
Technology Provides the Human Touch That’s 
Missing When There Aren’t Enough Humans

By AJung Moon
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Personal care aide is one of 
the world’s fastest-growing 
occupations. According to 
a Bureau of Labor Statistics 

forecast, about 458,000 positions are 
projected to be created in the U.S. 
between 2014 through 2024. That 
outlook is even more impressive if 
you consider the fact that this number 
reflects jobs in assisted-living and 
similar facilities, and doesn’t include 
home health aides. 

The forecast also is daunting 
because assisted-living facilities will 
struggle to fill those positions. Medicare 
and Medicaid fund most of that care, 
both of which are under financial 
pressure. Their reimbursement rates 
are unlikely to rise enough to help 
fund significant wage increases. That 
makes it tough to attract more people 
to careers as personal care aides.

Like many other labor-intensive 
professions, personal care is 
increasingly turning to technology to 
cover staffing shortages. One example 
is the Developmental Disabilities 
Association (DDA) in British Columbia, 
which runs group homes for people 
with developmental disabilities, a 
broad category that includes Down 

syndrome, autism spectrum disorder 
and cerebral palsy. It’s looking to 
develop robots to help monitor group 
home clients as a means to address 
the gradual shortage of care staff. 

The fact that DDA is seeking 
automation in their care facilities may 
come as a surprise to those who firmly 
believe that increased automation in 
society equates to loss of people’s 
jobs. DDA’s initiative is a great example 
that reminds us that the actual impact 
automation has had and can have in 
our society – including in people’s jobs 
– is far from being simple, or black 
and white. Rather than addressing the 
general question of “will robots take 
away our jobs?” the more interesting 
question is the following: How can we 
ensure that we maximize the benefits 
of automation while mitigating its 
negative effects? 

Less Stress Enables Better Care 
One place to look for answers is in 

sectors where automation has been 
widely used for years. Take customer 
service contact centers. For more 
than a decade, they’ve used natural 
language processing technology to 

enable virtual assistants to understand 
what callers and chatters want even 
when they use everyday language and 
slang. 

Why? It’s easy to assume that 
businesses want to reduce contact 
center staff so they can save money and 
boost profits. But an often-overlooked 
reason is that customers actually do 
want more automation. In a 2016 
survey, 89 percent of consumers said 
they prefer self-service options such 
as virtual assistants over speaking with 
a human agent. 

Customer service is also an 
example of how automation can 
increase the human touch. Even the 
most sophisticated virtual assistant 
can’t answer every question. So there’s 
still—and always will be—a need for live 
agents to help those customers. With 
virtual assistants shouldering much 
of the workload that are most likely 
repetitive and routine, human agents 
have reduced workload and hopefully 
less stressed. The logic here is that 
stress is a major reason for turnover, 
and relaxed staff are likely to be more 
caring and attentive to their jobs, 
whether they’re working in a contact 
center or an assisted-living home. 
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Another Set of Eyes 
Hospital nursing is another profession 

where stress is high partly because of a 
chronic, industry-wide staff shortage and 
where the human touch is critical. It may 
come as no surprise then that many hospitals 
are exploring automation, including in ways 
that are applicable to care homes for the 
developmentally disabled. 

For example, a recent Journal of Medical 
Internet Research article describes a hospital 
that used mattress sensors to detect when 
patients moved. The goal was to minimize 
bed falls, which are common and often 
result in injuries. 

The sensors weren’t designed to alert 
nurses to check on every patient who 
moved. “Although alerting technology can 
help nurses, inaccurate or false alarms can 
have the opposite effect on both caregivers 
and patients,” the study said. “Studies show 
80–99% of monitor alarms are false or 
clinically insignificant. With low positive 
predictive value for monitoring alerts, nurses 
may experience alarm fatigue. Repeated 
false alarms leads to desensitization and 
true alarms requiring intervention could be 
ignored.”

Instead, the sensors fed into a platform 
that used algorithms to identify each type 
of movement. The system alerted nurses 
only when the algorithms determined that 
a particular type of movement strongly 
predicted that the patient would get out of 
bed. 

This example shows how technology can 
provide another set of eyes, so to speak, to 
free people to better care for more people. 
Developmentally disabled people typically 
have complex needs, so they directly benefit 
from technologies that automate certain 
tasks so their caregivers can spend more 
time with them. 

Personal care aides also are an example 
of how technology doesn’t necessarily 
displace workers. Just the opposite: In 
health care and many other professions, 
there are far more openings than people 
available to fill them. Robots, artificial 
intelligence and other technologies are 
key not only for addressing that shortfall, 
but also ensuring that people—in this case, 
the developmentally disabled—don’t fall 
through the cracks. That’s a future we can 
all look forward to.
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