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The Business of Artificial Intelligence: What it can - and cannot - do for your organisation
Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew Mcafee
‘The Business of Artificial Intelligence’ was written for the Harvard Business Review in 2017 by American academics, Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew Mcafee. It discusses what Artificial Intelligence (AI) can do today and how international companies have discovered ways in which they can use it to increase profitability. It also looks at potential limits to its use within the workplace, with Brynjolfsson and Mcafee suggesting that using AI is always a risk and that the final goal should not be for perfection but for ‘the best possible alternative’. Clearly written with an assumed understanding from the reader, the article is geared more towards industry professionals than academics.
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Brynjolfsson and Mcafee are complimentary of Artificial Intelligence (AI), suggesting that it is a fast-growing form of technology. They argue that the use of AI alongside machine learning is considered ‘the most important general-purpose technology of our era’. The main arguments throughout the article are based on the fact that AI and Machine Learning (ML) are rapidly becoming crucial aspects of business, suggesting that managers should be ‘ramping up experiments’ in order to develop their use of AI and ML. 
The presentation and level of literacy used throughout the article is of a professional manner and as mentioned before, is more suited to an audience of people with managerial experience rather than an audience of academics. Throughout the article the authors have highlighted particular words that are hyperlinked to other sources that make reference to what the author is discussing in that part of the article. 
The authors offer an explanation of ML, suggesting that it is the way in which a machine can continue to improve its performance on its own, without the need of human input. This reduces the responsibilities for humans to explain how to complete the task to a sufficient standard. The article makes reference to useful anecdotes to back up the authors’ point, however the anecdotes are clearly very carefully selected. It discusses machines being able to distinguish the difference between a puppy and a muffin, for example, but fails to mention examples of the risks involved with taking decisions out of the hands of human intelligence. A well-documented example of this can be seen back in 2014 where a shooting in Sydney caused a spike in people ordering UBERs, with the company’s AI failing to recognise the tragedy of the circumstance and raising prices in the area (BBC, 2014).
The authors continue to explain what AI can do by discussing voice recognition. Voice recognition is quickly becoming one of the biggest advancements made based on speech as every new smartphone introduced comes with it as standard. The authors give an honest review of voice recognition in stating that it is not a finished product, however I feel that this is unconvincing given that the same could be said for most modern technology. Despite admitting scepticism of voice recognition, they continue to speak highly of the technology without reference to its downfalls, such as the fact that users could ‘experience some physical discomfort and vocal problems’ if it is used for long periods of time (Finch, 2019), while the environment it is used in must also be quiet enough to avoid interference. 
Another criticism of the authors of the article at this point would be their failure to mention that, while machine learning systems have potential to increase productivity, that the original and ongoing costs of maintaining these machine could have a detrimental impact on a business, particularly a smaller business which does not deal with data on a large scale. 
The author’s opinion of AI is exemplified in the article with the example of a machine beating some of the world’s best human poker players ten years earlier than was predicted by experts. AI machines use problem solving provide humans with assistance in various things, from helping companies like PayPal to prevent money laundering to deciding where to invest money on Wall Street. Using AI to aid the decision-making process in a business has numerous benefits, with large databases being built over time in order to provide workers with ‘sophisticated models as basis for their decision-making’ (Tenfold, 2017). Despite this, there is evidence of researchers demonstrating ‘bypass methods’ to AI models which go unmentioned in the article (Polyakov, 2018). This could be a deterrent for any industry professional, so should have been made clear.
The article comes to a close with a discussion of the potential risks and limits of AI in business, stating that the decisions made by a ML system often come without explanation, due to the complexity of its decision-making process. This could be an issue for an organisation using ML systems to make important decisions such as hiring, as it may teach itself to avoid specific genders, ethnicities or races. This risk became reality for Amazon in 2018, when they ‘scrapped’ their ML hiring tool as it was showing bias against women (Dastin, 2018). There is also – despite its many advantages – a risk that these systems could get decisions wrong. Microsoft debuted a Twitter user under the name of ‘TayTweets’ as an experiment with AI in 2016, but within 24 hours the account had gone ‘off the rails’ having learned and reused a series of racist insults during her interactions (Price, 2016). Despite mentioning these risks there are often times where they are followed up with a disagreement on the author’s behalf, suggesting some sort of bias towards AI. 
In conclusion to their discussion, the authors insist that AI has a while to go before it is able to be solely relied on. I find this to be a fairly uncertain conclusion to the article, given that the authors speak so highly of the software throughout. There is perhaps an element of bias involved given that both authors have history in work in incorporating digital with business. However, their conclusion is not inaccurate, with Professor David Mindell (as cited in Waters, 2018) also suggesting that results from using both human and artificial intelligence side-by-side ‘should produce better results than either working alone’, but the technology should not be relied on solely.
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