – such as Woebot – that adapt to 
user personalities and can talk users through a variety of therapies and 
talking exercises.263 Generative AI (GenAI) has also been used in mental 
health counselling but the focus has been on ensuring that outputs are 
grammatically and syntactically correct,264 and responses still lack the 
necessary depth of understanding and counselling.265

Globally, 

1 in 8
individuals have  
a mental health disorder

including

1 in 5
adolescents
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B E N E F IT S

Enhanced validation and 
assessment of AI in mental  
health improving access, and 
assurance, to good quality  
services  in mental health.

AI in mental health

is a promising  
area of advancement,
potentially disseminating high-quality clinical 
knowledge worldwide, facilitating cross-cultural 
psychiatry, improving global mental health, 
and advancing diagnostics, data analysis, and 
patient monitoring

O PP O R T U N IT Y

A multidisciplinary team of AI researchers, clinical psychologists, 
software developers, and data scientists work on designing benchmark 
datasets266 with empirical analysis, solid theoretical underpinnings, and 
experiences in clinical psychology that also integrate diverse cultural 
perspectives.267 These datasets lay the groundwork for the application 
of a universal toolkit for AI in mental health enhancing mental healthcare 
globally across different cultures and cultural world views beyond the 
biases of the developers or the training data for the models.268

R I S KS

Overusing AI for mental health 
leads to loss of aspects of human 
interactions considered core 
components of mental healthcare 
provision, such as empathy 
and trust.269 Despite validation, 
solutions for AI in mental health do 
not deliver on expected benefits, 
with humans outperforming AI 
in diagnosis and treatment.270 
Reliance on a limited amount of 
objective data and on retrospective 
studies271 fails to meaningfully 
advance AI in mental health and 
reflect the complexity of mental 
disorders. Potential risk for privacy 
breaches and data security. 
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