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Artificial intelligence (AI) systems are increasingly deployed in psychosocial contexts such as counseling,
psychoeducation, and decision support. Through natural language interaction, these systems may appear to users as
human-like conversational partners. This article revisits the Turing paradigm to clarify why Al can convincingly
simulate human dialogue without possessing understanding, intentionality, or moral agency. Drawing on theoretical
computer science, philosophy of mind, and psychological research, the paper distinguishes between conversational
appearance and psychological agency, as well as between syntactic processing and semantic understanding. Particular
attention is given to the risks of anthropomorphic misattribution in clinical and forensic contexts. For psychologists,
the enduring relevance of the Turing paradigm lies precisely in its restraint. It does not ask whether machines are
intelligent in a human sense, but whether professionals can maintain conceptual clarity in the face of increasingly
persuasive simulations. As conversational Al continues to evolve, the distinction between appearance and agency will
become not less but more central to ethical, clinical, and forensic practice. The article outlines practical implications
for psychosocial professionals and argues that an accurate understanding of the Turing paradigm is essential for
maintaining ethical standards, professional responsibility, and conceptual clarity in Al-mediated psychosocial work.
Keywords: anthropomorphism, artificial intelligence, ethics, psychosocial work, Turing paradigm

1. Introduction human—computer interaction demonstrate that even

Conversational artificial intelligence (Al) systems are
increasingly integrated into psychosocial practice across a
wide range of professional domains, including clinical
psychology, counseling, psychoeducation, intake and
triage procedures, as well as forensic and expert
assessment contexts. These systems are no longer confined
to experimental or pilot applications but are becoming
routine components of professional workflows in mental
health services, judicial environments, and institutional
decision-making processes. Their diffusion is driven by
rapid advances in natural language processing, increasing
institutional demands for efficiency and scalability, and the
promise of improving access to psychosocial support
(Topol, 2019; World Health Organization, 2023).

A defining feature of contemporary conversational Al
systems is their high degree of linguistic fluency. Through
context-sensitive responses, adaptive dialogue
management, and the use of emotionally resonant
language, these systems are capable of generating
interactions  that  subjectively  resemble  human
conversation. For users—including trained
psychologists—such interactions may appear coherent,
responsive, and empathically attuned. Empirical studies in

minimal cues of responsiveness and emotional language
are sufficient to elicit social and relational attributions
toward artificial agents (Langer et al., 2019; Weizenbaum,
1976). As a result, conversational Al increasingly occupies
communicative spaces that have traditionally been
associated with human psychological expertise.

From a psychological perspective, however, the central
challenge posed by conversational Al does not primarily
concern technical malfunction, algorithmic bias, or
predictive accuracy. Rather, the more fundamental risk lies
in conceptual misattribution. Specifically, conversational
plausibility—the ability of a system to produce
linguistically fluent, contextually appropriate, and socially
acceptable responses—is frequently mistaken for
psychological understanding, intentionality, or agency.
This misinterpretation constitutes a category error in the
strict sense: observable communicative behavior is
conflated with non-observable psychological properties
such as subjective experience, semantic understanding,
moral responsibility, or legal accountability.

This risk manifests differently across psychosocial
subdisciplines. In clinical and counseling psychology,
conversational Al systems are often framed as supportive
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or adjunctive tools, for example in psychoeducation,
symptom monitoring, or low-threshold mental health
support. In these contexts, the primary psychological
dangers concern therapeutic illusion, emotional
overreliance, and blurred relational boundaries. Research
on mental health chatbots shows that users may experience
a subjective sense of being understood or emotionally
supported, even when explicitly informed that the
interaction partner is an artificial system (Blease et al.,
2019; Vaidyam et al., 2019). Such experiences can foster
misplaced trust and obscure the distinction between
simulated responsiveness and genuine psychological
engagement.

In forensic psychology and expert assessment, the
implications are more severe. Forensic contexts are
structured  around  accountability,  responsibility,
evidentiary standards, and legal attribution. Any
suggestion—explicit or implicit—that an Al system
“understands,” “evaluates,” or “judges” risks undermining
core principles of expert responsibility. Here,
anthropomorphic misattribution may foster a false sense of
objectivity, obscure normative decision-making processes,
or shift responsibility away from human experts toward
opaque technical systems (Alarie et al., 2018; Wachter et
al., 2021). In such settings, the appearance of neutrality or
consistency in Al-generated outputs can be mistakenly
interpreted as epistemic authority.

The theoretical framework most suited to clarifying
these issues is the Turing paradigm. In his foundational
work, Alan Turing deliberately reframed the question of
machine intelligence by shifting attention away from
unverifiable claims about inner mental states toward
observable conversational behavior. Rather than asking
whether machines “think,” Turing proposed evaluating
whether their linguistic output could be distinguished from
that of human interlocutors under controlled conditions
(Turing, 1950, pp. 433-434). Crucially, this proposal did
not entail an attribution of understanding, consciousness,
or psychological agency to machines. On the contrary, the
Turing paradigm explicitly brackets such questions and
establishes a criterion of behavioral indistinguishability,
not mental or moral equivalence.

Misinterpretations of the Turing paradigm have
contributed significantly to contemporary confusion
surrounding Al in psychosocial work. Passing a
conversational benchmark is often tacitly equated with
possessing intelligence in a psychological sense, despite
long-standing philosophical and cognitive-scientific
arguments to the contrary (Searle, 1980; Floridi, 2019).
The Turing paradigm explains why Al systems can
convincingly appear human-like in conversation while
remaining categorically non-psychological agents. It
thereby provides a conceptual safeguard against
anthropomorphic misattribution, reminding psychologists
that fluent language use does not imply understanding,
intentionality, or responsibility.

Against this background, the present article argues that
a precise understanding of the Turing paradigm is essential
for contemporary psychosocial practice. By systematically
distinguishing ~ conversational = appearance  from

psychological agency, and by explicating how this
distinction bears differently on clinical and forensic
contexts, the article aims to prevent category errors that
carry ethical, methodological, and professional
consequences. In doing so, it positions the Turing
paradigm not as a claim about machine intelligence, but as
a necessary conceptual tool for maintaining clarity,
accountability, and ethical integrity in Al-mediated
psychosocial work.

2. The Turing Paradigm and Conversational
Appearance

A rigorous psychological analysis of conversational
artificial intelligence in psychosocial contexts must begin
with a precise understanding of the Turing paradigm and
its original epistemic scope. In Computing Machinery and
Intelligence, Alan Turing (1950) proposed a
methodological reframing of the intelligence question by
explicitly suspending inquiries into inner mental states and
instead focusing on observable conversational behavior
(Turing, 1950, pp. 433-434). This shift was neither an
endorsement of machine mentality nor a reduction of
intelligence to language performance. Rather, it was a
pragmatic response to the epistemological difficulty of
assessing mental states in non-human systems.

The central concept introduced by Turing is behavioral
indistinguishability. A machine satisfies the criterion
insofar as its conversational responses fall within the range
of what human interlocutors typically produce under
comparable conditions. Importantly, Turing repeatedly
emphasized that this criterion does not license inferences
about consciousness, understanding, or intentionality
(Turing, 1950, pp. 435-438). The paradigm thus delineates
a strictly external level of analysis.

This distinction is of particular relevance for
contemporary psychosocial practice, where linguistic
behavior is routinely interpreted as expressive of inner
psychological states. Figure 1 schematically captures this
issue by separating the observable level of conversational
appearance from the non-observable level of
psychological agency. The Turing paradigm is entirely
located on the left-hand side of this figure: natural
language output, contextual sensitivity, pragmatic
coherence, and conversational fluency. The right-hand
side—subjective experience, semantic understanding,
moral responsibility, and legal accountability—remains
categorically excluded.

Figure 2 contextualizes why this conceptual boundary
has become increasingly difficult to maintain in practice.
While early symbolic Al systems rarely produced
anthropomorphic effects, the historical progression toward
large-scale generative language models has dramatically
increased machines’ capacity to approximate the surface
form of human dialogue. The Turing paradigm therefore
anticipated a future in which conversational plausibility
would become technologically trivial, long before any
plausible case for psychological agency could be made. In
psychosocial contexts, failing to respect this boundary
risks  conflating  methodological  criteria ~ with
psychological realities.
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Figure 1. Conversational Appearance Versus Psychological Agency in Human—AlI Interaction

Note. The figure presents a conceptual distinction between two analytically separate levels of human—Al interaction.
On the left side, the observable level of conversational appearance is depicted, including features such as natural language
output, context-sensitive responses, emotional vocabulary, conversational coherence, and pragmatic turn-taking. These
characteristics apply to both human interlocutors and Al systems and correspond to behavioral indistinguishability in
dialogue as described by the Turing paradigm. On the right side, the non-observable level of psychological agency is
shown, comprising subjective experience, intentionality, semantic understanding, moral responsibility, and legal
accountability. These properties are attributed exclusively to human agents. A central vertical boundary labeled
“Appearance # Agency” marks the categorical distinction between the two levels. A dashed arrow crossing this boundary
indicates the risk of anthropomorphic misattribution, that is, the erroneous attribution of psychological agency to Al

systems based solely on conversational appearance.
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3. Why AI
Understanding

The ability of contemporary Al systems to produce
human-like conversational output without understanding
is not paradoxical but follows directly from the formal
properties of human language. Everyday conversation is
governed by highly structured conventions, including turn-
taking rules, pragmatic inference, narrative schemas,
politeness routines, and culturally learned emotion
vocabularies. These structures introduce statistical
regularities that can be learned and reproduced without
semantic grounding.

Large language models exploit precisely these
regularities. Trained on vast corpora of human-produced
text, they learn probabilistic relationships between
linguistic elements and generate outputs by predicting
likely continuations of a given context. As a result, they
can produce responses that are coherent, context-sensitive,
and stylistically appropriate, including expressions of
empathy or concern, without possessing any subjective

Can Sound Human Without

perspective (Bender et al., 2021; Floridi, 2019; Marcus &
Davis, 2019).

This distinction between formal correctness and
semantic understanding was classically articulated by
John Searle. In his critique of strong Al, Searle (1980)
demonstrated that syntactic manipulation alone is
insufficient for semantic comprehension (Searle, 1980,
pp. 417-420). Contemporary generative models
exemplify this insight at scale: they manipulate symbols
according to learned statistical patterns, not according to
meanings as experienced or intended (Searle, 1980,
pp. 424-426).

Figure 1 visualizes this separation by placing syntactic
and pragmatic fluency on the side of conversational
appearance, while locating understanding  and
intentionality exclusively on the side of psychological
agency. This distinction is not merely theoretical.
Empirical research shows that fluent language output
systematically increases perceived credibility and trust,
even when the underlying system lacks epistemic




Medical Psychology Theoretical and Practical Issues

reliability (Langer et al., 2019; Wachter et al., 2021). In
psychosocial contexts, this effect amplifies the risk that
conversational plausibility will be misinterpreted as
psychological competence.

4. Anthropomorphic Misattribution in Psychosocial
Work

Anthropomorphic misattribution refers to the tendency
to infer human-like psychological properties from non-
human entities based on surface cues. Decades of research
in social cognition demonstrate that humans readily
attribute agency, emotion, and intention to entities that
display minimal social signals, particularly language
(Epley et al., 2007). Conversational Al systems are
explicitly designed to optimize such signals, thereby
increasing  the  likelihood of  anthropomorphic
interpretation.

In psychosocial settings, this bias is intensified by
professional interpretative frameworks. Psychologists are
trained to treat language as meaningful, expressive, and
diagnostically relevant. When AI systems produce
linguistically rich and emotionally resonant responses,
there is a heightened risk that these outputs will be treated
as evidence of understanding or empathy. Studies in
mental health chatbot use indicate that users frequently
report feeling “understood,” even when they are fully
aware that the system is artificial (Blease et al., 2019;
Fulmer et al., 2018).

The dashed arrow in Figure 1 represents this critical
inferential error: the illegitimate transition from
conversational appearance to psychological agency. In
clinical contexts, this may result in therapeutic illusion,
emotional  overreliance, or blurred professional
boundaries. In forensic contexts, the consequences are
more severe. Anthropomorphic misattribution can foster
automation bias, transfer of epistemic authority, and
diffusion of responsibility, thereby undermining
foundational principles of expert accountability
(Alarie et al., 2018; Selbst et al., 2019).

Importantly, anthropomorphic misattribution is not
merely a user-side problem but a structural risk of
conversational system design. As systems become more
fluent and context-sensitive, the psychological pull toward
agency attribution increases, making explicit conceptual
safeguards indispensable in professional practice.

5. Implications for Psychosocial Practice

In clinical and counseling psychology, conversational
Al systems may offer legitimate benefits as adjunct tools,
particularly in psychoeducation, symptom monitoring, and
low-threshold support. Meta-analytic and narrative
reviews suggest that such systems can facilitate
engagement and accessibility for certain populations under
controlled conditions (Vaidyam et al., 2019; Fulmer et al.,
2018). However, these benefits do not derive from
therapeutic understanding but from structured interaction
and availability.

Professional responsibility for assessment,
interpretation, and intervention remains exclusively
human, in line with ethical standards articulated by the
American Psychological Association (2017). Clear
framing and disclosure are therefore not optional but

necessary risk controls to prevent misinterpretation of Al
roles.
In forensic and expert psychological contexts, the

implications are categorically different. Forensic
assessments operate under conditions of legal
accountability, evidentiary standards, and normative

judgment. Al systems lack intentionality, moral agency,
and legal personhood; consequently, they cannot bear
expert responsibility. Reliance on Al-generated outputs
risks introducing pseudo-objectivity, where formal
consistency and linguistic confidence are mistaken for
evidentiary validity (Floridi, 2014, pp. 112—116). Figure 1
makes explicit that legal and moral accountability reside
exclusively on the side of psychological agency and cannot
be delegated to technical systems.

6. Ethical Considerations and Future Trajectories

Ethical standards in psychology emphasize
transparency, accountability, and respect for persons. In
Al-mediated psychosocial work, this requires a clear
distinction between tools and agents. Presenting
conversational Al systems as understanding or relational
entities obscures their instrumental nature and violates
principles of informed consent and professional
responsibility.

From a governance perspective, developments up to
2025 reinforce this position. International frameworks
such as the WHO guidance on Al for health (World Health
Organization, 2023) and regulatory instruments such as the
EU Artificial Intelligence Act emphasize human oversight,
risk classification, and accountability in high-stakes
domains (European Commission, 2024). These
frameworks implicitly align with the conceptual boundary
articulated by the Turing paradigm.

Looking forward, the most plausible trajectory is a dual
movement. On the one hand, conversational interfaces will
become increasingly pervasive, multimodal, and socially
convincing. On the other hand, regulatory and professional
standards will likely impose stricter constraints on their
use in high-stakes psychosocial contexts. This anticipated
development is summarized in Figure 3, which situates
conversational plausibility, professional responsibility, and
regulatory oversight along a continuum of increasing risk.

Regulatory Oversight
* Al Governance

* Risk Assessment
* Legal Accountability

Professional R

nsibility

§ Increasing
Risk

nical Standards

No Psychological Agency

« Natural Language Output
« Emotional Responses
\ « Context Adaptation

Figure 3. Future trajectory of conversational Al in
psychosocial work

Note. The image shows a three-level vertical model
illustrating the increasing demands on professional
responsibility and regulatory oversight as conversational
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Al becomes more influential in psychosocial contexts.
While conversational plausibility forms the base of the
model, psychological agency remains absent, requiring
human clinical, forensic, and legal supervision at higher
levels as risk increases.

For psychologists, the enduring relevance of the Turing
paradigm lies precisely in its restraint. It does not ask
whether machines are intelligent in a human sense, but
whether professionals can maintain conceptual clarity in
the face of increasingly persuasive simulations. As
conversational Al continues to evolve, the distinction
between appearance and agency will become not less but
more central to ethical, clinical, and forensic practice.
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Cucremu mryuHoro inrtenekry (LII) memani wacTime 3acTOCOBYIOTBCS B IICHXOCOWIaNbHIM MPAaKTUII — Yy KOHCYABTYBaHHI,
NCUXOeAyKallii Ta MiATPUMII HPUHAHATTS pillleHb. 3aBISKH B3a€MOJAIl NMPUPOJHOI0 MOBOK BOHHM 3/aTHI CIPABISTH BPaXCHHS
JIIOAMHOTIONIOHHX CITIBPO3MOBHUKIB, IO MOPOPKYE PU3UK aHTPONOMOPGHOI XMOM — HPHUIMCYBAaHHS MAIIWHI PO3yMIiHHS, HaMipiB,
eMIIaTil Ta MOpaJIbHOT BiANOBINAIBEHOCTI, IKMX BOHA HE Ma€. Y CTaTTi MEPEOCMHUCITIOETHCS NapagurMa ThiopiHra, abu MOsSICHUTH, YOMY
I mMoxe epeKOHINBO IMITYBaTH JIFOACHKHMH Jialor, He BOJIOJIIOYN aHi CBIIOMICTIO, aHi CEMAaHTUYHUM PO3YMIHHSM, aHi Cy0'€KTHUM
nocsinom. LleHTpanbHUM € pO3MeKyBaHHS JBOX aHATITHYHO PI3HUX PIBHIB: CIIOCTEPEKYBAHOTO PiBHS PO3MOBHOI MPaBIONOAIOHOCTI
Ta HECIIOCTEPEKYBAHOTO PiBHS ICHUXOJOri4HOI cy6'ekTHOCTI. [ToBeniHKOBa HEBiIPI3HIOBAHICTh y /iasio3i, Ha SIKiil IPYHTYETHCS TECT
TelopiHra, HE Oa€ MiACTaB JUId BHCHOBKIB NP0 HAsABHICTD BHYTPIIIHIX INCHUXi4HMX cTaHiB. [loka3zaHo, 10 MOBHa IUIaBHICTh
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CHCTeMaTHYHO MiIBHIIYE CIIPUiiMaHy A0BIpY Ta MEPEKOHIUBICTh HABITh TO/I, KOJIK CHCTEMa HE € eMiCTeMiYHO HAAIHHO0: Y KIIHIYHIX
KOHTEKCTaX II¢ MOCHIIIOE 3arpo3y TEepaneBTUYHOI 1r03il Ta XMOHO MPUNKCAHOI IOBIpH, @ B €KCIEPTHUX 1 CYIOBHX — PO3MHUBAE
BIJTIOBiAaJbHICTD, SKa MOXe HayexaTu juine moxuHi. [IpodeciliHa Ta mpaBoBa BiINOBIAANBHICT HE MIUIATAE JAEIETYBAHHIO
TEXHIYHUM CHUCTEMaM, a IPO30PICTh i MoiH(OPMOBaHa 3rofa € 000B'sI3k0BUMU. 3 orsiay Ha po3BuTok LI Ta perynsaTopHi iHimiaTHBU
(pexomenpanii BOO3, Axr €C mnpo ITy4YHHH IHTENIEKT) OKPECICHO WMOBIPHY IOABIMHY TPAa€KTOPiIO: 3pOCTaHHS PO3MOBHOL
MPaBAOIONIOGHOCTI CyMPOBOKYBATUMETHCS TMOCHICHHAM IpodeciiiHoro i perymsitopHoro Harmsiny. Crajna WiHHICTH NapagurMu
Trropinra nossirae B ii CTPMMaHOCTI: 30BHILIHICTh HE JOPIBHIOE Cy0'€KTHOCTI, 1 30€pekeHHs Li€l KOHIENTYaIbHOT MEXI € KIIFOYOBUM
JUISL €THYHOI, KIIIHIYHOT Ta CyI0BO-TICHXOJIOTTYHOT IPaKTUKH.

KurouoBi ciioBa: anmponomopgpizm, wimyunui inmenekm, emuxa, ncuxocoyianwha poboma, napaouema Toiopinea

Jlekaapaiisi Ipo0 BUKOPUCTAHHS IUTYYHOI0 iHTeJeKTy. B po0oTi Has 1i€ro crarTero Oyii0 BUKOPHCTAHO iHCTPYMEHTH IITYYHOTO
IHTEJIEKTY JUISl IePEBIPKH MPABOIKUCY Ta BAOCKOHAJIEHHS CTHIIIO TEKCTY. 3a/lyM, 3MiCT Ta HAyKOBi pe3yJIbTaTH € aBTOPCHKUMHU. TekcT
OyB mepeBipeHuil 1 BiipearoBaHuii aBTOPOM.
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