
O
ne of the last topics to be addressed by the 
Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP)
in the US under President Barack Obama is a 
big one – artificial intelligence (AI) – and 

prescient given how big the impact of the modern 
world and globalisation have been in the election of 
Donald Trump. There are two reports on AI that the 
OSTP managed to publish by December 2016. The 
first, ‘Preparing for the future of artificial 
intelligence’,1 looks at existing and potential 
applications, and questions raised for society and 
public policy. The second report, ‘Artificial 
intelligence, automation, and the economy’2 is a 
rapid follow-up and looks mostly at economic 
impacts of AI-driven automation.

The first report has a good overview of the  
various definitions of AI and its current state of 
development. Remarkable progress has been made 
on what is known as ‘narrow AI’, which addresses 
applications such as playing strategic games, 
language translation, self-driving vehicles, and 
image recognition. ‘General AI’ refers to a notional 
future AI system that exhibits apparently intelligent 
behaviour at least as advanced as a person across 
the full range of cognitive tasks, and is the stuff of 
dystopian visions of the future, but currently there 
is little here to trouble policymakers. 

Meanwhile, the narrow AI apps have great 
promise in areas such as medicine, transport, 
criminal justice and even helping to solve major 
social problems such as homelessness and poverty. 
Many uses of AI for public good rely on the 
availability of data that can be used to train 
machine learning models and test the performance 
of AI systems, so underpinning these apps will 
probably be more questions about the regulation of 
data, which are raised later in the report. First 
though there is a recommendation to release 
datasets to address social challenges, even proposing 
an ‘open data for AI’ initiative.

Inevitably though, the report does turn to 
regulation, but initially about the specific risks that 
AI systems may introduce such as ensuring the 
safety of autonomous vehicles and aircraft. In the 
US, there is new regulation that authorises non-
recreational drones, and also a new federal 
automated vehicles policy. These are really 
adaptations of existing regulation, and it is noted 
that airspace management is likely to be a major 
use for AI. In general, the report says that “broad 
regulation of AI research or practice would be 

inadvisable at this time”, but 
agencies will need appropriate 
technical expertise at a senior 
level. It is recognised that safety 
engineering is problematic and 
a barrier to deployment.

More pressing perhaps is 
good governance of data (and 
‘big data’) that is used to drive 
AI systems, such as in criminal 
justice applications (risk 
prediction tools for sentencing 
are mentioned that could 
generate racially biased 
results). There is discussion of 
how to ensure transparency of 
how such systems work and 
why they can be subject to 
intentional or unintentional 
bias in the underlying 

algorithms. Cybersecurity is also a major area for 
narrow AI – “There are many opportunities for AI 
and machine learning systems to help cope with the 
sheer complexity of cyberspace and support human 
decision making in response to cyberattacks.”

Briefly, the second report, on automation and the 
economy, says that responding to the economic 
effects of AI-driven automation will be a significant 
policy challenge. It shows just how wide the impact 
of this new wave of automation will be as there  
are questions for the fundamental operation of 
economies and societies, ranging from reforming 
welfare and taxation, to new education and training 
strategies, to impacts on productivity. As it says: 

“Technology is not destiny 
– institutions and policies 
are critical.”

Finally, there’s the 
‘Artificial intelligence and 
life in 2030’,3 the first 
report in an ongoing study 
that was launched in 2014 

by Stanford University, and which has now 
published. The study panel picked eight domains 
likely to affect a typical American city – 
transportation, service robots, healthcare, 
education, low-resource communities, public safety 
and security, employment and workplace, and 
entertainment – and looks at the past 15 years and 
then 15 years ahead. They find no imminent threat 
to humankind, and “inappropriate regulatory 
activity would be a tragic mistake”, but: 
“Fortunately, principles that guide successful 
regulation of current digital technologies provide a 
starting point,” such as privacy regulation. 

However, as the first OSTP report comments, 
experience shows that it’s mostly hopeless trying to 
predict what will happen with any technology 
beyond 10 years – you might just as well flip a coin.  
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Applications of artificial 
intelligence have profound 
implications for societies. The US 
government and academics have 
been taking a close look

Inappropriate regulatory 
activity would be a 
tragic mistake.
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