The role of AI vs human doctors in patient empathy
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In recent discussions on healthcare and artificial intelligence, a debate has surfaced regarding the efficacy and empathy of AI in patient interactions compared to human doctors. This conversation was notably highlighted in an opinion piece by Jonathan Reisman, who observed that responses generated by ChatGPT, an AI language model, were rated more empathetic than those provided by some doctors. The discourse raises questions about the role of AI in healthcare and the inherent value of human touch in medical communication.
Dr. Reisman's article focused on the assessment that AI could potentially outshine doctors in empathy when replying to patient queries. This comparison has sparked diverse responses within the medical community, revealing both concern and curiosity. The argument extends to whether doctors should enhance their communication strategies amid AI's rising presence or risk diminishing the human aspect of patient care.
Contributing to this discussion, an experienced facilitator of doctor-patient communication seminars for over 25 years argues that while AI might follow scripts adeptly, it lacks the nuanced understanding needed for genuinely empathetic interactions. According to the facilitator, techniques for delivering bad news, such as those mentioned by Reisman, are integral to medical training. Yet, genuine empathy requires more than just adherence to structured methods. It involves actively listening to patients and adapting communication to address their unique emotional states. 
The facilitator emphasises that patients are often perceptive enough to recognise when a healthcare professional is disconnected or merely reciting rehearsed lines. In contrast, human doctors have the unparalleled ability to reach into their personal reserves of empathy and compassion, offering comfort in life-altering conversations. This human capability, the facilitator contends, is irreplaceable by any AI, especially in delicate situations involving health and mortality.
The ongoing dialogue around AI in healthcare suggests a broader discussion about maintaining the delicate balance between technology and the human touch in medicine. Interaction with patients goes beyond merely conveying information; it's about understanding and responding to their emotional and psychological needs, a skill that remains uniquely human despite technological advancements. The conversation invites reflection on the evolving roles of practitioners and machines in modern healthcare, as professionals navigate an increasingly digital landscape.
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