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Figure 1: Summary of identified benefits (green boxes) and challenges (red boxes) of using a human supporter, and the potential
benefits (green boxes) and concerns (red boxes) of using a virtual supporter in remote therapy.

Abstract
Virtual agents have shown promising potential in mental health-
care applications, but current research has predominantly focused
on contexts outside of traditional therapy sessions. In contrast,
this study explores the design implications for integrating virtual
supporters within remote therapy sessions. Drawing from the ex-
periences of five therapists’ using human supporters in therapy,
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our findings reveal both opportunities and challenges in translat-
ing human supporter functions to virtual agents. We highlight
key considerations for trust development, role boundaries, and pri-
vacy concerns. This research extends the understanding of virtual
agents in mental health beyond conventional applications, offer-
ing insights for designing AI-supported interventions that could
complement traditional therapeutic practices while maintaining
appropriate clinical boundaries.
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1 Introduction
This paper explores how virtual agents could be used as supporters
for people in remote therapy sessions. Mental health challenges
affect a significant portion of the global population, with approx-
imately one in eight people living with a mental disorder [20].
To address this growing concern, practitioners have increasingly
turned to technology supported solutions for mental healthcare
delivery, such as video conferencing [13, 30]. Recent advances in
Artificial Intelligence (AI) driven virtual agents could enable them
to provide accessible mental health support, such as using conver-
sational interfaces to offer ongoing emotional support [8, 22].

The development of virtual agents in mental healthcare has
predominantly focused on two main areas: emotion regulation,
and expert service provision. Some existing applications employ
virtual agents to help users manage their emotional states through
breathing exercises, and mindfulness practices [27]. Others position
virtual agents as expert consultants, offering counseling services
and mental health education through automated interactions [18].

However, there has been limited research on how virtual agents
might support clients within remote therapy sessions led by hu-
man therapists. The presence of real supporters in psychotherapy
settings, such as trusted friends, or paid carers, has been shown
to play a crucial role in providing support to clients [19, 25]. For
example, they create positive experiences for people with intellec-
tual disabilities [25], emphasizing how supporters can facilitate
therapy participation, improve communication, and foster stronger
relationships between the individual and therapist.

Inspired by these benefits of human supporters in therapy ses-
sions, we conducted a study to explore the potential of virtual
supporters. Our research examines how the supportive functions
typically provided by human supporters might be adapted and im-
plemented through virtual means, while carefully considering the
unique challenges and opportunities this technological transition
presents (see Fig 1). Our contributions are as follows: we present
one of the first papers exploring the use of virtual supporters for
real therapy settings, we increase the understanding of benefits and
challenges of human supporters, from there we provide insights
for designing virtual supporters in therapy settings.

2 Related Work
2.1 Using Human Supporters in Psychotherapy
The term "supporter" can broadly encompass any individual provid-
ing assistance, but we specifically focus on trusted individuals who
accompany clients to therapy sessions. The presence of supporters
in psychotherapy sessions is quite common, as evidenced by nu-
merous therapeutic practitioner reports and posts on the Internet
[23, 28].

Existing research on human supporters in therapy has primarily
focused on their impact on treatment outcomes [1]. For instance,
the presence of supporters can significantly enhance therapeutic
engagement and retention [14, 19]. In PTSD treatments, supporter
presence reduces dropout rates and increases motivation to enter
therapy [19]. Similar findings emerged in studies of gambling dis-
order treatment, where groups with significant others attending
therapy sessions with the clients showed markedly lower dropout
rates compared to those where clients attended alone [14]. Scott
et al. has explored the experience of supporters themselves, par-
ticularly in the context of supporting individuals with intellectual
disabilities [25], finding that most supporters felt their participa-
tion enhanced both treatment effectiveness and strengthened their
relationships with the clients they supported. Rather than focusing
solely on treatment outcomes, we analyze both the benefits and
challenges that human supporters could bring to therapy sessions.

2.2 Using Virtual Agents in Psychotherapy
Virtual agents have been widely used in various contexts in psy-
chotherapy, ranging from disorder diagnosis to the delivery of
therapeutic services [3, 30]. Current research predominantly fea-
tures one-on-one interactions between the virtual agent and the
participant, reflecting a direct service delivery model that mimics
traditional therapeutic relationships [29]. For instance, Philip et al.
[21] implemented a virtual agent in the role of an interviewer, en-
gaging in one-on-one dialogues with participants about depression
symptoms. Similarly, Luerssen et al. [31] used a virtual agent as a
therapist, delivering Low-intensity Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
directly to participants through a mobile application [18]. A no-
table exception to this pattern is found in [15], where researchers
designed a chatbot to serve as a mediator, helping participants
achieve deeper self-disclosure when interacting with human thera-
pists. While this study incorporated both participant and therapist
presence, the chatbot’s interactions remained exclusively focused
on the participant, maintaining the one-to-one interaction para-
digm characteristic. Our research aims to explore the potential role
of virtual supporters in scenarios where both the participant and
therapist are simultaneously present.

3 Methodology
3.1 Interview Participants
This qualitative study captured feedback from five psychotherapists
(one male, four female) between the ages of 30 and 54 years old.
Three participants self-identified as White, one as Asian, and one
as Pacific Islander. All participants had experience with support
persons in therapy sessions. Psychotherapist P2 reported "A Lot"
of relevant experience, with 15 years of clinical practice utilizing
primarily cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) [2, 9] and Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) [12]. Three participants - P3, P4,
and P5 - reported "Some" experience: P3 had nine years of practice
using CBT and Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) [10]; P4 had six
years of experience exclusively practicing Interpersonal Therapy
(IPT) [32]; and P5 had two years of experience, primarily employing
ACT. P1 reported "Little" experience, with three years of practice
mainly using CBT and Solution-Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT)[7].
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3.2 Study Procedure
Interviews were conducted with each of the participants. Prior to
which, each participant completed a demographic questionnaire
and had a brief intake conversation. Participants had different lev-
els of understanding and familiarity with virtual agents. Thus, we
determined that demonstrating a specific type of virtual agent in
the interviews would better facilitate therapists’ expression of their
thoughts regarding virtual supporters. Since support persons rep-
resent roles traditionally fulfilled by humans in real-world settings,
we selected an embodied agent with more realistic appearances
and behaviors. For this study, we used virtual agents from Soul
Machines 1 for the capability demonstration.

The interview was divided into three parts. The first part focused
on questions (see Appendix A) about therapists’ observations and
thoughts regarding supporters during their therapeutic practice.
The second part involved demonstrating the virtual agent’s appear-
ance and functions, including dialogue and non-verbal behavior.
The third part focused on therapists’ expectations and concerns
about the virtual supporter. All participant interviews were con-
ducted via Zoom. The interview duration ranged from 40 to 61
minutes long (mean=49.6, SD=8.44).

3.3 Data Analysis
We used thematic analysis[4] to code the transcripts of partici-
pant interview responses. We first transcribed the interviews and
generated initial codes by systematically analyzing the transcripts,
identifying meaningful patterns. After coding, we organized the
codes into five broad groups; 1) the benefits and 2) the challenges
of human supporters, 3) potential and 4) concern of virtual support-
ers, and 5) attitude towards human and virtual supporters. Based
on these categories and codes, we generated themes that emerged
from the data. These themes were developed through an iterative
process of reviewing and refining, ensuring that they captured the
key patterns and interview insights.

4 Results
4.1 Observation of human supporter in

face-to-face therapy
4.1.1 Attitude towards human supporter. Participants expressed
positive attitudes towards human supporter in therapy sessions,
based on their experiences confirming that supporters can provide
genuine help to clients. As P2 noted, "I’m very open about sup-
port person joining the session... Honestly, most people are fantastic."
This sentiment was echoed across all interviews, with participants
emphasizing the value of having a supporter in the therapeutic
environment.

For therapists, their primary focus was on positive therapeu-
tic outcomes while meeting client needs. When clients expressed
interest in bringing a support person, therapists verified that this
request stemmed from the client’s genuine needs rather than ex-
ternal influences. After confirming this, therapists implemented a
structured approach to integration, establishing clear boundaries
and expectations with supporters before the session commenced.
1https://www.soulmachines.com/

This included explicit discussions about the supporter’s role bound-
aries and reinforcing that the therapeutic focus would be on the
client’s needs.

Beyond client-initiated requests, participants demonstrated proac-
tive consideration of support person inclusion as a therapeutic tool.
They described thoughtfully evaluating client states and session
dynamics to determine when suggesting support person involve-
ment might be beneficial. As P4 explained, "if there’s someone who is
very distressed, I would say, would you like to bring a support person
with you?" This proactive suggestion was described as part of their
therapeutic toolkit, offering an additional resource for enhancing
session effectiveness and client comfort.

The participants emphasized that their positive stance towards a
supporter attending therapeutic sessions was grounded in practical
experience rather than theoretical understanding. They observed
tangible benefits such as enhanced client comfort, improved session
engagement, and better retention of therapeutic insights when ap-
propriate support persons were present. However, they also stressed
the importance of maintaining professional boundaries and ensur-
ing that the supporter’s presence enhanced rather than hindered
the therapeutic process.

4.1.2 Benefit of human supporter in therapy. Analysis of the in-
terviews revealed two main benefits of including supporters in
therapy sessions: enhancing client comfort and facilitating client
expression.

Enhancing Client Comfort - Participants reported that clients
demonstrated increased comfort and confidence with supporters in
therapy sessions. P4 noted that a supporter’s presence was instru-
mental in "creating a more safe environment ... for the client." This
enhanced comfort came from the long-term social relationships
supporters share with clients[6], characterized by familiarity and
mutual trust. This comfort-enhancing effect was particularly sig-
nificant during first sessions, when both the therapist and therapy
environment were unfamiliar. During these initial encounters, sup-
porters helped mitigate clients’ anxiety and feelings of insecurity
arising from the novelty of the setting.

Supporters also actively contributed to client comfort through
validation of client expressions. P2 described a common interaction
pattern where clients would seek confirmation from their support-
ers about the accuracy of their narratives: "...they (clients) might turn
around to the support person and ask them about it. ’You remember
this is what happened right’ or ’is that correct’ or ’do you think that
am I missing something here?’". Such validation from supporters
effectively addressed clients’ self-doubt, facilitated session progress,
and strengthened clients’ confidence.

Facilitating Client Expression - Supporters aided client ex-
pression through two mechanisms: supplementary communication
and emotional encouragement. During therapy sessions, clients
occasionally encountered difficulties in articulating their thoughts
due to fluctuations in emotions and mental state. In these instances,
supporters helped clients complete their narratives, clarify their
intentions, and organize their thoughts. This supplementary sup-
port can come from the client actively requesting help from the
supporter. A common phrasing is: "... Do you (supporter) know what
I’m (client) talking about?" (P2). Sometimes, the supporter may
also take the initiative to help the client complete the sentence,
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observed from P3, "I have noticed that ... sometimes they’ll like finish
the sentence for them sometimes.".

Supporters also played a crucial role in providing emotional
encouragement during client hesitation, helping them feel more
comfortable disclosing their experiences. This was usually observed
when clients faced uncertainty about revealing sensitive or personal
experiences to their therapist. The presence of a trusted individual
offering gentle encouragement, such as "Do you wanna share that?
I’m here.", could facilitate deeper levels of therapeutic disclosure.

4.1.3 Challenge of human supporter in therapy. Our analysis iden-
tified two primary challenges when incorporating supporters in
therapy sessions: over-reliance and conversational interference.

Over-reliance on Supporters - A significant challenge was
clients’ potential over-dependence on their supporters during ses-
sions. This manifested in several ways: 1) Communicating with
therapists indirectly through supporters, 2) Difficulty making inde-
pendent decisions, and 3) Excessive seeking of supporter validation.

This over-reliance posed particular concerns because client agency
is fundamental to therapeutic effectiveness and progress [34]. As
the central subject of therapy, clients need to actively participate in
the treatment process, including sharing personal experiences and
emotions, responding to therapeutic guidance, and developing self-
awareness. However, the presence of supporters sometimes led to
diminished client agency, resulting in an overly passive therapeutic
process that could potentially impede client growth. In response,
therapists reported establishing clear expectations at the beginning
of sessions, "I probably not want to see the client over-rely on the sup-
port person ... and I make it very clear that I’m not there to do couples
counseling. We’re all here for the client.", said by P5, emphasizing to
both supporters and clients that the primary purpose of therapy
was to help the client.

Conversational Interference - All participants reported expe-
riences with supporters who disrupted therapeutic sessions, such
as with excessive supporter self-disclosure, or making statements
that misaligned or contradicted client wishes or experiences, "you
always get the people that talk too much and it’s not about them. It’s
about the person who’s having the therapy." (P3). These interven-
tions typically originated from supporters’ unclear understanding
of their role boundaries within the therapeutic context. Participants
observed that problematic supporters often prioritized their own
subjective feelings or opinions over client needs, which diminished
the session’s effectiveness.

This boundary ambiguity frequently led to power dynamics and
attention shifts within sessions, potentially preventing clients from
fully expressing themselves or, in some cases, feeling dominated
or overlooked. To address this challenge, participants reported im-
plementing proactive role education for supporters before sessions
began, helping establish clear boundaries and expectations for sup-
porter involvement.

4.2 Insights of virtual supporter in remote
therapy

4.2.1 Potential of virtual supporter. Our analysis identified two
themes regarding the potential of virtual supporters in therapy
sessions: transferable skills from human supporters and unique
advantages inherent to virtual agents.

Transferable Skills from Human Supporters - Participants
identified several behaviors from human supporters that could be
effectively implemented in virtual supporters: 1) Providing affirma-
tion during client narratives, 2) Assisting with detail recollection,
and 3) Demonstrating active listening behaviors (nodding, smiling,
maintaining eye contact). Participants thought that these support-
ive functions could be effective when implemented in virtual sup-
porters, contingent upon establishing trust between the client and
virtual agent, "these supportive behaviors can be equally effective if
there’s a foundation of trust in the relationship between them (client
and virtual supporter)." (P4).

Unique Advantages of Virtual Supporter - We found three
distinct advantages of virtual supporters in therapeutic settings:
First, participants emphasized controllability through the program-
mable nature of virtual supporters as a significant advantage over
human counterparts. This enables pre-established behavioral and
linguistic boundaries, consistent adherence to therapeutic protocols,
and elimination of potentially harmful or disruptive behaviors.
These controls effectively replicate the boundary-setting phase
conducted with a human supporter, but with greater reliability.
Second, the perpetual availability of virtual supporters emerged
as a crucial advantage. Unlike human supporters who may face
scheduling conflicts or other commitments, virtual supporters can
provide consistent attendance at therapy sessions, offer continuous
availability for client support, and create a reliable sense of security
through their consistent presence. Third, based on demonstrations
of Soul Machines virtual agents during interviews, P2 highlighted
the potential for customization. This feature would allow clients to
create personalized virtual supporters by changing their cultural
background, physical appearance, personality traits, behavioral
styles, and interaction preferences.

4.2.2 Concerns about virtual supporter. As described in the pre-
vious section, the efficacy of virtual support largely depends on
"there being a foundation of trust in the relationship between them."
(P4), participants expressed several concerns around relationship
building with clients. Three primary areas of concern emerged from
our analysis:

Trust Development and Maintenance - Participants men-
tioned several times about virtual supporters’ capacity to establish
authentic trustworthy relationships with clients, particularly their
ability to demonstrate genuine understanding and empathy through
language and behavior. This concern extends to maintaining con-
sistent performance over extended periods, which is crucial for
therapeutic rapport, added from P1, "It’s not easy for a therapist to
build and maintain mutual trust during the therapy process. I’m not
sure how a virtual supporter could manage to do that.".

Role Boundary Clarity - The maintenance of clear role bound-
aries emerged as a second key concern. Since the relationship build-
ing not only happens inside of therapy session, and everyday in-
teractions between virtual supporter and client play an even more
important role. Participants worried about potential overstepping
of supportive roles and excessive intervention that could dimin-
ish client agency and lead to unhealthy dependencies impacting
long-term therapeutic outcomes. While participants recognized
that developers could implement various constraints on virtual sup-
porters, they noted that it remains uncertain how such constraints
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might shape clients’ perceptions of virtual supporters and what
effects they may have on the relationship between them.

Privacy Assurance - Privacy emerged as a critical concern in
our analysis, given its fundamental role in facilitating therapeutic
outcomes and establishing trust relationships. Participants empha-
sized the importance of maintaining privacy for all stakeholders
- clients, therapists, and the therapeutic process itself - when in-
troducing virtual supporters into therapy sessions. Participants
highlighted the need for virtual supporters to demonstrate high
levels of transparency and security in their collection of client infor-
mation to prevent potential data breaches or misuse. This concern
extended beyond client privacy; several participants also expressed
the need for understanding of virtual supporters to ensure the se-
curity and privacy of the entire therapeutic session. "Do my clients
know what is happening with the virtual supporter? ... It’s all about
keep the session private and safe" (P5).

4.2.3 Attitude towards virtual supporter. Overall, participants view
virtual supporters as worthy of exploration and experimentation.
Virtual supporters were perceived as complementary tools that
could augment conventional support mechanisms by offering func-
tionalities that may be impractical in face-to-face interactions.
Though they expressed uncertainty about how virtual supporters
might alter therapy session dynamics, P3 maintained professional
confidence, noting, "As a therapist, I’m confident in my expertise
to handle therapy sessions in any situation, it’s part of our prac-
tice.". They also shared their views on which specific demographic
groups could benefit from virtual supporters, including those who
face geographical and social isolation from their established support
networks, such as international students and first-generation im-
migrants. Another group mentioned is individuals who experience
significant social stigma associated with therapeutic intervention.
These individuals often hesitate to solicit support from their social
circles due to perceived stigmatization. In this context, virtual sup-
porters emerge as a potentially safer, more anonymous alternative
that could mitigate the social barriers to seeking support.

5 Discussion
5.1 Balancing Human-like Qualities and

Programmatic Control in Virtual Supporters
Our findings reveal a tension in the design requirements of virtual
supporters in therapeutic settings: theymust simultaneously exhibit
human-like qualities to build authentic relationships while main-
taining programmatic control to ensure therapeutic effectiveness.
Recent advances in generative AI, particularly large language mod-
els, have enhanced virtual agents’ ability to generate human-like
responses[16, 24]. Coupled with improvements in graphics, embod-
ied virtual agents now exhibit increasingly realistic appearances
and behaviors[26]. Numerous studies explore how these human-
like qualities could contribute to establishing trustful relationships
with humans[5, 17], but we took a closer look into mental health set-
tings, and suggest that maintaining clear programmatic boundaries
is crucial.

Given the dynamic nature of psychological therapy[11], co-
design sessions with therapists during the development phase are
important for implementing effective programmatic controls in

virtual supporters. Therapists’ expertise can directly inform how to
program appropriate behavioral constraints that align with thera-
peutic practices. For instance, their input is vital in defining specific
response patterns that should be restricted or encouraged based on
different therapeutic approaches, helping developers establish pre-
cise rules for virtual supporter behavior. Therapists can also provide
valuable insights into identifying therapeutic contradictions and
potential trigger points that should be controlled through program-
ming. This collaborative approach ensures that the technological
capabilities of virtual supporters are guided by clinical expertise,
resulting in programmatic controls that maintain therapeutic safety
while allowing for meaningful client interaction. Furthermore, ther-
apists’ understanding of therapeutic dynamics can help determine
how to adjust these controls based on client progress and thera-
peutic goals, enabling the development of adaptive systems that
remain within appropriate therapeutic boundaries while providing
personalized support.

5.2 Transit between daily life and therapy
session

The nature and requirements of support differ significantly between
daily life and therapy sessions[33]. In daily interactions, supporters
typically engage in casual conversation, provide emotional comfort,
and offer practical assistance through more reciprocal relationships.
However, in therapy sessions, the support role becomes more struc-
tured and focused - supporters must maintain clear boundaries,
avoid dominating conversations, and prioritize the client’s thera-
peutic journey over mutual exchange. Our results from therapists’
observation of human supporters highlight these distinctions, P4
described a ’false’ transition she met during practice, "She(client)
was answering my question and suddenly, he(supporter) started to
discuss with her about some details she mentioned ... I have to ask him
to leave in the end", showing how human supporter could struggle
to adjust their usual interaction patterns when entering the thera-
peutic space. Thus, we believe this transitional phase emerges as a
critical design consideration for virtual supporter.

Virtual supporters could be designed to shift between different
support modes, adjusting their behavior, language, and interaction
style to match the context. The transition between the modes must
be carefully managed to maintain relationship authenticity while
ensuring therapeutic effectiveness. If clients feel unfamiliar with
the virtual supporter’s behavior and responses during therapy ses-
sions, it could have devastating consequences for their relationship
and ultimately impact the therapeutic outcomes. To address this
challenge, we believe that specific transitional dialogues could be
implemented at key moments - both before and after therapy ses-
sions - when the virtual supporter shifts between modes. These
dialogues not only signal the transition but also help clients pre-
pare mentally for entering and exiting the therapeutic space. As
suggested by P1, before transitioning into a therapy session, the
virtual supporter might say, "I notice we’re about to start our thera-
peutic work together. Would you like to take a moment to settle in?".
This gentle introduction acknowledges the shift while maintaining
relationship continuity.
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5.3 Limitations
Despite the valuable insights gained from this study, it is essential
to recognize certain limitations that should be considered when in-
terpreting its results. First, our understanding of virtual supporters
in therapeutic settings is primarily based on therapists’ perspec-
tives and experiences with human supporters. While these insights
provide valuable guidance for virtual supporter development, they
may not fully capture the unique dynamics that could emerge when
introducing AI-based support systems into therapy sessions. The
therapists’ views were largely speculative regarding virtual sup-
porters, as they had limited direct experience with such technology
in therapeutic contexts.

Second, we focused on the therapeutic session context, with
less emphasis on the broader ecosystem of support in clients’ daily
lives. While we identified the importance of relationship building
and trust, our findings may not fully address the complexities of
maintaining consistent support across different contexts and en-
vironments. Cultural considerations and their impact on virtual
supporter acceptance and effectiveness were also not extensively
explored.

Furthermore, as our demonstrations during interviews utilized
embodied virtual agents, therapists’ feedback and insights predomi-
nantly centered around this specific human form of virtual support.
We recognize that virtual supporters could take various forms be-
yond embodied human-like agents, such as voice-only assistants,
text-based chatbots, animal-like agents, or other innovative inter-
faces that might offer unique advantages in therapeutic settings.
These alternative forms might present different opportunities and
challenges for building trust, maintaining therapeutic relationships,
and providing effective support.

6 Conclusions and Future Work
This study analyzed the benefits and challenges of human sup-
porters in therapy sessions, and used these insights to identify
opportunities and concerns for virtual supporter design. Our find-
ings reveal the delicate balance required in therapeutic support -
between enhancing client comfort and maintaining appropriate
boundaries, between providing consistent availability and prevent-
ing over-reliance, and between demonstrating human-like qualities
and ensuring programmatic control. These insights both deepen
the understanding of the supporter’s role in therapy sessions and
illuminate the considerations necessary when designing virtual
supporters for mental health contexts.

As highlighted in the discussion section, there are several direc-
tions for future work to address some of the limitations in the paper.
In particular, we will next complete a working prototype system us-
ing the Soul Machines character that will enable us to test responses
to a virtual character with target end users. We’re also planning
to investigate the trust-building mechanisms between clients and
virtual supporters, particularly studying how these relationships
evolve across both therapy sessions and daily interactions. In addi-
tion to human supporters, emotional support animals are common
companions in psychotherapy. Like human supporters, they provide
comfort and emotional security to clients during therapy sessions.

Given the established benefits of emotional support animals in ther-
apeutic settings, we believe animal-like virtual agents also hold
significant potential in psychotherapy contexts.

Acknowledgments
We would like to express our sincere gratitude to Professor Richard
Porter and Dr. George Stamou for their assistance with participant
recruitment. We also extend our heartfelt thanks to all the thera-
pists who generously volunteered to participate in this study. This
research is supported by Ministry of Business, Innovation and Em-
ployment (PROP-84294-CATAI-UOA), and partially funded by the
University of Auckland Faculty of Science Research Development
Fund Grant Number 3731533.

References
[1] Talia Ariss and Catharine E Fairbairn. 2020. The effect of significant other

involvement in treatment for substance use disorders: A meta-analysis. Journal
of consulting and clinical psychology 88, 6 (2020), 526.

[2] Aaron T Beck. 1970. Cognitive therapy: Nature and relation to behavior therapy.
Behavior therapy 1, 2 (1970), 184–200.

[3] Caterina Bérubé, Theresa Schachner, Roman Keller, Elgar Fleisch, Florian v Wan-
genheim, Filipe Barata, and Tobias Kowatsch. 2021. Voice-based conversational
agents for the prevention and management of chronic and mental health con-
ditions: systematic literature review. Journal of medical Internet research 23, 3
(2021), e25933.

[4] Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke. 2006. Using thematic analysis in psychology.
Qualitative research in psychology 3, 2 (2006), 77–101.

[5] A. Cerekovic, O. Aran, and D. Gática-Pérez. 2017. Rapport with Virtual Agents:
What Do Human Social Cues and Personality Explain? IEEE Transactions on
Affective Computing 8 (2017), 382–395. doi:10.1109/TAFFC.2016.2545650

[6] Sheldon Cohen. 2004. Social relationships and health. American psychologist 59,
8 (2004), 676.

[7] Steve De Shazer, Yvonne Dolan, Harry Korman, Terry Trepper, Eric McCollum,
and Insoo Kim Berg. 2021. More than miracles: The state of the art of solution-
focused brief therapy. Routledge.

[8] Katherine Easton, Stephen Potter, Remi Bec, Matthew Bennion, Heidi Chris-
tensen, Cheryl Grindell, Bahman Mirheidari, Scott Weich, Luc de Witte, Daniel
Wolstenholme, et al. 2019. A virtual agent to support individuals living with
physical and mental comorbidities: co-design and acceptability testing. Journal
of medical Internet research 21, 5 (2019), e12996.

[9] Albert Ellis. 1962. Reason and emotion in psychotherapy. (1962).
[10] Leslie S Greenberg. 2004. Emotion–focused therapy. Clinical Psychology &

Psychotherapy: An International Journal of Theory & Practice 11, 1 (2004), 3–16.
[11] Adele M. Hayes and Leigh A Andrews. 2020. A complex systems approach to the

study of change in psychotherapy. BMC Medicine 18 (2020). doi:10.1186/s12916-
020-01662-2

[12] Steven C Hayes and Heather Pierson. 2005. Acceptance and commitment therapy.
Springer.

[13] SimonHoermann, Kathryn L.McCabe, David N.Milne, and Rafael A. Calvo. [n. d.].
Application of Synchronous Text-Based Dialogue Systems in Mental Health
Interventions: Systematic Review. 19, 8 ([n. d.]), e7023. doi:10.2196/jmir.7023
Company: Journal of Medical Internet Research Distributor: Journal of Medical
Internet Research Institution: Journal of Medical Internet Research Label: Journal
of Medical Internet Research Publisher: JMIR Publications Inc., Toronto, Canada.

[14] S. Jiménez-Murcia, J. Tremblay, R. Stinchfield, Roser Granero, F. Fernández-
Aranda, G. Mestre-Bach, T. Steward, A. Pino-Gutiérrez, M. Baño, L. Moragas, N.
Aymamí, M. Gómez-Peña, S. Tarrega, Eduardo Valenciano-Mendoza, I. Giroux,
Marta Sancho, I. Sánchez, N. Mallorquí-Bagué, V. González, V. Martín-Romera,
and J. Menchón. 2017. The Involvement of a Concerned Significant Other in
Gambling Disorder Treatment Outcome. Journal of Gambling Studies 33 (2017),
937–953. doi:10.1007/s10899-016-9657-z

[15] Yi-Chieh Lee, Naomi Yamashita, and Yun Huang. 2020. Designing a chatbot as a
mediator for promoting deep self-disclosure to a real mental health professional.
Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 4, CSCW1 (2020), 1–27.

[16] Lizi Liao, Grace Hui Yang, and Chirag Shah. 2023. Proactive conversational agents
in the post-chatgpt world. In Proceedings of the 46th International ACM SIGIR
Conference on Research and Development in Information Retrieval. 3452–3455.

[17] Kate Loveys, Catherine Hiko, Mark Sagar, Xueyuan Zhang, and Elizabeth Broad-
bent. 2022. “I felt her company”: A qualitative study on factors affecting closeness
and emotional support seeking with an embodied conversational agent. Interna-
tional Journal of Human-Computer Studies 160 (2022), 102771.

https://doi.org/10.1109/TAFFC.2016.2545650
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-020-01662-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-020-01662-2
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.7023
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10899-016-9657-z


"Can I have my friend attending with me?": Design Implications for Using Virtual Supporters in Remote Psychotherapy CHI EA ’25, April 26–May 01, 2025, Yokohama, Japan

[18] Martin H Luerssen and TimHawke. 2018. Virtual agents as a service: Applications
in healthcare. In Proceedings of the 18th International Conference on Intelligent
Virtual Agents. 107–112.

[19] Eline M. Meuleman, Mèlanie Sloover, and Elisa van Ee. 2022. Involving a Signifi-
cant Other in Treatment of Patients With PTSD Symptoms: A Systematic Review
of Treatment Interventions. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse 24 (2022), 2034 – 2044.
doi:10.1177/15248380221082939

[20] World Health Organization. 2022. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/
detail/mental-disorders

[21] Pierre Philip, Jean-Arthur Micoulaud-Franchi, Patricia Sagaspe, Etienne De Sevin,
Jérôme Olive, Stéphanie Bioulac, and Alain Sauteraud. 2017. Virtual human as
a new diagnostic tool, a proof of concept study in the field of major depressive
disorders. Scientific reports 7, 1 (2017), 42656.

[22] Simon Provoost, HoMing Lau, Jeroen Ruwaard, andHeleen Riper. 2017. Embodied
conversational agents in clinical psychology: a scoping review. Journal of medical
Internet research 19, 5 (2017), e151.

[23] Quora. 2021. How does a therapist feel when a client asks to bring another
person with them to their session, such as a friend or significant other?
https://www.quora.com/How-does-a-therapist-feel-when-a-client-asks-
to-bring-another-person-with-them-to-their-session-such-as-a-friend-or-
significant-other. [Accessed 20-01-2025].

[24] Partha Pratim Ray. 2023. ChatGPT: A comprehensive review on background,
applications, key challenges, bias, ethics, limitations and future scope. Internet of
Things and Cyber-Physical Systems 3 (2023), 121–154.

[25] Katie Scott, Chris Hatton, Rosie Knight, Kevanne Singer, Dawn Knowles, Dave
Dagnan, Richard P Hastings, Kim Appleton, Sally-Ann Cooper, Craig Melville,
et al. 2019. Supporting people with intellectual disabilities in psychological ther-
apies for depression: A qualitative analysis of supporters’ experiences. Journal
of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities 32, 2 (2019), 323–335.

[26] Mike Seymour, L. Yuan, A. Dennis, and K. Riemer. 2021. Have We Crossed the
Uncanny Valley? Understanding Affinity, Trustworthiness, and Preference for
Realistic Digital Humans in Immersive Environments. J. Assoc. Inf. Syst. 22 (2021),
9. doi:10.17705/1JAIS.00674

[27] Ameneh Shamekhi and Timothy Bickmore. [n. d.]. Breathe with Me: A Vir-
tual Meditation Coach. In Intelligent Virtual Agents (Cham, 2015), Willem-Paul
Brinkman, Joost Broekens, and Dirk Heylen (Eds.). Springer International Pub-
lishing, 279–282. doi:10.1007/978-3-319-21996-7_29

[28] The GoodTherapy.org Team. 2016. Can Other People Come with Me to My
Therapy Sessions? https://www.goodtherapy.org/blog/faq/can-other-people-
come-with-me-to-my-therapy-sessions. [Accessed 20-01-2025].

[29] J. Torous and H. Hsin. 2018. Empowering the digital therapeutic relationship:
virtual clinics for digital health interventions. NPJ Digital Medicine 1 (2018).
doi:10.1038/s41746-018-0028-2

[30] Aditya Nrusimha Vaidyam, HannahWisniewski, John David Halamka, Matcheri S
Kashavan, and John Blake Torous. 2019. Chatbots and conversational agents in
mental health: a review of the psychiatric landscape. The Canadian Journal of
Psychiatry 64, 7 (2019), 456–464.

[31] H Waller, PA Garety, S Jolley, M Fornells-Ambrojo, E Kuipers, Juliana Onwumere,
A Woodall, R Emsley, and T Craig. 2013. Low intensity cognitive behavioural
therapy for psychosis: a pilot study. Journal of behavior therapy and experimental
psychiatry 44, 1 (2013), 98–104.

[32] Myrna M Weissman, John C Markowitz, and Gerald Klerman. 2008. Comprehen-
sive guide to interpersonal psychotherapy. Basic Books.

[33] A. Werbart, Ulf Rådberg, Isa Holm, David Forsström, and A. H. Berman. 2023. The
meaning and feeling of the time and space between psychotherapy sessions and
everyday life: Client experiences of transitions. Psychotherapy research : journal
of the Society for Psychotherapy Research (2023), 1–14. doi:10.1080/10503307.2023.
2274061

[34] Daniel C Williams and Heidi M Levitt. 2007. Principles for facilitating agency in
psychotherapy. Psychotherapy Research 17, 1 (2007), 66–82.

A Semi-structured Interview Questions
As this is a semi-structured interview format, these questions serve
as initial guidelines rather than a rigid script. The actual flow of con-
versation and participant responses will guide subsequent questions
and their specific wording.

A.1 General Unstructured Questions
• What does supporter mean to you?
• How do you understand the word "virtual agent"?
• Do you have any questions for me about this research?
• Is there anything you want to add?

A.2 Experience with Human Supporters
• Could you describe your experienceworkingwith supporters
in therapy sessions?

How frequently do clients bring supporters?
How do you feel when supporter attending therapy ses-

sion?
• What are your observations about how supporters influence
therapy sessions?

Could you share a specific example of a positive influence?
Have you encountered any challenges?

• How do you manage the dynamics between client, supporter,
and you?

Will you establish some restriction ahead?

A.3 Virtual Supporters for Remote Therapy
• What potential benefits do you see in using virtual supporters
in remote therapy?

For which types of clients might this be most helpful?
In what therapeutic contexts could this be valuable?

• What concerns do you have about incorporating virtual sup-
porters?

How might these concerns be addressed?
• How do you think virtual supporters might affect the thera-
peutic relationship?

How might it influence the therapy dynamics?
What role boundaries would be important?
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