
Sonya
Back to the Future with Sutherland is a podcast that looks back to move forward. I'm Sonya Barlow, author 
and presenter, and each episode we sit down with business leaders who've been in the trenches of digital 
transformation to hear their real unvarnished stories, the wins, the setbacks, and most importantly, the 
lessons that will shape tomorrow's business decisions. Let's turn back the clock and learn from industry 
leaders experiences to unlock tomorrow's digital performance and potential.

Welcome to the Back to the Future podcast with Sutherland and myself, Sonya Barlow. I'm an 
entrepreneur, author, and presenter, and an advocate of tech and AI. If anything, that's all we talk about 
right now is AI, AI, and how AI is helping our businesses.

But today I want to talk about, do we actually need to incorporate AI in our business? If so, how can we 
make it work for our customer? And most importantly, what does the future of work actually look like?

I'm joined by guests from Sutherland and Wayfair. So before I begin, I'd love to ask the first question, how 
are we using AI in our professional lives? Just today, I used it to create some captions on some content, 
which has saved me a pretty penny, but also meant that I can possibly learn a new language through the 
translation that now does exist.

Sanjay, welcome to the show. I'd love for you to give us a brief introduction to who you are, what you do, 
and also how you're using AI in your day to day.
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Sanjay
Yep. Thanks, Sonya. Glad to be here.

My name is Sanjay Reddy. I lead retail and CPG globally for Sutherland and been with Sutherland for a little 
over a year. In terms of how I use AI on a day to day basis, I mean, like everybody else, I use it.

I use ChatGPT to do a lot of my proofreading and such. So that's something that I do on a daily basis. Use 
a lot of conversational commerce as well and, you know, starting to use that a lot more to help with my day 
to day, you know, shopping and such.

So that's something that I use a lot.

Sonya
Shantanu, thank you so much for joining us. You're here from Wayfair. Tell us a little bit about yourself and 
how you're using AI in your day to day.

Shantanu
Thank you, Sonya. Great to be here. So I lead global customer service, primary sales, and scam prevention 
for Wayfair, which is an online retail company.

And I've been here at Wayfair for about seven years now. I am a big user of ChatGPT and Gemini, both of 
them, for different use contexts, you know, primarily to improve my own productivity, but also in the spirit 
of just learning about how AI is changing the world. And every day I feel when I use these tools, I feel like 
I'm learning something new, something different.

Sonya
Interesting. You emphasize the big, you're like, I use it and it's here to stay. And it seems like in the last 
year, this tech evolution has just taken over.

So I'd love to know, let's start with Wayfair. You said that you're a retail company, but prior to the 
conversation here, you said you're a tech first company. Most people might not actually know that that is 
what you will do as a business model.

So tell me, how have you been incorporating technology in your business at Wayfair?

Shantanu
Yeah, great question. So we do think of ourselves as a technology first company, because when you think 
of e-commerce as a business, the biggest value that we bring to our customers, if you think about the home 
goods sector, for example, when you go to one shop, you get to see 5, 10, 15 different products. When you 
are on a platform like e-commerce, you're talking millions of products and every person can buy the things 
that they want to buy, have the choices, and being able to inspire them the right way, guide them to the 
products of their choice, their interests, when millions of products, doing it manually is not the way.

So I think technology naturally comes first in e-commerce company. And we have applied that along 
the full journey, whether it is inspiring customers to buy the product, whether it is in actually the delivery 
process, when the delivery has happened, in service, end to end, we apply technology. It's been a journey, 
I would say.

And when you think of technology, I would say a few years ago, you would think of it as, okay, you think 
of automation and robotics usage, to then machine learning became something big. And then now more 
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recently, it's AI, which is very conversational in nature, very intuitive in nature. So I think that transformation 
in technology has been happening and has been really, really fast, I would say.

And I'm proud to say that I think we have been front and center of using this technology to benefit our 
customers.

Sonya
And Sanjay, what about your perspective? I mean, the last 18 to 24 months, how have you incorporated 
tech into Sutherland, especially when you're thinking about that retail industry?

Sanjay
AI adoption and the pace at which AI is coming up is just dramatic, right? I mean, for instance, not too long 
ago, it was all about generative AI and how that's going to help drive transformation in the industry. But 
now the conversation has shifted, right?

I mean, now we're talking about agentic AI and how AI can work autonomously to take actions and get 
things done to achieve the business outcomes, right? So there's a huge transformation happening in 
this space. And how we are helping our clients navigate is helping them identify the right use cases for 
application of AI, helping them navigate this changing landscape related to AI.

Sonya
When you think about your customers, your customers are also facing a similar problem to your teams 
internally. They don't know what they don't know, but there's a little bit of FOMO when it comes to using 
artificial intelligence and building a business based on tech. So let's start with your teams.

In the last 12 months, given that you are senior leaders in the business, how have you taken your teams 
on a journey where you're learning about technology and then the use cases? Because truth be told, you 
could have gone in any direction. And there are so many different use cases when it comes to artificial 
intelligence, but how do you keep a focus on what's worked and what you're going to say no to?

Shantanu
First things first, I would say when I think of AI, right? Truly the things that we want to do or the vision that 
we have. We are all about customer service.

In customer service and broadly in Wayfair, we're all about how do we enhance customer experience and 
create the value for the customer? So essentially what we want to do hasn't changed. It's how we are 
enabling it and how the enablement can be accelerated.

That's the whole point of AI. The reason I say this is important is it is not just about I make stuff efficient, 
right? So the way I think of it is, I would say there are three big areas where when you apply AI and you 
want to get value of AI, there are three of them.

First is personal productivity, right? And by definition, personal productivity means I do what I do, but I do 
better, right? So you are still the owner of what you are driving or what you want to do, but AI enables you 
to do it better and faster, right?

So one example I'll give you there is around building agent assist models, right? Where the conversation 
happening with the customer, there are already prompts that are given to the agents. So the way it adds 
value to our agents is the agent is actually able to focus on solving the problem for the customer versus 
writing or typing the answers, right?
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So that's one of the things that we talk to our people about, which is really this is to help you become more 
of you, right? To become a better version of you, and which I think resonates quite well. Second area is 
driving insights, right?

How do you take large information or sources of information and truly parse out what insights we could 
generate for improving customer experience, revenue growth, cost reduction, could be multiple things. 
So one example I'll give you there is, so when you think of customer service and contacts, right? So when 
customers have a problem, they contact us.

There's a certain period of time that is required in terms of the interaction to solve the problem. And then 
you're talking about millions of those things. How do you parse out from there?

What are the things we really need to improve for this specific customer, as well as in the overall context 
of improving the experience, right? So AI is actually able to parse out those insights for my teams. And the 
teams can actually drive action almost at a real-time level to drive improvement.

So that's another message to the teams to say, it actually helps you get more insights than you could have 
in the past, which enables you to drive better value for our customer. And then the third piece is around, 
think of workflow optimizations, right? So there are, when I think of customer service, for example, we 
have journeys, different journeys.

So journeys could be, you know, where is my stuff is one journey, right? Customer will contact you of, you 
know, where's my stuff? And there's different workflows involved in this, returning process, cancellations 
process, and so on, right?

You could leverage AI to say, in the process that we have designed, how can we make this, are there areas 
of opportunity in improving productivity in the process or in thinking about the process slightly differently, 
right? So making processes better is another area where we can apply AI to. So using, so these are the 
three big themes that we talk to our people around and then say, this is how you get the value.

And I think that has generated a lot of buy-in on usage of AI.

Sonya
And so what I'm hearing you say is, in order to make the best use of the technology and the shift, it's 
understanding the insights, it's knowing that it's helping you to improve your day-to-day, but most 
importantly is taking your people on that journey, be that your audience, your customers, or your 
colleagues internally. Now Sanjay, from a Sutherland perspective, when companies come to you, when 
you have discussions and people like, we want to incorporate tech, which has been the narrative over the 
last 12 to 18 months, what are some of the questions that you ask them or discussions that you have when 
you think about implementing intelligently?

Sanjay
Absolutely. I mean, for us, I think the key thing is not to implement technology for the sake of implementing 
technology, right? For us, it's important to understand what the customer is looking to achieve in terms of 
their business objectives and such.

So we start by taking a look at understanding their true business objectives and then creating journey 
maps that give them a future state that's going to be much better than where they are currently. 
Understanding where some of those inefficiencies are, where some of those broken journeys may be, and 
then coming up with recommendations of technology and AI to drive improvement in that overall process, 
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right, the to-be process. So that's key, right, is to take a step back to understand what the future state 
needs to be and then implementing the right technologies to drive that future state.

Sonya
And when you think about Wayfair and the overall big picture, the last 12 months, the last 18 months, 
you've had different versions of technology being implemented at different locales. And I ask that because 
from my understanding of your business model, you serve the US, you have offices in the island, you have 
offices in the UK, you were in Athens earlier this week. The point being is different locales have different 
understanding when it comes to tech, intelligence, and even literacy.

So how do you stabilize your implementation of technology from a global lens and then localize it to 
actually meet your consumer and the demand?

Shantanu
I think it starts with the global understanding of what are those key areas that we think AI could be a 
big unlock for us, right, so it starts there. And that unlock, I would say, and it goes beyond just customer 
service, my word, right. So for example, it could be in storefront, which is where you're selling the product, 
in marketing, in customer service, sales, and so on, in supply chain, you know, there are all applications.

So what you start with, I would say is where, what is the vision of the company? What are the key things 
that we want to achieve as a company? And if those things are, you know, stay true and aligned to the 
global level, how do we then scale it faster using AI, right?

So that's where the global alignment is needed across the company. Now, obviously, when you're doing 
that, you are using customer feedback as a key indicator. So should we even do those things?

Does it even matter to the customer? So yes, I mean, that obviously is the backbone. So, you know, like 
I was saying earlier, I think the priorities that we want to drive excellent customer experience, we want to 
make sure that our customer come back to us because of that experience, they have great products at 
hand, and when they give us feedback, we drive actions towards that, none of those things have changed.

But then when it comes to the applications of those things, you start typically with saying, okay, so now if 
I think of customer service, you say, what is what I call as you do a level of value stream mapping, as I call 
it, meaning what are those key moments of truth in the customer service world? I was talking to you about 
the journeys before, right? So you take each of those journeys and then say, if I think about where is my 
product as a journey, what should the what experience should I give to the customer?

When you think of customer service, I'm sure you have contacted some customer service, you know, 
organizations.

Sonya
You'd be surprised, my family are listening to this saying, thinking, that's all she does. That's all she's good 
at. The amount of discounts that I have gotten through people and robots just by contacting customer 
service should be a whole marketing case study in itself.

Shantanu
Wow. We should talk about that.

Sonya
Or you are a scam prevention.
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Shantanu
We should talk about that. Yeah. And we've done quite a few things there as well.

But that aside, that aside, I think, you know, what, what truly the customer wants is first of all, the customer 
does not want a problem. But if you do have a problem, you want it solved efficiently. And, and you do not 
want to contact again, right to to solve the problem.

So I call this in three words, I call it effortless, proactive, and personalized. Effortless is you shouldn't even 
have that problem in the first place. If you do, you shouldn't have to tell us, we will tell you already that we 
know, we think there's a problem.

In most cases, there are some cases, you will have to tell us if there's a problem. But in most cases, how 
do I proactively communicate with the customer? And then if you, if you still had to do the contact, you as 
a person have a certain problem.

And you as a customer, we want to make sure we solve it for the way you need it to be solved in and it 
suits you best. When you try and do that, without technology, it gets a little hard because then it is left to 
that individual, you can do a lot of training and coaching, but it's left to that individual to solve the way they 
want. AI, in that case, so now I'm funneling it down to specifically customer service.

AI, this is where AI is able to able to create those nuances to say, I understand the customer based on 
their experiences in the past, the product that they've bought, the issue or the situation they have, and 
then leverage AI to be able to solve that, solve that problem in an effective way, while being empathetic 
and friendly. But the way I would solve that problem for a customer in the US is not the same as I would 
do it for someone in UK or someone, you know, someone in Ireland, right? Your, the local guidelines are 
different.

The way you think of mattresses in UK is very different from the way you would think of a mattress in the 
US. So there are those nuances as well. So leveraging AI to understand those region-based nuances, 
as well as that personalized experience for the customer, that's, that's, that's, those are those very, very 
localized elements, I would say that, that AI is able to bring to bear.

And then we are able to actually serve the customer for the needs that they have.

Sonya
Sanjay, before we move into the future, I want to take us back. I love to humanize our discussions and 
experiences, especially when we talk about technology, I feel like people go really deep, really quickly, or 
it's just kind of fluffy, right? That's not going to happen on this show.

The Back to the Future podcast with Sutherland, we want to get into the storytelling. Do you remember 
that moment in the past, in the last 12 to 18 months where you, you had to take a step back and you're like, 
wait, tech is really changing our business. Do you remember that discussion you had, that meeting or that 
moment where you were working from home in your Sutherland hoodie, and you were like, wait, tech is 
really making a difference and things are changing.

Sanjay
I think for the longest time, right, you know, all of us bought stuff through digital commerce, right, which 
would be going onto a website, searching for things that we need, apps within, you know, apps for brands 
and such. And the conversation of commerce really started taking hold, right? I mean, now you can use 
virtual assistants, you can actually use chatbots and just ask a question, right?
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Hey, I need a blue suit for a wedding. And suddenly you get a lot of options. I mean, and you could ask 
that on Instagram and get a lot of options on WhatsApp related to all the different kinds of blue suits that 
you could wear, and then actually use Apple Pay to pay for it, right?

So now without even going onto a website or using an app, I was able to very seamlessly, you know, in a 
highly frictionless kind of a setup, complete a whole transaction. And so that really was an, you know, was 
a really an eye opening moment for me to say that, hey, conversational commerce is going to completely 
change the way we think about shopping in the future. It's not going to be about, you know, websites or 
apps and such.

It's actually going to be much more than that. So that for me in my personal life was a big aha moment in 
terms of how some of this is going to change.

Sonya
Now I'm going to play devil's advocate. I've just heard you say that and Shantanu, I've heard you use the 
words like custom experience and user first and efficiency several times. As a consumer, I can already play 
out in the future.

The fact that if we have this consumer conversation and we have a lesser time period between problem 
and solution, actually, isn't it going to be far more easier for you as businesses potentially to lose 
consumers or for consumers to feel the lag if something isn't done instantly? Because we're in this age 
of instant gratification. So if as a consumer, I have a problem and I go on your website and I have shared 
that problem, if I'm not receiving an answer, let's say in two minutes, I'm going to be like, well, actually, I'm 
going to go somewhere else because there's an array on options available.

So I believe that maybe through technology, looking into the future, we've stopped giving people and 
businesses grace and we expect them to always be on, which can be good or bad. Shantanu, do you have 
any thoughts on that?

Shantanu
So I think you're right. The expectations of the consumers have changed significantly over the past several 
years and we want everything yesterday. We used to talk about two-day delivery and now we talk about 
same-day delivery and if you're that is a baseline expectation of what consumers want.

So if companies are not adopting to those changes and delivering what our customers are expecting, you 
will fall behind. So as simple as that. And in that journey, I would say AI actually can help significantly.

I'm thinking of areas like social media. On social media, social media is no longer just a channel where 
people are exchanging thoughts. It has become a channel where you actually motivate customers, change 
their expectations, significantly change their sentiments about a certain brand or a company.

So for example, as Wayfair, if we do feel consumers have a problem or a challenge, we want to engage on 
the channel almost instantly and try and solve that problem instantly versus letting that just go. So what AI 
has been able to do and will be doing for all companies across the globe is become your eyes and ears 
to this massive consumer or customer base and be able to enable solving these problems for them even 
faster than we are today.

Sonya
Sanjay, what do you think? Are you an optimist? It sounds like Shantanu comes from a very optimistic 
space when it comes to technology and retail and that consumer-first innovation, which is what we're 
predicting in the future.
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Are you an optimist or are you slightly more a realist given that this is the world of work that you work in, 
but also you're helping companies actually set these new business models up?

Sanjay
Right. I think the AI human collaboration elements are extremely critical. I mean, AI actually, I mean, first 
identifying specific use cases for AI.

And for instance, when there are, just doing a complexity and value kind of a mapping, right? So when 
there are high volumes with low complexity, right? So that's where you would come in and do a lot of AI 
automation.

And AI is really, really good at automating that. For tasks that are medium complexity that have some 
contextual need, et cetera, that's where using AI copilot and such, right? So where it's AI assisting humans, 
that's where you would kind of bring in AI in that context.

But for interactions that are highly complex, that require a lot of empathy and such, I think that's where the 
human interactions need to take center stage and AI needs to stay backstage, right? So therefore finding 
that right balance of using AI and human is going to be critical for businesses to succeed in the future.

Shantanu
I think if I may add, I think that's, I think I completely agree to what you're saying. It's a spectrum, right? To 
say there are certain things where you will be able to fully, fully leverage AI independently, and they will 
solve the problem for you end to end.

But then there are some where they'll solve 50% of it. There's some that'll solve 80% of it. Some that'll 
solve 10% of it.

So I think there's a broad spectrum. But overall, if I think of it as the whole, as a company, are you getting 
value leveraging UI, leveraging AI? The answer is yes, right?

And you get the scale. To get that scale, the spectrum is very important for us to think about. You don't 
want to lose the human touch.

But at the same time, if there are certain places, for example, what you were saying, which is, how can 
we be there for the customer 24 seven, when they have a problem, you instantly come and solve, you 
instantly come and at least interact and say, don't worry, we heard you, we will solve your problem. So that 
using AI, you may not have solved the problem, but you at least gave the assurance instantly. And then 
maybe a human needs to come back depending on the complexity of the problem.

So I think I think of it more as a, I'm an optimist, yes. But I also think of it as a spectrum, depending on what 
you're trying to solve for.

Sanjay
Yeah. And then, you know, the other thing that we fully believe is in the human in the loop framework, 
right? And that's what Shantanu was alluding to as well.

AI amplifies human creativity, human ingenuity, it makes the life of the humans easier, right. But at the 
same time, it's important to bring the empathy, the creativity, the critical thinking that humans bring in to 
solve complex problems. So I agree with Shantanu that it's a spectrum.

And, you know, from that perspective, I think striking that right balance is going to be critical.
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Sonya
And this is one of my favorite discussions. Because you've seen I've read a lot of reports in the last couple 
of months that have said the top five skills you need in the future workforce, listening. I'm like, it's such a 
shame that we didn't know how to listen to begin with, you know, translating, communication, empathy, 
critical thinking.

That's what's going to differentiate us from a machine, because that's fundamentally what AI is. So as 
leaders in your business, I want to pose the question to you, what is the one skill or task that you think 
technology can take over? But what is the one skill that we as humans should be working on building?

Sanjay
The one skill that I think humans need to start building is, you know, ethical oversight, right? With AI 
starting to take more and more center stage. I think that's going to be an extremely important skill that we 
need to develop and build.

And that's going to be something that I think is going to be irreplaceable, right? So that ethical oversight of 
things that AI does and does not do is going to be an important skill that we need to build.

Shantanu
The reason we want AI to be human-like, like the things that you talked about, are those very, are those 
softer, softer skills, right? We're actually still trying to get the AI to be human-like. And so that very word, 
human-like, means those are therefore the skills that will always be at the advantage of humans, right?

And so I think compassion and being able to show empathy and being, you know, as humans being there 
for each other, right? Providing emotional support and those kinds of things, I don't think they are ever 
going away, right? Because AI can enable some of those conversations, but ultimately those real human 
connects and those softer skills, I think, would continue to be the differentiator for humans.

The emotional intelligence.

Sonya
So when you are thinking about the next generation of talent, regardless of their experience, where do 
you see the jobs evolving to in the future when it comes to technology? And what do you see that those 
individuals listening, be that they're a next generation leader or they're a talent of tomorrow, what are 
some of the key concepts that they should be learning about today so that they can be beneficial in your 
customer-led businesses tomorrow?

Shantanu
This is such a great question. And honestly, something that I think all business leaders are probably 
people who have, and for the ones who have implemented AI or are thinking about it, this is a big question 
in their minds. What I would say is, as AI evolves, and every year I think we are evolving this and the 
models are getting better and better, I think there is a beyond the known facts and data for systems which 
are not really fully built in, but you have to figure things out, those places AI will do a certain percentage of 
automation, but there's that level of complexity that will always remain. So that area I think continues.

Well, does it continue for the next 50 years? Probably not. Does it continue for a couple of decades?

Maybe. I think there's that complex part which will remain where I think humans would be. So what that 
means is, whatever you are doing, you need to be the best at it to be able to understand the complex 
nature of those pieces of work and be really good at those, because the base pieces you can then 
leverage AI.
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The second I would say is, the only way to improve, the way these bots will be improving is you're looking 
at them, and yes, they will automatically improve themselves, but there's also an element of what I call as 
having bot managers who look at these bots and the outputs that they're providing and saying, are there 
places where, is there a hallucination that is happening that needs to be optimized? Are there certain 
areas where we really think it's probably not good enough yet and we need to improve?

So there's a feedback loop that needs to be created. So from a person using AI, there is an element of a 
person with an oversight on AI to make it even better. I think those kinds of jobs I think would evolve.

The third kind of thing is, from a technology perspective, one of the things we talk about now is prompt 
engineering, which is the nature of the coding work. The AI can code itself, but what you need to know 
is once you're using AI, depending on how you're writing the prompts and what kind of prompts you're 
giving, your output can be exponentially different versus, so that becomes a core skill set. So these are 
again, some examples, but but definitely the way you would think about the profiles is definitely changing 
and we are still in the process of that change.

Sonya
Absolutely. And Sanjay, what about yourself? Would you have anything in addition to add?

Sanjay
I mean, at least from our perspective, AI is going to eliminate certain types of jobs. We all know that, right? 
Jobs that are repetitive, jobs that are mundane, those jobs are going to get completely eliminated, but it's 
going to create a whole set of new jobs.

But I think the one thing that is important in people that we hire these days is the ability for the cognitive 
skills, right? The critical thinking, the strategic elements of it, right? I mean, those are skills that will 
continue to be around humans in the future, right?

So those are the skills that we'll continue to hire for and that's not going to change going forward.

Sonya
Early this week, I just recorded a YouTube video on everything you actually need to know about AI in 11 
minutes, because I think there's a lot of noise out there and being a woman and woman of tech, I definitely 
want to be a change maker in sharing true knowledge. And one of the stats that I found was that 80 million 
jobs will be displaced, but by 2030, 170 million will be created. And so I think for anyone listening, the 
point we're all trying to make is AI might take your current job, but there'll be jobs in the future like prompt 
engineer, AI consultant, or AI ethics officer that we should be mindful of.

But going back to the point about ethics, you made a great point earlier about ethics and regulation in AI. 
Now, as senior leaders in your business, there is no way that you are not a part of these conversations, 
right? These are the conversations you're having with your colleagues, be that on a chat, in a meeting, or 
with your customers, be that when you're meeting them for business.

What are some of the ways that you believe in the future we need to start looking at the ethics and 
regulation around AI and technology, especially when it comes to customer data, given that you're in the 
retail space?

Shantanu
I think confidentiality of information will continue to be a priority, right? And depending on the country, 
depending on, if you're in Europe, you have to be careful about GDPR and what kind of information is 
being shared and where. If you're in the US, there are other guidelines.
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So are you keeping your bots in line or following the guidelines of a country's codes and processes? I think 
that's one area that people will continue to think about. In terms of, I think when you think of the ethics and 
thinking about the guidelines around that, each company, I think, will take their own stance, right?

So I don't want to say, there are some, like I said, guidelines of the companies, etc. Those are very table 
stakes that everybody will follow. But then at the heart, you have to know who are you as a company, right?

And what do you stand for, right? So if we stand for as a company and say, I want to be empathetic and 
friendly customer service, that's the goal. And if that is the goal, I want to make sure that I am in every part 
of the communication, whether it is a human doing it or the bot doing it, empathy and friendliness flows.

We obviously don't want to, we want to make sure that we keep an eye on the bot hallucinating and 
making sure that we have the right guidelines in place or checks and balances in place so that it does not 
hallucinate. Those things will continue. But I think in terms of the stand on ethics, etc., there are like us, for 
example, I mean, we obviously take it very, very seriously. And that is a non-negotiable, I would say, right, 
in many ways. But we are still learning and evolving on how do you make that structured in some ways 
so that you have those checks and balances automatically exist versus now we're trying to do that a bit 
manually because the landscape itself is evolving.

Sanjay
Yeah, no, absolutely. And again, I think this is where AI working in isolation has all of these challenges, 
right? So for us, it's important to have human in the loop kind of a framework implemented with AI, the way 
we are checking the validity and we are looking at some of the biases that could come into some of these 
responses, etc.

So it's critical at this stage for AI to not work in isolation, but work in the human in the loop kind of a 
framework where the humans are the ones that are constantly checking and monitoring AI. I mean, that 
doesn't change. And I think that's to your point, I mean, that's a role that we don't have today, but that's a 
role that is a job for the future that's going to be created.

Sonya
You've both made really valid points around the identity of AI, the implementation of AI, but the constant 
improvement. Do you have any case studies or stories from your businesses or from your customers 
where you've tried to implement technology and maybe the outcomes haven't been the way that you 
initially thought they would be, but you've used those learnings and you've carried on? Because there'll be 
a lot of leaders listening, thinking, we want to do it, but we know it's not going to stick the first time.

How do we take those lessons and try again?

Shantanu
I would say, I think many interesting learnings, but the one that comes on top of my mind would be, you 
know, when we started on this journey a couple of years ago, and it used to be a buzzword at that point. 
And then people would say, oh, AI is here and everything productivity improves by 50, 60%. And, you 
know, that's it, you're going to change everything.

When you actually start getting into doing this, one of the big things that I think you alluded to right in the 
beginning is the adoption of the human beings in using it. And so you build this great model in place. And 
when you roll it out, you find that option is very low.

And then it's, I think, why is the adoption so low? And that was, I think, one piece of learning to say you 
build really good technology, but people are not adopting, because at the back of the mind, there is a 
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thought of, I would say, how does it impact me personally, if I start using this technology, right? And so we 
had to, to the point I was making earlier, we had to then, you know, go back and really talk it through to 
say how this actually improves, it improves individual efficiency and outcome.

It's here to assist, not to eliminate. And that messaging had to trickle down everywhere. And then today, 
we, I think we are at a great spot in terms of adoption.

And we're seeing true results in terms of productivity improvement, as well as customer experience.

Sanjay
I mean, I was just reading a survey recently of IT leaders, right, about half of them said that a lot of their 
AI projects have not delivered positive results, right? In fact, about 15% of them said that they actually had 
negative ROI on some of the AI investments. So I think it's all about finding the right use cases for AI, you 
know, creating small POCs, you know, and building onto that and then scaling it out, right?

So it's identifying those right use cases to apply AI and going about it in the right fashion is going to be the 
critical thing.

Sonya
And as we start to wrap up, you all have shared so many knowledge nuggets already. But on your last 
points about sometimes you've either yourself as a business, you've implemented technology and it 
hasn't worked, or you've seen other businesses implement technology that has had a negative return on 
investment, which by the way, for anyone listening is not the biggest deal, given that sometimes you do 
have to go backwards to move forwards when it comes to any kind of business model.

My question to you is what are some of the questions that leaders should be asking themselves, their teams 
or their customers before they start investing in this hyper technology, when to our point in this discussion, 
maybe it's not necessary for you right now, or maybe it's not necessary for everything right now.

Shantanu
So I would say, depending on what kind of a company you are, right? So if you are a company who is very 
technology savvy, and you think technology first, you are probably already implementing AI. But the thing 
that you're thinking about is how much of this do I build versus how much of this do I buy?

And what's the right balance there? Should I be thinking through multiple different partners and working 
with them? Or should we consolidate under one umbrella?

How should we say? So you're more thinking about the way you're going to leverage in-house versus third 
party, right? That's what I would say.

If you are someone, if you are not a technology first company, but you want to get into this space, I would 
say, number one, you know, the first things first is you need to understand, okay, what is AI? What is the 
value that I would get out of AI? Who in my industry has done something like that?

So there's a bit of research element involved to truly understand what it can do for us. Then the second 
thing I would do there is to say, okay, now that I've understood that, I need to look at my own journeys, 
my own, and I call it as again, value stream mapping to say, if I look at what we want to achieve as a 
company, what are those specific areas where I think truly the biggest benefits could come from? And 
those benefits could be in terms of productivity, generating insights, could be in terms of transforming a 
process itself, right?
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It could be anything, but I would then pick there, but I wouldn't go and say, let me try this 100 things. It's 
not what I would, I would prioritize. And I would say, these are the ones we think will get the biggest bang 
for the buck.

And then go and start. And as Sanjay was mentioning, you know, start with a little bit of a POC concept, 
you know, start small, understand if this will generate value and then scale it. And then lastly, I would 
say is, and this becomes very interesting to the research that you're referring to, which is before you 
implement, you need to know what is it that I will be measuring that will tell me this is working, right?

And having the clarity in that and being able to measure that is very, very important because otherwise, I 
think I'll end up in some of the situations you said, which could be like, I didn't see the benefit, right?

Sonya
And Sanjay, do you have any additional thoughts on the kind of questions that we should be asking when 
we implement technology or the kind of questions that actually your customers are asking you that might 
be interesting to share?

Sanjay
What are the business outcomes that you're trying to drive here, right? And what is the true measure of 
success? You know, having a clarity of thought around that and, you know, and then working your way 
backwards to say, okay, what technology do I need to implement that's going to help me drive those 
business objectives?

So asking all of those qualifying questions upfront before you embark on this journey is going to be 
critical. Otherwise, you're going to get on this journey and then realize that, you know, you're going after 
a technology solution that's not going to drive the business outcomes for you. So having those upfront 
discussions and having those upfront qualifying questions asked is going to be critical.

Sonya
Back to the future. What do you predict the future looks like in 12 months for you personally and for your 
business?

Shantanu
For me personally, for me personally, I would say anything that I hate to do, AI is able to do that for me. 
This is what I would say, right? Take all those non-productive...

Sonya
I don't know, AI can't do the laundry, mate. AI cannot do the laundry.

Shantanu
But don't we love the co-pilot and such, right? And it just helps us be more productive. Booking my 
restaurants, to writing me, and writing the letters, paying my bills, stuff like that.

But I would say, jokes apart, I think there, I don't know if it's in 12 months or so, but I think there is a world 
where there's a world where it's already, some of it is already happening, where there are, you know, 
consumers are adopting to this technology much, much faster than I think, much quicker than I think some 
enterprises. And enterprises by design, you know, you think about scale, I think it takes a little bit more 
time. So as this is happening, I think there's probably a future world where there are only many areas 
where a bot is interacting with a bot.
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And taking away, I would say that the non-productive nature of the conversations from both ends, right? 
But, so that I think is going to happen. I also think that the emotional intelligence component of AI is going 
to continue to improve significantly, and will be much more human-like than it is right now.

Yeah, so those would be, I think, some things that I see.

Sonya
Thank you. And Sanjay, yourself?

Sanjay
I see more and more applications of autonomous AI in certain use cases where AI is able to, you know, 
ingest the data, is able to get insights from the data, and is able to actually figure out the actions it needs 
to take, and actually take some of those actions to achieve the business outcomes, right? So we're going 
to see a lot more of those use cases coming into play. But I would still want to go back to my earlier point.

I still see that there is going to be a lot of AI-human collaboration that will continue to take center stage 
and continue to be more important as we go forward.

Sonya
So a few things that I've learned from our discussion. One, AI is not going to take your job, but if you are 
not learning how to use it for your day-to-day, you may be in a position where you are losing your job to 
technology. So think about the skills you can learn to keep yourself evolving.

As leaders, before you implement any kind of technology, ask the relevant questions, like you would for 
any business model. Why do we need it? What does value look like?

Who is the end customer, consumer, or what is the KPI that we're measuring? Personally, yes, we can 
use technology to really help us with those mundane tasks, but they're never going to take the human 
out of the experience. And when we're thinking about a customer-led or a consumer-led innovation, that 
experience is truly what matters, be that creating efficiency, improving or implementing new technology, 
just to ensure that we are always serving the customer and solving the problem.

Is there anything that you feel that you have left or that you would like to add as we start to wrap up?

Shantanu
I think you summarized it really, really well. The only thing I would add is it's not just us. I think when I look 
at my kids, they are adopting AI really, really fast as well to enhance their life and their experience.

So I think it's very, it's not just for current businesses, but I think when you think of, you need to learn things 
early on, and I would say kids who are growing up now, I think they need to also think about how do they 
use this technology to their benefit.

Sanjay
You know, Shantanu talked about his kids using AI more and more. I mean, it's something that I'm doing 
and I look forward to doing much more of that, using AI in my day-to-day life to make me much more 
productive, right, and help me with some of the tasks that are monotonous and mundane. I mean, that AI 
has got the promise of making those much better.
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Sonya
Well, Sanjay and Shantanu, thank you so much for being on the Back to the Future podcast with 
Sutherland and myself, Sonia Balo. I know that it's been a fruitful discussion. I am very sure that our leaders 
who are listening will take away tons of lessons.

And of course, if you are listening and you want to know what the key topic areas are, you can always 
use AI to summarize the transcripts and connect with us all online. Thanks for listening to Back to the 
Future with Sutherland and myself, Sonia Balo. If you're navigating your own digital transformation journey 
and would like to learn more about how Sutherland brings a human-centric focus to digital innovation, 
visit Sutherland.com today. Join us next time as we continue to uncover more real stories behind digital 
transformation.
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