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In some future day, the world will find peace, if we carry on believing, but also get active.

Steve Howe

Rock & Roll Hall of Fame

Guitarist from Yes
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In some future day, the creator economy will become the entire entertainment and media economy.
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Founder & CEO,
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the Age of Imagination.

You don’t have to be a follower of cutting-edge technology to know we’re living in times without precedent or analog; times when it feels like everything might change because of exciting new technologies.

There’s an old saying that I like a lot. . . . The identity of its author is lost to history; some believe it was Vladimir Lenin, the founder of the Russian Communist Party and the leader of the Bolshevik Revolution. But anyhow, the saying is: “Nothing can happen in decades, and then decades can happen in weeks.”

For me, that sums up what it feels like today when it comes to new technology. We’re living in a world in which technology’s advance can sometimes seem slow or even stagnant—or that we simply won’t see any further advance in certain areas—but then you blink and realize that we have suddenly progressed by leaps and bounds. A major new advance has taken place, and it felt like it happened overnight!

I believe that one of the reasons for these lightning-quick advances are the synergies that are created by existing technologies “meeting” one another and unlocking their true collective potentials.

The purpose of this book is to provide a guide to how and why Artificial Intelligence (AI) is going to solidify itself as the final (and the most powerful) synergistic component that unlocks this potential and allows us to enter an astounding new age—one which I call the Age of Imagination—in which existing technologies are suddenly superpowered, and achievements that we imagined were generations away will materialize seemingly overnight.

Not everything in this age will change, but some things definitely will. The good news is that most of the changes will be profoundly positive ones. They will allow tasks to be accomplished more quickly, and with greater accuracy. They will allow us to notice trends over large sets of data to uncover important breakthroughs we might have otherwise missed (or taken many decades to notice). They will open new doors in science and technology, sure, but also in art and creativity. They will prevent errors, accidents, and oversights. And perhaps most importantly, they will manifest a “leveling effect” that will allow for greater competition and greater inclusiveness—all over the world—in just about every field there is.

AI is going to be a powerful catalyst. It’s going to be the spark that sets these transformative changes in motion across disciplines. And to do this, it will leverage the technologies and platforms that have already been built up over the last few decades. AI is like the final ingredient in a recipe that makes all the prior ingredients work together—and then transforms the dish into something wholly new and wonderful.

Specifically, I believe that there are three important “foundational ingredients” that are waiting to be unleashed by AI.

The first foundational ingredient arrived at the dawn of what historians now call the Digital Age or the Information Age. Following the technologies of the Industrial Revolution, the Digital Age saw the introduction of the first personal computers and digital devices. This began with the work of pioneers like Alan Turing and John von Naumann, who charted the path to digital computation. Though the exact moment “computers existed” is hard to pin down, throughout the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s we saw the gradual, accretive development of programmable digital equipment that performed computations. In the seventies and eighties, these “computers” were then significantly enhanced via Internet connectivity. The eighties saw the growth of personal home computing, and the nineties the introduction of the World Wide Web and web browsing. By the turn of the millennium, computers were being used in virtually every industry, and at nearly every echelon of society. This brought forth an era in which great swaths of our economy became based on the sharing of information—quickly, accurately, and in large quantities. Stocks were traded digitally, newspapers were deployed digitally, and even the most important (or the most mundane) communications could be sent by email instead of hard copy. In a single generation, everything had changed.

The next foundational ingredient was the development of virtual realities and the metaverse. From early video games to contemporary social networks, computer technology allowed for the creation of immersive, interconnected digital worlds. At first they could be very simple—even crude—and certainly not something that could be mistaken for authentic reality. Early video games, for example, were little more than moving dots on a screen. Yet with the exponential growth of processing technology, computers began to render worlds that could soon be mistaken for footage of “the real thing.” These worlds generally served specific functions, even if that function was just entertainment. They were not “worse” or “better” than the actual world, just different. And in these new worlds, people could connect in new ways. They could make friends, start businesses, create art, or just socialize. And as the technology grew, people found that they could both spend and make money in these digital worlds—with some of the money being as artificial as the world itself, but some of it being very real.

And that brings me to the final foundational ingredient. Who says which money is “real” and which isn’t? The advent of blockchain technology and cryptocurrency compelled us to examine this question through a new lens. A blockchain is a digital public record of all prior transactions involving a specific digital token. Blockchains are made up of linked “blocks” of data maintained across connected computers in a peer-to-peer network. In addition to letting users track and record physical assets—like houses, cars, luxury goods, or even land— blockchain also allowed for the production of cryptocurrency. Cryptocurrency (or just “crypto”) refers to tokens of digital money that are maintained in a decentralized digital blockchain network. Bitcoin is the most prominent example. Cryptocurrency is not backed by a central issuing authority, like a government or a reserve bank, and this means it can function effectively while being completely unregulated by authorities (though some governments, like China, are now issuing their own cryptocurrency in the form of a Central Bank Digital Currency [CBDC]). Furthermore, because crypto is minted to the blockchain, it is more secure than almost all fiat money (and counterfeiting it is, by definition, impossible).

Digital Technology.

The Metaverse.

Blockchain and Cryptocurrency.

By themselves, these are all immensely powerful, game-changing tools. However, when combined with AI—which they are now going to be—their impacts are likewise compounded, and the upshot is that we’ll no longer be living in the same world. The Digital Age will become the Age of Imagination.

What will change in this new age?

I believe an accurate answer is “practically everything,” but that’s also too broad of a response to be satisfying. So this entire book is about where and how things will be changed in the coming age. But if I had to give a single answer for what was going to happen next, I might say “acceleration.”

AI accelerates everything. Full stop.

In a world integrated with AI technology, news travels more quickly. Medical tests and engineering trials are run at vastly accelerated speeds, giving us answers and solutions more quickly than ever before. Virtual renderings—like architects’ conceptions of skyscrapers based on nothing more than sketches, or fashion models wearing newly-designed outfits (that were only just sketched on a napkin), or artwork slated to be incorporated into advertising campaigns—will be available with unimagined immediacy. Creatives will be able to make and sell their work faster than ever before. Financial transactions—including everything from being paid for a sale, to getting a loan from a lender— will become speedier and more seamless. Services that keep us safe—from private security systems all the way up to the armies that patrol a nation’s borders—will be able to assess and neutralize threats more effectively. And perhaps most exciting of all, AI is going to accelerate the ways that humans can connect to other humans. People will be able to form relationships more quickly, and these relationships will be higher quality. They’ll be deeper. Trust will come faster. Shared interests will be easier to see. And everyone will be more confident about exactly where they stand.

From education, to health care, to sustainability, the fast and accurate modeling made possible by AI is going to change everything.

I call this new world the Age of Imagination because almost anything you want to imagine is going to be possible. In so many industries, people are still asking: “I wonder what X would look like?” In an Age of Imagination powered by AI, you won’t have to wonder. AI will instantly and accurately show you.

That’s the difference.

That’s what it’s going to be like in the Age of Imagination.

Will AI bring challenges and dilemmas, too? Yes, a few—and this book will consider these as well. However, challenges arise with any new groundbreaking technology—and, as humans have time and time again throughout history, we will find ways to overcome these challenges and mitigate any negative “side effects” that may accompany the rise of AI.

Finally, in terms of opportunity and equity, I’m most excited of all about the level playing field that AI is going to create for everyone, everywhere. Anybody who is able to imagine something—or come up with the next great idea—is going to be able to visualize, deploy, and ultimately monetize it, no matter who they are, where they live, or what their ethnic, cultural, educational, or religious background might be. A good idea will be a good idea—and a profitable idea—no matter who has it, or where they are in the world.

We’re about to enter the Age of Imagination, and it’s going to change everything.

Hold on tight. . . .





In some future day, the First Amendment will be a rallying point for humanity, a definitional point for all human beings to embrace what they have in common. A common article of faith, not just in free speech, but in each other.

Professor Jonathan Turley

Bestselling Author and Constitutional Law Expert





CHAPTER ONE




CHANGES FOR BUSINESSES, CREATORS, AND WORKERS

The Age of Imagination is going to be powered by connectivity. When many people hear that word—“connectivity”—they think of devices interfacing with one another. To some extent that’s an accurate way to visualize it, and it’s also something we already have. People can email one another, play cooperative online games, and do business face-to-face on a Zoom or Teams call. All of these activities involve devices interfacing. But in the Age of Imagination, this kind of interfacing is going to become supercharged. It will accelerate. It will become seamless and automatic. After a while, we’re going to lose the sense that we’re interfacing and connecting through devices. We’ll simply feel connected, period.

There are several critical components that will allow this new level of connection to become possible. They are existing technologies that will be leveraged and transformed into something new as we move forward. They include (but are not limited to):

• Cloud computing technology

• Social media

• Mobile devices

• “The Internet of Things”

• Blockchain technology

• The metaverse

• Augmented reality

• Virtual reality

• Drone technology

• Autonomous vehicle technology

All of the above are going to be connected, empowered, and improved by AI. You can also think of these elements as tools, and AI as the force that is going to allow almost anyone, anywhere, to use these tools.

This chapter is about how businesses, creators and makers, and the people who are employed at businesses are going to be impacted by the changes ahead. For existing businesses and creators, the transition to AI—and the integration of AI into the above elements—will be both empowering and disruptive at the same time. The good news is that it is going to create a level playing field that allows businesses of all sizes to compete as never before. However, it will also change the location(s) of the playing field, and will compel existing brands to attune themselves to customers in entirely new ways.

Now the question everyone in the boardroom is asking: Will consumers be ready for these changes?

The answer is: Yes. In fact, consumers will be demanding them. It is the consumers who will drive the coming change.

Every Fortune 1000 executive and C-suite leader is now aware of the coming rise of artificial intelligence, the metaverse, and blockchain technology. Yet very few of these leaders regard themselves as experts or pioneers in the field. Most are outsourcing decisions around AI to subject matter experts. Some leaders are even ambivalent about—or actively resistant to—the potential impacts of these technologies.

“Some industries are going to be impacted by AI, sure,” many of these executives will allow. “But mine?”

(I’ll let you imagine the skeptical tone in which the above line is often delivered.)

Of course, virtually all industries are going to be profoundly impacted by the technological changes AI will bring. It’s not just me who thinks this. Whoever they are, and whatever they like to shop for, consumers are excited about purchasing products and services in an AI-driven virtual reality. In 2023, McKinsey and Company estimated that the global metaverse and virtual shopping market is expected to eventually grow to $5 trillion. They also estimated that corporations, venture capitalists, and private equity firms invested around $120 billion in the metaverse in 2022—and that this investment has been increasing at a rate of 110 percent year-over-year. In my industry—branding, advertising, and representation, with a concentration on fashion lifestyle categories—we regularly see projections that the market for digital fashion is going to grow to a multibillion-dollar market by the end of the decade. Ultimately, digital fashion and metaverse clothing is expected to grow into the mid-ten-figures and stay there.

Whatever you sell, market, or create, the coming changes are going to powerfully and permanently change the ways consumers shop. Just as looking up a product or service in the phone book was long ago supplanted by searching on the Internet, so will our current online shopping landscape soon be supplanted by the rise of artificial intelligence and the metaverse.

Innovation is already accelerating digital change in the marketplace. Think of the diminished rate of cash transactions we’ve seen in just the past few years. Now add to that consumers who want to use new digital financial tools—such as digital wallets containing cryptocurrency—to pay for whatever goods or services they purchase. Customers increasingly prefer shopping in a digital environment. This can mean taking an avatar into a virtual store in the metaverse and making a purchase that will be delivered to them in the “real world”—sure!—but it can also mean the customer might want to have their analog, in-person shopping experiences enhanced by digital elements. Consumers want immersive and persistent digital enhancements—and they want them everywhere they go.

For example, imagine it’s the near future, and I walk into a physical clothing store to browse. Because I have made my digital and metaverse profile accessible to the store, they can immediately understand what kind of customer I am the moment I walk inside. They can access information about my personality and preferences, and then tailor my shopping experience accordingly. Maybe I’ve made it clear that I care deeply about environmental sustainability. In that case, the real or digital assistant can begin by telling me about the circular economy and upcycled features of the item I am considering buying. What if I care about activism or a political movement? The store can lead with how their brand connects with me ideologically. What if I care about supporting philanthropy? Immediately, I can learn how a portion of my purchase will be used to help fund a cause I’m passionate about. Finally, let’s say I have no ideological underpinnings to my buying habits; I’m just somebody who likes a good deal! The business can know that about me too, and simply let me know why right now is the time to buy if I want to save money.

Whatever you sell, however you sell it, your customers are going to want to make purchases in ways that align with their digital identities. Identity is important, and it’s only going to get more important as we move deeper into the twenty-first century. The lines between an online identity and an in-person identity are going to blur. Successful businesses will need to understand this, and to harness the awesome power of AI to use this “identity first” environment to drive sales. No business can afford to fall behind.

As a scholar of fashion technology, there are important historical inflection points that have allowed my industry to make leaps forward. My industry has not been a stranger to sudden impacts. In 1811, 66 percent of all the clothing in the United States was still made in people’s homes. But in 1830, the sewing machine was invented in France, and the consequences of this would be massive and global. (I should note that the Singer sewing machine that so many Americans are familiar with did not actually debut until 1851.) The 1840s saw the beginning of the mass manufacture of garments (mostly in the Northern states) and the farming of cotton—which it must be noted, rode on the backs of enslaved people—in the Southern states. In the 1860s, standardized paper patterns—with standardized sizes—were created; suddenly, clothing makers everywhere adopted them. In the 1920s, we saw the rise of department stores. In the 1940s, synthetic fibers like nylon, polyester, and acrylic were invented for use in the Second World War, and soon over 40 percent of fibers used in clothing in the United States would be synthetic. In the 1980s, we saw the rise of robotics and automation in the production and distribution of clothing. Almost overnight, every task that could be done by a robot was done by a robot.

All of these inflection points were inextricably connected to changes in culture and technology. While all of these have been important, I believe they are going to pale in comparison to the impact that AI is going to have. If we can get the mix right, then humans, tech, and capitalism are going to combine in wonderful ways. And the time is already here for the next leap forward. In fact, the time was yesterday.

In my industry of advertising with a concentration in the lifestyle industries, including fashion, art, music, sports, and entertainment, surveys consistently show us that over half of Gen Z are now comfortable getting fashion inspiration from nonhuman avatars. (That number is going to be even higher for Gen Alpha.) The market for “virtual fitting rooms” is forecasted to grow from $3 billion today to $30 billion by 2028. And globally, over 25 percent of consumers consistently indicate that they are interested in pursuing clothing shopping experiences virtually.

For any business, the growth of brand avatars in the form of metahumans—which we’ll discuss in greater depth in a subsequent chapter—is going to forge new, more personalized connections with customers. These brand avatars can do things like host exclusive virtual events for your product, or become the customizable star of a product demo. You’ll be able to configure these brand avatars for every segment of the market. Do you want your avatar to have a Southern accent when you make a pitch in the South? Boom! It’s done. This technology will allow a business’s brand messaging to have greater impact with consumers.

And just imagine how AI will be able to help you out when it comes to customer service. Everyone knows how much people detest dealing with automated customer service over the phone. But that will change when the AI-powered customer service agent can speak to the consumer in a personalized way, in the language they speak, and with a seamless and instant knowledge of the customer’s needs and issues. Digital customer service is going to go from being a liability to being preferred by many consumers.

Or consider sales. Digital sales representatives are going to be able to interact with customers knowledgably, and to anticipate and answer their questions. Their knowledge of the customer will be superior to human sales reps. And if for any reason a customer prefers a human salesperson, they can always make that hand-off. Imagine a store where a digital salesperson can allow customers to purchase products, make appointments (in my industry, that might be an appointment for a custom fitting), and deal with annoying issues like returns. And that digital salesperson will have a knowledge of the customer’s purchase history, preferences, and passions.

What’s more, all of these digital, AI-powered interactions with customers are going to allow businesses to capture valuable data and analytic feedback in real time. It will be a world where C-suite executives can make data-driven decisions without the need for a data analyst, or without a multi-day wait while data is manually examined to generate the answers they need.

The coupling of AI with blockchain technology shifts the power away from centralized production ventures and back to the individual creators. As never before, we’re going to see a level business playing field that allows for true competition. The barriers of geography, language, and income are going to break down. A sixteen-year-old fashion designer from the Bronx will be able to design her products using AI, generate interest for them using social media, and then compete directly with major fashion houses. Tech innovators in any location will be able to design, build, and launch programs. Most important of all will be the ability of creators to produce digital assets—and deploy them— from any location. These “assets” will include images, book or movie trailers, art, music, and so on. All of it can be created quickly and easily using AI. The creators will be able to monetize it and protect it on the blockchain. (More about how this works in subsequent chapters.) Suffice it to say, it will be a one-stop-shop. Everything you’ll want to do, you’ll be able to do it using AI.

In my agency, we already have designers who are using AI to mock-up products, create the primary packaging, create the secondary packaging, create full ad campaigns, and then presell the product to get money for cash flow. They can then build based upon those initial orders. And they’re protecting their intellectual products through the use of smart contracts embedded on the blockchain.

This is a disruption, but it is a good disruption. The playing field is being leveled. Massive fashion companies like PVH (formerly known as the Phillips-Van Heusen Corporation) and LVMH (Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton) need to pay attention to what is going on. Now, individual creators, who couldn’t compete with large fashion houses just a few years ago, can work out of their apartments and challenge these industry giants.

Another area where AI is going to change everything for creators—and for businesses that sell content—is collaboration. Specifically, it will enable new and exciting collaborations, the likes of which the world has never seen. To give an example, few American photographers have been able to conjure a personal style like the great New York City–based photographer Richard Avedon, who passed away in 2004. The professional tennis player Coco Gauff was born in 2004, and she has become a mainstay of sportswear company advertisements and has been featured in fashion magazines like Vogue. What if Gauff could have been photographed by Avedon? But alas, it was not to be. They were from different eras, and their lives just didn’t line up . . . so we’ll never know.

Or will we?

Artificial intelligence allowed my agency to create stunning visual images of what a photoshoot of Gauff might have looked like if Avedon had been around to shoot it. These images are remarkably accurate-feeling. (When I show them to people, I always have to reiterate that they were not actually shot by Avedon.) We’ve done the same thing with Robert Mapplethorpe, imagining how he might shoot Timothée Chalamet. In this case too, it’s pretty remarkable how realistic the final product looks. At my agency, we’ve been able to create AI renders of how many great photographers who have passed away might shoot subjects who lived (or are now living) at a different time. And all of them were created using AI.

Businesses and creators are going to be able to use this technology to show potential customers real visualizations of how their products and services could be used. Where does that land in terms of ethics or copyright? For me, that connects to the idea of needing to “do the right thing”—a theme I’ll return to throughout this book. When a new technology allows us to do something new, there will always be both ethical and less-than-ethical ways to implement it. It was true when the manipulation of still images became possible due to technology like Photoshop, and it’s true now with AI. People will need to do the right thing. The right thing and the legal thing are not always identical.

I have a law degree, I was admitted to the bar in New York, New Jersey, and DC, and I sit on the board of the New York State Bar Taskforce for Cryptocurrency and Digital Assets. Which is just to say: I know whereof I speak! I think that the United States Supreme Court will ultimately find that using the kinds of digital AI renders I’ve described above—e.g.: imagine subject X photographed by photographer Y—does not qualify as copyright infringement on the estate of a deceased photographer. There are standards in current copyright law for something called “transformative use.” This is a relatively recent copyright standard; it was solidified by the courts in 1994, and is a subset of “fair use.” (Fair use allows limited portions of copyrighted material to be used by someone who is not the copyright holder, but only in certain limited circumstances. Fair use includes things like a reviewer quoting a few passages from the book they are reviewing, or a teacher or scholar excerpting part of a work in their classroom lessons.) Transformative use occurs when someone takes an existing work and adds something new that gives the work an entirely new perspective or position. Examples of transformative use are things like sampling a musical work to create a parody that makes fun of the original, or using a number of copyrighted pictures in a large collage that forms an entirely new image when viewed from a distance.

The transformative use standard is going to be vitally important for businesses and creators. If you adequately transform something, then you’re not infringing on copyright. When my company creates an image of a new pair of Nike shoes as though they were designed by Dale Chihuly—for example—I believe that it does not create copyright infringement and is sufficiently covered by transformative use. I’m careful to say “I believe” because I feel dead certain that as use of AI in business and creative work expands, we’re going to see a lot of these cases run all the way up to the US Supreme Court.

Whatever the law ultimately allows—or doesn’t—in the Age of Imagination, companies are going to want to err on the side of embracing collaborators and those who transform their products in exciting ways . . . rather than suing them for copyright infringement. To get a hint of what that future might be like, I think we can look at something Nike is already promoting. They have done a tremendous job of building out a community vertical using emerging technologies, specifically blockchain. There’s a platform called dot-SWOOSH that I’d encourage you to look up online. Using this platform, Nike is taking their very, very important and iconic intellectual property—the swoosh and some of their sneaker designs—and allowing designers to create new versions of their products that both the designer and Nike can monetize together.

I think as the success of this sort of thing becomes more widespread, we’re going to see more and more brands get comfortable with allowing creators to engage with their products and create new cooperative collabs. Everyone will be able to monetize in new and different ways. However, it’s important for me to point out that we are still feeling our way forward when it comes to the standards of proper behavior in the world of AI. Right now, the standard that the patent office uses are that if something is machine generated, it won’t enjoy the same protections as if a human had created it. You can’t protect something that’s machine generated to the same degree as something drawn by hand. But, if that’s the case, then what protections do IP-holders deserve? Can they protect subsequent people from using those images in AI art? To what threshold? If I make a copyrighted hand drawing, can someone else use AI to tweak or enhance it and sell that result?

If you’re a brand owner in a lifestyle category, part of your marketing arsenal is collaborations. Should you use AI to collaborate with a protected IP? How far can you take it and still remain within the law? How do brands—luxury brands who may have built their intellectual property over hundreds of years—deal with unauthorized collaboration when it happens and is shared on social media? You could have user-generated content that totally upends your centuries-old brand standard. If it’s shareable (or already shared) and popular, then how do you react to that?

I’m asking all of these questions precisely because I can’t tell you the answers, and that’s because the answers will be different for everyone. However, I do know one thing: these are the sort of questions that all businesses and creators will have to answer in the years ahead!

Another thing I’m going to talk about repeatedly in this book is the ongoing tension between those who are in favor of accelerating this technology quickly and those who believe doing so would be unwise. In industry and business, we must be allowed to compete. I believe that taking an intentionally slow and hampered approach when it comes to the implementation of AI will necessarily, by definition, be a ruinous path for businesses (and their employees) as well as creators. However, I also believe it is possible—and, indeed, is incumbent upon us—to ensure that AI evolves quickly and morally at the same time. I am confident that this can be done, because it must be done.

Business leaders need to take an optimistic approach that incentivizes growth. We need to be aggressively and unapologetically pro-tech. If we get this right, we’ll not only get a new set of powerful tools for use in business and commerce; we’ll also give capitalism and free markets a way to inexorably expand into new places all over the world. The people who want to decelerate the evolution and adoption of AI have scary slogans they sometimes use, like “Decelerate or die!” They aren’t saying we need to stop the evolution of AI completely, but they are certainly saying that we need to regulate the hell out of it, and put imagined problems ahead of existing, real-world applications. When they want to sound less extreme, they’ll use other slogans like “Build safe!” (What reasonable person could be against safety, right?) But we can’t let those who are afraid of artificial intelligence drive the conversation for a couple of simple reasons.

One reason is that they’re simply wrong about the dangers purportedly presented by AI. Look, AI is not going to spontaneously launch nuclear weapons for no reason, and/or enslave humanity. I think a lot of the mythology around this concern comes from works of fiction that many of us grew up with. For example, in 1983, at the height of the Cold War standoff between the United States and the Soviet Union, the Matthew Broderick film WarGames introduced a generation to a scenario in which a supercomputer becomes “self-aware” and threatens to launch nuclear weapons and start World War Three. Likewise, the award-winning, incredibly famous science fiction story “I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream” by Harlan Ellison captivated a generation of readers by suggesting that AI supercomputers might eventually talk to one another, decide collectively that they prefer artificial beings to organic ones, and then use technology to murder and enslave the human race.

These scenarios are not going to happen because artificial intelligence has no motivation for doing any of these things. Because artificial intelligence is just that—artificial—it simply doesn’t have the motivations that could conceivably drive an evil human to take steps to bring about a horrific, world-ending scenario. AI has no drive. It has no desire. It does not prefer existing to not existing. Today, Generative AI is algebra. Math will not kill us.

Could AI be used by a person with bad intentions? Sure. Safeguards must be taken against that, and I’ve devoted a subsequent chapter to how we must all work to prevent nefarious uses of AI. But AI cannot and will not cause a disaster to occur simply of its own volition. The concern here is like being afraid that after you invent a gun, the gun is going to go around town on a shooting spree by itself. That’s not going to happen. Such scenarios will always remain in the world of science fiction.

The second reason why we can’t let those who are afraid of AI drive the conversation—and this is just as important—is that the only thing adopting an intentionally slow pace will accomplish is to give hostile nations an edge over us . . . as they are all going to be embracing AI with open arms! We know that countries like Russia and China are already using AI to sow disharmony in the United States and Western nations. And it’s not just the dispersal of targeted propaganda. Hostile nations can use AI to gain access to information meant to be confidential. It can be used to steal patents and inventions. It can download products and processes that may have taken American companies many millions of dollars to invent and develop, and reproduce them in a competing economy. The most troubling uses of AI by hostile nations may be the ones we haven’t even considered. But there are some things we do know for sure. The most conservative projections show that Russia and China are likely to invest tens of billions of dollars into AI by the end of this decade. They’re not doing that for no reason at all.

Western capitalism succeeds because it’s the best system for honest businesspeople and creators. It lets them take their skills and talents and use them to build something big and remarkable, and then to enjoy the resulting rewards. If we allow any other nation or culture to outpace us when it comes to incorporating AI into our business and creative cultures, we risk losing everything that gives us an edge!

[image: image]

So when we talk about the development of AI—whether it will be used in business, art, or elsewhere—what exactly do we mean? At this juncture in AI’s journey, we’re mostly seeing the development of Large Language Models, or LLMs for short. If you’re not familiar, an LLM is a type of AI that can generate text, respond to text input conversationally (much like a human could), and sometimes create things like images or video renderings. The most famous LLM is probably OpenAI’s ChatGPT. However, companies like X, Amazon, Meta, Microsoft, and many others are all currently working on (or have already created) competing LLMs.

Every field is going to be impacted by how these LLMs are grown. Importantly, this growth does not happen in a vacuum; LLMs need to be taught and trained, just like humans do. Right now, most LLMs are being trained on publicly available data. That is to say, information from all over the world—and most of it on the Internet. The LLMs read this text data and learn to understand the relationship between the words. They learn how things are connected, and they can eventually use their learnings to speak to things within this collection of data just like a human could. (The recall ability of an LLM greatly exceeds that of most humans.)

Are all LLMs trained with the same data? No, and this is key.

LLMs are built and curated differently. The big tech companies also have different resources for capturing the data that LLMs are built from. For example, Google can draw on information from Google searches to train an LLM on what data people look for and find useful. Meta is going to have access to information that people share on the social media platforms that it owns (Elon Musk is already doing this with Grok and “X”). Will these translate into substantive differences in AI functionality? It is entirely possible. These tech companies will be able to train their models however they like.

These are the kinds of calls that people in the tech industry are going to have to make. What we know is that if we want AI to help in difficult situations, we’re going to have to do the “hard work” on training it on difficult topics. If we don’t, we’ll end up with something nobody’s happy with.

Notoriously, in the mid-2010s, Microsoft launched an AI chatbot named Tay that infamously trained itself using social media posts. However, in doing so, it “learned” to repeat sexist and racist ideas. (To Microsoft’s credit, when this happened, Tay was quickly taken down.) Now, the “easy” solution to this would be to train LLMs to entirely avoid things that could be interpreted as racist or sexist. However, that’s not the world we live in. One must occasionally encounter objectionable content or ideas. If Microsoft or any other company wants to give us an LLM product that is truly helpful—in business or elsewhere—they will need to build LLMs that recognize sexist and racist terms (and other objectionable things), but also understand that they are offensive and hurtful.

There are challenging nuances here that are worth noting. Someone using a slur on social media in 2025 is a pretty clearcut case of what we don’t want a contemporary LLM to emulate. But what about when an LLM is given a canonical literary text to “learn from” that was written in a time of outdated ideas about women, people of color, and LGBTQ people? Here again, we are going to have to work to ensure that these tech companies know what they are doing. Some of that will be done by the free market. Businesses that adopt these AI models are going to have to make sure that the values of the LLM they are using comport with their own values and represent their business in the way they want to be seen by their customers!

There are different kinds of bias that businesses and creators will have to learn to navigate in a world of AI.

First, there is overt bias, which companies are doing a good job of taking care of. In a case of overt bias, an LLM may have been intentionally trained to use an inappropriate word, slur, or thought paradigm. But there’s also implicit bias, which is trickier. In my opinion, we may be able to root out overt bias completely—for example, ensuring an AI never uses certain slurs or rude words—but implicit bias is going to be more challenging to correct. It may be an ongoing concern we have to address indefinitely. I say this because AI learns from humans, and human history contains implicit bias in many, many areas. Those who wrote great works of literature, or conducted great scientific experiments, or who founded the United States of America, may have nonetheless been impacted by the implicit bias of their day. Large language models are trained on the corpus of history, and what people throughout history thought and wrote and did. Some ideas—and some people—were excluded from historical conversations because of these biases.

AI will also never have perfect information. That’s because people don’t have perfect information, and the sources of information we give AI to learn from are necessarily going to be flawed in certain ways. But—another theme I’m going to repeat throughout this book—something doesn’t need to be perfect in order to be tremendously valuable.

This, however, does bring me to an important point about LLMs, which is that, as good as they get—and, believe me, they’re going to get amazing—it will always be important to check their work when something important is at stake. As the saying goes, we must learn to trust but verify.

How is this done? It’s less mysterious than you might imagine.

First, if you are using an LLM that links to sources (or just cites them), check those sources personally before accepting anything the LLM has provided as gospel truth. Make sure the LLM has summarized the content correctly, and that it has included everything relevant.

Next, do your own web search using a search engine and attempt to verify the information the LLM has provided to you. (You may also wish to use the “SIFT” method: Stop, Investigate the source, Find better coverage, and Trace claims to the original context.)

Finally, you may want to use a model that links to its sources, like Perplexity or Copilot. This makes things easier to fact-check (though Perplexity and Copilot aren’t foolproof yet—so beware).

And I’ll say one more thing on this topic. Branding matters. I’m an ad guy, so I think a lot about how products are positioned and what (and how) they are named. The people at Microsoft elected to call their LLM Copilot for a reason. It’s not as advanced and reliable as we might ideally like it to be. They know that, and that’s why they didn’t name it Autopilot. (Maybe one day it will be rebranded when it advances far enough, but for now the name is apt.) For the moment, the work of LLMs has to be checked. It is designed to be checked.

Personally, whenever I use LLMs, I always go back and check the results. When I’m provided information or answers with no sources cited, I simply ask it: “Can you cite a source for that?” If it can, great. If
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