IN THE AGE OF AI
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Introduction
An alternative approach to technology research
“We stand on the brink of a technological revolution that will
fundamentally alter the way we live, work, and relate to one another.”
This quote comes from the World Economic Forum, in a paper
discussing the expected impact of the fourth Industrial Revolution. If
this dramatic transformation comes to pass, it will have an enormous
impact on the lives of BBC audiences across the world.
The so-called ‘master technology’ of the fourth industrial revolution
is Artificial Intelligence, and UK audiences are well aware of this
(85% awareness)1. Yet a passive attitude is prevalent among the
public, driven in part by media portrayal of the eventualities as
something that will happen ‘to us’.
We believe this should change. If AI stands to affect the public, we
want them to be engaged with its development and for their views
to be represented in discussions about the future of our society. We
want to understand what’s important to people so that the BBC can
help audiences to flourish in a technological age.
This presents opportunities for both the BBC and the industry at
large. If we understand what people want from life and how they
want to spend their time, we can innovate to better meet these
longer term needs. And make sure that this technology will develop
for the good.
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“Scary Robots”: Examining Public Responses to AI, 2019
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Methodology
So we set to work on one of our most ambitious research studies
to date. The questions we asked were unequivocally not about
technology itself. They were about people’s lives.
We set out to answer two main questions:
1.

What problems do citizens identify in their lives?
Which problems could technology help address?

2.

What are the activities, ambitions and dreams that
matter most? How do people want to spend their
time and what are the things that get in the way?

We conducted a multi-stage study, including an academic
review, looking at models of ‘the good life’ across 5 markets, and
quantitative research amongst a nationally representative sample
in the UK (5000 people), Germany (2000 people) and USA (2000
people). We also conducted qualitative research in UK (168 people),
Nigeria (20 people), Mexico (20 people), China (20 people) and India
(20 people).
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Research conducted by Harris Interactive, Populus and Oxygen Consulting, 2019
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Part One: How is society feeling?
The UK perspective: We’re not all equally satisfied
with life
We started by understanding the lay of the land. The basic questions
around life satisfaction. We can see that there is a wide distribution
of wellbeing in the UK. Although the average wellbeing is high,
there’s 13% of the country who have severely low wellbeing (life
satisfaction score 0-3 out of 10) and a further 16% who score life
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satisfaction under half (4-5 out of 10).
This tells us that huge swathes of the UK population have low
wellbeing, equating to millions of people.
The UK’s wellbeing is lower on average than Germany and US, where
we asked the same questions.

Demographic and attitudinal differences drive this
Through extensive study of potential drivers, we found that
increasing age correlates most strongly with life satisfaction – which
is good news for all of us, wherever we are in our lives!
Being in the ABC1 demographic group also correlates with increased
life satisfaction, as does having faith, and feeling like you have a ‘life
plan’. Both those factors contribute to an idea of purpose, which we’ll
come on to show is a crucial factor in flourishing. Those who don’t
experience discrimination score higher on life satisfaction scores
overall. Almost all measures show that discrimination negatively
impacts every part of life satisfaction.
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Questions: Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays?
Overall, to what extent do you feel that the thing you do in your life are worthwhile?
Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday?
Base: All qualified UK - 5432. May 2019
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A striking number of us don’t feel valued, especially
by society
Of course, none of us exist in isolation, and understanding how
valued citizens feel by the people around them exposes a yet more
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negative picture in the UK.
Looking at this through a societal lens, we see an increasingly
negative picture developing. In the UK, three-quarters of us do not
feel valued by society, which is significantly more negative than in
Germany and USA. 3
Thinking about how citizens assess their value within society,
the perceived threats of technology usurping jobs, and constant
comparison through social media are real barriers when presenting
a hopeful technological future.

3

66% of Americans and 62% Germans only feel somewhat or not at all valued by society

- Harris Interactive, 2019
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Question: How valued do you feel by the following types of people?
Base: All qualified UK – 5,432. May 2019
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Part Two: Looking to the future
The UK is feeling broadly negative, whilst the
international picture is very different
Us Brits believe the future will be more positive for us personally
(43% see life getting much or slightly better for them), but the
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macro-view of the future is much more negative. This is a more
negative picture than in the USA (58% see life improving), although
in Germany the vision of the future was significantly dimmer (36%
Germans see life improving).

The world
The UK
Myself
My family
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50%
35%
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Do you think things are going to be better or worse in the future for…?
Base: All qualified UK – 5,432. Note that nets may show discrepancies due to rounding.
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47%

think things
will get better
for the world
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In contrast, there was a greater optimism and progress narrative in
non-UK markets we looked at.
Indian people are by and large positive and optimistic about the
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future, with lots of personal planning and effort that goes into life to

“

ensure they are on ‘track’, and people are mostly hopeful that their
aims and ambitions come to fruition.

My daughter’s future will be good. They will get married to
a good person, they will get a good family. My health will
be good, all these are good things in the future.”
- India, Female, 35

There’s broad positivity about the future in China. Whilst they believe
life could be better, they look upward, and on a day-to-day level feel
they have sufficient entertainment sources and resources available to
have a pleasurable life.
Despite the economic situation and issues with security that cross
the country, most in Mexico have a positive expectation of their life
in the future. People feel the key to happiness is ultimately within
themselves – fundamentally the hope is still intact – because it’s felt
to be up to them to improve their life.
Most people in Nigeria are positive about the future. People are by
and large keen to improve their lives, and even though challenges get
in the way, they are entrepreneurial in nature and are always on the
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lookout and hopeful for positive opportunities.
Despite a higher average quality of life, the UK (and Germany)
hold a dimmer view of the future and national optimism is in crisis.

Our aspirations in the UK focus around personal
wellbeing, whilst there’s a strong emphasis on progress
and success in other markets

found people are broadly looking for a happy and content life, based
on some key elements. Good personal relationships, well-paid work,
a secure financial base and home, a balance of pleasure and work,
and self-acceptance: feeling good in your body and good mental
health and confidence.
A similar picture emerged in Mexico, where we found thriving of
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Asking people what they want from their lives across the UK, we

the family, as well as personal security and comfort, emerge as
fundamental elements of happiness.
In Nigeria, China and India, themes around success, self-betterment
and progress emerged much more strongly. In particular, the success

“

of family and the next generation (rather than personal success and
wellbeing) came to the forefront.

I want to live a happy and fulfilled life with my family and
have the best house and car that makes people know me.”
- Female, 50, Nigeria
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In the UK, we don’t know what we want
Asking people what they want from life led to a big realisation, that
UK citizens overwhelmingly feel they lack the tools to work out a life
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plan, and how to best use their time.

“

People feel like there’s a lack of opportunity to reflect, set goals or
strategies to get their lives under control.

You get spending summaries of how you have spent your
money, or you know you have over spent because you
cannot afford something but you don’t ever get a
summary like this of how you have spent your time!”
– 45, Male, UK

Whilst UK citizens want help to strategise, global citizens
are looking to optimise
UK citizens feel they lack the tools to work out a life plan, and how to
best use their time, with significant macro uncertainty underpinning
many of their worries.
This contrasts to other markets, where the people we talked to had
a clearer idea of their goals and ambitions. The challenge for them
was about making the best out of their situation, optimising their
decisions, and getting hold of the right information to get ahead.
There’s an awareness that knowledge is a key to success, and that
getting authentic information is a challenge.
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Part Three: Technology and life
Views on technology differ greatly across markets
In the UK, there’s a somewhat ambivalent view towards technology.
When asked if tech creates more opportunities than stress, or vice

PART THREE: TECHNOLOGY AND LIFE

versa, we’re pretty split.

22

31%
think
technology
causes more
stress than
opportunity

29%
think
technology
offers more
opportunity
than stress

In other countries we studied, technology is seen as an almost
uniformly positive factor in thriving.
In India, tech is ubiquitous and helps with everything. It keeps people
current in a competitive world; but some worry that they are too
dependent and it makes them lazy.
In Nigeria, it’s seen as a great enabler and (unless the network
is down) makes things convenient & fast, provides opportunities
across distances.
In Mexico, tech is also largely positive as it provides convenience,
entertainment, helps with school and work; it facilitates all important
social connection (again across distances) and can deliver practical
future solutions/benefits (e.g. electric cars).

PART THREE: TECHNOLOGY AND LIFE

for education & information and enables social connection

Chinese consumers are highly technologised and they are
generally positive about current benefits, and excited about future
development. Downsides tend to revolve around tech making people
lazy or failing to deliver on promised benefits. Tech is very much seen
as a status symbol.
Again, technology seems inextricably linked with the idea of national
progress – if you are part of a narrative of a growing society that
is creating opportunities for everyone, then technology is seen as
aiding that. The opposite, however, is also true – if you are perceiving
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society shrinking then you are unlikely to see the opportunities
of technology as positive for you personally.

When it comes to AI, it’s little understood in most
markets, with the exception of China
In the UK, the majority of AI tech is viewed with suspicion: not seen
as friendly to supporting a sense of individual value, a good personal
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income or strong human relationships.
In their everyday life, predictive technologies are a cause of
frustration: it breaks down and doesn’t work as it should.
We saw limited understanding of AI across our studies in India,
Nigeria and Mexico.
In China, however, AI is already a visible part of everyday life. It’s
interwoven across cities and demographics, and is part of the
general ‘progress narrative’ within Chinese society. There is
awareness of the issues (surveillance) but most appear to accept
as the cost of progress.
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Technology is often seen as the culprit for ‘wasted time’
People in the UK feel they waste time, particularly on mobiles –
it distracts from goals, work, relationships, going out, doing
something meaningful. On reflection, there are other things they
enjoy more deeply.
They talk about feeling like they procrastinate, lack motivation, and
don’t know how to move their life on. They tend to blame themselves
and lack of self control for mobile phone use.

strongly amongst the other countries we studied – showing how the

“

narrative of technology addiction and overuse is broadly limited to
the public consciousness of Western markets.

Before you know where you are it’s two hours later and you
haven’t done what you are planning to!”
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However, the idea of ‘wasted time’ on technology emerges much less

- 16-19, Female, UK
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Part Four: What drives life satisfaction
across markets?
Based on fundamental human needs, we found some concrete areas
that drive life satisfaction. Whilst these vary in importance across
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markets, the same themes emerged.

We found people were open to help from brands across all of these
areas, through innovative technology as well as other methods. We’ll
take a deep dive into some of those most prevalent life satisfaction
drivers.
28

Work & Occupation
Work contributes to self-worth, purpose, security and personal value
to society.
The need for secure work is relevant across the world. In some
within society and amongst networks.
Key areas technology could help:
Help people understand what kind of person they are and what
work would suit them
Help people be entrepreneurial
Help people understand how the world of work works
Help people work out how to increase pay/mobility
Help people retrain and reskill and solve my budget issues
Help people understand the jobs of the future

“
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countries, work is also important as driver of status and recognition

If you asked me to choose between an interesting job and
a living wage it has to be the wage – enough to bring up a
family with all the things a family should have, a house,
holidays, what used to be normal – but how do you get
those jobs, where are those jobs now?”
- UK, Man
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Successful Family & Relationships
People feel a strong conscious need for relationships to give
happiness, security, leisure and personal value. Whilst ‘good
relationships’ in the UK market is the key need, family success
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and legacy becomes an important aspect in certain markets.

Key areas technology could help:
Help people keep my family bonds strong
Help people ensure the next generation succeeds
Help people to be more social
Help people to get together in groups to solve real life issues
and support each other
Help solve diary clashes for groups of friends
Help promote social cohesion and civil society, help us get
on better

“

If the postman just smiles or says hello that gives me a
lift… living on my own… It is some human contact … he
makes me smile and I make him smile!”
- UK, Woman, 65+
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Knowing My Way
Having a sense of direction is a need from the young to create order
and focus in a baffling world. Whilst ‘life planning’ help is less acutely
felt in markets outside of the UK, there’s huge pressure on the
weight of decisions made on the path to hoped-for success.

Help people understand themselves better
Help people get goals for their lives
Remind people of what they want to do
Help people keep on track with goals
Help people find broader education options

“

I am only 20, I don’t know what these jobs mean. I need
to know the path. If I don’t choose to finish my degree
can I still do this job, can I see a video of what it is. It’s
all paragraphs and it should be bullet points and simple
explanations …like Bitesize for jobs, yes.”
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Key areas technology could help:

– UK, 20
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Staying True to my Values
In some markets there’s an increased emphasis on values-driven
behaviour and outlook, regardless of outcome. The idea emerges
particularly in India and Nigeria that living a good life is partly about
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‘following a code of behaviour’, whether that’s religious or cultural.
There’s also an emphasis on the importance of personal
preparedness to help people flourish. There’s an acknowledgement
across some markets that the only way to deal with erratic external
circumstances that are a part of everyday life (traffic, breakdowns,
unexpected problems) is to be calm, flexible and resourceful.

Key areas technology could help:
Help people be efficient and stay calm
Help people get the basics to work or find workaround solutions
Help people maintain flexibility and preparedness
Help enhance people’s ability to be resilient and resourceful
Help retain traditional values, whilst remaining contemporary/
current and thus competitive
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Health & Self-Worth
Physical & mental wellbeing are seen as a key priority area in the
UK, with personal outlook seen as a key factor to advancement.
There was almost no discussion around mental health in India,
China, Nigeria & Mexico – although physical health is a continued
theme. In the UK, mental health and wellbeing is particularly top of
priority as you get older.

Key areas technology could help:
Help people re-programme learned behaviour
Help people look for help
Help increase access to health care resources
Help people better understand how to be healthy
Give people resources to help others, as a parent or a teacher
Help people schedule appointments and access healthcare
resources easily

“
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mind amongst younger audiences, whilst physical health becomes a

Our body is like a guitar and if you want good quality
sound then the instrument must be tuned properly.
So I wish to be fit and healthy.”
- India, Male, 55
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Money & Economic Security
Without money, people feel they cannot move forward, take risks,
and this has a profound impact on self-esteem. This is a prevailing
issue across markets, with the fear of economic insecurity more
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acutely felt in countries with recent economic collapse.
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Key areas technology could help:
Help people manage their money
Help people make a plan for how to achieve financial
goals realistically
Help people discover existing business tools
Help people build their own businesses
Help people make better financial decisions

“

Only with more money, can one have the freedom to
choose the things he wants, and the way he lives. If he
really wants to quit, he can quit anything.”
- China, 28, Male

Balance
A need to balance fun and relaxation with the demands and
expectations of society, and involves reflection on what ‘my’
balance is. Relaxation and enjoyment is a key theme across markets,
particularly top of mind in the UK, Mexico and India. It’s particularly
top of mind during mid-life – when the challenges of balancing family

Key areas technology could help:
Help people reflect: on what’s important for them, and what
problems they can actually have an impact on
Help people balance fun and responsibility
Help motivate and prompt people to have fun
Provide light relief and downtime
Help free up time from everyday tasks for socialising
Help people find new experiences & hobbies beyond work
and education
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demands with enjoyment is particularly acute.
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Personal Improvement
We see a drive towards using free time for self-improvement as well
as for fun & relaxation, particularly outside of the UK.
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Key areas technology could help:
Help people make progress in work, and in life through new
experiences, knowledge and learning
Help people sift through misinformation to find the right stuff
Help people share their knowledge with others
Help people to access an audience and to have their hard work
acknowledged

“

Help people to amplify my effort

I make sure I learn a new thing every year, this is a
way to expand vision. I have to read everyday. I am
learning archery this year, and next year, I plan to learn
horsemanship.”
- China, Female, 29
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PART FIVE: WHERE TO START

In the UK, money, physical health and mental health
dominate as areas we’d like most help with

Question: On balance, how do you feel about the role of digital technology in modern life?
Base: All qualified UK - 5432. May 2019

“

Problems also vary by age and socio-economic group
Most of us here everything is money, whatever problem
we have had it has all been down to money but this is us
from round Leeds – go and ask someone in a different town
it might be totally different they might have a nice little
job or born with silver spoon, but those other peoples’
perception on everything is totally different because they
have got money, they don’t have that worry.”
– Woman, Mid Life, UK
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PART FIVE: WHERE TO START

Mental health emerged as one of the most pervasive
problems in UK sample
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68% of the sample said mental health has become more important
in recent years. Of those who do experience mental health problems,
59% say in impacts them most days.
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Problems don’t exist in isolation

44

45

46

Part Six:

Towards
a public
agenda for
technology

47

Part Six: Towards a public agenda for
technology

PART SIX: TOWARDS A PUBLIC AGENDA FOR TECHNOLOGY

How we might develop AI to support life satisfaction:
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People want AI & technology to develop in ways that
retain their human value
The public want AI to develop in a way that supports their sense of
human relationships.
Paid leisure as a concept is very suspect and absolutely not approved
of – therefore the idea of a machine replacing your job (especially in
the UK) contributes to a feeling of not being valued. People approve
of work, and feel that people need work to be happy – it contributes
to purpose and self-worth, and dictates a sense of personal value
to society.
AI should help support human interaction and development, rather
than replace it. There’s a strong sense that people want to remain
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their value to society, individual wealth, and without undermining

self-reliant: AI should be enhancing the individual’s ability to be
resilient and resourceful, rather than undermining it.
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Conclusion
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Conclusion
Help with the stuff that really matters
• In the UK, we have a job to do to convince people that AI
can serve human needs, rather than those of tech companies
and corporations
• We can shift the view of AI to be something that benefits everyone,
rather than something viewed with suspicion. That helps everyone
in our society flourish and progress
• We can do that by taking innovation back to the things that
really matter to people. We could help solve some of the burning
problems in our society, and use technology to really increase life
satisfaction for everyday citizens
• By identifying technology challenges centred on people’s real lives,
we at the BBC are taking a first step to create a citizen-centred
approach to our AI development that fulfils the positive promise of
this transformative technology
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