Seminar #3. ‘What can government policies tell us
about the future AI technology?’

Summary
At this seminar Niels van Berkel (Aalborg University) provided insight into
the vast landscape of national AI policies. In recent years there have been
many strategies and guidelines produced to address the challenges and
opportunities of AI. These documents provide an interesting resource for
researchers to trace perceptions about AI in particular and technology in
general. A common feature of these documents, including that of the Nordic
Council of Ministers, is that they profile national values. They do so, however,
in very vague languages that does not reveal much about how, for instance,
an AI with American values would look like.
To better unearth the public perception of AI, van Berkel suggested policy
analysis – both qualitative and quantitative – as a rewarding approach.
Through qualitative analysis it is possible to identify recurrent topics and
principles in AI policies, which can subsequently be studied and interpreted
in-depth. Quantitative analysis, on the other hand, renders visible semantic
similarities, recurrent topics (topic modelling) and what ethical principles are
emphasized in the national AI strategies that comprise the data set.
Among other things, the analysis, carried out by van Berkel and colleagues,
shows that AI-strategies published by the Nordic countries share many
semantic similarities, just as, for example, Commonwealth countries also
appear to ascribe similar meanings to AI. Interestingly, the analysis also
showed that the Nordic countries specifically emphasized preexisting cultural
conditions as a basis for expanding their AI efforts. Through these kinds of
analyses, policy documents become important resources for anticipating and
understanding the future of AI and its national and regional variations.
The seminar’s discussant, David Moats (Linköping University), started by
questioning the importance of the focus on nation states; why not a regional
or local focus? van Berkel suggested that local policies are sometimes in
conflict with national policies, but agreed that particularly the supranational
level – often claiming, like the EU, to speak in a unison voice, despite member
state’s very different cultural inclinations – was an interesting place to follow
how future AI policies unfold.
Moats also raised the question if and how computational methods are actually
distinguishing between different, perhaps even contrasting, meanings of
words highlighted in the analysis. One way of solving this problem, van Berkel
replied, is to look not at individual words, but at combination of words (socalled ‘bigrams’). The word following a word such as, for example, ‘fairness’,
might thus reveal or hint to what particular meaning to ascribe to ‘fairness’.
While excellent at painting the bigger pictures of things, computational and
quantitative methods, such as Natural Language Processing (NPL), might,
however, face difficulties in capturing meaning expressed in vague language.
To tease out these kinds of meanings, deeper and interpretative reading is
needed.
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Finally, Moats reflected on how policy analysis deal with communities –
migrant populations, for example – that are not sharing the same values and
ethics as the region that they live in; how are these groups represented in
allegedly shared regional AI policies, and how do analysis capture such
potentially divergent attitudes toward AI ?

Speculations
What is Human Centered AI? Human Centered AI is a term that originates
from Human Centered Computing. The approach revolves around the
concepts of ‘fairness’, ‘accountability’ and ‘transparency’ and seeks to better
align AI with the needs of the human users.
How much of (AI) policies and strategies are actually being realized? People
in the policy-world or policy researcher claim that no technology will be
allowed to develop without adequate policies in place. At the same time,
however, the discourse on AI-policies often seems to be fed by the techindustry, who wants specific values to be associated with AI (and hence their
products), instead of other, more radical discourses, for example, not to use
AI at all. Who, in other words, have decide that AI is inevitable?
Studies of science and technology often get away with naïvely, depoliticized
accounts of the policy process, as a direct representation of plans of change.
Therefore, content analysis should be combined with historical studies or
other disciplines in order to deepen the study and to shed light on otherwise
neglected areas. Policy documents are not appearing out of thin air, but are
historical constructs that have been exposed to lobbying and other political
practices.
The seminar has had a focus on national AI policies, but it should be noticed
that AI policies are not only a matter of national interest, but also a matter of
sectorial interest, such as, for example AI healthcare.
Many of the values in the policy documents resembles values that are already
embodied in the law, so what is the benefit of focusing on policy documents?
Policy documents also play a performative role of showcasing national
leadership in the AI arms race, whereas law is not mobilized in the same way.
Despite a deceiving name, policy documents are often not written by
politicians, but by expert groups. It would therefore be interesting to look into
how different political parties, with different ideologies and demographic
support, position themselves with regards to AI. That might be a different way
to approach the public perception of AI that speaks to specific segments of the
population.
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