
Is 2014 the Year of 
Artificial 

Intelligence?

This snapshot report blends new research with the views of leading 
subject matter experts from academia and industry, in order to 

provide a glimpse into the future of AI.



Is 2014 the Year of AI?

There is a world of difference between a fully 
functioning robotic person and a few incremental 
technological steps in the use of Artificial 
Intelligence. So where are we on this AI journey, and 
is 2014 a tipping point year?

When we ran a straw poll to a sample of 44 
interested, senior global tech professionals, opinions 
were almost equally divided, with 48% believing 
2014 is the year of AI and 52% feeling it is not.

“I think 2014 is the year where we see an increased 
use in AI,” clarifies Lawrence Flynn, CEO of natural 
language interaction specialists Artificial Solutions.  
“But it will take time for AI implementations such as 
Watson to become widely established [and] for AI to 
become commonplace.”

Artificial Intelligence covers a range of automated computer behaviours, but in the popular 
imagination it will always suggest brilliant, free-thinking robots, who can outsmart the best of us. 
Now, in Summer 2014, whilst we may not have developed a computer mind to rival the human 
brain yet, basic forms of AI are certainly becoming increasingly mainstream. Everybody points to 
IBM’s Watson, yet, more significantly, there has been a slow, steady drip of industry interest and 
acquisitions. Google, for example, bought seven such robotics companies at the tail end of 2013 
followed by a larger deal with Boston Dynamics in December, culminating in the purchase of 
DeepMind for S400 million in January.
 
This in turn is causing increased media interest. At the start of May, renowned cosmologist, 
Stephen Hawking warned in The Independent: “Success in creating AI would be the biggest 
event in human history. Unfortunately, it might also be the last, unless we learn how to avoid the 
risks. In the near term, world militaries are considering autonomous weapon systems that can 
choose and eliminate targets; the UN and Human Rights Watch have advocated a treaty banning 
such weapons. In the medium term, as emphasised by Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee in 
‘The Second Machine Age’, AI may transform our economy to bring both great wealth and great 
dislocation.”
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http://www.artificial-solutions.com
http://allthingsd.com/20131203/google-acquired-seven-robotics-companies-for-andy-rubin/
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2013/dec/17/google-boston-dynamics-robots-atlas-bigdog-cheetah
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-25908379
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/stephen-hawking-transcendence-looks-at-the-implications-of-artificial-intelligence--but-are-we-taking-ai-seriously-enough-9313474.html


Is AI the Most Important Technology of the Future?

The potential in AI is obviously extremely high. Yet there 
are a lot of varied technological advancements going on 
at present. Our respondents were 50/50 split when we 
asked if this was the “most important” technology of the 
future. The real challenge of course, is predicting how 
exactly it will be used in the coming years and decades 
and how this use will evolve.

“Initially, AI will be mostly used for personalisation,” says 
Flynn. “For instance, if you always choose sushi every 
time your mobile personal assistant offers you a choice 
of nearest restaurants, eventually it will stop giving you 
a choice and just the directions to the sushi bar. If you 
always fly business class with British Airways, then why 
bother the user with a choice of flights from other airlines.”

Dr Ben Medlock, Chief Technology Officer at SwiftKey, a smart text prediction software company 
agrees: “I think AI will become increasingly visible in 2014 as the foundation of a new range of 
applications and products. We're excited about the potential of AI technology to make interaction 
with devices more personal, engaging and ‘human’. However, investment in such technologies is a 
long-term commitment, and we're still far from reaching our full potential in this area. We should 
expect progress to continue well into the next decade and beyond.”

Neil Lawrence, Professor of Machine Learning at the University of Sheffield, who works with 
colleagues at DeepMind and Google says: “The investments we are seeing [by big companies] are 
very large because there is a shortage of expertise in this area. In the UK we are lucky to have some 
leading international groups, however the number of true experts in the UK still numbers in the 
tens rather than the hundreds.”

“The DeepMind purchase reflects this,” he continues. “Their staff was made up in large part by 
recent PhD graduates from some of these leading groups. Although even in this context the $400 
million price tag still seems extraordinary to many in the field. The year 2014 is not the year in 
which these developments happened, but it may be the year in which they've begun to impinge 
upon the public consciousness.”
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University of Sheffield’s Lawrence notes that “it is not in industry where the breakthroughs have 
happened, but in academia. A particular focus of my own group is dealing with 'massive missing 
data': where most of the information we would like to have to base our decisions on is not 
available. Beyond my own area of research there are also key challenges in the areas of planning 
and reasoning. It is not yet clear to me how the recent breakthroughs will affect these areas.”

SwiftKey’s Medlock feels “[There is likely to be] an increased investment in businesses focused 
on AI, as the industry begins to understand that these technologies will underpin many [future] 
products.” Lawrence thinks the long term future for AI “is very bright, but progress will be steady, 
not with large single steps forward, but across a number of applications.”

Will AI Become a Normal Part of our Everyday Lives?

Whatever the time scale, the majority of our survey 
respondents (77%) believe that in the future AI will 
become a normal part of our everyday lives.  This is 
probably not surprising as it hints at the slow, steady 
rise of this technology.

Flynn says: “I don’t believe there will be one big AI 
moment that history will point to, it will just gradually 
start to become a normal part of our everyday lives. As 
devices, appliances, transportation [and so on] become 
intrinsically connected to each other and the internet, 
so AI will develop further to ensure seamless interaction 
between them all.”

However, Lawrence is keen to stress: “Expectations may currently be too high for the immediate 
future. We are still many years away from achieving many of our goals in artificial intelligence 
research. The current successes have emerged from an area known as machine learning, a 
foundational technique that already underpinned much of the data-driven decision making of the 
large internet companies.”

“The methodologies used have mainly emerged from a relatively small annual conference known 
as NIPS,” he adds. “The recent breakthroughs emerged from a group of NIPS researchers who 
received very far-sighted funding from the Canadian government (the Canadian Institute for 
Advanced Research NCAP programme). This spent a relatively small amount of money (tens of 
millions) on a carefully selected group of people. This group was led by Geoff Hinton (now of 
Google) and advised by Yann LeCun (now of Facebook).”
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“In the UK, for example,” he continues, “large amounts of money are now promised, but it is not 
at all clear whether it will be well spent. Functional research operates rather like a well-tended 
garden: it needs an understanding of the right sort of plants and the ideal conditions for them. A 
sudden large increase in funding can have a similar effect to indiscriminate application of manure: 
something will grow, but it’s not clear at the outset what it will be. When it comes to harvest time, 
will we have roses or dock leaves? The Canadian approach was to select the roses first, and then 
carefully tend them. Other countries would do well to follow a similar approach if they want to 
reap similar rewards.”

The view from industry is also similar. Medlock looks at the future in terms of the next couple 
of decades and in this time frame he believes: “AI research will lead us towards more general 
solutions, able to take diverse inputs from a wide range of data sources and make powerful 
predictions that closely mimic higher order human reasoning. We will harness the rich streams 
of data harvested from personal/wearable devices and feed them into these general purpose AI 
problem solvers, providing support for important life decisions and enhancing our general health 
and wellbeing.”

Whilst Artificial Solutions’ Flynn says “[although] we are very excited by the possibilities that AI 
opens up in the next few years, ironically it’s likely that by the time AI is mainstream in every home 
that consumers won’t even think about it. As far as they are concerned, a product or service works 
how it’s supposed to and most of the time that’s what people care about.”

The start may be slow but as Flynn concludes: “In the longer term [more than 20 years] I expect AI 
research to help us explore some of our deepest questions around life, purpose, consciousness and 
what it means to be human.”

Will AI Turn on Us?

Steven Hawking is pretty adamant about the risks 
of Artificial Intelligence. He also stressed in The 
Independent the danger is not being acknowledged: 
“So, facing possible futures of incalculable benefits 
and risks, the experts are surely doing everything 
possible to ensure the best outcome, right? Wrong. If 
a superior alien civilisation sent us a message saying, 
"We'll arrive in a few decades," would we just reply, 
"OK, call us when you get here – we'll leave the lights 
on"? Probably not – but this is more or less what is 
happening with AI.” 
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There seems to be little dispute that Artificial Intelligence is progressing at a pace and becoming an 
increasingly everyday part of existence. This year’s high profile company acquisitions from Google, 
along with ongoing development from IBM, have certainly placed a spotlight on the industry, 
making it hard to deny that ‘2014 is the year of AI’ - after all, people are talking about it more than 
ever before. Yet this is long journey and we are still only a tiny distance along it. 

Conclusion 

“Although we are facing potentially the best or worst thing to happen to humanity in history, little 
serious research is devoted to these issues outside non-profit institutes such as the Cambridge 
Centre for the Study of Existential Risk, the Future of Humanity Institute, the Machine Intelligence 
Research Institute, and the Future Life Institute,” he concluded. “All of us should ask ourselves what 
we can do now to improve the chances of reaping the benefits and avoiding the risks.”

When we asked our own survey sample if they thought AI would turn on us there was a pretty 
mixed response. Only 20% were sure it would, 41% thought it would not, but an almost equal 
number (39%) were not sure. The truth is, none of us really know where it is going to end up. 

IDG Connect is the demand generation division of International Data Group (IDG), the world’s 
largest technology media company. Established in 2006, it utilises access to 38 million business 
decision makers’ details to unite technology marketers with relevant targets from 137 countries 
around the world. Committed to engaging a disparate global IT audience with truly localised 
messaging, IDG Connect also publishes market specific thought leadership papers on behalf of its 
clients, and produces research for B2B marketers worldwide.
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