
“CoAct for Mental Health” 
Chatbot: a practical 
demonstration of a “humans to 
humans” chatbot reinterpreted 
for citizen social science

Isabelle Bonhoure, Franziska Peter, Josep Perelló, 
OpenSystems, Universitat de Barcelona
Assumpta Mateu, Amanda Figueras, CoAct for 
Mental Health Co-Researchers



Who we are?



The CoAct project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
Research and Innovation programme under grant agreement No. 873048

Funded by the European Union
Horizon 2020 Programme
SwafS: Science with and for Society
3 years (01-01-2020/31-12-2022)

coactproject.eu

Co-designing Citizen Social 
Science for Collective Action 

coactproject.eu


The CoAct project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
Research and Innovation programme under grant agreement No. 873048

CoAct point of departure

Citizen science… 

“[…] assists the needs and concerns of citizens and build 
knowledge with the participation of the non-expert”

Irwin (1995)
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Citizen Social Science:
Participatory research co-designed and 
directly driven by citizen groups sharing a 
social concern
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Co-Researchers:  
Having a lived experience in relation to the 
social concerns, experts-in-the-field
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SOCIAL SUPPORT NETWORKS IN MENTAL HEALTH
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Figure 2 
Social support networks in 

mental health: their benefits 
and the social environments 

associated with them.

Social support has proven to be a positive factor within mental health recovery (e.g. Cooke et al. 
(2017)). Federació Salut Mental Catalunya and Activament reports (2017) also show that people with 
personal experience in mental health consider social support networks (mainly family and friends) 
to be key elements for recovery, well-being, and crisis management. Social support networks not 
only improve people’s quality of life. They are also a preventive factor against isolation and social 
exclusion (WHO, 2022). The COVID-19 crisis has indeed shown the extent to which formal and 
informal community support has a protective role (e.g. Schug et al. (2021)). Although the importance 
of social support networks is increasingly acknowledged, we need new research approaches to fully 
understand how they work and how to promote and strengthen them. Scientific evidence-based 
reactions are needed to fully deploy their capacity to improve mental health at a wide scale.

BENEFITS

PROTECT against mental 
health problems

FACILITATE empowerment 
and recovery processes

IMPROVE quality of life 
and well being

ACT against isolation 
and social exclusion

CONTEXTS

CLOSE ENVIRONMENTS: Personal life 
experiences, the closest family and extendend 
family, close friends and intimate relationships

PROFESSIONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL 
ENVIROMENT: Social support networks in 
mental health services

SOCIETY ENVIROMENT: Social relations, 
activism and empowerment, learning spaces 
and meaningful occupation / working places

9  8  

SOCIAL SUPPORT NETWORKS IN MENTAL HEALTH

Workmate

Friend

Family member

Peer

Person with 
mental health 
problems

Figure 2 
Social support networks in 

mental health: their benefits 
and the social environments 

associated with them.

Social support has proven to be a positive factor within mental health recovery (e.g. Cooke et al. 
(2017)). Federació Salut Mental Catalunya and Activament reports (2017) also show that people with 
personal experience in mental health consider social support networks (mainly family and friends) 
to be key elements for recovery, well-being, and crisis management. Social support networks not 
only improve people’s quality of life. They are also a preventive factor against isolation and social 
exclusion (WHO, 2022). The COVID-19 crisis has indeed shown the extent to which formal and 
informal community support has a protective role (e.g. Schug et al. (2021)). Although the importance 
of social support networks is increasingly acknowledged, we need new research approaches to fully 
understand how they work and how to promote and strengthen them. Scientific evidence-based 
reactions are needed to fully deploy their capacity to improve mental health at a wide scale.

BENEFITS

PROTECT against mental 
health problems

FACILITATE empowerment 
and recovery processes

IMPROVE quality of life 
and well being

ACT against isolation 
and social exclusion

CONTEXTS

CLOSE ENVIRONMENTS: Personal life 
experiences, the closest family and extendend 
family, close friends and intimate relationships

PROFESSIONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL 
ENVIROMENT: Social support networks in 
mental health services

SOCIETY ENVIROMENT: Social relations, 
activism and empowerment, learning spaces 
and meaningful occupation / working places

Social Support Networks

The CoAct project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 Research and Innovation programme under grant agreement No. 873048



Methodology

KC building
Research co-

design
Conducting 
research

Collective data 
analysis and 

results 
interpretation

Transformation 
of results into 

action

Workshops Mini-workshops. Research 
diary to write microstories

Telegram chatbot
Citizen generated data

2021

The CoAct project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
Research and Innovation programme under grant agreement No. 873048

Knowledge Coalition

Co-Researchers

2022

Data visualization and analysis. 
Public deliberation 

2020



The Co-Researchers Journey
in CoAct for Mental Health

The CoAct project has received funding 
from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
Research and Innovation programme 
under grant agreement No. 873048

Mental 
Health 

Professionals

Universities

Public
Administrations
Civil
Society
Organisations

Three meetings of the 
Knowledge Coalition

Prototyping online 
co-creation process 

in times of Covid.
CoActFrenaLaCurva

First Cocreation 
Sessions

Co-Researchers 
Presentation sessions

Co-Researchers 
Plenary Session To 
Present Outcomes 

of Microstory 
writing exercise

Printed Research Diary 
sent to Co-Researchers

Intensive Co-Creation Work 
with Co-Researchers to Write 
Microstories for the Chatbot

Co-Researchers present 
Chatbot to the 

Knowledge Coalition

Alba & 
Amanda 

participate 
in the Chile 

Citizen Science 
Conference

Chatbot testing with 
Co-Researchers

Amanda presented 
at First Meeting 

of Citizen Science, 
Social Sciences & Humanities
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testimonials videos
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at Mobile World 
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3 Collective 
Data Interpretation 

sessions

Quiona, Assumpta and 
other Co-Researchers 
explained the project 
in a public conference 

at the Canodrom

Amanda conducted  
workshop at the

Living Knowledge 
Conference

The Co-Researchers presented 
14 Policy Recommendations to 

Barcelona and Catalonia 
Public Authorities

“A much more horizontal research. It’s not that some do the 
studying, and others are the studied.  Between us, we all do a 

little bit of everything”
A. M., CoAct for Mental Health Co-Researcher

This graphic document is a testimony of the Co-Researchers’ contribution to CoAct for Mental 
Health over a long and still unfinished journey, from 2020 to 2022.  Co-Researchers, people with 
mental health problems and their families, have been the main actors of this research, as in-the-
field competent experts. The research involved launching a chatbot in Telegram where anyone 
can listen to their lived experiences and react to them. Co-Researchers have been involved in the 
interpretation of the data collected and drew conclusions to make political recommendations 
and support specific demands.

CoAct for Mental Health is part of CoAct (Co-designing Citizen Social Science for Collective 
Action), a project funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme. CoAct understands Citizen Social Science as participatory research co-designed and 
directly driven by citizen groups sharing a social concern. We expect to upscale this project at a 
more global level and to replicate it to other social pressing issues.

More information:
CoAct for Mental Health webpage: https://coactuem.ub.edu/
CoAct webpage: https://coactproject.eu/
Email: info.coactuem@ub.edu
CoAct for Mental Health chatbot: https://t.me/CoActuem_bot

Special thanks to the six Co-Researchers that have shared their testimony here. We are also grateful to the 
32 Co-Researchers that wrote the chatbot’s microstories and contributed to CoAct for Mental Health.

CoAct for Mental Health final assemblyCoAct for Mental Health final assembly
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CITIZEN SOCIAL SCIENCE

Co-creation: 
microstories
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Chatbot CoActuem per 
la Salut Mental

l Persons with mental 
health issues and family 
members

l Share experiences in 
the form of microstories

l Co-design the chatbot

Co-Researchers Participants

l Any person older 
than 18 years

l 4 languages
Catalan
Spanish
German
English

Open Source Code on Github: 
https://github.com/Chaotique/CoActuem_per_la_Salut_Mental_Chatbot

https://github.com/Chaotique/CoActuem_per_la_Salut_Mental_Chatbot
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Stories “Sharing Lived Experiences”

And those around you... Has anybody had the same experience?
A) Yes, it’s happened to someone around you.
B) Not exactly, but someone around you has experienced something 
similar.
C) As far as you know, it hasn’t happened to anyone around you.

What about you? Have you had the same experience?

A) Yes, it happened to you, too.
B) Not exactly... but you've experienced something similar.
C) Nothing like this has ever happened to you.

The CoAct project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 Research and Innovation programme under grant agreement No. 873048



The CoAct project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
Research and Innovation programme under grant agreement No. 873048

SHARING 
LIVED 
EXPERIENCES

 



Stories “Finding Solutions Together”

What would you have done?

A) "Yes, yes... Don't worry, I'm fine, no problem, thanks."
B) "No, I'm not well. Help me go outside, I need to 
breathe."

The CoAct project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 Research and Innovation programme under grant agreement No. 873048

You were suddenly paralysed in front of your computer 
at the office. You realised immediately that it was a 
paralysis due to anxiety. It wasn't the first time. A 
colleague a few desks away saw your distorted face, 
your rolling eyes and your hands frozen on the keyboard. 
She came over and asked you, "Are you alright?”
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Sociodemografic survey
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“A much more horizontal research. It’s not that some do the 
studying, and others are the studied.  Between us, we all do a 

little bit of everything”
A. M., CoAct for Mental Health Co-Researcher

This graphic document is a testimony of the Co-Researchers’ contribution to CoAct for Mental 
Health over a long and still unfinished journey, from 2020 to 2022.  Co-Researchers, people with 
mental health problems and their families, have been the main actors of this research, as in-the-
field competent experts. The research involved launching a chatbot in Telegram where anyone 
can listen to their lived experiences and react to them. Co-Researchers have been involved in the 
interpretation of the data collected and drew conclusions to make political recommendations 
and support specific demands.

CoAct for Mental Health is part of CoAct (Co-designing Citizen Social Science for Collective 
Action), a project funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme. CoAct understands Citizen Social Science as participatory research co-designed and 
directly driven by citizen groups sharing a social concern. We expect to upscale this project at a 
more global level and to replicate it to other social pressing issues.

More information:
CoAct for Mental Health webpage: https://coactuem.ub.edu/
CoAct webpage: https://coactproject.eu/
Email: info.coactuem@ub.edu
CoAct for Mental Health chatbot: https://t.me/CoActuem_bot

Special thanks to the six Co-Researchers that have shared their testimony here. We are also grateful to the 
32 Co-Researchers that wrote the chatbot’s microstories and contributed to CoAct for Mental Health.
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Chatbot participation monitoring
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17  16  

704 people entered 
the Telegram chatbot, 
signed the informed 
consent and paticipated 
in the research.

The vast majority of the 
32 questions in the socio-
demographics cannot be 
compared with any open 
data for Catalonia.

3 out of 4 chatbot 
participants experience or 
have experienced mental 
health problems.

People without or with 
mental health problems 
respond to the chatbot 
with the same level of 
commitment.

3 out of 10 chatbot 
participants identify 
themselves as caregivers.

7 out of 10 chatbot 
participants are women.

2 out of 3 people with 
mental health problems 
say that people in 
their neighbourhood do 
not know about their 
problems.

1 in 3 people with mental 
health problems say 
that their work 
environment does 
not know about their 
problems.

1 out of 2 microstories 
talk about mental 
health stigma.

Stories about positive 
aspects of social 
support networks are 
experienced by 1 in 5 
chatbot participants.
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participants are women.

2 out of 3 people with 
mental health problems 
say that people in 
their neighbourhood do 
not know about their 
problems.

1 in 3 people with mental 
health problems say 
that their work 
environment does 
not know about their 
problems.

1 out of 2 microstories 
talk about mental 
health stigma.

Stories about positive 
aspects of social 
support networks are 
experienced by 1 in 5 
chatbot participants.

Chatbot shortfacts 
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According to people with 
mental health problems, 
the people who are most 
involved in their well-
being are…

1.  The people they live with
2. Close friends

According to people with 
mental health problems, 
the people least 
involved in their well-
being are people in their 
neighbourhood.

I felt so lonely when it all began! I didn’t know what to do or 
where to go for help. Lots of visits to the Emergency Department 
for nothing. I don’t understand why, if all the doctors could see 
what the problem was, none of them told me that apart from 
doctors and hospitals there were resourses and people whi had 
gone through something similar and could help me.

1 out 2 chatbot participantes has had the same experience.

I couldn’t get up; I just wanted to sleep, to stop thinking, to 
stop feeling—feeling what? I don’t know… But I couldn’t go in, I 
couldn’t go on feeling like this. I didn’t want to feel. I didn’t want 
to go on. I didn’t want to be. I didn’t want to exist.

7 out of 10 chatbot participants who have mental health 
problems have had the same experience.

Figure 8 
Some of the scientific evidence 

collected through the chatbot that 
supports the policy recommendations. 

Data from 2022-10-23.
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Do you want to stay in touch?

CoAct for Mental Health: info.coactuem@ub.edu
Webpage: https://coactuem.ub.edu/ (available in English)

OpenSystems Research Group: opensystems@ub.edu
Isabelle Bonhoure: Isabelle.Bonhoure@ub.edu

Webpage: http://www.ub.edu/opensystems/ 
X (Twitter): @OpenSystemsUB

mailto:info.coactuem@ub.edu
https://coactuem.ub.edu/
mailto:opensystems@ub.edu
mailto:Isabelle.Bonhoure@ub.edu
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