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So how soon can recovery begin, and when will everything 
return to ‘normal’? 
These are the questions on the lips of every policy-maker, 
entrepreneur and worker, as the world comes round from 
the temporary knock-out delivered by the coronavirus 
during the first half of 2020.

The reasonable optimism of 
economic forecasts published 
early in the year swiftly gave 
way to ‘doom and gloom’ when 
major economies began to enter 
lockdown during February and 
March in an attempt to mitigate the 
effect of the fast-spreading virus 
and delay its impact on health 
systems worldwide.

The fate of globalisation itself 
came under question as 
governments worldwide realised 
just how quickly a virus can 
spread, from Wuhan to New 
York City, London and Riyadh. 
Health ministries and economic 
secretaries had to respond to 
massive demand for healthcare 
and the shutdown of workplaces, 
with all the implications derived 
from an economic shock not 
witnessed since at least 1945.

There is little comfort in the 
immediate short term, anywhere. 
Every major economy faces 
massive shrinkage during 2020. 
Only China, which has been an 
engine of growth for so long, 
scrapes a forecast growth figure 
that is positive (at less than 0.5 per 
cent) in the latest forecast from the 
World Bank, published in June.

That forecast anticipates a decline 
of 5.2 per cent in the world 
economy for 2020 as a whole. 
"That would represent the deepest 
recession since the Second World 
War, with the largest fraction of 
economies experiencing decline in 
per capita output since 1870," said 
the Bank.

We look at these issues and more 
in greater depth, with observations 
as to how the Asia-Pacific region 
has responded to the crisis, and 
what is being done to aid recovery 
during the second half of 2020.

This edition also takes a look at 
the impact of artificial intelligence 
(AI) on the business world, 
particularly in the sphere of 
construction and related services. 

In a special report, we examine 
the impact of AI technologies in 
bringing together information to the 
benefit of everybody involved. The 
various technologies – computer 
hardware, software and data – 
are being combined in new and 
exciting ways by project teams as 
they tackle increasingly complex 
business challenges.

Global economy:
The coronavirus 
pandemic: How 
has it been for your 
business?
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Global economy

So how has it been for you and 
your business? Forecasters take 
a bleak view of the overall picture 
worldwide, saying per capita income 
will fall everywhere this year, with 
particular implications on the poor 
and emerging economies. 

There is optimism about a reasonably 
strong ‘bounce back’ in 2021, 
however, questions remain as to how 
significant that might be in terms of 
rate of recovery.

"The blow is hitting hardest in 
countries where the pandemic has 
been the most severe, and where 
there is heavy reliance on global 
trade, tourism, commodity exports 
and external financing," commented 
the World Bank, whose vice-
president for equitable growth, Ceyla 
Pazarbasioglu, described the outlook 
as "deeply sobering".

And yet, despite all that, the Bank 
forecasts a rebound of 4.2 per cent 
during 2021. If that occurs, it would 
take much of the economy back 
on track for a full recovery within a 
further year. 

So where will recovery come from? 
From a variety of sources, we 
understand, the most obvious being 
the various stimulus programmes 
which have been introduced in key 
economies. 

China has signalled that its Belt & 
Road Initiative (BRI) will continue 
apace, underpinning infrastructure 
spending in Asia and beyond. 

In the Gulf Co-operation Council 
(GCC) region, spending on key 
energy and services contracts 
– railways, renewables and de-
salination plants – continues at 
various levels. Spending there has 

The coronavirus 
pandemic: How has it 
been for your business?

China has signalled 
that its Belt & Road 

Initiative will continue 
apace, underpinning 

infrastructure spending 
in Asia and beyond. 



4 June 2020 Insight

www.curriebrown.com  

been slowed by the fall in oil prices, 
which in turn was sparked by the 
collapse in demand resulting from the 
global slowdown. 

Mature economic regions like 
North America and Europe face 
catastrophic downturns, which will 
have a massive impact around the 
world. The World Bank expects the 
US economy to contract by 6.1 per 
cent. Apart from the impact of the 
virus, the US presidential election 
campaign will dominate attention until 
November and its unpredictability 
could affect any economic recovery 
meantime.

The European situation could be 
even worse, with the Bank predicting 
a 9.1 per cent shrinkage in the 
eurozone alone. There is no firm 
estimate of the cost of a possible 
‘no-deal Brexit’ when the United 
Kingdom leaves the European Union 
at the end of the year, as currently 
scheduled.

The situation remains one of 
"extreme uncertainty", in the words 
of the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF). "The economic fallout depends 
on factors that interact in ways 
that are hard to predict, including 
the pathway of the pandemic, the 
intensity and efficacy of containment 
efforts, the extent of supply 
disruptions, the repercussions of the 
dramatic tightening in global financial 
market conditions, shifts in spending 
patterns, behavioural changes such 
as people avoiding shopping malls 
and public transportation, confidence 
effects and volatile commodity 
prices," the IMF summarised.

An obvious casualty of the pandemic 
currently is tourism. Aviation and 
hospitality are two key sectors 
that have been brought to a virtual 
standstill. Although both industries 
are picking up in parts of Asia, the 
impact remains significant in other 
regions. Meanwhile, major events 
such as the Tokyo Olympics and 
Dubai Expo – both of which have 
supported significant infrastructure 
and construction spending – have 
been postponed until 2021. 

Tourism is an important generator 
of cash, and pressure will build on 

governments to re-open services as 
soon as it is deemed safe to do so. 
That is why the pressure has been to 
control the virus and restrict further 
infection, either so that fewer people 
are affected or until a vaccine is 
developed and can be delivered in 
massive quantities worldwide.

If authorities continue to tackle the 
pandemic firmly, they will succeed 
in keeping the reproduction – or ‘R’ 
rate – at a low level and then be able 
to accept more flights and the return 
of hotels and restaurants to normal 
opening. That prize will secure 
continuing construction investment.

In the view of the World Bank, now 
is also the time to plan ahead and 
support investment in key areas that 
have been thrust into the limelight 
by the progress of the virus. "The 
pandemic highlights the urgent 
need for health and economic policy 
action, including global co-operation, 
to cushion its consequences, 
protect vulnerable populations and 
strengthen countries' capacities to 
prevent and deal with similar events 
in the future," says its June report.

In the view of the World 
Bank, now is also the 

time to plan ahead and 
support investment in 

key areas that have 
been thrust into the 

limelight by the progress 
of the coronavirus. 

Global economy
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Industry in China has returned to 
work after a lengthy and significant 
lockdown due to the pandemic, 
and the first signs are that China’s 
economy may rediscover its familiar 
‘growth curve’ during the year ahead.

To achieve that, however, much 
will depend on how soon the rest 
of the world can return to normal. 
China depends to a large extent 
on its export customers, many of 
whom were still in various stages of 
lockdown in June.

International forecasters including 
the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) are in unison 
about a worldwide depression to 
follow the coronavirus pandemic. The 
figures for 2020 have all been revised 
downwards during recent months, 
even showing shrinkage across the 
Asia-Pacific (APAC) region, which has 
enjoyed virtually unhindered growth 
over the last decade.

As the first country to experience 
coronavirus, China's initial response 
may have been questionable, but 
its adoption of a strict lockdown, 
involving whole cities, contained the 
virus very quickly. As a consequence, 
manufacturing recommenced in late 
March, and industrial production 
returned to growth within a month, 
with gains in domestic vehicle sales.

That reversal was probably helped 
by China's large domestic market 
and also the fact that the country 
has a massive role in manufacturing 
international products such as 
mobile devices. However, its role in 
the global supply chain for so many 
products will be hindered by the 
general downturn, especially if there 
is a sluggish recovery.

Those difficulties are reflected 

APAC economies race 
to recover growth 
during year ahead

Regional economy

elsewhere within APAC, where 
according to the World Bank, 
"domestic restrictions and external 
spillovers have resulted in a dramatic 
plunge in consumption, investment, 
production and trade flows, leading 
to the sharpest fall in activity since 
the Asia financial crisis for most 
countries".

For APAC as a whole, the Bank 
forecasts a fall of 1.2 per cent during 
2020, with a rebound to 5.4 per cent 
growth in 2021. The fall is predicted 
to be particularly tough in Thailand, 
where it is estimated at minus five per 
cent. The virtual collapse of foreign 
tourism is the most obvious reason 
for that, although the government 
imposed and relaxed restrictions in 
record time.

International 
forecasters including 

the World Bank and the 
International Monetary 

Fund are in unison 
about a worldwide 

depression to follow the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 
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Vietnam has attracted US 
manufacturers including Apple and 
Google in recent months, and its 
quick return to ‘normal’ in March 
seems to have defied the trends. So 
much so, that the Financial Times 
reported in June that cities in the 
region, such as Ho Chi Minh City and 
Bangkok were 'roaring back to life' 
post-lockdown.

However, "the pandemic will likely 
further slow potential growth in the 
region by weakening investment and 
the supply chains that have been 
an important conduit for productivity 
gains over the last decade," conclude 
forecasters. "The regional outlook will 
significantly deteriorate if global trade 
tensions re-escalate."

That final point resonates for China 
particularly. With US presidential 
elections in November, the rhetoric 
about China – its role in global 
trade and even its being the source 
of Covid-19 – has ramped up as 
President Trump seeks re-election. 
Nevertheless, all things being equal, 
the Bank predicts that China will 
bounce back with 6.9 per cent growth 
next year.

Construction programmes in China 
are continuing. Other key economies, 
such as Australia, Singapore and 
Korea are at various stages of 
recovery in terms of economic 
activity, but demand remains weak in 
the short term.

China's response appears bullish. 
During the second quarter of 2020 
various capital spending programmes 
– in electronics, telecoms and 
even the space programme – 
have continued. The Belt & Road 
Initiative (BRI) remains active 
despite the pandemic. Suppliers 
to multinationals, including Apple, 
resumed operations, and deals 
have been announced with others, 
including electric car manufacturer 
Tesla which is accelerating the roll-
out of 4,000 ‘super-charger’ stations 
in China.

In April, the online retail giant 
Alibaba confirmed a $28 billion 
commitment to expand its cloud 
computing presence over three 
years. The massive company is in 

direct competition with Amazon and 
Microsoft, and it plans to increase the 
number of data centres it operates 
to support business. Bloomberg said 
that Alibaba will most likely operate 
services at break-even just to secure 
market share in this growing sector, 
which now accounts for the greatest 
share of its income.

With the launch of a new rocket in 
May, China continued its plans for a 
manned space station to be in place 
by 2022. China, excluded by the US 
from space co-operation projects, is 
determined to run its own station. The 
most recent mission – four more are 
planned – uses a craft that can carry 
up to six people.

Beijing is determined to send 
‘business-as-usual’ signals to the 
world. President Xi has signed off 
a wave of technology investment 
reputedly worth $1.4 trillion over 
six years. China wants companies 
like Huawei to accelerate the roll-
out of 5G telecoms, enabling self-
driving vehicles, factory automation 
and mass surveillance systems. 
Infrastructure spending of more than 
$560 billion is planned for 2020-21. 

The Australian government too has 
signalled a significant ramping-up 
of infrastructure spending as the 
country emerges from the pandemic. 
The press there have reported 
that Canberra plans to follow IMF 
recommendations that ministers take 
advantage of record low interest 
rates to borrow more and invest in 
everything from repairing country roads 
to securing supplies of drinking water.

The existing US$70 billion budget, 
covering ten years of infrastructure 
spending, looks likely to be increased 
over the coming months as officials 
examine potential investment projects. 
The IMF took Australia as an example 
of what should be done as countries 
take steps to tackle the impact of the 
pandemic on jobs and the economy. 

"Spending more on public investment 
is worthwhile because the value 
of the resulting assets will likely 
exceed the liabilities incurred given 
how low interest rates are. This in 
turn improves the public sector's net 
worth," said the IMF.

For APAC as a whole, 
the Bank forecasts 

a fall of 1.2 per cent 
during 2020, with a 

rebound to 5.4 per cent 
growth in 2021.

"Maintenance and repairs can 
be quickly scaled up as part of a 
broad-based stimulus when supply 
disruptions ease."

Investment in transport will be a 
key part of infrastructure spending 
throughout the APAC economies. 
Thailand is still planning to confirm 
contracts for the Bangkok-Nakhon 
Ratchasima high-speed rail line 
later this year. The World Bank is 
promoting new rail links between 
south and central Asia, and 
advertised recently for consultants to 
deliver feasibility studies.

And in Singapore, South Korean firm, 
GS Engineering and Construction, 
clinched a $462 million contract to 
build Singapore's first mass rapid 
transit (MRT) testing facility on a 
50-hectare site at the former Raffles 
Country Club at Tuas. The first of its 
kind in Southeast Asia, the facility 
will perform round-the-clock systems 
testing for the MRT system.

One fascinating aspect of the pandemic 
is how governments learn from it, 
and whether they will invest more in 
healthcare and other public services 
as a result. The world has changed, 
and economists are watching to see 
if that change will influence policy-
making in the long term.

Regional economy
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High-level building costs - Q1 2020
Local currency/per m2 CFA

Australia (AUD) China (RMB)

Brisbane Melbourne Sydney Beijing Shanghai Shenzhen
Offices High-rise 3,460 - 4,460 3,700 - 4,320 4,500 - 5,600 8,000 - 11,000 7,600 - 10,300 7,500 - 11,000

Medium-rise 3,280 - 4,203 3,500 - 4,140 3,900 - 4,500 6,500 - 8,000 6,000 - 7,500 5,500 - 7,500

Low-rise 3,060 - 3,980 3,270 - 3,890 3,450 - 3,900 5,200 - 6,500 4,800 - 6,000 4,500 - 5,500

Retail malls 2,260 - 3,650 2,345 - 3,280 2,500 - 3,765 7,000 - 11,000 6,800 - 11,000 7,000 - 11,000

Residential High-rise 3,209 - 4,390 3,425 - 4,175 3,550 - 4,250 5,000 - 7,500 5,000 - 8,000 5,000 - 7,000

Medium-rise 2,850 - 3,630 3,025 - 3,675 2,950 - 3,550 3,500 - 5,000 3,800 - 5,000 3,500 - 5,000

Townhouses 1,560 - 3,580 1,500 - 2,700 1,350 - 2,450 5,000 - 7,500 5,500 - 8,000 5,500 - 8,000

Villas/houses 1,910 - 3,980 1,400 - 2,700 1,300 - 2,450 7,500 - 12,000 7,500 - 10,500 7,500 - 11,000

Hotels Five-star 4,150 - 5,750 4,500 - 5,900 4,900 - 6,150 10,000 - 15,000 10,000 - 15,000 11,000 - 15,000

Four-star 3,650 - 4,680 3,745 - 4,580 3,900 - 5,150 8,000 - 10,000 8,000 - 10,000 8,500 - 11,000

Three-star 2,950 - 4,210 3,510 - 4,025 3,550 - 4,150 6,000 - 8,000 5,800 - 8,000 7,000 - 8,500

Five-star FFE 875 - 1,100 900 - 1,100 950 - 1,100 600 - 800 500 - 650 550 - 700

Four-star FFE 725 - 950 700 - 950 750 - 950 350 - 600 300 - 500 350 - 550

Three-star FFE 550 - 700 550 - 750 550 - 750 200 - 350 200 - 300 200 - 350

Industrial 825 - 1,250 950 - 1,495 975 - 1,450 3,000 - 4,200 3,000 - 4,500 3,500 - 5,000

Data centres 5,120 - 9,850 5,500 - 10,000 5,500 - 10,000 18,000 - 25,000 18,000 - 27,000 18,000 - 28,000

Hong Kong (HKD) Japan (Yen) Singapore (SGD) Thailand (Baht)
Hong Kong Tokyo Singapore Bangkok

Offices High-rise 23,000 - 32,500 500,000 - 625,000 2,790 - 3,100 32,000 - 37,750

Medium-rise 17,500 - 23,500 450,000 - 500,000 2,120 - 2,720 27,000 - 35,200

Low-rise 15,500 - 19,500 325,000 - 425,000 1,710 - 2,020 24,500 - 31,650

Retail malls 24,000 - 35,000 n/a 2,930 - 2,020 28,550 - 35,750

Residential High-rise 23,500 - 34,000 n/a 2,120 - 4,340 35,000 - 75,000

Medium-rise 16,500 - 19,500 n/a n/a 24,500 - 40,000

Townhouses 21,500 - 28,000 n/a 2,520 - 3,130 22,000 - 25,000

Villas/houses 48,500 - 60,000+ n/a 3,130 - 4,140 26,550 - 38,000

Hotels Five-star 35,000 - 45,000 550,000 - 700,000 3,830 - 4,840 58,000 - 75,000

Four-star 32,000 - 35,000 450,000 - 550,000 3,230 - 4,040 54,000 - 58,000

Three-star 27,000 - 32,000 350,000 - 450,000 3,000 - 3,300 46,000 - 52,000

Five-star FFE inc 100,000 - 130,000 inc 11,250 - 18,000

Four-star FFE inc 80,000 - 100,000 inc 8,700 - 13,250

Three-star FFE inc 60,000 - 70,000 inc 6,650 - 9,000

Industrial 12,000 - 17,000 225,000 - 325,000 1,110 - 1,970 17,000 - 24,000

Data centres n/a 1,150,000 - 1,300,000 8,080 - 12,120 120,000 - 185,000

Notes: 
Australia: Industrial buildings assume PCC frame and exclude office provisioning.
Australia, China and Singapore: Costs exclude GST/VAT.        
Offices: Rates assume prestige CBD standard       
Data centres: Costs dependent on Kw/m2       
Industrial: Excludes equipment       
Hotels: OS&E costs excluded       

Cost data
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Democratising 
artificial intelligence

Focus

Whether you subscribe to the 
notion of artificial intelligence (AI) 
as providing myriad opportunities 
for human empowerment and 
augmentation, or to a more 
pessimistic scenario involving 
the destruction of humanity by 
uncontrollable intelligent machines, 
it’s hard to avoid the topic today. 
Science fiction typically presents 
AI as intelligent androids with 
superior cognitive and physical 
skills. No doubt we will get there 
eventually, but at the moment we 
have more mundane examples such 
as household digital assistants, 
self-driving vehicles, efficiency 
improvements in business and 
manufacturing and new knowledge 
derived from deep analysis of large 
bodies of data. We even have claims 
of ‘street lighting powered by AI’ and 
while it might be cynical to suggest 
that such a claim is a rather tenuous 
one, it’s an illustration that the 
marketing hype surrounding AI can 
be somewhat fanciful.

So, what exactly is AI? Let’s start 
with what it’s not. It’s not new! It 
wasn’t new 30 years ago, when a 
similar level of fervour accompanied 
claims that AI was going to solve all 
imaginable problems. The esoteric-
sounding ‘artificial neural networks’ 
used for the equally mysterious ‘deep 
learning’ today can be traced back 
70 years to SNARC – the stochastic 
neural analog reinforcement 
calculator created by Marvin Lee 
Minsky and Dean Edmonds. Previous 
enthusiasm faded as AI failed to 
deliver on its ambitious promises. Will 
the current resurgence simply repeat 
the experience of 30 years ago? Will 
this renaissance simply recede into 
the halls of academia once again? 
Perhaps. Perhaps not. There are 
some key factors that might make 
things different this time. But before 
we consider these factors, we still 
have to define AI.

Leaving aside the academic 
definitions, a simple proposition 
is that it’s about replicating us. 

There are several 
schools of thought 

regarding the 
development of 

machine intelligence.
Fundamentally, though, 

it still all comes down 
to mathematical 

algorithms.
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The intelligent android mentioned 
above might spring to mind as it 
embodies the challenges being 
faced – robotics (the physical 
presence), computer vision (to see 
and interpret) and natural language 
processing (to listen, understand and 
communicate). Underpinning all of 
these is the concept of intelligence 
(knowledge, reasoning, learning) – 
required in its own right and also for 
exploiting the robotics, vision and 
language components. There are 
several schools of thought regarding 
the development of this machine 
intelligence, based on, respectively, 
logic/philosophy, neuroscience, 
evolutionary biology, statistics and 
psychology. Fundamentally though, it 
still all comes down to mathematical 
algorithms.

So what’s different 
now compared with 
30 years ago that 
bodes well for a 
future filled with AI? A 
number of things:
Hardware – computer hardware 
is significantly more powerful today. 
Not the supercomputers typically 
only available to governments, large 
corporations and wealthy academic 
institutions (which are obviously 
also much more powerful now), but 
the ubiquitous computers and other 
devices generally available in offices 
and homes for personal use, which 
are now capable of running AI.

Software – the increased power of 
modern hardware clearly provides a 
platform enabling software to execute 
faster. However, software itself 
has also evolved both in terms of 
efficiency and choice. A huge number 
of AI software libraries have been 
developed which allow AI functionality 
to be encapsulated as ‘black boxes’, 
whereby data can be fed in at one 
end and ‘results’ retrieved at the 
other, all without understanding the 
complexity of what goes on inside.

Data – data is being gathered at an 
exponential rate and already exists 
in quantities that are hard to imagine. 
Therein lies knowledge waiting to be 
mined.

Education and training – as 
well as the wide range of academic 
and specialised commercial courses 
focusing on AI, a plethora of MOOCs 
(massively open online courses) 

make the whole field accessible to 
anyone wishing to engage with this 
discipline.

Economics – underpinning all of 
the above are fundamental economic 
factors. Computer hardware is at 
the commodity level – cheap and 
plentiful. Many software compilers, 
interpreters, development tools and 
database systems are free. Many 
libraries of AI algorithms, previously 
proprietary and expensive, are also 
now free (‘open source’). While a lot 
of data is proprietary for commercial 
and other reasons, huge amounts 
are freely available for ingesting and 
processing by AI machine-learning 
software.

While this may make AI more 
accessible, it does not reduce the 
complexity of the discipline or address 
the skills shortages therein. Major 
technology players such as Amazon, 
Google, IBM and Microsoft are 
going a step further with packaged 
solutions. These initiatives are helping 
to democratise AI - making it more 
accessible. These can range from 
tools for experienced data scientists 
through to packaged solutions that 
are almost ‘black boxes’ allowing data 
to be submitted and ‘results’ to be 
derived. As we will discuss later, this 
superficially appealing route requires 
caution as naïve interpretation can be 
very misleading. First of all, though, 
let’s look at one offering in this area – 
Microsoft’s Cognitive Services.

Microsoft's Cognitive Services 
division provides a growing body of 
packaged AI components that can 
be integrated with cloud-based and 
on-premises data sources and other 
software tools.

Focus

Major technology 
players such as 

Amazon, Google, IBM 
and Microsoft are going 

a step further with 
packaged solutions. 

Source: Microsoft
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Focus

Example functionality is shown in the table below (though the range of 
functionality is continually expanding):

This wide range of available services 
should prompt business practitioners 
to consider how they might be 
applied to their own problems. 
Intelligent automated searches 
could monitor competitor websites, 
ignoring extraneous content, but 
‘harvesting’ material of potential 
relevance. Similar techniques can 
be used to monitor social media, 
conducting ‘sentiment analysis’ about 
own and other organisations. In legal 
analysis/dispute undertakings, large 
quantities of documents must often 
be evaluated. Key phrases, recurring 
topics and entity recognition can be 
performed swiftly, freeing up more 
time for review and evaluation. 
Long trails of emails that will often 
form part of any analysis can be 
processed in a similar manner. 
Language translations are even 
possible. 

In the construction field, even 
more quantitative analyses may 
benefit – tender analysis is rarely 
a straightforward comparison of 
rates. A form of anomaly detection 
can identify where deviations in 
submissions have occurred. Cost 
benchmarking undertakings are 

In the construction field, 
even more quantitative 

analyses may benefit 
– tender analysis is 

rarely a straightforward 
comparison of rates. 

typified by the collection of historical 
data, applying certain parameters 
such as historical inflation rates, 
discrete location factors and 
commodity price predictions, 
then extrapolating to estimate a 
forecast cost. Augmenting this with 
AI techniques can add another 
dimension by including qualitative 
and external (for example, economic, 
political, environmental and social) 
factors in the cost modelling.

Source: Microsoft

Vision
Object, scene, and activity 

detection

Face recognition and 
identification

Celebrity and landmark 
recognition

Emotion recognition

Text and handwriting 
recognition (OCR)

Video metadata, audio, 
and keyframe extraction 

and analysis

Explicit or offensive 
content moderation

Custom image recognition

Speech
Speech transcription 

(speech-to-text)

Speech synthesis (text-to-
speech)

Real-time speech 
translation

Speaker identification and 
verification

Custom speech models 
for transcription and 

translation

Custom voice

Language
Language detection

Text sentiment analysis

Key phrase extraction

Entity recognition

Spell checking

Explicit or offensive text 
content moderation, PII 

detection

Text translation

Customisable text 
translation

Contextual language 
understanding

Knowledge
Q&A extraction from 

unstructured text

Knowledge base creation 
from collections of Q&As

Semantic matching for 
knowledge bases

Customisable content 
personalisation learning

Search
Ad-free web news, image, 
and video search results

Trends for video, news

Image identification, 
classification and 

knowledge extraction

Identification of similar 
images and products

Named entity recognition 
and classification

Knowledge acquisition for 
named entities

Search query autosuggest

Ad-free custom search 
engine creation
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The below examples are just 
scratching the surface. The impetus 
must come from those with problems 
asking for solutions (whether this is 
solving a difficult problem, improving 
the efficiency of a time-consuming one 
or something else). However, caution 
is needed. As mentioned earlier, naïve 
interpretation can be very misleading. 
Machine-learning algorithms will ‘work’ 
as long as they are presented with 
data in an appropriate format. That 
does not mean the ‘solution’ they 
provide will necessarily be correct 
– correlation does not necessarily 
confirm causation. The degree of 

correctness can often be evaluated 
statistically, but getting an optimal 
solution requires a number of process 
steps and an understanding of which 
learning algorithm(s) might be the 
most appropriate for the problem. 
Microsoft’s (and others’) ‘packaged’ 
solutions go some way to addressing 
the selection of an appropriate 
learning algorithm, but do not address 
the requirement for appropriate pre-
processing of data. A simple case is 
the example above of text analysis for 
key phrases, entity recognition, etc. A 
typical process is outlined below:

The first two steps in the above 
diagram may often be time-consuming 
and require a deep understanding of 
the problem domain. The next two 
are those provided by the AI solution. 
The final one is again dependent 
upon expert analysis and review. The 
process can be generalised using 
the CRISP-DM (the cross-industry 
standard process for data mining) 
methodology which involves business 
and data understanding and the 
preparation, modelling, evaluation and 

deployment of such data. This helps 
set AI in an appropriate context as just 
part of the solution.

The range of AI functionality provided 
by Microsoft’s Cognitive Services 
(and its other AI offerings) continues 
to expand, as do offerings by 
Amazon, Google, IBM and others. 
These initiatives can be credited with 
helping to democratise AI. With a 
degree of education and training, this 
can be leveraged to address many 
routine, as well as deeply complex, 

problems. There are still challenges to 
integrating AI into business functions, 
but as the technical ones recede, 
so innovative adopters should seize 
and leverage the opportunities. The 
future isn’t what it used to be and 
the rewards in terms of business 
efficiency, cost savings, competitive 
advantage, enhanced reputation and 
differentiation are tangibly available 
for both an organisation and its 
clients.

There are still 
challenges to 

integrating AI into 
business functions, but 

as the technical ones 
recede, so innovative 

adopters should seize 
and leverage the 

opportunities. 

Source: Microsoft
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