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High tech, high touch 

“At	its	best,	technology	
supports	and	improves	human	
life;	at	its	worst,	it	alienates,	
distorts	and	destroys”	
	
John	Naisbitt,	High	tech,	high	
touch:	technology	and	our	
search	for	meaning	1999	



Is technology out of step with emotion? 

God-like technology 
Medieval institutions 
Paleolithic emotions 
 
E.O. Wilson 
The origins of creativity, 2018 
 



Technology downgrading humans 

Center	for	Humane	Technology	www.humanetech.com		



Check out free shopping 



Shop online, delivered by drone 



Driverless transport 



Robot chefs 



High tech healthcare 

Digital primary care with video 
consultation driven by artificial 

intelligence 

Online support 
using chatbots   

Online triage and virtual consultations to 
manage demand in accident & 

emergency services 



Are we eliminating the human? 

“We are beset by – and 
immersed in – apps and 
devices which are quietly 
reducing the amount of 
meaningful interaction we have 
with each other”. 
 
David Byrne 2017 



Or can high tech make healthcare humane? 
Technology can make medicine more 
efficient, for example: 
•  Analysing scans and screening images 
•  Carrying out repetitive tasks 
•  Decision support 
•  Designing more personalised care 
•  Robotic surgery 
 
“The rise of machines has to be 
accompanied by heightened humaneness 
— with more time together, more passion 
and more tenderness — to make the ‘care’ 
in healthcare real”. 



Tech for human connection: five case studies from 
Wales and Cornwall 

•  Southwest of the United Kingdom 
•  Predominantly rural 
•  Ageing populations 
•  Areas of social deprivation  
•  Poor transport infrastructure 
•  Community assets (village shops, 

pubs, post offices, libraries) closing 
•  Poor broadband and mobile phone 

connectivity 
 
Working to engage people who may be 
digitally excluded 
 
 



The digital inverse care law 

•  Those who most need 
healthcare are least likely 
to be online 

•  We face a new “digital 
inverse care law” where 
technologies widen 
inequality 

Lancet, 1971 



Leave no-one behind 

“The strategy will promote 
the ethical and appropriate 
use of digital technologies  
– to bridge the digital divide 
and ensure no-one is left 
behind” 



Loneliness: a public health crisis 

•  More	than	75%	of	women	and	a	third	of	men	over	65	in	Wales	live	alone.	
25%	say	they	are	lonely		

•  Lonely	and	isolated	people	tend	to	smoke	and	drink	more,	have	a	poorer	
diet,	and	skip	medication	

•  Falls	among	lonely	and	isolated	people	tend	to	go	unnoticed	and	
unreported	

•  Lonely	and	isolated	older	people	are	at	an	increased	risk	of	dementia	
•  Loneliness	can	have	the	same	health	impact	as	living	with	a	long	term	

condition	or	smoking	15	cigarettes	a	day		
		
								Inquiry	into	loneliness	and	isolation.	National	Assembly	for	Wales,	2017	

 



Being online can promote social activity & human connection 

People who use the internet regularly are more likely to: 
•  go to a cultural event 
•  take recreation outdoors 
•  take part in sport 
•  volunteer in their community 

Digital participation and social justice. Carnegie UK Trust, 2016  



1. Remote consultations can be a humane environment for care 

•  Familiar technology (eg Skype) 
•  Patients spared cost, stress, time 

and inconvenience of travel  
•  Can support a more personal 

relationship – invited into home 
•  Humane environment, even for 

breaking bad news 

 
 

Wales:	CARTREF	(Care	Delivered	with	Telemedicine	to	Support	Rural	Elderly	and	Frail)		
London:	Scaling	Up	Virtual	Consultations	at	Barts	NHS	Trust	



2. Smart speakers can open up digital world 

•  Voice activated devices including 
Amazon Echo (Alexa) & Google 
Home 

•  People who lack digital skills or have 
sight or dexterity problems can use 
voice recognition 

•  Set up spoken reminders for 
medication, appointments etc  

•  Access websites, apps and social 
communication    

EPIC: eHealth Productivity & Innovation in Cornwall 
Digital Communities Wales 



3. Wearables can motivate physical activity & digital confidence 

•  Older people in Wales provided with 
Fitbits had increased physical activity, 
and were motivated to improve digital 
skills and confidence 

•  Joining communities increased social 
interaction 

•  Doctors in Swansea Bay prescribing 
Fitbits and digital health course 

•  New report from Social Market 
Foundation advocates social prescribing 
of wearables on NHS to equalise access  

Delivering	digital	health	for	all.	Social	Market	Foundation,	May	2019	
Population	health	in	a	digital	age.	Public	Health	Wales,	May	2019	



4. Robopets can improve wellbeing of older people in care 
homes  

•  First	systematic	review	of	therapeutic		
•  robotic	animals	
•  Robopets	increased	social	interaction	

between	residents,	family	members	and	
staff	

•  Reduced	blood	pressure	&	improved	social	
and	psychological	functioning	

•  Lower	maintenance	and	lower	risk	of	harm	
to	patients	than	live	animals	

Paro the robot seal reduced anxiety in people with dementia 
 
EPIC: eHealth Productivity & Innovation in Cornwall 



The Simpsons: Replaceable You 

“In	this	2011	episode,	Bart	creates	a	mechanical	baby	seal	
for	his	science	project.	It	brings	joy	to	the	seniors	at	the	

Springfield	Retirement	home”.	



5. Virtual reality can help people connect with a positive world 

•  Digital Heroes programme in 
Wales 

•  Intergenerational mentoring 
between schoolchildren & care 
home residents 

•  Case study at Woffington 
House Care Home, Tredegar 

•  Reduction in anti-psychotic 
medication and falls 

•  Ambulance call-outs reduced 
by 28% 

   Digital Communities Wales 



For more information 
Email: bob.gann@nhs.net 
Twitter: Bob_Gann 
 
Cornwall 
www.plymouth.ac.uk/research/epic 
 
Wales 
www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales 
 


