
 Two-faced: AI will mainly be good for business, but mind the pitfalls 

 

 

Mention artific ial intelligence, and most people will think of robots. But a more fitting image may 

be that of Janus, the Roman god of beginnings, transitions and endings, who has two faces looking 

in opposite directions. On one side are the positive changes that AI will bring, enabling people to 

achieve more, far more quickly, by using technology to enhance their existing skills. Recruiters 

will be able to pinpoint the best candidates more easily, and customer-service staff will be able to 

handle queries faster. Jobs that never existed before could be created. And getting machines to do 

routine work can make professional lives more fulfilling and stimulating.  

 

Consumers, too, will benefit from AI-enhanced services such as personalized recommendations 

and faster and more efficient delivery, as well as from radical changes in industries like health care 

and transport that could lead to new drug discoveries and treatments and safer ways to move 

around. 

 

Look the other way, though, and there are plenty of potential pitfalls. Technological change always 

causes disruption, but AI is likely to have a bigger impact than anything since the advent of 

computers, and its consequences could be far more disruptive. Being both powerful and relatively 

cheap, it will spread faster than computers did and touch every industry.  

 

In the years ahead, AI will raise three big questions for bosses and governments. One is the effect 

on jobs. Although chief executives publicly extol the broad benefits AI will bring, their main 

interest lies in cutting costs. One European bank asked Infosys to find a way of reducing the staff 

in its operations department from 50,000 to 500. This special report has shown that AI-enhanced 

tools can help pare staff in departments such as customer service and human resources. The 

McKinsey Global Institute reckons that by 2030 up to 375m people, or 14% of the global 

workforce, could have their jobs automated away. Bosses will need to decide whether they are 



prepared to offer and pay for retraining, and whether they will give time off for it. Many 

companies say they are all for workers developing new skills, but not at the employer’s expense.  

 

A second important question is how to protect privacy as AI spreads. The internet has already 

made it possible to track people’s digital behavior in minute detail. AI will offer even better tools 

for businesses to monitor consumers and employees, both online and in the physical world. 

Consumers are sometimes happy to go along with this if it results in personalized service or 

tailored promotions. But AI is bound to bring privacy violations that are seen as outrageous. For 

example, facial-recognition technology has become so advanced that it may be able to detect 

someone’s sexual orientation. In the wrong hands, such technology could militate against fair and 

equal treatment. Countries with a record of surveillance and human-rights abuses, such as China, 

are already using AI to monitor political activity and suppress dissent. Law -enforcement officials 

around the world will use AI to spot criminals, but may also snoop on ordinary citizens. New rules 

will be needed to ensure consensus on what degree of monitoring is reasonable.  

 

The third question is about the effect of AI on competition in business. Today many firms are 

competing to provide AI-enhanced tools to companies. But a technology company that achieves a 

major breakthrough in artificial intelligence could race ahead of rivals, put others out of business 

and lessen competition. This is unlikely to happen in the near future, but if it did it would be of 

great concern. 

 

At the heart of the frenzy are some familiar names: the likes of Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, 

Facebook and Microsoft. A similar, though less transparent, battle is under way among firms like 

Alibaba and Baidu. Several have put AI at the center of their strategies. All are enthusiastic 

acquirers of AI firms, often in order to snap up the people they employ. They see AI as a way to 

improve their existing services, from cloud computing to logistics, and to push into new areas, 

from autonomous cars to (see article). Many observers fear that, by cementing and extending the 

power of a handful of giants, AI will hurt competition. That will depend on three open questions, 

involving one magic ingredient. 

 

The tech giants certainly have big advantages in the battle to develop AI. They have tonnes of data, 

oodles of computing power and boffins aplenty. Imagine a future, some warn, in which you are 

transported everywhere in a Waymo autonomous car, pay for everything with an Android phone, 

watch YouTube to relax, and search the web using—you can guess. Markets with just a handful of 

firms can be fiercely competitive. A world in which the same few names duke it out in several 

industries could still be a good one for consumers. But if people rely on one firm’s services like 

this, and if AI enables that firm to predict their needs and customize its offering ever more 

precisely, it will be burdensome to switch to a rival. 

 

That futureis still a long way off. AI programs remain narrowly focused. Moreover, the ability of 

the incumbents to perpetuate their advantages is made uncertain by three questions.  

 

The most important is whether AI will always depend on vast amounts of data. Machines today 

are usually trained on huge datasets, from which they can recognize useful patterns such as 



fraudulent financial transactions. If real-world data remain essential to AI, the tech superstars are 

in clover. They have vast amounts of the stuff, and are gaining more as they push into fresh areas 

such as health care. 

 

A competing vision of AI stresses simulations, in which machines teach themselves using 

synthetic data or in virtual environments. Early versions of a program developed to play Go, an 

Asian board game, by DeepMind, a unit of Alphabet, were trained using data from actual games; 

the latest was simply given the rules and started playing Go against itself. Within three days it had 

surpassed its predecessor, which had itself beaten the best player humanity could muster. If this 

approach is widely applicable, or if future AI systems can be trained using sparser amounts of data, 

the tech giants’ edge is blunted. 

 

But some applications will always require data. How much of the world’s stock of it the tech 

giants will end up controlling is the second question. They have clout in the consumer realm, and 

they keep pushing into new areas, from Amazon’s interest in medicine to Microsoft’s purchase of 

LinkedIn, a professional-networking site. But data in the corporate realm are harder to get at, and 

their value is increasingly well understood. Autonomous cars will be a good test. Alphabet’s 

Waymo has done more real-world testing of self-driving cars than any other firm: Over 4m miles 

(6.5m kilometers) on public roads. But established carmakers, and startups like Tesla, can generate 

more data from their existing f leets; other firms, like Mobileye, a driverless -tech firm owned by 

Intel, are also in the race. 

 

More likely, in the years ahead AI might contribute to the r ise of monopolies in industries outside 

the tech sector where there used to be dynamic markets, eventually stifling innovation and 

consumer choice. Big f irms that adopt AI early on will get ever b igger, attracting more customers,  

saving costs and offering lower prices. Such firms may also reinvest any extra profits from this 

source, ensuring that they stay ahead of rivals. Smaller companies could find themselves left 

behind. 

 

Retailing is an illustration of how AI can help large firms win market share. Amazon, which uses 

AI extensively, controls around 40% of online commerce in America, helping it build moats that 

make it harder for rivals to compete. But AI will increase concentration in other industries, too. If, 

say, an oil company can use AI to pump 3% more efficiently, it can set prices 3% lower than those 

of a rival. That could force the competitor to shut down, says Heath Terry of Goldman Sachs. He 

thinks that AI has “the power to reshuffle the competitive stack”. 

 

It is too early to tell whether the positive changes wrought by AI will outweigh the perils. But 

leading a company in the years ahead is sure to be more challenging than at any time in living 

memory. AI will require bosses to rethink how they structure departments, whether they should 

build strategic technologies internally or trust outside firms to deliver them, whether they can 

attract the technical talent they need, what they owe their employees and how they should balance 

their strategic interests with workers’ privacy. Just as the internet felled some bosses, those who do 

not invest in AI early to ensure they will keep their firm’s competitive edge will flounder.  

 



Janus, the Roman god, contained both beginnings and endings within him. That duality 

characterizes AI, too. It will put an end to traditional ways of doing things and start a new era for 

business and for the world at large. It will be pervasive, devastating and exhilarating all at the 

same time. Look ahead. 

 


