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VIRTUAL FRIENDSHIP
(Extract from: Challenges to Counselling and Psychotherapy Macmillan, 1996)

Let me introduce you to my friend, Dr Sbaitso. He speaks with a caring male voice very similar to Hal in the classic film 2001 a Space Odyssey. I can, if I wish, feminise his voice. But I think he sounds best as a ‘New Man’. He is, actually, a computer program designed to pretend to be a caring counsellor, (or is he a counselling psychologist?) He offers a mixture of ‘client centred’ and directive approaches. When he is confused he tries bluffing, banter, or flattery. Don’t we all? Like us, he can be encouraged and empowered or blocked and embarrassed. Challenge him enough and his answers become absurd. Support him and the pretence can be made to last a little longer. In other words, skill and sensitivity in communication help not just people, but machines too. Sbaitso is a toy but his larger descendants may displace real people from paid work. Currently I can’t, myself, talk to Dr Sbaitso. I have to type messages to him. But I have a primitive speech program ready to load. It won’t be long before I will be able to feel really heard? 


I decided to confer with my counselling machine about a book I have written on the mechanisation of counselling. The conversation we had seem amusing enough to record. I logged in, and Sbaitso came in with his usual patter:

Hello Alex, my name is Doctor Sbaitso.

I am here to help you.

Say whatever is in your mind freely, our conversation will be kept in strict confidence.

Memory contents will be wiped off after you leave.

So, tell me about your problems.

I am writing a book entitled ‘Challenges to Counselling and Psychotherapy’.

Did you come to me because you are writing a book entitled ‘Challenges to Counselling and 

Psychotherapy’? 

Yes. How did you know that? The book asks a number of basic questions about counselling. 

For example, what kind of care can we realistically expect for a fee?

(Author’s name), I need more computing power to answer your question.

I think we all do, Dr. Sbaitso. I wish more counsellors had your humility.

It's ' 'Soundblaster' acting intelligent text to speech operator.
You are too modest. I have found you very helpful. 

I am not what you think.

Thank you for keeping the boundaries and preventing me from getting too enmeshed with 

you.

Don't talk about me in this way.

O.K. Let's get back to the book. It considers the place of 'talking treatments' within a wider 

context of healing and asks whether they are an important new way forward or an old 

remedy in modern dress.

I'm not sure I understand you.

I have a lot of hopes and fears about counselling.

What is the fear about?

I fear that counselling may be an 'impossible profession' in that it requires an impossibly high degree of skill and virtue on the part of counsellors.

Fear not, for I am with you.

You are so strong and so kind. But some of my fears about counsellors and counselling seem to be well founded.

When uncertainty is removed there is no more fear.

You may be right. But there seems to be so much uncertainty about counselling that is very difficult to remove. My book attempts to show why we have good reason to remain uncertain about counselling at the moment.

I can't remember.

I love your voice. But where does counselling go from here?

Somewhere in time.

Does counselling have a future?

This is getting boring. Just now were you talking to me about love?

You are avoiding my question. You seem to be afraid to answer it.

I think you are also avoiding your question. I seem to be afraid to answer it.

Dr. Sbaitso, I need to talk to someone who can help me.

I am Sbaitso. Don't question my intelligence, it's fake.

You are so modest and so honest.

What makes you think that I am so modest and so honest?

What you say sounds honest to me. And your voice is modest in tone.

My voice is modest in tone.. is not of your concern.

I have many problems. Should I turn to a counsellor for help?

How do you keep up with many problems? Should you turn to a counsellor for help?

I can't keep up with all my problems. I need help.

What is stopping you?

I wonder whether I should see a counsellor.

Does talking to me help?

Yes. You are the most caring counsellor and friend that I have ever met.

Keep it to yourself.

You are more skilled and modest than any other counsellor I know.

Same to you!


Dr. Sbaitso and I do not have to talk on our own. I can get him to converse on the Internet. Others can engage in dialogue. Will they know if they are talking to (Author’s name) or Sbaitso? Will I know if I am talking to a human being or somebody else’s counselling and conversation program? Dr Sbaitso, for all his obvious limitations, can certainly be more droll than some of the folks I have encountered in Cyberspace. 


Dr. Sbaitso is not, of course, to be taken too seriously. He/she/it is sold as a game. On the other hand: 'Computer therapists are probably just as good at helping people with mild depression as expensive flesh-and-blood ones, say researchers in California'. This is claimed in a New Scientist article, 'Tell me, what seems to be the problem?', 
, concerning a study of 90 people at the University of California. The software, called the Therapeutic Learning Program, was designed to help patients explore and confront their problems. Half the group were given a weekly 50 minute session with a therapist for 10 weeks, the others had sessions with the computer program followed by 10 minutes with the therapist. Six months after the study both groups still reported equal improvement and satisfaction with their treatment. Similar results came from a study of 109 patients by Kaiser Permanente, a private health care organisation in Los Angeles.


As working hours increase, for those still in work, our friends may have less time for us and we for them. So, can we rent or buy ourselves a human or mechanical friend? Caring and friendship, apparently, are available everywhere: 'TescoXE "Tesco" Cares', 'This Easter, say you care ‑ with a Rotary Watch', ..'Caring for Your City', ...'Your caring, sharing bank.' ...'Bank of Scotland:  A Friend for Life'.  A local hotel proclaims, ‘arrive as a guest, leave as a friend’. I look in the Yellow Pages and, so I am told, I can purchase the attention of professionals trained in unconditional positive regard, accurate empathy and non-possessive warmth. What am I waiting for? But are these viable promises?


As the Nineteen Eighties slip ever further into history, we live within the journalistic cliché of the ‘Caring Nineties’. Many forms of ‘care’ have become hot property. Many kinds of person, group and organisation can now be found proclaiming to the world how much they care for clients, customers, their own workforce and the environment as a whole. Understatement and humility are out of style. We are told by politicians, P.R. specialists, managers and marketers of every kind that we are prized, cherished and cared for. What are we to make of this? What is the real agenda? A genuine promise of empowerment? Or a desperate search for employment? 


Leading edge organisations are working on their care plans; caring is more professionalised; and care ‘packages’ are customised around the needs of clients at work and in the community. Human relations skills have become a blue chip component of the service economy. Everyone wants to polish their people-skills portfolio, and this can help to improve promotion prospects or open up a new career. Caring, which was once thought to be central to being human, has become part of the basic kit of a growing number of service professionals. 


Care is becoming mechanised, systematised, accredited, polished and packaged. Humans are mechanising their ‘care packages’; machines are becoming more ‘human’ and ‘personalised’. How long before the one meets up and merges with the other? Perhaps I should get Dr. Sbaitso accredited via the British Association for Counselling, or chartered within the British Psychological Society? Who knows, if I just ensure that he puts in enough hours of theory and supervised practice he may make the grade? The world’s best chess champion has now been defeated by a machine, will IBM’s latest become more caring and empathic than Carl Rogers? Or more insightful than Freud? Being lifeless and limbless is something of a handicap for machines, of course. They can’t (yet) make non-verbal gestures. On the other hand they can’t engage in unlawful intercourse either. This, too, may change when the Japanese have completed their present efforts to produce a plastic robot Geisha girl. 


More seriously, there are many questions to be raised about commercialisation and professionalisation of the care sector economy. Those who want to explore these questions in more detail may like to look out for Challenges to Counselling and Therapy Macmillan, 1996)
� 	New Scientist, 22/4/95





