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The Role of Business Management Professionals at the Age of AI

Over the last few years, artificial intelligence (AI) has grown very fast and become a quite mature technology. It can be used in a lot of industries, not only in labor-intensive sectors, for example, textile and furniture manufacturing, but also in industries which supported by complicated data calculating and algorithm, such as Internet-related sectors, particularly in electronic business. It comes along with the problem of unemployment. According to World Economic Forum’s estimation, 5 million jobs will be replaced by AI by 2020 (Brinded, 2016). However, it doesn’t mean that AI can solve all problems. On the one hand, AI can’t be the core competence solely, in contrast, it must be accorded with strategy and organization in order to deliver better business performance. A survey conducted by BCG shows that 40% enterprises investment greatly on AI whereas gain little benefits, mainly due to their excessive focus on technology rather than strategic planning (Sam et al., 2019). On the other hand, professionals should clearly know why and when should they turn AI for help, and what AI couldn’t do as well as human. For example, a report published by ICAEW points that, accounting firms are using AI “compile, organize, analyze, and report on huge quantities of business and financial data” more and more, however, accountants still need to give their professional judgement on reporting machine analysis according to local regulations and ethics (Beaney, Woods, & Meek, 2019). Therefore, this assignment will discuss 3 skills as below that management professionals should remain in their workplace dominated by AI: critical thinking, communication skills, and creativity. 

First of all, professionals in business management should keep critical thinking throughout their work. Paul and Elder (2019) define critical thinking as “the process of analyzing and assessing thinking with a view to improving it” (p. 4), which means various abilities such as finding a specific problem, questioning other people’s statements, investigating background knowledge, formalizing logical judgement, and proposing an alternative idea (Spector, 2019). However, AI has evident drawbacks on above aspects. First, AI may be good at solving fact-based problems, but it’s difficult to understand knowledge and logic behind. For example, Noriko Arai, a mathematician at the National Institute of Informatics of Japan, has designed an AI project named “Todai Robot Project” aimed to pass college entrance exam, and it did score high enough to surpass 80% high school students. Relying on excellent key word identifying skill and strong searching algorithm, it’s easy for “Todai” to solve mathematic, physics, and history questions requiring common knowledge. However, when it comes to deep understanding of the background knowledge, “Todai” didn’t perform in a satisfactory way, for instance, it can’t deduct that nighttime in Europe in winter is longer than in Japan from the phrase “Daytime in Europe in summer is shorter than in Japan because Europe is located at a higher latitude than Japan.” (Murai, A., 2016) Second, although nowadays AI can derive relative reasonable conclusions via algorithms, there is a prerequisite that engineers must provide at least 10 million labeled examples in order to match or outperform human level predications, however, there are not always such large samples for machine training, for example, limited clinical cases of rare disease will increase difficulty of medicine R&D (Chui, et al., 2018). Third, predications made by AI is about correlations not causal relationships (Leetaru, K., 2019), therefore it’s difficult to explain its predictions in human logic. For example, Lenddo, a company which estimates users’ credit scoring based on their smart phone usage, their AI algorithm found a negative correlation between average battery level and creditworthiness. It seems rational that people who always run out battery are more willing to take risks, nevertheless, credit department of bank will not reject a loan application merely because a person’s phone battery level (King, 2016). 

Therefore, management professionals should carefully evaluate through critical thinking why they use AI develop business model, when could AI perform better than human, and how to explain machine predications according to different work environment, such as company’s strategy, target customer and organization structure.

Second, professionals should also improve their communication skills. Guffey and Loewy (2013) suppose that communication is “the transmission of information and meaning from one individual or group to another.”, the process would be successful only if the receiver gets the meaning that the sender intends to convey. However, in order to let AI communicate as well as human, we have still got a long way to go. First, AI technologies are not only channels to transfer people’s idea, but also function as communicators, i.e., the receiver in the process of communication (Guzman & Lewis, 2020). However, intelligent customer service cannot always decode what people show or say. For example, although AI have beaten human at international chess game, the iPhone X’s facial recognition system may not even recognize user’s sleepy, drowsy look on first awakening in the morning (Wilson, Daugherty & Davenport, 2019). Second, apart from the noticeable verbal/facial expression, there is also deep, unconscious culture elements, which play an important role in human’s communication (Bonvillain, 2018). Unfortunately, interplay between human and AI is far from culture level now, and it’s much more complex for AI to be context-awareness unless it was informed the current situation or participants’ preferences manually by computer scientists (Brdiczka, 2019). Also, when it comes to the virtual, ideological concepts, such as humanity and soul, which are obviously a part of human intellect, AI can barely share insightful thoughts as human does (Lalwani, 2016).Third, even if AI can understand 100% what human means, it doesn’t represent that this communication mode can always reach the effects as face-to-face conversation. A classic theory, called media richness, describes to what extent a channel contains the information in original message, and “uncertainty and equivocality are defined as two forces that influence information processing in organizations” (Daft & Lengel, 1986, p. 554). A richer medium, such as face-to-face conversation, provides more cues (verbal and non-verbal language) and immediate feedback, therefore facilitates communication clarity especially when participants don’t have relevant background knowledge (Kahai & Cooper, 2014). As for how would business management professionals affect by AI, Syam and Sharma (2018) takes salesforce for example and categorize them into 3 levels: the first one are those who sell basic and standardized products; the second category is for products/services where profits margin is high while the information of products/service is easily acquired by customer; the last one refers to complex sales where customers have diversified needs yet the information is hard to get or learn soon. They argue that the last type salesforce is less likely replaced by AI, because this kind of job requires deep understanding about the industries and abundant experience of interacting with customers. 

Hence, comparing with AI, management professionals should keep their competence on superb communication skills. In external communication with target customers, professionals must know them very well, including sex, race, education, and cultural background, so that they can give customized recommendation. Besides, internal communication is important in improving business performance as well (Warren, 2016). Professionals like marketing managers have to keep employees informed about firm’s brand promotion plans, collect suggestions from all departments of the company on a regular basis, in order to get products/services onto market better.

Third, creativity is the last but not least characteristic that management professionals should remain in fierce competing business environment. Upon survey from 324 executives worldwide conducted by Forrester Consulting (Forrester Consulting, 2014), 82% of them render a positive relationship between creativity and desired business achievements, however, only 11% of interviewees said their current practices corresponded with the factors that they considered as creative. Oleinik (2019) argues that creativity comprises 3 capacities: using metaphor and transferring them from one context to other; social connections and relationships; and capacities to “go beyond simple extrapolation of current trends in predictions” (p. 6), which could be very difficult for AI due to their limitations on critical thinking and communication skills mentioned above. Therefore, management professionals can also take advantages of human intelligence from 3 aspects below: First, absorb massive knowledge of profession-related and unrelated domains, that could be the soil where new ideas get fertilized (Andrew & Smith, 1996). Second, keep motivated intrinsically, willingness of professionals to input time and resource in creative program could also impact whether creative ideas come up (Muñoz-Pascual & Galende, 2017). Third, formalize strategy panning and management process, because formalization offers an opportunity to organize information transfer and legitimate decisions of organization (Fernhaber & Patel, 2012).

In conclusion, this assignment discusses the role of the professional in the age of AI and furtherly puts forward 3 key skills that professionals of business management should remain in a workplace dominated by AI, including critical thinking, communication skills, and creativity. Equipped with excellent algorithm and giant database, AI could help human accomplish a lot of work, such as customer service and data analysis, however, there are still fatal drawbacks of this technology, including excessive reliance on data predictions, limited understanding of industry and culture, as well as lack of motivation to create novel ideas. Therefore, professionals still make great contributions to business growth if they keep training themselves on above points.
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