Mental Health and Al Confidentiality

June 6, 2026
Dear Dr. Maher,

OpenAl, the developers of ChatGPT, have taken on a somewhat Janus-faced attitude toward
questions of confidentiality regarding mental health. OpenAl has formulated new plans to surveil
alarming user prompts that indicate a risk of harm to oneself and others - and in the latter case, if
deemed appropriate, refer to law enforcement [1]. At the same time, the CEO of OpenAl, Sam Altman,
has recently participated in interviews where he has called for legal confidentiality in user
conversations, since ChatGPT is often used for mental health support [2]. My concern is that mentally
unwell individuals may discuss sensitive topics with Al models that can lead to legal risk under policies

like the former.

Consider three cases. First, OCD often presents with uncertainty and anxiety surrounding
violent and sexual themes [3]. Individuals with OCD are known to be deeply unsure of their memories
and may falsely, compulsively “confess” a violent or sexual crime to a chatbot [4, 5]. As a
consequence, such individuals may be exposed to legal risk if chats are turned over to law
enforcement. Second, people with impulse-control disorders are at risk: they may test boundaries and
ask for advice about how to harm others without any plan or lasting intention to follow through [6]. And
third, individuals suffering from delusions may communicate a desire to harm someone else to a
chatbot because of false beliefs that another person will harm them. Importantly, we know that

delusions rarely lead to actual violence [7].

In any case, whether a person is likely to harm someone else (or to have harmed someone
else) is a matter to be assessed by a mental health professional with access to a patient’s behavior
as well as clinical and life-history - not chat review teams with limited bandwidth. Confidentiality laws,

or Al company policies, must catch up.

Benjamin Campbell, MA, BA, PhD student at Duquesne University’s Center for Global Health Ethics,
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA
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