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Abstract

Empathy in conversational Al is treated as a property of system output; however, this paper argues that such a
framing is limiting, particularly in affective support, where care is often shown through presence and timing
rather than words alone. We reposition empathy in conversational Al as an act of care rather than a simulated
capability, and focus on silence as a central design mechanism. Drawing on literature from HCI, psychology, and
care ethics, we conceptualise silence not as error or breakdown, but as an ethical interactional choice that can
support emotional regulation and reduce cognitive and emotional overload. This position paper contributes (1) a
care-oriented reconceptualisation of empathy in conversational Al (2) an articulation of silence as an empathic
act with ethical stakes, and (3) implications for the design and evaluation of Al systems in emotionally sensitive
domains.
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1. Introduction

Empathy has become a central yet conceptually ambiguous construct in conversational Al design [1],
particularly in mental health [2] and emotional support [3]. In therapeutic traditions, empathy is not
merely a communication style; it is foundational to helping people feel understood, validated, and
accepted, creating the trust and emotional safety that make disclosure and reflection possible [4, 5].
It is therefore not surprising that empathy is frequently positioned as an important mechanism for
improving the effectiveness of Al-mediated affective support interventions [6].

Current state-of-the-art conversational systems increasingly attempt to perform empathy by producing
context-sensitive and attuned responses [7]. In the current design, empathy is still often treated as a
diffuse quality of system output indexed through tone, affirmation, and “warm-sounding” response [8].
This represents a framing for simulation and optimisation of human empathy, and it repeatedly returns
the field to a familiar question from experts on: “why should technology simulate empathy at all”?
This paper argues that the dominance of the “why simulate?” framing limits the use of empathy
in conversational Al design. When empathy is approached primarily as a functional capability, the
discussion is pulled toward authenticity debates (Is it real? Is it genuine?) and away from how care is
positioned in important moments such as emotional vulnerability [9]. We do not claim that empathy
must be understood only as care, nor that functional accounts are irrelevant. Rather, we argue that
empathy in conversational Al must be conceptualised beyond function, including as an act of care: a
situated responsibility and a way of structuring interaction to support interactional safety and respectful
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presence, even when the system itself does not “feel”. Under this framing, empathic behaviour becomes
an institutional and ethical design commitment that must be implemented through explicit disclaimers,
role-appropriate limits, and accountable decision-making about when and what to tell the user.

We investigate our discussions on a central concept of empathy: "silence". We position silence and
pausing not as conversational breakdowns, but as ethical acts of care: moments that hold space rather
than fill it, invite self-reflection rather than immediate response. In this position paper, we challenge
the assumption that empathic systems must always speak to be supportive and verbal. This position
paper bridges existing psychological literature for empathy and silence to HCI and contributes: (1) a
conceptual account of empathy in conversational Al design that extends beyond functional performance
to include empathy-as-care, to move beyond what empathy “really feels,” and more by whether it
reliably enacts care-relevant conditions [10] ; (2) an articulation of silence as an empathic act with
distinct ethical stakes[11]; and (3) implications for design, evaluation, and authority in mental health
technologies.

2. Related Work

2.1. The Role of Silence in Human Life

Silence in social interactions is not simply the absence of speech but a socially and culturally situated
communicative sign that can have multiple meanings and functions [12]. Across our everyday interac-
tions, silence can signal empathy [13], agreement [14], disengagement [15], reflection, resistance [16] or
solidarity. In other words, silence carries psychological and sociological significance that extends beyond
individual intention, as it is embedded in broader social structures and collective histories, shaping how
individuals position themselves within relationships, power dynamics, and shared experiences [17].
Affective and relational forms of silence can serve distinct social purposes, communicating emotions
and relational stances that are difficult to express verbally. In situations like grief, care, uncertainty,
or hope, silence allows unspoken meanings to circulate within interactions and shape intersubjective
understanding between human beings [18]. Silence is closely tied to empathy [19]. Empathy is not only
communicated through explicit verbal affirmations but also through interactional practices that signal
attentiveness [20]. In this sense, silence can function as an empathic response by creating space for
the other person to feel, think, and speak without interruption. Silence can communicate empathy by
validating emotional expression without demanding immediate resolution. The empathic meaning of
silence is fragile and socially situated: in some contexts, it may be interpreted as withdrawal, judgment,
or indifference. Thus, silence highlights empathy as an intersubjective experience that unfolds moment
by moment through shared interpretive frames [21]. Taken together, in this position paper, we investi-
gate silence as an empathic act of care for the user. Care ethics makes this especially salient: care is not
an inner feeling but a practice with responsibilities, and the “right” communicative move (speaking vs.
pausing) depends on what sustains the other’s agency and safety in context [13].

2.2. Silence In Conversational Al

Silence and pauses in HCI are the pace of interaction to shape natural, understandable, and socially
present feelings in interfaces. Across conversational agents, reflective or “calm” design approaches
and timing work as a design material, which facilitates turn-taking [22, 23]. At the same time, prior
research shows that users often interpret silence in interactive systems as a sign of error rather than as
a purposeful moment [8]. This contrasts with everyday human interaction, where silence can signal
thinking, listening, emphasis, or social sensitivity, which vary by context [19].

When dialogue systems treat pauses as meaningful responses (rather than errors or latency), users
might report improved naturalness and comprehension because the system’s timing aligns more
closely with conversational expectations. Beyond immediate interaction timing, HCI research has also
framed slow pacing as a deliberate strategy for reflection and restraint. “Slow technology” [24] argues
that interfaces can be designed to encourage contemplation rather than optimise only for speed and



throughput, effectively embedding longer “pauses” into interaction by reducing pressure for instant
response. “Pause” has also been proposed as a design mechanism that can respond to social conditions,
reduce harm, or create room for reassessment in sociotechnical systems [25]. From an interpersonal lens,
these intentional silences in conversational Al design can also function as a form of empathy: by not
demanding immediate attention or action, systems acknowledge users’ cognitive load, emotional state,
and need for breathing space, communicating care through restraint rather than constant engagement.
Taken together, based on prior work, conversational Al design should treat silence as a core interaction
resource: use context-aware turn-taking, add short pauses to aid understanding, support coordination
through pause controls, and employ longer silences to reduce interruption and encourage reflection,
while also using reflective pauses to create empathic space for users to process feelings without pressure.
We extend this work by treating silence not only as interaction timing, but as normative design: a
decision about when a system should withhold output to protect reflection, reduce over-direction, or
avoid manufactured intimacy in vulnerable contexts.

3. Positioning Silence as Empathic Care

Within HCI, empathy has largely been framed as a functional property of system output [26]. While
this framing has enabled important advances, it also narrows empathy to what systems say/show rather
than how interaction is structured. As a result, empathy becomes something to simulate [26], pulling
design discourse toward questions of authenticity and human-likeness rather than toward how systems
can responsibly support users during emotional challenges. Reframing empathy as an act of care shifts
the focus away from simulation and toward responsibility, making silence a design decision with moral
standards, not merely a conversational artefact.

Under this view, empathic interaction is not defined by whether a system “feels” or convincingly imitates
human emotion, but by whether it creates conditions that support emotional regulation, safety, and
reflection. In HCI, this implies that empathic design is not a stylistic choice but a design commitment to
protecting users from harm, overload, or premature closure during emotionally charged interactions.
Silence and reflective pausing play a critical role in operationalising empathy-as-care [19, 10]. Rather
than treating silence as a technical error, we argue that pauses can be intentionally designed to give
users time to process affective experiences, make sense of internal states, and regain cognitive balance.
Recent findings suggest that moments of reduced input can support sense-making [27] and emotional
regulation [28], particularly under high emotional load such as stress. In this sense, silence functions as
a protective buffer allowing our brain time to reflect rather than react [29]. By not filling every moment
with speech, systems can communicate respect for users’ emotional pace, thereby avoiding overload.
Importantly, positioning silence as empathic care also carries ethical implications. Because silence can
be experienced as either supportive or neglectful [30], its use must be context-aware, transparent, and
accountable. Empathic pausing should therefore be accompanied by clear role boundaries, explicit cues
about system intent, and safeguards that prevent misinterpretation in high-risk situations. In this way,
silence becomes not an absence or error but a deliberate, accountable design decision. By repositioning
empathy from functional output to care-oriented interactional structure, we challenge the assumption
that empathic systems must always speak. Instead, we argue that knowing when not to speak and
designing for that restraint are central requirements for ethical, emotionally responsible HCL

3.1. Ethical Challenges of Silence in Empathic Conversational Al Design

Silence is ethically double-edged. In human relationships, it can hold space for another person, but
it can also function as withdrawal, refusal, or domination. For empathic Al, this ambiguity matters
because “silence” is not an inert gap in output; it is an interpreted act whose meaning depends on shared
norms and on the relational [31] scaffolding that makes restraint legible as care rather than neglect.
As we propose empathic design as a practice of care with standards, according to care ethics, caring
is not exhausted by benevolent intent; it involves responsibilities such as attending to needs, taking
responsibility for responses, and remaining responsive to how the care is received [32]. Under this lens,



silence can count as empathic care only when it is part of an accountable practice: it must be oriented to
the user’s vulnerability, structured to avoid abandonment, and open to correction when it is misread or
unhelpful. This reframes “pause” as relational work rather than stylistic minimalism.
Phenomenology helps explain why this is hard to import into interfaces. For Merleau-Ponty [33],
meaning in interaction is carried by embodied gesture, rhythm, and a shared perceptual field; silence, in
this register, is not an empty interval but a mode of presence that can acknowledge the other without
enclosing them in interpretation. Chatbots lack those embodied resources, which makes silence fragile:
without cues, users may reasonably interpret a pause as error, indifference, or disengagement. Dialogical
ethics sharpens the point. Buber’s I-Thou names a relation in which the other is encountered as a
subject rather than processed as an object [34]; empathy here is not a “technique” but a stance. A
conversational system cannot straightforwardly instantiate I-Thou reciprocity. But this does not make
empathic design impossible; it shifts the design burden from “simulating genuineness” to preventing
predictable I-It harms in moments of vulnerability.

A further ethical tension concerns responsibility. Levinas’ ethics [35] discuss an asymmetry in which
responsiveness to the other is not optional but obligating; silence can be a form of responsibility only
when it does not become abandonment. For HCI, this implies that silence cannot be justified solely as
aesthetic “calm” or as engagement optimisation, as stated in slow technology [24]; it must be governed
by safeguards (e.g., when distress markers rise, when the user asks for directive help, when risk is
plausible).

This yields a practical ethical requirement: accountable silence. Silence should be designed as legible
restraint (signalling presence without appropriating the user’s experience), bounded by clear role
limits, and coupled to safety pathways. Concretely, this means (i) minimal cues that mark intent (e.g.,
“take your time, I'm here” rather than anthropomorphic performance), (ii) user control over pace and
interruption, and (iii) escalation rules when risk markers are present. Rather than claiming that the
system “understands”, we emphasise to structure the interactions restrainting supports regulation
without producing abandonment or covert authority. In this way, silence becomes a form of care that is
ethically assessable. The upshot is a design and evaluation shift: “empathic silence” should be assessed
by whether it reliably supports agency, interpretability, and safety, offering user control over pacing,
and switching from silence to escalation when clinical risk is indicated.

4. Conclusion

This position paper reframes silence in conversational Al not as a technical failure or system latency,
but as a deliberate and ethically meaningful form of empathic care. We argue that empathy through
silence in conversational Al should be understood as a design responsibility rather than a performance
of human likeness. We invite the CHI community to further examine how silence and pacing can be
responsibly integrated into empathic system design, and how such choices can be evaluated beyond
surface measures of warmth or realism.

Declaration on Generative Al

ChatGPT 5.1 was used only to edit the authors’ original writing, in line with academic ethical guide-
lines [36]. All intellectual contributions, decisions, and final approval remained with the human authors.

References

[1] A.S. Raamkumar, Y. Yang, Empathetic conversational systems: A review of current advances,
gaps, and opportunities, IEEE Transactions on Affective Computing 14 (2022) 2722-2739.

[2] R. R. Morris, K. Kouddous, R. Kshirsagar, S. M. Schueller, Towards an artificially empathic
conversational agent for mental health applications: system design and user perceptions, Journal
of medical Internet research 20 (2018) e10148.



[3] J. Shen, D. DiPaola, S. Ali, M. Sap, H. W. Park, C. Breazeal, et al., Empathy toward artificial

(4]

[5]
(6]
(7]

[11]
[12]
[13]

[14]

intelligence versus human experiences and the role of transparency in mental health and social
support chatbot design: Comparative study, JMIR Mental Health 11 (2024) e62679.

B. D. Jani, D. N. Blane, S. W. Mercer, The role of empathy in therapy and the physician-patient
relationship, Forschende Komplementarmedizin/Research in Complementary Medicine 19 (2012)
252-257.

F.-M. Staemmler, Empathy in psychotherapy: How therapists and clients understand each other,
Springer Publishing Company, 2012.

M. Rubin, H. Arnon, J. D. Huppert, A. Perry, et al., Considering the role of human empathy in
ai-driven therapy, JMIR Mental Health 11 (2024) €56529.

N. Kallivalappil, K. D’souza, A. Deshmukh, C. Kadam, N. Sharma, Empath. ai: a context-aware
chatbot for emotional detection and support, in: 2023 14th International Conference on Computing
Communication and Networking Technologies (ICCCNT), IEEE, 2023, pp. 1-7.

M. Vafafar, S. Joel-Edgar, C. Harteveld, H. Dabbagh, A. Martin, C. S. Ang, " words are not enough":
Examining emotional support by conversational ai for caregivers, in: ACM SIGCHI, 2026.

R. Stout, Empathy, vulnerability and anxiety, in: The Value of Empathy, Routledge, 2020, pp.
244-254.

H. M. Levitt, Z. Morrill, Silences in psychotherapy: An integrative meta-analytic research review.,
Psychotherapy 60 (2023) 320.

M. R. Montgomery, M. Luca, A. Gordon-Finlayson, The shifting sound of silence: A constructivist
grounded theory, Counselling and Psychotherapy Research 24 (2024) 275-285.

D. Bao, A systematic review of multifaceted silence in social psychology, Behavioral Sciences 15
(2025) 1220.

C. E. Hill, B. J. Thompson, N. Ladany, Therapist use of silence in therapy: A survey, Journal of
clinical psychology 59 (2003) 513-524.

L. Bussiere-Caraes, Silence, dissent, and common ground, in: European Summer School in Logic,
Language and Information, Springer, 2019, pp. 14-23.

[15] J. V. Stringer, H. M. Levitt, J. S. Berman, S. S. Mathews, A study of silent disengagement and

[16]
[17]

[18]

[22]

[23]

[24]
[25]

[26]

distressing emotion in psychotherapy, Psychotherapy Research 20 (2010) 495-510.

A. Jaworski, The power of silence: Social and pragmatic perspectives, Sage Publications, 1992.

S. C. Goldberg, li—arrogance, silence, and silencing, in: Aristotelian Society Supplementary
Volume, volume 90, Oxford University Press, 2016, pp. 93-112.

Q. Qi, S. Xiao, Reaching without words: An interaction analysis of silent intersubjectivity, in:
Proceedings of the 19th International Conference of the Learning Sciences-ICLS 2025, pp. 2110-2114,
International Society of the Learning Sciences, 2025.

H. L Lief, Silence as intervention in psychotherapy, The American Journal of Psychoanalysis 22
(1962) 80-83.

H. Riess, G. Kraft-Todd, Empathy: a tool to enhance nonverbal communication between clinicians
and their patients, Academic Medicine 89 (2014) 1108-1112.

E.-H. Seljamaa, P. M. Siim, Where silence takes us, if we listen to it, ETHNOLOGIA EUROPAEA
46 (?7?7?) 5-13.

A. Johnstone, U. Berry, T. Nguyen, A. Asper, There was a long pause: influencing turn-taking
behaviour in human-human and human-computer spoken dialogues, International Journal of
Human-Computer Studies 42 (1995) 383-411.

M. Adamu, C. Muashekele, H. Mthoko, S. Lazem, N. Bidwell, A. Peters, What if... silence as a
metaphor for contemplation and communication in hci, in: Proceedings of the 5th Biennial African
Human Computer Interaction Conference, 2025, pp. 419-423.

L. Hallnés, J. Redstrom, Slow technology-designing for reflection, Personal and ubiquitous
computing 5 (2001) 201-212.

B. Friedman, D. Yoo, Pause: A multi-lifespan design mechanism, in: Proceedings of the 2017 CHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, 2017, pp. 460—-464.

U. Geng, H. Verma, Situating empathy in hci/cscw: A scoping review, Proceedings of the ACM on



[27]
[28]

[29]

[30]
[31]

[32]

[36]

Human-Computer Interaction 8 (2024) 1-37.

A. El Alj, et al., Minimal mobile human computer interaction, Universiteit van Amsterdam [Host],
2013.

R. L. Leahy, D. Tirch, L. A. Napolitano, Emotion regulation in psychotherapy: A practitioner’s
guide, Guilford press, 2011.

N. S. Asadipoor, The protective silence model and its impact on stress regulation, social boundary
control, and mental wellbeing, Scientific journal of Research studies in Future Psychology 3 (2025)
97-109.

S. J. Baker, The theory of silences, The Journal of General Psychology 53 (1955) 145-167.

B. D. Earp, S. P. Mann, M. Aboy, E. Awad, M. Betzler, M. Botes, R. Calcott, M. Caraccio,
N. Chater, M. Coeckelbergh, et al., Relational norms for human-ai cooperation, arXiv preprint
arXiv:2502.12102 (2025).

V. Held, The ethics of care: Personal, political, and global, Oxford university press, 2005.

M. Merleau-Ponty, D. Landes, T. Carman, C. Lefort, Phenomenology of perception, Routledge,
2013.

R. E. Wood, Martin Buber’s ontology: an analysis of I and thou, Northwestern University Press,
1969.

E. Levinas, Totality and infinity: An essay on exteriority, volume 1, Springer Science & Business
Media, 1979.

S. Porsdam Mann, A. A. Vazirani, M. Aboy, B. D. Earp, T. Minssen, I. G. Cohen, J. Savulescu,
Guidelines for ethical use and acknowledgement of large language models in academic writing,
Nature Machine Intelligence 6 (2024) 1272-1274.



	1 Introduction
	2 Related Work
	2.1 The Role of Silence in Human Life
	2.2 Silence In Conversational AI

	3 Positioning Silence as Empathic Care
	3.1 Ethical Challenges of Silence in Empathic Conversational AI Design

	4 Conclusion

