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Time to demystify AI

Today it takes quite a lot of human 
intelligence to make sense of what 

artificial intelligence - or AI - actually 
is. This catch-all term is best used to 
describe machines that can think for 
themselves with a certain degree of 
intelligence - reacting, in some cases, 
like humans. 

We’re still some way from developing 
truly intelligent machines that can learn on 
their own, or true AI - able to make very 
complex decisions, taking vast numbers of 
variables into consideration and drawing 
upon a bank of accumulated knowledge. 
Yet we are getting closer.    

AI systems can now exhibit behavior 
we normally associate with human 
intelligence including planning, learning, 
reasoning, problem solving, knowledge 
representation, and perception. To a 
lesser extent, social intelligence and 
creativity could also be possible.

Any computer program can be deemed 
AI if it does something that we would 
normally think of as intelligence in 
humans. However, many technological 
applications labelled as AI are in fact just 
examples of clever software.

AI systems can now exhibit behavior we 
normally associate with human intelligence.
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“We are in an age of 
‘AI washing’ similar to 
‘greenwashing,’ where the AI
label, like the eco-friendly one, 
is used too liberally, devaluing 
its true meaning..” 

M ankind’s ability to deliver 
true AI is a contentious 

issue. A lot of the latest 
functionality labelled as AI 
may not be true at all. It is 
not omnipresent and all-
encompassing, as is suggested 
by the hype and media reports. 
There is still a lot of uncertainty 
around what constitutes 
artificial intelligence. It is worth 
investing time to see if the AI 
you’re dealing with - whether 
it be a shopping bot or voice 
technology - is the real deal.

It is interesting to note what 
the pinnacle of AI could look 
like one day - the androids of 
Hollywood fame, C3PO or HAL, 

able to seamlessly interact with 
humans, providing reasoned 
responses to questions, 
remembering conversations and 
their outcomes, and constantly 
learning. But let’s go beyond 
visions of science fiction.

The fact is AI has accelerated 
up the Hype Cycle at a 
stratospheric rate in recent 
years. Many vendors and start-
ups claim to offer AI products 
without any differentiation 
or explanation. We are in an 
age of ‘AI washing’ similar to 
‘greenwashing,’ where the AI 
label, like the eco-friendly one, is 
used too liberally, devaluing its 
true meaning.  

Only through analyzing case 
studies and the problems it 
solves can you quantify whether 
it’s true AI. This technology 
should not be a black box. Over-
use of the term AI when it refers 
to simpler machine-learning 
capabilities could have real 
consequences for clarity and 
investment in this sector.  

Fundamentally, as AI evolves and 
matures, the question will not 
be if companies should adopt it, 
but when. 
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The significance of AI

Microsoft’s CEO Satya Nadella has called 
AI the ‘defining technology of our times.’ 

Google’s chief Sundar Pichai says it’s ‘more 
important than fire or electricity.’ AI, over time, 
has the potential to transform how customers 
interact with corporations and how people 
do business on a day-to-day basis. It is already 
allowing companies to derive competitive 
advantage.

Customer experience is one of the key areas 
where AI will add value. Massive investments 
are now moving into this business function in 
a bid to create systems that learn, adapt, and 
act autonomously. It will become increasingly 
competitive over time.  

AI-fuelled digital assistants already exist 
including Alexa, Siri, and Cortana. Amazon is re-
organizing its business around its AI and machine 
learning efforts. Already a third of the U.S. 
behemoth’s sales are driven by machine-learning. 
Recommendations on Netflix are another 
mainstream application. 

Yet fewer than 39 percent of companies across 
the globe today have any kind of AI strategy 
in place, and only 20 percent have embedded 
AI into their digital processing, according to a 
survey by MIT Sloan Management Group. This 
shows that relatively few organizations are 
applying the technology to their operations. 

There is still a lot of potential and there 
appears to be no limit to the applications of AI 
technologies, which is both exciting, daunting 
and full of false promises, all at the same time. 

The defining technology of our times, AI could soon 
transform how we do business.

1/3
of Amazon sales are 
driven by machine 
learning
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Types of AI

AI is the catch-all phrase used for all its forms, 
often mocked as a marketing term. Yet it is 

increasingly being used to create effective and 
legitimate business tools. Most corporations are 
working on narrow AI. It is worth having clarity on 
the complex terminology:  

• Narrow AI – Focused on a narrow task such as 
processing natural language or personalizing 
advertisements for customers. These smart 
systems address specific needs. It is also called 
weak, vertical or applied AI, just to confuse 
things.

• Machine Learning – This is a subset of narrow 
AI. It enables programs to learn by training, 
instead of being programmed with rules. It 
is powered by algorithms and is driving a lot 
of the developments in this sector, including 
natural language processing, data mining and 
image recognition. Quite often AI and machine 
learning are used interchangeably. 

• General AI – This term is used for AI that has 
the cognitive abilities and comprehensive 
knowledge that makes it indistinguishable 
from humans. We’ve not reached this stage 
yet. When it happens, this AI will have superior 
speed and ability to process data than humans.

• Neural Networks or Deep Learning – These 
systems are inspired by the workings of the 
human brain. We learn through a network of 

nerves and thought pathways. Computers 
are now doing the same through artificial 
neural networks. It is one of the key tools in 
machine learning. These networks are ‘trained’ 
to accurately classify data. They can now 
generate realistic movie CGI or help cars drive 
autonomously, translate text more efficiently or 
detect fraud in bank accounts.

To visualize the use cases of AI, we must understand 
its various forms.
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Why now? What’s changed? 

There have been potentially 
seven false dawns when 

it comes to AI, since the late 
1950s. However, AI has now 
come of age, entering the 
business mainstream. 

In recent years, there’s been 
a step-change, with rapid 
technological advances and an 
exponential rise in computing 
power. At the same time 
solutions have become more 
affordable - it’s not just the 
domain of the Facebooks and 
the Googles of this world 
anymore - some AI and machine 
learning software is now free, 
easily accessible and open-
source, such as TensorFlow 
or DSSTNE. 

At the same time there’s 
been an explosion of data in 
organizations on which 
AI can feed. This comes as 
businesses increasingly digitize 
their operations and employ 
data analytics, with accessible 
cloud-based systems and 
affordable software-driven 
applications. The data 
economy is here.

Investors have also moved 
en-masse into this space -- 
money moving into AI start-ups 
from venture capitalists has 
increased six-fold since 2000. 
If 2016 was about prototypes, 
2017 saw a considerable 
rise in the adoption of AI 
around the globe and across 

industries. Businesses now 
use it to improve operations, 
boost customer experience and 
innovate. 

Companies are using AI to drive 
competitive advantage from the 
data they capture. After all, data 
is the new oil. Organizations 
are also increasingly upskilling 
their workforces to manage AI 
and employing data scientists, 
who are increasingly in short 
supply. There is no doubt that 
AI is beginning to move from 
a formative technology to one 
that is beginning to have an 
impact on businesses.

The data economy is here, and new technology is 
evolving exponentially.
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What is it good for?

AI is not the silver bullet for every industry 
and every situation. It cannot be applied 

to all commercial problems and offer answers. 
AI systems are now bandied around at every 
opportunity, yet it may not always be the best 
solution. Often companies develop AI without a 
clear understanding of the value it should bring to 
their organization. You need clear goals and ways 
of measuring success. 

The hype around AI is at its peak and is expected 
to continue. Widespread adoption is still a 
few years off. However, if applied in the right 
circumstances AI can often produce unexpected 
results and give invaluable insights for business. 
You certainly need to focus on business-led case 
studies and practical uses. There are four primary 
areas where it’s being developed for practical use:

• Automated intelligence – This is where a 
cognitive or manual task which is routine is 
automated. This normally involves automating 
current processes. 

• Assisted intelligence – This involves helping 
real people to perform tasks faster and better. 
These systems may not necessarily learn from 
their actions.

• Augmented intelligence – This continually 
learns from interactions with humans and other 
systems, helping humans make more informed 
decisions.

• Autonomous intelligence – This is where the 
decision-making process is fully automated. 
without any human intervention. AI systems can 
adapt themselves to new situations.

The hype around AI is at its peak, but it is not the 
perfect solution for every application.

If applied in the right way, you can expect quicker 
and more efficient data processing and analytics. 
This could lead to improved productivity, smarter 
use of resources, and generating insights beyond 
current human analysis. 

The next few years will be a critical time as 
corporations take their first steps integrating AI into 
their business processes. Some will have a smooth, 
successful transition, others a bumpier ride.
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What are the benefits?

Automation, automation, automation - for 
businesses and for customers. For some 

tasks it can reduce labour, increase accuracy and 
reduce costs. For others it can provide greater 
agility and better customer experience at scale. 
It can be expanded to work on new business 
problems and devise new products and services 
through innovation.  

For some corporations it’s about better sales. 
Three out of four organisations that have used AI 
have seen a rise in the sales of new products and 
services by more than ten percent, according 
to research by Capgemini. For instance, Harley-
Davidson has applied AI to highly-targeted 
marketing, identifying people who had similar 
attributes to its high-value customers. This 
helped the motorcycle company increase sales 
leads by 2,930 percent within three months.  

If tedious data analyses and interpretation is done 
by AI it frees up employee time to be inventive 
and do what humans do best, from problem 
solving to creating better brands - adding value 
to businesses. 

Of organizations that have used AI, three in four have 
seen a rise in the sales of new products.

AI helped Harley 
Davidson increase sales 
leads by 2,930%

For instance, Mastercard is helping financial 
institutions increase the accuracy of real-time 
approvals of genuine transactions and reducing 
false declines using AI. This reduces manual 
labour in the process. 

AI systems will also allow a better flow of real-
time, relevant behavioural data that can assist in 
decision making. It can help interpret consumer 
sentiment and give concise customer insight. 

Also, AI will not just identify what specific 
customers tend to like, but what information 
they need at a particular point in time, therefore 
ensuring that they don’t stop engaging before 
finding the right information.
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The importance of data
AI is nothing without data, but data needs structure.

Artificial intelligence is nothing without data. 
AI derives intelligence from information - and 

a lot of it. Data science and data engineering are 
the bedrock of this technology. There is certainly 
a crucial need for well organized data sets. The 
adage ‘garbage in, garbage out’ applies here. AI 
needs guidance. 

The problem is with unstructured data, which is 
90 percent of all the information out there. Data 
needs to be extracted from fragmented, siloed 
sources, transforming it into useable data sets 
that AI engines can work on. This can take a lot 
of time and resources.

Unfiltered, unmanaged data creates many issues. 
Ask Microsoft. The release of the Tay Bot on 
Twitter in the hope that it would learn to interact 
with people led to Tay becoming misogynistic, 
racist, homophobic and sinister, as well as nasty 
bot. It was shut down. 

In complex businesses, data comes from a 
multitude of sources, all of which must be 
aligned if AI is to work effectively. This is no small 
task. Disruptive technologies like AI bring a new 
set of challenges to the table. Poor data is a 
major stumbling block.  

The big issue is that, currently, the task of 
screening and aligning data still cannot be 
automated. It requires a lot of manual work. 
Not all data is clean, unified or complete. Data 
cleaning, as well as ETL - extract, transform and 
load - can take up a great deal of a project’s time 
and budget. 

Many companies are struggling to collect 
sufficient amounts of the right kind of high-
quality data that AI needs to perform. The time 
required for cleaning and harmonizing data can 
render it useless if it’s time-sensitive. 
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• Robotic process automation  – This is one of 
the fastest growing areas of AI, using software 
to automate repetitive tasks such as replying to 
standardised emails, processing client orders 
or updating payrolls.

• Customer sentiment analysis – AI systems 
are already being used to analyze consumer 
sentiment on social media. New engines will 
be able to provide a much broader analysis of 
sentiment across customers and stakeholders 
in the supply chain over time. Real-time 
data analysis is also on the rise thanks to 
the mainstream emergence of AI-powered 
technologies.

Promising areas of use
Where there’s a big pool of data, there’s an 
opportunity for AI.

We’ve already seen incredibly intelligent 
algorithms take over SEO - search engine 

optimization - and large search engines. This is 
because there is a vast amount of cohesive data for 
AI systems to work on. That’s the magic word here: 
data.

When you have a billion-plus users in China using 
the mobile platform WeChat, it is understandable 
that this represents a serious opportunity for AI. It’s 
why the big Internet and mobile platforms in China, 
including Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent, are and will 
be able to utilize AI engines effectively. The same 
goes for Google and Amazon. The lesson here is 
that where there is a big cohesive data pool there 
is potential for AI to be applied to it. 

There are also several areas of AI and business 
processes where this field of technology is 
showing promise. Yes, chatbots and virtual 
assistants will get a lot more sophisticated, as 
will speech recognition and real time language 
processing. However, there is a new focus. 

“In the next ten years, we will 
shift to a world that is AI-first.”

SUNDAR PICHAI, CEO GOOGLE, INC

• Augmented and virtual reality – Deep 
learning-based systems are already able to 
turn standard video streams into a richer 
virtual reality environment, according to 
developers from Facebook and Google. AI 
can be trained to turn flat 2D images into 
three-dimensional projections. This could 
be a game-changer for gaming and retail for 
instance.
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The issues and 
challenges with AI
With fledgling technology, understanding the 
challenges is key to overcoming them.

If AI is the future then why isn’t it being adopted 
quicker than it currently is? As established, acquiring 

and managing good quality data is vital. Also, 
deploying AI can be time-consuming and expensive 
for many businesses to make a success of it on their 
own. Moreover, the technology is complex and fast-
moving. There are many other challenges: 

• AI is still immature – Yes, solutions are coming 
to market, but AI is still in its infancy. As with any 
technology, early adoption can be costly and 
difficult to implement, but you may get first-mover 
advantage. Estimates for R&D projects can also be 
unrealistic and vague.

• Lack of corporate readiness – A lack of in-house 
knowledge holds back AI adoption.  Awareness of 
AI has reached an inflection point, but it hasn’t led 
to huge competencies yet. The importance of buy-
in also requires CIO and C-suite endorsement, yet 
the benefits and business mechanisms of AI are not 
well known.

• Poor data mapping – As previously mentioned, 
data is everything. If the information that AI engines 
work on is mapped out well and in a controlled 
domain then it can be effective. If there are too 
many variables, unstructured and siloed data that is 
difficult to interpret, then there will be issues.

• Expertise and knowledge in short-supply - Talent 
and skills are not in great abundance. This is a 
new industry. Programming AI still takes a lot of 
expertise despite the advances. The good people 
are in high demand.
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• Customer acceptance – Interactions 
with chatbots and AI is only in its early 
stages. It can be uncomfortable for 
consumers if AI is trying to pass itself off 
as a real person.  

• Poor cultural understanding  – As AI 
becomes more prevalent, there will be 
many more aspects to deal with that 
relate to the ethics of AI. There is already 
talk of a code of ethics and protocols at 
government and global level. The big 
question is going to be how we train AI 
in the future so that it is free from any 
kind of human bias.

• Dealing with probabilities  - Applying AI 
is not like applying other technologies. 
Probabilistic systems do not work on 
absolute certainties but probabilities. 
Developing processes geared to making 
decisions on these kinds of scores and 
acting on probable outcomes is new.  

• Involves experiementation- AI is not 
a defined science, it requires a level 
of experimentation and testing to find 
the right business model. However, 
experimentation isn’t the best topic to 
sit well with either the boardroom 

    or the consumer. 
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AI applied to business
By 2020 the AI market could be worth  
US $3.9 trillion.

By 2020 AI could be embedded in almost every 
software product and service. By 2022 the 

market could be worth US$3.9 trillion. 

AI is not just confined to business-to-consumer 
(B2C) models - increasingly business to business 
(B2B) companies are using this technology. The 
technology is pervasive in many industries already. 
According to PwC, retail, financial services and 
healthcare are the sectors that are likely to reap the 
greatest benefits from artificial intelligence. 

These industries spend a substantial proportion of 
time collecting and processing data. The number 
of AI start-ups focused on these sectors is a good 
indication of those that will be disrupted by this 
technology. By 2030, an additional US$9 trillion of 
GDP could be added from product enhancements 
and shifts in consumer demand -  driven by AI, 
according to PwC.

By 2030, an 
additional US 

$9 trillion 
of GDP could be 
added from product 
enhancements and 
shifts in consumer 
demand - driven  
by AI
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• Retail – The numbers are astounding. 
AI could drive US$27 billion in retail 
value alone by 2025 up from US$713 
million in 2016, according to the Artificial 
Intelligence in Retail Market Report. 
The focus of a great deal of AI in the 
years to come will be on consumer-led 
demand. AI is now being used across 
the entire product and service lifecycle. 
It can predict customer behavior to 
boost sales and revenue. Retailers are 
investing in it to compete against the 
likes of Amazon who have also ploughed 
a lot of money into AI. It can also be 
used to customize the user experience, 
anticipate customer demand, as well 
as delivery and inventory management. 
Recommendation engines are all the 
rage.

• Manufacturing  – Already this sector 
collects a lot of data from the machines 
it uses. This data is now being used more 
effectively to forecast demand based on 
buying patterns, optimising stock and 
inventory. AI can be used to auto-correct 
manufacturing processes and facilitate 
on-demand manufacture.

• Financial Services  - The sector has 
always been an early adopter of new 
technology. The industry thrives off 
customer data and process information. 
AI is being used to save time and money, 
monitor behaviour patterns, assess 
credit quality, and assist with money 
making decisions.  

• Transport and automotive - Data from 
connected vehicles can automatically 
diagnose the need for replacement parts 
and vehicle renewals, as well as provide 
after-sales upsell. Applications of AI-
powered computer vision and assisted 
driving will be particularly significant in 
the transport sector. 

• Healthcare - Using patient data, AI 
could transform how we treat people. 
AI applications could potentially create 
US$150 billion in annual savings in the 
U.S. alone by 2026. It is already involved 
in medical imaging, risk analysis and 
diagnosing health conditions.

AI reaches beyond these sectors. There 
are many use cases in energy, media, and 
telecommunications, as well as other industries. 
Financial services and retail are taking the lead 
in many applications, as are some elements of 
automotive. 

Investment is key. For example, in healthcare 
IBM Watson has already processed 115,000 
patient and consumer records. In manufacturing, 
Siemens is investing in digital twins for its 
smart factories - virtual representations of 
manufactured parts generated by AI and 
machine learning.
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The use of AI in 
eCommerce
Customer experience looks to be the most significant 
beneficiary of recent AI developments.

There‘s one sector of the economy 
that is benefitting tremendously 

from the use of AI: eCommerce. AI is 
increasingly shaping the buying and 
selling experience for both shoppers 
and sellers. It is adding both intelligence 
and personalization to the way we 
purchase and trade goods 
and services.

In retail alone AI could be worth as 
much as US$27 billion by 2025 - a rise of 
over $26 billion from 2016. This will be 
fuelled by the growth of omnichannel 
retailing. AI has the potential to bridge 
the gap between bricks and clicks. 

Customer experience will be the most 
significant beneficiary of developments 
in AI. Consumer adoption of the 
technology will be a key driver for its 
success, with personalization a catalyst 
to winning over buyers. By 2020, 
the average person will have more 
conversations with AI-powered bots 
than with their partner, according to 
Gartner. It is likely that in the coming 
years a hybrid model will evolve that 
utilizes the best of man and machine 
in the eCommerce environment. 
Using each other’s strengths, AI can 
complement human intelligence, in 
areas such as:
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• Optimizing search – Relevance is crucial 
in the 21st Century world of eCommerce. 
Contextualizing, optimizing and narrowing 
down search results for online buyers is crucial. 
AI can utilize natural language processing, 
image, video and audio recognition to hone in 
on what customers really want. AI software can 
tag, organise and search all forms of content. 

• Customer relationship management and 
targeting customers – In the past, vast 
tranches of customer data have been left 
untouched, with little ability or knowledge 
in how to make sense of trends, purchasing 
patterns, and marketing leads. Now 
corporations can mine these data sources 
efficiently for new sales leads and remarket to 
existing customers using AI. Leveraging data is 
important and machine learning can help.  

• Chatbots – Bots that interact with customers 
and sales leads are becoming mainstay 
interactions with shoppers, both online and on 
mobile devices. AI works 24/7 to provide on-
brand experiences using speech and text. They 
can help people find the right products, make 
complaints, check whether goods are in stock 
and assist in payments. Chatbots are evolving 
into more complex virtual assistants as well. 

• Personalization - The more a corporation can 
appeal to individual needs, the more likely a 
browser will become a buyer. Deep learning 
and the predictive analyses of vast data sets 
is now achievable using complex algorithms. 
AI can assist in promotions based on previous 
user activity. Recommendation engines are 
now powerful tools allowing people to find 
products more quickly. AI can also help localize 
offers in terms of country and geography. 

• Sales – AI can be used effectively by sales 
managers, and make a difference to the 
bottom line. It allows more accurate forecasts 
of what customers are purchasing and when, 
and can monitor sales trends and unfulfilled 
leads. It can pre-empt purchases and deliver 
sales insight. Virtual personal shoppers 
powered by AI can also help drive sales. 

Personalizing interactions with customers 
during the sales cycle can generate positive 
results. 

• Inventory and product management – AI is 
increasingly being used to manage stock both 
virtually and in warehouses. In an age of instant 
gratification, the management of inventory 
and speedy delivery is paramount. We live in 
an era of great expectations. AI is being used 
to optimise sorting mechanisms, delivery 
schedules and product cataloguing, as well as 
supply chain management. Efficient logistics 
are crucial to eCommerce providers, as is 
product content management (PCM).

• Competitive intelligence – AI is not only being 
used to generate intelligence about people’s 
businesses, it is also being used effectively 
to create insight on competitors. This can 
include rapid and accurate pricing strategies. 
Omnichannel commerce providers need to 
be aware of what competitors are doing 
and be able to react in real-time. Monitoring 
competitors’ product mix and pricing is 
paramount, the ability to react and measure 
the results and how sales are affected is 

    also important. 

“AI will make everyday 
products better, more 
personalized and cheaper 
over the longer term, which 
we predict will fuel increased 
demand.” 

JONATHAN GILLHAM, ECONOMIST, PWC
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AI and eCommerce - Case Studies

Netflix is a prime user of AI. It used AI 
to leverage the hit U.S. series, ‘House of 
Cards’, through pattern learning techniques 
that were applied to data concerning 
its most-watched category of TV shows. 
Netflix committed to two series of the show 
without knowing it would be a success. 
They based their decision to commission 
it on insight from AI. They analysed tens of 
millions of plays and knew that people who 
watched the original UK series also clicked 
on programmes that starred Kevin Spacey 
and were directed by David Fincher. 

LG Electronics’ Smart InstaView 
refrigerators use AI and deep learning. The 
appliance has the ability to learn over time. 
Click on an item on your fridge and select 
a recipe and the fridge will switch your LG 
oven on in preparation. The smart appliance 
has the ability for self-diagnostics detecting 
issues and the need for repair. It will 
even contact a service engineer directly. 
It can be integrated with Amazon Alexa 
and Google Assistant, and automatically 
purchase ingredients for a certain recipe, or 
replacements for items that are running low 
or approaching their expiry dates.

Alibaba, the Chinese eCommerce giant 
has an AI customer service chatbot. The 
‘AliMe’ shop assistant deals with the vast 
majority of all customer enquiries, both 
written and spoken. Now upgraded, it 
can reportedly help merchants cut up to 
half of their previous call-centre costs. 
It can also converse in a more human-
like manner, and is currently used by an 
incredible 600,000 merchants on Alibaba’s 
eCommerce sites. The tool has been critical 
for virtual store owners that need to deal 

with a huge volume of customer questions. 
Last year, during a one-day mega-sale, the 
assistant had 100 million conversations with 
customers. 

Levi and Estée Lauder have something in 
common: they’ve launched chatbots aimed 
at driving a better customer experience. 
Conversational commerce is en vogue. 
Levi’s offers style advice, while Estée 
Lauder’s allows customers to search and 
virtually try on different shades of lipstick. 
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AI adoption
You must demonstrate a clear ROI for AI.

AI adoption is moving from those that 
are innovating, to those that are early 

adopters, and now to the early majority. 
One thing for certain is that you need a 
clear ROI - return on investment - on AI, as 
well as a crystal-clear plan for its adoption, 
implementation and calibration of results. 
Poorly articulated business cases weigh 
heavily on adoption rates of AI.

Some organizations have gone for a 
comprehensive AI-digitalization strategy. 
That’s fine if you have deep pockets, non-
siloed data and a long-term budget for this 
technology. A case-by-case decentralized 
use of AI can be more effective with such a 
fledgling technology. 

Other organizations are going for a 
portfolio. This involves a number of quick-
win projects, as well as one or two that 
are more complex but have significant 
potential. It is worth noting that AI can 
be very effective in some of the more 
mundane business functions such as 
pricing, managing inventories or online 
advertising. 

This new era is not about AI replacing 
humans, but about AI helping humans to be 
more productive and creative. 
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Top Tips for AI Adopters

• Have clearly defined goals – Apply tools 
with a proven ROI in mind - this needs 
clarifying at the outset. You need to focus 
on the right areas of your business. It is 
worth focusing on areas that are high 
volume but low margin. Linking any AI 
to a company’s KPIs - key performance 
indicators - can help. 

• C-suite buy-in is key – Endorsement 
from the boardroom is crucial. AI is not 
only a journey, it needs justification and 
authorization. This will also secure or sink 
future projects. Many businesses are now 
developing an AI strategy to avoid losing 
competitive advantage in their sector. 

• Keep first application simple – Many 
corporations think that because it 
involves intelligence it should be used 
for the business’ most complex problem. 
Make it as simple as possible. That way 
you can learn from the experience, test 
and tailor it, understand it fully, get 
results, and use it to scale-up. 

• The user experience is crucial - How 
people interact with the system and 
its outputs will define AI. How useful 
it is, how easy it is to implement and 
understand, and how easy it is to explain 
to people are all crucial parts of the 
picture. Many AI and machine learning 
models are black boxes - it’s difficult to 
explain with confidence how they came 
to their decisions.

• Open source can help – This is an 
opportunity for organizations to 
experiment without locking themselves 
into expensive software or infrastructure 
that inhibits agility. Though open source 
won’t help in eradicating data silos, it 
does lower the bar to trial-and-error.

• Acquire AI capabilities -- AI acquisitions 
have increased significantly according to 
CB Insights, with corporations buying up 
start-ups. It is one way to bring expertise 
into the corporate fold. Co-creation and 
collaboration is the name of the 

    game here.  
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Invest now or wait?
AI can be costly and difficult to implement, but you 
may get first-mover advantage.

We know AI will not 
produce magical results 

in a short amount of time. Yet 
there is something to be said 
for first mover advantage and 
early learning in this space. It 
helps that the number of use 
cases are proliferating as AI’s 
potential is better understood.

Certainly, pinpointing the 
use cases where AI can 
create the most value for 
your organization is crucial. In 
retail for instance, the lowest 
hanging fruit is in forecasting, 

tracking customer transactions 
and history, as well as reducing 
revenue churn.  

In a survey by PwC, the 
consultancy found that 72 
percent of business leaders in 
the U.S. believe that AI will give 
them some form of business 
advantage in the future. This 
shows that there is a strong 
realisation amongst the C-suite 
as to what AI can deliver. It 
will drive future investment. AI 
offers new opportunities for 
disruption in many sectors. 

To invest or not depends on 
your business’ appetite for 
risk. There are low risk, low 
investment models for AI versus 
high risk, high investment ones. 
There are also several questions 
worth asking at this stage that 
will help you decide whether 
to invest now or wait until the 
technology is more mature.  

With AI: think big, act small, 
and then scale fast.

5 Vital Questions to Ask

• Where has AI been used in your sector effectively - do 
you understand the use case for it?

 
• Are there any opportunities where AI could be used in 

your sector, who will exploit them?

• How vulnerable is your business, sector, and industry to 
disruption from AI?

• Could challenger brands with the right investment 
disrupt your sector, powered by AI?

• Do you have the right data, people, and technology to 
act on AI?  

72% 
of business leaders 
think AI will provide 
a business advantage 
in the future
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The future
Expect the increased use of outsourced, external 
suppliers and vendors of AI. 

F ei-Fei Li, the chief scientist of AI and machine 
learning at Google Cloud, states that ‘the 

next step for AI must be democratization, where 
barriers are lowered to entry and AI programming 
is made available to the largest community of 
developers. 

Certainly, this will occur over time. AI will be 
built into many off-the-shelf applications, or 
made available more affordably via the cloud. 
There is no doubt that many businesses will 
need to evolve with the introduction of AI-
driven technologies. Expect the increased use of 
outsourced, external suppliers and vendors of AI. 

Companies who are employing AI systems 
successfully will start to look beyond their 
business, analysing the broader data ecosystem 
in their industry, such as partners, customers, 
regulators, and other entities that are part of their 
data flows. This is where there could be a 
lot of potential.

However, AI should be put in context. This 
technology is about augmenting the workforce to 
make it more effective and efficient, and allowing 
it to devote more time to higher value-added 
services. 

Also, as AI technologies are adopted across 
industries, sectors, and organisations there will 
be a greater expectation and pressure from 
end users, regulators, media, investors, and 
those along the supply chain to deploy AI that is 
explainable, transparent, and provable. 

AI will no longer be a black box.

We should not forget that there are several 
instances where AI couldn’t and shouldn’t 
be applied. Take brick-and-mortar retail for 
instance. The human interaction and the sensory 
experience of shopping for products is still at the 
heart of what many consumers want. Knowing 
exactly what humans are good for and when 
machines can step in and make a difference will 
be crucial going forwards. 

“In the next ten years, we will 
shift to a world that is AI-first.” 

SUNDAR PICHAI, CEO GOOGLE, INC
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ABOUT

LiveAreaCX.com

LiveArea is an award-winning global 
commerce services provider. The
comprehensive portfolio of capabilities we 
deliver combines consulting, strategy,
design/UX, technology, and digital marketing 
to bring commerce to life. 

For more than a decade, emerging businesses 
and leading brands - including 30+ retailers 
ranked among the current Internet Retailer 
500 - have turned to LiveArea to grow and 
transform their B2C and B2B commerce 

channels. Clients cover a variety of verticals, 
including health and beauty; fashion and 
apparel; luxury; consumer packaged goods, 
retail; automotive; and business to business. 
An extensive network of ecosystem partners 
includes leading commerce platform 
providers along with an array of solution 
partners. LiveArea, a PFSweb Inc. business 
unit, has offices in Dallas, Seattle, New York 
City, Raleigh, London, Sofia, and Bangalore.  

For more information, visit LiveAreaCX.com
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