East Asia leads in healthcare AI adoption as US small providers lag behind
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Between 2020 and 2022, East Asia witnessed a remarkable surge in business investment in digital solutions, with the proportion of firms embracing digital tools rising from just 13 percent to 54 percent. This rapid adoption outpaces growth seen in many other regions, underpinned by strong government support, well-established digital infrastructure, a skilled technology workforce, and a cultural openness to innovation. In contrast, the United States and other Western markets have experienced comparatively slower uptake, especially among small and midsize enterprises, reflecting differences in digital infrastructure, regulatory environments, and organisational scale.
The World Bank’s recent Digital Progress and Trends Report highlights this disparity, observing that while many East Asian firms quickly adapted digital business models across communication, transaction processing, and customer service, a significant portion of U.S. small and micro-businesses, including healthcare providers, struggled to invest in new digital technologies following the pandemic. By late 2022, only about 20 percent of smaller American firms had made such investments, compared to roughly 60 percent of larger firms. This digital divide has meaningful implications for healthcare delivery in the U.S., where providers range from large hospital systems to modest rural clinics.
Digital tools have transformed healthcare business operations by streamlining patient communication, scheduling, billing, and clinical workflows. AI-powered phone automation and answering services reduce the burden on front-line staff, cut patient wait times, and enhance satisfaction. However, American healthcare groups face considerable obstacles, including high implementation costs, complex technologies, and resistance to change among staff. Smaller practices often lack the financial resources or infrastructure to adopt these solutions, leaving a persistent gap in digital capability.
East Asia provides a compelling example of how coordinated investments in public digital infrastructure—such as high-speed internet, cloud services, and mobile health applications—can accelerate healthcare digitalisation and widen access to AI-driven tools like electronic health records and patient engagement platforms. Many East Asian healthcare providers leverage AI chatbots, voice assistants, and automated systems to address workforce shortages and increase operational efficiency. AI systems are also adaptive, learning from interactions to improve responsiveness and patient experience over time.
In the U.S., while larger hospitals may employ advanced digital solutions, many smaller healthcare entities still rely heavily on manual processes. The uneven digital infrastructure particularly impacts rural and underserved communities, limiting access to telehealth services and online appointment systems, which can exacerbate healthcare disparities. Experts suggest that targeted policies and financial support to help small providers engage with scalable digital platforms could help narrow this divide.
One promising avenue involves front-office automation using AI answering services. Companies like Simbo AI offer solutions that integrate seamlessly with existing phone systems, automating routine tasks such as appointment scheduling and reminders. This not only eases administrative workload but also enhances patient access by extending service availability beyond business hours. As AI tools become more user-friendly and cost-effective, their potential to transform healthcare operations continues to grow.
Drawing lessons from East Asia, U.S. healthcare providers and policymakers should prioritise investments in robust public digital infrastructure and support micro and small healthcare businesses through funding and training initiatives. Emphasising scalable AI-driven solutions can help optimise front-office functions without requiring significant overhauls. Crucially, fostering staff training and building patient trust in digital systems through clear communication about data privacy and benefits will be vital for successful adoption.
In the current climate of digital acceleration, closing the digital divide is essential to ensuring equitable, efficient, and high-quality healthcare delivery across the United States. By learning from East Asia’s integrated approach to digitalisation—combining infrastructure development, supportive policy, and advanced technology adoption—American healthcare providers can better meet patient needs, improve operational efficiency, and control costs in a rapidly evolving environment.
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