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The Al robot

therapist will
see you now

With artificial intelligence
pervading every part oflife and
chatbots available 24/7, will there
still be a place for psychiatrists?

Chong Siow Ann

For The Straits Times

Pervasively, and often insidiously,
artificial intelligence has
infiltrated and woven itselfinto
ourlives.

We have Al customer service

chatbots answering our queries; Al :

delivering our Google searches
tagged with unsolicited curated
ads; Altranslatingbetween
languages; Albuying and selling
stocks, writing corporate reports,
and picking potential hires.

Alhas enabled the flying of
planestothe extent that the
human pilot needstobe at the
helmof anairplane for a few
minutes per flight. Al plays chess
and the ancient Chinese board
game Go.In 2016, a Google Al
program called AlphaGo crushed
Gograndmaster Lee Sedol, then
the world’s best Go player and
18-time world champion, four
gamesto hisone. Leeretired afew
years later, saying “Al is an entity
that cannot be defeated”.

Alisabout machinelearningand
machines know onlywhat they
canlearn from thevast seas of
databases they ingest with
stupendousand ever-increasing
speed.

Its self-learning algorithms
acquire andanalyse new dataand,
basedon those analyses, it seeks to

improveitselfand evolve; italsocan :

make decisionsand acts on them.
ButAl does not “think” in the
way that humans do; instead it
looks for statistical correlation —
linkingup one event with another
and to outcomes, but without the

APPARENTLY, THAT

RUNAWAY CLEANING ROBOT

HAS BEEN GIVING YoU
PSYCHIATRIC ADVICE

: coherenceofexplanation. Thatit
: does thiswith no preconceptions
i canbe advantageous, asitmay

: detectpatterns that humans might
: ignore or not notice because the

. signsaretoosubtle.

i Andeveninmy own fieldof

: psychiatry, which in many waysis
i auniquely human endeavour

: requiringemotionalintelligence,
: self-awareness and sensitivity, Al
: haswaded in enthusiastically.

AUTOMATED THERAPISTS

i Digital mental health has become a
¢ multibillion-dollar industry awash
: with more than 10,000 apps,
: according to an estimate by the
: American Psychiatric Association,
: aplethoraofapplications offering
i guided meditation, mood tracking
i and therapies.
:  Thereis, forinstance, Woebot, a
i therapeutic chatbotthatuses Al to
i offer cognitive behavioural
: therapy,whichisa common
psychological technique used to
: treatanxiety, depression,
: obsessive compulsive disorder and
: even psychosis.
:  The Covid-19 pandemic has
: boosted the development of such
: automatedtherapists withthe
: rising wave of social isolation and
i loneliness, depression and anxiety
: whichislikely to strainif not flood
i and overwhelm a country’s mental
: healthcare system.
i Thereare other compelling
: advantages of suchautomated
i therapists. Human therapistscan
: vary inskillsand experiences,
: machinesare invariably consistent
: and donot get stressed or
: exhausted by back-to-back
¢ sessions;and machinesare
i indefatigably available 24 hoursa
: day, seven days aweek, and
i resistanttoburnout.

And there isthathidden senseof
: shame and fear thatpeople with
: mental health problems often
: harbourwhich can thwart them
: from seeking help, especiallywhen
: they see stigma everywhere,
: includingin therapy.
People tend to respond more
¢ willingly and frankly to bots,
i stemming perhaps from the
i perceived anonymity of telling
: somethingtoabotthat canbe
: pre-programmed to be blandly
: non-judgmental with its

ALL THIS WHILE [

i responses.

Still, humans can develop
dependencyandattachmenttoa
ot — especially to a physically
mbodied robot which canbe
remarkably life-like - even to the
xtent of being vulnerable to how
he robot might react to them.

Inastudy, subjects whowere
instructed to tell a personal story
0arobot were hurt when the

alkingtoit.
But there issomething troubling

isasentientbeing.
Theperson must allow himselfor
herselfto be deceived regarding the

omplicitly attribute human
eelingsandattitudestoarobot
hat offers ersatz care and
ttention.

Rather fittingly ironic in this
instance isthe assertion by the
Russian philosopher Mikhail
Bakhtin thatto deceive people is to
turn them into objects.

HUMAN THERAPISTS

But therapy isnot about
onfessing dark secretsand
rofessing private pains; rather it
isabout the patient speaking to
omeone who can “push back”, as
Professor Sherry Turkle,a
sychoanalyst at the
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, writesin herbook,
Alone Together.

She argues that “when we talkto
robots, we share thoughts with
machines that can offer no such
resistance. Our stories fall,
literally, on deafears”.

To do that “pushing back” as
herapists, we need empathy and
imagination; and with the
udicious use of ourownpersonal
xperiences of pain, failings and
losses, aswell asour clinical
knowledge, we canview, feeland

While it is unlikely that we
willend up with that
cliched science fiction
versionofa
echno-dystopia
dominated by machines
with theiralgorithms, and
wherehumansare just

data, we do need tothink of

Al'swiderimpactand
mplications... As Al
becomes more ubiquitous
nour lives, would it stunt

ouremotions and empathy, : ;
i systemsis that clinicians have very :
: little time to interact with patients, :
i appointments arehard to get,and
: patients couldbe seen only at

: longerintervalsthanshouldbethe :
i case,iftheyareseenatall.

and hollow out our
connectionsto each other?
Andwould we prefer
relationshipswithrobots
overhumans?

robot turned away while they were

bout relating toarobotas thoughit :

¢ understand thevicissitudes of our
: patients’lives fromtheir

! perspective.

rue nature of this relationship, and |
i drop intheirgaze inmid-sentence, !
i the falterin theirvoice, that

: moistening of their eyes, that

¢ suddenstillnessin theirposture —
: andtotakeallthat inand to suss

i outthatgap between what issaid
: and unsaid toguide our own

: behaviour towards them, and

i somehow convey tothem our

: concern, acceptance and care

i despitewhatever flaws and

: vulnerabilities they might think

i theyhave.

: oftransference, which occurs

i whenpatients redirect feelings
i from past relationships - usually of !
: theirearliest parental and sibling
i relationships - towards the

: therapist.

: psychotherapies, the occurrence
i and subsequent identificationand !
: interpretation of these

i transferencesare crucial.

: improbable, that a machine could
¢ bereminiscent of apatient’s

: significantpast relationships and
: arouse those latent emotions, let

i alonebeable toidentify and

: interpret them to the patient.

i most psychiatristswould be
i scepticalthatAlisableto dothe
: jobaswellas they do.

: psychiatrists across 22 countries,
: only4per cent of the respondents
: thoughtitwaslikely that Alwould
i make theirjobsobsolete.

i however, were farless sanguine
: and wrote scathingly thatthe

i psychiatrists were “overvaluing
: theirskillsand/or

juggernaut heading their way.

DEALINGWITHA.L. GENIE

i anything, Al can help doctors

i focusonthe human elements of

: medicine, rather than getting

: bogged down with the minutiae of
i history taking, collectingdataand
: making sense of it, and coming up

i with the diagnosis and treatment

: plan. Alwould rationalise the

i process, making it more efficient,

: productive, cost-effective and, yes, :

And weare everattentive to that

There is also that phenomenon

In certain types of

[t ishighly unlikely, if not

That said, it is not surprising that

Ina2019global survey of

The authors of the report,

underestimating the rapid pace of
rogress”and are therefore
ill-prepared” for the Al

Thereality in most healthcare

Proponentsof Al argue that, if

: moremachine-like.

But going down thatpath has its
i risks: it could change the nature of
: ourwork Al-generated

recommendations may carrya false

: authority that would override

: experthumanjudgment, and the

: incremental ceding to Al could

i resultinintellectual laziness and

: the consequent diminution and

i loss of expertise and competencies,
: orwemay noteven botherto attain
: these knowledge and expertisein

: thefirstplace.

The Al genieisalready out of the

: bottle,and we are atthe cusp ofa
: sweepingtechnological
: revolution. Inhealthcare, Al will
i doubtlesslylead tonew
: discoveries, upend conventional

wisdom and disrupt current

: practices. [ donot know how it

¢ wouldaffect my field and how with
: the increasing encroachment, Al

i wouldaffect humanperception,

: cognition, interaction, emotions

and consciousness which lie so

i muchattheheart of psychiatry.

With time, Al will be helping us

: tolook after our children, oursick

i and elderly. It will play a major role
¢ inoureducation and search for

i information, maintaining lawand
: order, powering our economies

: anddictating how we play.

While it is unlikely that we will

¢ endup with that cliched science
: fictionversionofa

i techno-dystopia dominated by

: machineswith their algorithms,
: and where humans are just data,
: wedoneedtothinkof AI's wider
: impact and implications.

In2018, former US Secretary of

: State Henry Kissinger asked in his
: thinkpiece in The Atlantic: “How

i is consciousness tobe definedina
: world of machines that reduce

: human experience to

: mathematical data, interpreted by
¢ theirownmemories? Whois

: responsible for the actions of AI?

i How should liability be

: determined for their mistakes?”

Other than the obvious point

: thatwe need to exert control and
: impose the relevant philosophical
: and ethical parameters, theseare

existential questions on ourvery
humanness - on what makes us

: whowe areas individuals and the
- future form of our human society.

AsAl becomes more ubiquitous

¢ inourlives, would it stunt our

i emotionsand empathy, and

: hollow out our connections to each
i other? And would we prefer

: relationships with robots over

: humans?
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