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David helps public companies, private enterprise and more than 100 governments create ecosystems for new ventures in fields such as artificial intelligence, data analytics and financial technology.

He and MIT Professor Alex Pentland personally helped revolutionise how online classes are delivered by top universities, stimulating entrepreneurial action across more than 150 countries and empowering over 20,000 innovators. David has fostered new business models for academia that have generated over US$1 billion of financial support for Imperial College London, MIT, Harvard and Oxford University.

David spends considerable time translating academic theory into business practice, co-founding five MIT AI spinouts. His Visionary Future venture studio both works with established companies to generate new revenue, having advised on more than $10 billion of growth initiatives, and launches new enterprises. His portfolio of university-related startups spans artificial intelligence, new financial architectures and other disruptive technologies.
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‘David L. Shrier explains digital transformation in an extraordinarily intelligent and easy to understand way. David combines his amazing experience in both the private and the public sector, as well as in academia. Basic AI is a must-read’

Marc Walder, CEO, Ringier, AG and founder, digitalswitzerland

‘David Shrier’s new book has come at just the right time. A thought-leader in this space for decades, in Basic AI David provides business leaders with the context and decision-making frameworks they need to help them navigate the challenges, opportunities and risks of AI. This is an accessible and actionable book that cuts through the hype to get to the heart of what CEOs and their teams need to know to prepare for the disruption that is already happening’

Margaret Franklin, President and CEO, CFA Institute

‘Want to get up to speed with AI? This is the book for you. Filled with clear explanations, real-world examples and helpful chapter summaries, David Shrier takes us on a whistle-stop tour to the very heart of the future now. The author eloquently sets out the myriad of challenges but, ultimately, rightly, leaves us with confidence in our human selves or, as he puts it, “optimism tempered with caution”’

Baron Holmes of Richmond, House of Lords Science and Technology Select Committee

‘An indispensable and excellent book that should be a must-read for anyone who needs to get to grips with the AI revolution we are living in. David Shrier is an expert guide to what has happened, what is happening and what is likely to happen in future. His knowledge and experience make Shrier an ideal person to make the case for the vast opportunities that AI will bring to the world. A brilliant read that should become a contemporary classic – it leaves the reader not only better informed but better able to comprehend our future reality’

Rt. Hon. Chris Skidmore, MP, former UK Minister of State for Universities, Science, Research and Innovation

‘Basic AI stands as a testament to the pressing need for understanding, adaptation and strategic action in the burgeoning age of AI. This is not just a book; it’s a compass for the AI-intertwined future. It beckons readers to approach AI with a blend of optimism and vigilance, emphasising our collective agency in sculpting a harmonious future where AI augments, rather than supplants, human potential’

Cyrus Hodes, cofounder of Stability AI
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‘Imagination is the only weapon in the war with reality’

— Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland




Introduction

We live in interesting times.

Bear in mind that the period of the Black Death was an interesting time, as was the Hundred Years War. Of course, the Italian Renaissance was also an interesting time and so was the Golden Age of China.

What is clear is that we are in a period of historic change, as human society faces a transformative force unlike any other it has previously faced, a new technology that perhaps may more profoundly affect the course of human history than the invention of the wheel, agriculture or the steam engine.

I speak, of course, of artificial intelligence (AI).

Already, AI has changed the course of global politics and, for better or worse, threatened US hegemony. It has introduced new uncertainty into financial markets. It has suddenly become a topic of conversation in boardrooms around the world.

Every week brings with it a new story of a major corporation or even nation making or anticipating significant changes brought about by AI. While I was writing this book, the CEO of BT Group (formerly British Telecom) announced that he intended to replace 40 per cent of his workforce with AI, reducing it by up to fifty-five thousand people by 2030.1

Discussing the final draft with Michael Foley of MAKR Venture Fund, he revealed he and his colleagues were about to raise $1 billion (all references to dollars are to US currency) for a new venture capital fund focused on AI, and had already negotiated his first sixty investments.

As I finished a few final chapter summaries, news came out that a lawyer with thirty years of experience was facing potential sanctions for having submitted a brief created by the generative AI system ChatGPT — which included fake citations about cases that never existed.

I wrote my first AI software program in 1991. It wasn’t terribly exciting; I was using software in order to simulate what a particular type of neural network computer would do if it, in fact, existed. Even twenty years after my first stumble in the dark of AI code, in 2011 AI was interesting technology but fairly arcane and challenging to navigate.

Two events occurred within the past few years that changed everything.

The first was largely unnoticed outside of technology circles: in 2015, Google published a powerful library of AI technology known as TensorFlow into the open source.* Now, large numbers of programmers had access to sophisticated AI models and capabilities that previously were restricted to big tech, big academia, some governments and a handful of well-funded startups. This gave rise to a generation of startups whose technology is now coming out from development.

The second event, which was a direct consequence of the first, has been making regular headlines since December 2022. OpenAI, a company that Elon Musk helped form with Y Combinator impresario Sam Altman and a few others, released a public-facing interface to its large language model (LLM) artificial intelligence. Known as ChatGPT, this system served as an electric jolt to the nervous system of business and society at large. Rapidly adopted by people numbering in the hundreds of millions, it revealed the potential of AI in a way people had not previously been capable of understanding. It brought the power of advanced AI to people in a fashion that was as easy to use as a search engine.

Our world is changing as a result of this AI revolution. Speaking for my own advisory practice at Visionary Future, the enquiries began coming weekly, now daily, from all corners. Everyone from a top-ten investment bank to one of the fastest-growing tech companies in Europe has reached out to seek guidance on how to apply AI, what the new and emerging developments mean in the context of their businesses and those of their clients, and what new competitive threats might come about as a result of this disruption.

The private sector is only part of my life. I’ve also dedicated a significant portion of my life to public service, in my effort to apply technologies to solve problems at scale.

In my work in academia, my colleagues at Imperial College London and I, as well as those at the University of Oxford, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the University of Edinburgh and elsewhere, share a common concern that in the race to adopt AI, we need to ensure the direction we take is good for humanity. We are working to bring about AI systems we can rely on, that will improve the lot of everyone. We have formed the Trusted AI Institute to promote this idea, an initiative spanning more than 3,000 researchers (to start with) who are ready to tackle this problem. It’s imperative to the future of the human race because, if we get it wrong, we could create catastrophic consequences for society. Worse than the Black Death, worse than the Second World War, more far-reaching than the Industrial Revolution. If we get it right, we have the potential to solve some of the biggest and most intractable problems facing humanity.

With this in mind, I seek to provide you with a handy field guide to the world of AI, so you can inform your own decisions about what to do, how to go about it, and what the risks are of inaction.

This book is brief, of necessity, although I have provided some guideposts if you wish to explore more deeply.

Let’s start with the basics …




Part I

AI Changes Everything



Part I focuses on the fundamentals: what is AI, how has it impacted us thus far, and what risks does it present in the workplace?
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