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			Preface


			It is with great pleasure that I introduce this work, which recounts 20 years’ commitment to, and passion for, Customer Experience. 


			In this latest chapter of an entrepreneurial adventure that began 25 years ago with Acticall’s creation, Arnaud de Lacoste has built upon his previous work in a way that remains faithful to our company’s original identity by reflecting on the future that our customers and associates can expect to see. 


			This work is a formidable feat of synthesis and foresight, and one that will contribute to our understanding and anticipation of the ways in which our societies are set to change and the consequences these changes will bring to the field of customer relations. 


			In recent years, the world has evolved rapidly. There can be no argument that we are currently in the midst of a technological revolution unlike anything humanity has witnessed before. We are moving towards a less clearly defined, yet more exciting future and one that we need to understand and draw conclusions about now, rather than later to prepare for the business transformations to come and the changes they will doubtless make to our existing business models. 


			Artificial Intelligence is fascinating, but can also be frightening. Yet it’s abundantly clear—even now—that it can, and will, change everything. The Revolution is already underway, leaving us all asking—some with wonder, some with worry—how we will be directly affected. This is a philosophical problem that concerns entire civilizations and calls into question the very foundations of our society, including our relationship with life and work. Still, despite its obvious potential, politicians have distanced themselves from engaging in debate and discussion around the subject, leaving it to entrepreneurs to fill this void and to offer the insights and explanations needed.


			This is what Arnaud de Lacoste attempts with this work, the aim of which is not to provide definitive answers to all of these questions, but rather to identify the key consequences and changes this technological shift will bring to the relationship between brands and customers. He sheds light on the fantasies, biases and effective changes that are being bought about by artificial intelligence while providing a snapshot of the technology as it stands now. How intelligent is artificial intelligence at this moment? Will it replace humans? Will it benefit businesses? How can we adapt and make artificial intelligence an ally and not a threat?


			But above all, Arnaud revisits the foundations of our field and our corporate vision: a focus on people as the cornerstone of our organization and of the relationship between customers, associates and brands. He explains the reasons why machines provide a fantastic opportunity to improve relationships between people, as well as why humans will not fade into the background, but are in fact destined for an augmented future. 


			These are the exciting issues and challenges “What If Artificial Intelligence Could Make Us More Human?” not only introduces, but also invites us to contemplate. Happy reading!


			Laurent UBERTI, Co-founder & CEO


			Olivier CAMINO, Co-founder & COO


		




		

			INTRODUCTION 


			“The development of full artificial intelligence 
could spell the end of the human race.”


			~Stephen Hawking


			Artificial Intelligence, 
from Fantasy to Reality


			The concept of artificial intelligence (AI) was defined over 60 years ago by American mathematician John McCarthy, a pioneer in this field of research along with Herbert Simon, Claude Shannon and Marvin Minsky.1 Yet it didn’t really hit the public consciousness until the well-publicized chess match in 1997 between Gary Kasparov and IBM’s chess-playing computer, Deep Blue. As of that moment, the question on everyone’s lips was “What if computers are capable of out-performing human intelligence?” 


			The technological leaps of the last two decades have gradually turned this question into something of a mania. Every day we see dozens of articles devoted to the promise and the perils of AI. Terms like “big data”, “algorithms”, “Moore’s law”, “the internet of things”, “chatbot” and “deep learning” have invaded newspaper columns and the journalistic vocabulary. In the face of spectacular advances in digital technology and NBIC (nanotechnology, biotechnology, information technology and cognitive science), some even predict that our civilization is on the verge of snowballing into a new era dominated by AI and “sentient” robots. This fashionable theory, known as “Singularity”, is fueling wild speculation. Some see it as the dawn of major scientific conquests like immortality or man-machine hybrids, others as the twilight of humanity and the imminent extinction of the human race. Will we live for 1,000 years, or are we condemned to vanish like the dinosaurs, wiped off the face of the earth by runaway AI? Will the world of 2100 be populated by cyborgs with superhuman physical and mental abilities or “Matrix” style human slaves?  


			The arguments are fascinating but completely out of line with reality. Right now, we are only seeing the tip of the iceberg in terms of the scientific and technological revolution led by AI. As for our perspective, it’s still vague. Three factors are clouding our understanding.2 


			First, we spontaneously associate AI with futuristic science fiction inspired by the novels of Isaac Asimov or Frank Herbert, or by Hollywood (“Terminator”, “Blade Runner”, “Ex Machina”) and HBO or AMC (“Westworld”, “Humans”). Astro Teller, director of the Google Alphabet research laboratory X, articulated this when he defined AI in the late 1990s: “A.I. is the science of how to get machines to do the things they do in the movies.”3 Thus, when we talk about AI, we immediately think of androids or ultra-intelligent computer systems with superhuman skills, and behavior modeled on that of the human brain. In fact, there is no evidence that machines like this will ever exist. These scenarios are based on highly questionable assumptions, not on scientific proof. In the words of Jean-Gabriel Ganascia, professor of computer science at Pierre and Marie Curie University, “the predicted emergence of superhuman machines endowed with free will and an independent conscience (thus defining their own objectives) is fiction, not science.”4 


			Second, AI covers a vast range of innovations from health and smart objects to driverless cars, with applications like machine translation and voice recognition software somewhere in-between. It’s a teeming universe that we’ve barely begun to explore. Rather like space exploration, we know it opens up a vast field of possibilities, but we don’t know how far it will take us. For now, it’s still unknown territory. 


			Third, we already use AI daily without realizing it. Take GPS for example, or email (spam filters are AI programs that analyze and sort our mail). Less exotic and futuristic than it seems, AI discreetly slipped into our lives years ago. 


			In short, to grasp the real issues surrounding this revolution it’s crucial to take a more clinical view and focus on the practical applications of AI, both existing and emerging. As Julien Muresianu writes: “Caught between those who talk about AI as if it were a messianic answer to everything and those who see it as the ultimate evil, we need a rational perspective [...]. The nature of the upheaval that algorithms will cause—and our ability to benefit from them—largely depends on the choices we make today in terms of investment, public debate and regulation.”5 In the corporate world, AI will be an extraordinary source of opportunity for years to come. Despite the enormous challenges involved, organizations will have the chance to break new ground and significantly improve their value proposition. As far as the world of customer experience goes, I believe that two transformations intrinsic to AI will be game-changers: the automation of certain tasks, and the emergence of text and voice conversation platforms that will fuse the customer-brand relationship. 


			Initially, task automation will start to affect knowledge workers. AI will challenge anyone who does repetitive or knowledge-based work. But contrary to what we often read, this development is not synonymous with large-scale job losses: there are alternatives to technology-driven mass unemployment and universal basic income. Just as the invention of the printing press, the car and the internet have spawned new professions, AI will create new needs in the labor market. Many of the jobs that will exist in 2030 do not exist in 2017. The challenge lies in preparing current and future generations for radical change by realigning education systems and training policies with the consequences of this growing revolution. 


			By 2025–2030, companies will rely on workers whose skills complement AI and machines. The money saved by automating low value-added tasks will allow us to explore new horizons and invest more in the human aspect of customer relationship management (CRM)—something that will prove to be strategic in an increasingly virtualized world. Once a wide range of services are automated, human interaction will have to be exceptional: emotion and empathy will be key values and qualities when it comes to meeting the expectations of 21st century customers. 


			We will be thrown into a world of ceaseless conversation where text (Messenger, WhatsApp, WeChat) and voice (Alexa, Viv, Now, Siri) platforms will be the main points of contact for consumers and stakeholders essential to brands. The boundaries between private and public life will go on diminishing. Widespread use of smart objects, advances in the use of data, and better algorithms will endow these interfaces with a wealth of information about our consumption habits, lifestyles and environment. We are, without doubt, entering the “age of context”.6 This means that brands will have to integrate four dimensions into their strategy to build customer loyalty and prevent disintermediation: real time, proactivity, customer experience personalization, and long-term trusting relationships—the mainstay of the “trust economy”. 


			This is the paradigm shift that may raise legitimate fears. Those quaking at the thought of exterminator robots or of machines replacing people are mistaken. The concerns and ambiguities raised by AI are more about the protection of our personal data, the hold that digital giants and governments could have on our behavior, and the shortcomings of cybersecurity mechanisms. Loss of civic freedom of choice, domination by a handful of multinationals and the threat posed by hackers are the main risks facing modern societies in the years ahead. If we’re to take full advantage of the potential of AI and digitalization, debating and defusing these areas of suspicion will be crucial.


			But we also need to guard against being alarmists. AI and automation are taking a new direction and shaping big prospects for progress across the whole of science and economics. The increasing levels of innovation in the United States, Asia and Europe are cause for optimism and enthusiasm. The reality is this: “we should not allow key ethical issues to obscure the impressive results and potential of artificial intelligence, let alone call into question the relevance of scientific research in this sector [....]. Algorithms, when properly specified and used, have the potential to free us from tiresome, repetitive, alienating tasks and give us access to new skills. To do what? This is exactly the kind of question that a computer can’t answer without prior human prompting.”7 Humankind will remain master of its own destiny and of the robots as long as it nurtures the priceless faculties of emotion, inventiveness, creativity and the propensity to doubt—even though these are the same qualities that fuel our outlandish scenarios of human extinction and a world ruled by machines. This is precisely what makes each one of us fascinating and “singular”: the ability to be fooled, to err on the side of passion, to stray into wild speculation and to make mistakes. Without these shortcomings and imperfections, we would never be able to develop extraordinary technological devices and get the best from our natural abilities.  


			The civilizations that went before us consistently fumbled in the dark. In centuries past, advances in science and technology were never seen as natural or as some kind of revelation. These periods of uncertainty systematically provoked apprehensions, beliefs, and hot debate between visionary geniuses, doomsayers and pragmatists. The age of AI and robotics is no exception, either to this rule or to the profusion of myths. While the most optimistic paint a future free of all the evils of humanity, their counterparts predict its imminent extinction. As is often the case, the middle ground is probably the closest to reality. Work on AI signals a revolution in our lifestyles, corporate business models and the way societies operate. 


			While these developments may lead to imbalances, I am convinced that they will ultimately produce well-being on all sides. Obviously, they will not be magic formulas. Decision-makers and citizens have a responsibility to seize the opportunities these new technologies present and use them to build a better tomorrow. The future is anything but a computer program: nothing is preordained, and it will be up to our successors to interpret the mysteries and wonders of the journey to come. 
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			CHAPTER I 


			“Our progress as a nation can be no swifter than our progress 
in education. The human mind is our fundamental resource.”


			~John Fitzgerald Kennedy


			The Age-Old Myth 
of the Great Substitution


			Historically, substituting machines for people was a phenomenon exclusive to industry, but it is now gathering pace in the world of knowledge workers. Advances in algorithms, AI and machine learning have ushered in a new wave of task automation. In the 21st century, white-collar workers will be the ones confronted by new technology. We are entering what researchers Andrew McAfee and Erik Brynjolfsson at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) call the “second machine age”:8 “digital advances are doing for mental power—the ability to use our brains to understand and shape our environments—what the steam engine and its descendants did for muscle power.”9 Though synonymous with gains in productivity and speed, these developments harbor risks for employees in the tertiary sector. AI substitution is looming over the most repetitive tasks, and access to knowledge is getting cheaper all the time. Whether in healthcare, law or banking and insurance, no one is immune to this underlying trend. 


			A piece of software like Watson, developed by IBM, can already provide a more accurate analysis than an excellent oncologist. Watson cross-references and analyzes millions of scientific articles, something which no medical professional could do. As a result, many academics and specialists consider that intelligent devices will thrive while human labor goes to the wall. The most alarmist studies estimate that 40–50% of jobs could disappear in Western countries by 2030.10 These figures, much-publicized by the media, are fueling the specter of mass technological unemployment. Not a day goes by without a headline predicting large-scale job losses caused by AI and robots. We are being force-fed the idea that it will no longer be machines, but human beings, who will be condemned to scheduled obsolescence. 


			The “end of work”,11 a prophecy of doom


			Pessimistic and biased forecasts 


			But most of these fears and predictions merit discussion. What they show is that our vision of the future and of new technologies is fragmented. In any period of disruption, there is much talk of decline; the notion of the end of work is no different. But this standpoint overlooks three parameters: the emergence of new roles, the need to train present and future generations for the jobs of tomorrow, and the fact that people and machines achieve more together than alone. As we’ve already seen in Germany, which has on average two to three times as many robots as France,12 automation doesn’t necessarily mean deindustrialization and job losses. The same is also true for Asian countries—their industries are among the most highly automated in the world and yet they have very low unemployment: 531 robots per 10,000 inhabitants in South Korea (3.4% unemployed), 398 in Singapore (2.2% unemployed), and 305 in Japan (3.1% unemployed).13 


			Contrary to what the doomsayers predict, work is not in an inevitable decline. This is an error of judgment that observers regularly make—including the best economists. In 1930, John Maynard Keynes predicted that by the end of the 20th century, increased productivity would reduce the working week to 15 hours. Well, he was wrong. Keynes had anticipated neither the development of the service sector and the growing complexity of the capitalist economy, nor the need for the resulting new qualifications. In 1964, a group of American scientists wrote to President Lyndon Johnson alerting him that cybernetics would lead to “a system of almost unlimited productive capacity which requires progressively less human labor.” They thought that the advent of the computer would eradicate millions of jobs.14 More recently, Jeremy Rifkin announced “the wholesale substitution of intelligent technology for mass wage labor and salaried professional labor”, but failed to mention that it would also create entirely new jobs.15 Everyone who subscribes to the end-of-work theory makes the same mistake. The ongoing debates around this topic are simply distracting us from the priorities that count. 


			Beyond the hype: identifying the real issues 


			The challenge of our time is to prepare people for the changes that will affect the labor market over the next decade. The rise of AI and process digitalization means that companies will need other types of skills; the human factor has to complement the machine. Rather than endorse the end of work by introducing a universal basic income, it is essential that we rethink education and vocational training in order to adapt. 


			While it may cause imbalances and inequalities, our era of technological breakthroughs opens up new opportunities for value creation and collective well-being. Societies naturally respond to large-scale changes by overstating the threats they pose. There were similar upheavals in previous centuries, all of which raised doubts about the future and the role humans would play in a technology-driven environment. One of the illusions we labor under today is that this revolution is unique and that “this time things are different”. Singing to this tune is simply reviving an age-old fear of progress. 


			Fear of technological progress: a historical constant 


			Twenty-first century theories on the decline of work breathe new life into an old fantasy that you can’t trust anything technical. The third industrial revolution is no exception. Major innovations always make people uncertain and worried about the future. Negative outlooks never fail to resurface when an invention overturns existing knowledge and calls human abilities into question. Technological advances are often seen as destabilizing because people think they will alter, and compete with, human potential. 


			Writing and printing: two damaging technologies? 


			Technology’s relevance to collective progress has always fallen into the ambiguous category of fascination and rejection. It’s easy to see just by going back through history. Many Greek philosophers saw the invention of writing as detrimental to intelligence—despite the fact they used it to develop their thinking! “Most persons are surprised, and many distressed, to learn that essentially the same objections commonly urged today against computers were urged by Plato in the Phaedrus (274–277) and in the Seventh Letter against writing [...]. Writing, Plato has Socrates say in the Phaedrus, is inhuman, pretending to establish outside the mind what in reality can be only in the mind [...]. The same of course is said of computers”.16 Some believed that writing would cause memory loss, curb discussion and prevent the exchange of ideas. Current criticisms of the digital civilization are similar, claiming that the promise of the “augmented human” is just a distraction to prevent us from realizing that our skills, free will and creative power are being diminished. 


			People said the same of printing in the 15th century. The most enlightened minds of the Renaissance were divided on this revolutionary innovation. Some claimed it would weaken our ability to think and learn, and devalue the expertise of the wise.17 On the contrary, Gutenberg’s invention has helped to spread knowledge, advance science and create new activities. But at that moment in history, many saw the printing press through the eyes of the ancient world. Like those who are now predicting the end of work, they failed to see the opportunities that the technology presented. 
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The term “artificial intelligence” conjures up all manner of science-
fiction style fantasies, from the end of work to machine domination
and the extinction of the human race. But what if these fears were
largely unfounded?

Already a prevalent feature of our daily lives, artificial intelligence
is fundamentally changing the way that modern societies and
economies operate. Whether driverless cars, preventive medicine,
the internet of things or voice assistants, technological advances in
this field represent a world of opportunity for both individuals and
businesses.

But if you think that robots and algorithms will take the place of
human creativity and expertise, think again! The future is about
human-machine partnership, where each will enhance the skills of
the other. Technologies based on artificial intelligence are sweeping
us into the age of context and permanent conversation.

Empathy, dialogue and emotion will be cardinal values in every
sector. For businesses and brands, this means that added value is
shifting to new territory where innovation potential and emotional
identity converge: proactivity, personalized services, data protection,
proximity and the power of trust. Over the next five to ten years,
these developments will change the game at every level.

Arnaud de Lacoste is CMO of Acticall Sitel Group which he cofounded
in 1994, now a world leader in customer relationship management,
with 76,000 employees across 23 countries. In his role at the
helm of the Group, de Lacoste is breaking strategic new ground in
transforming and digitalizing the customer experience. A curious,
passionate entrepreneur, his vision draws on the start-ups he meets
all over the world.
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