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Event Report: Microsoft Build 2018 

News 

On 7 to 9 May 2018, Microsoft held its annual Build developer conference in Seattle. More 
than 5,000 attendees gathered to hear about the company's latest developments in artificial 
intelligence, the Internet of things, mixed reality, cloud computing and other areas. 

Insight 

 With a stream of announcements, Build 2018 revealed the significant progress and 
transformation being made under CEO Satya Nadella. This was the first Build that did not 
have keynote presentations on Windows or Office. Microsoft 365 has become the 
company's new development platform, alongside Azure. 

 Microsoft again articulated its vision focused on the "intelligent cloud and intelligent 
edge". Most announcements centred on these concepts, and the Internet of things, 
artificial intelligence, the Azure platform and Microsoft 365 specifically. 

 Build revealed a more open and ethically sensitive Microsoft. Against the march of 
Facebook and Google, it must now convince more enterprise developers to build artificial 
intelligence and Internet of things applications in Azure, and remove barriers within its 
new Microsoft 365 framework. The company must prioritize the execution of its strategy 
over the next 12 months. 

Analysis 

Developer Vision: The World As a Computer 

CEO Satya Nadella kicked off the event by highlighting Microsoft's vision for developers, 
which focused on the "intelligent cloud and intelligent edge", terms he first introduced at 
Build 2017. 

Microsoft sees the acceleration of computational processing and the proliferation of smart 
devices in homes, factories and businesses as opening up opportunities for a wide variety of 
devices to see, listen, reason and predict without needing constant connections to the cloud. 
Thanks to the intelligent cloud and intelligent edge, the world is becoming a computer, 
according to Mr Nadella. The concept involves a ubiquitous computing fabric from the cloud 
to on-premises data centres to Internet of things devices at the network edge. It includes 
artificial intelligence that spans these environments to analyse the data that devices 
generate. 

Mr Nadella suggested that developers will wield the power in this future, but have large 
responsibilities to ensure data privacy, security and the ethical use of artificial intelligence. 
Microsoft sees these topics as its core differentiators. 

The Microsoft CEO also stated that the Azure platform is being built to become "the world's 
computer" on four pillars: Azure public cloud; Azure Stack, its hybrid cloud solution; Azure 
Sphere, its chip-to-cloud security platform for the Internet of things; and Azure IoT Edge, 
which enables low-power devices to run containers and perform artificial intelligence locally 
but retain a connection to the cloud for management and model training. 
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Internet of Things and the Intelligent Edge 

In the Internet of things, Microsoft announced it is open-sourcing its Azure IoT Edge runtime, 
a toolkit that brings artificial intelligence, Azure services and custom apps to Internet of 
things devices. Azure IoT Edge was one of the leading announcements at Build in 2017 and 
followed a similar move by Amazon with the launch of Amazon Web Services Greengrass. 
Microsoft's latest initiative is designed to encourage more activity in the open-source 
developer community in GitHub, to which Microsoft is now one of the largest contributors. 

Microsoft announced that its custom cognitive vision service will now run on Azure IoT Edge 
to enable devices such as drones and industrial equipment to incorporate embedded video 
processing and analysis without cloud connectivity. This is the first Azure Cognitive Service 
to support deployment at the network edge. It follows Amazon's unveiling of its DeepLens 
camera to developers at re:Invent in 2017. 

Other leading announcements in this area involved several agreements with other firms. 
Microsoft and drone manufacturer DJI will create a new software development kit that will 
bring DJI's flight control and real-time data transfer capabilities to Windows 10 devices. They 
will also co-develop new applications for drones in agriculture, construction and public 
safety using Azure IoT Edge and Microsoft's cognitive services. 

Microsoft and Qualcomm will create a vision-based artificial intelligence developer kit 
running Azure IoT Edge, and they will release hardware and software to make camera-based 
Internet of things solutions. Tools will include Azure machine learning services and 
Qualcomm's hardware accelerators that form part of its Vision Intelligence Platform and AI 
Engine. The developer tools will also take advantage of Azure cloud services, including 
stream analytics, machine learning and cognitive services. 

Building on its renewed push from earlier in 2018, Microsoft announced that NXP 
Semiconductors will support Windows 10 IoT Core on its i.MX 6 and i.MX 7 chipsets with the 
Fall 2018 release of the operating system, bringing a huge extension of Microsoft's potential 
reach in the Internet of things. 

Microsoft also announced that its Azure Cosmos DB database now supports multimaster 
writes, allowing devices to write to data stores located in multiple data centre regions, with 
data updates propagating asynchronously. This shifts the emphasis from consuming data to 
enabling massive production of data globally; this will improve support of global systems in 
the Internet of things. 

Artificial Intelligence 

Artificial intelligence was again a major theme. Mr Nadella stated that the event's mission 
was to help every developer be an artificial intelligence developer, illustrating that the 
technology has replaced Windows as Microsoft's main attraction for developers. This aligns 
with our prediction that by 2020 developer focus will shift from operating systems to 
artificial intelligence platforms as developers increasingly look to cognitive services that 
span all devices, including the Internet of things. 

Microsoft announced Project Kinect for Azure, which builds on the company's work with 
Kinect depth sensors in gaming since 2010. The project involves a package of power-efficient 
sensors and a depth-sensing camera that can run vision-based artificial intelligence locally. 
The company hopes the project will enable developers to build apps and edge devices that 
use hand tracking and high-fidelity spatial mapping in operational scenarios. 

Other announcements focused on improvements to its Cognitive Services, including more 
than 100 enhancements to its Bot Framework and a unified speech service with improved 
speech recognition, text-to-speech, customized voice models and translation. Microsoft 
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stated that developers create more than 3,500 new bots a week in Azure. It introduced its 
Speech Devices kit for developers building speech applications for embedded devices. 

There were three additional announcements in artificial intelligence that were noteworthy. 
Firstly, Microsoft previewed Project Brainwave, an architecture for deep neural networks 
supporting Intel field-programmable gate array chips and ResNet50-based neural networks. 
Microsoft stated that Brainwave delivers five times lower hardware latency than Google's 
Tensor Processing Units and is 137 times faster and 40 percent cheaper than CPUs for neural 
processing. It will be made available on Azure Cloud, Azure Stack and Azure IoT Edge. 

Secondly, an update on Cortana's partnership with Amazon's Alexa was a surprise highlight 
of the opening presentation. Senior Vice President for Amazon Alexa, Tom Taylor, took the 
stage with Microsoft's General Manager for Cortana to showcase deeper integrations between 
the two virtual assistants. Increasing interoperability between assistants is an important 
market requirement. We believe that, just as consumers do not live exclusively in one 
content or service ecosystem, neither will one speech assistant fit all uses, especially those 
that combine work and personal tasks. 

Thirdly, Microsoft announced AI for Accessibility, a new $25 million, five-year programme 
aimed at building technology to support the 1 billion people around the world with 
disabilities. Ethical concerns about artificial intelligence have hit fever pitch in 2018 and 
there is a big push to create applications that deliver social good. People with disabilities 
are often overlooked when it comes to technology advances, but Microsoft sees this as a 
major area in which to address concerns and compete against Google, Amazon and IBM. 

Microsoft's strategy in artificial intelligence has improved rapidly over the past 12 months 
and Build showcased the speed of this progress. Enterprise requirements for artificial 
intelligence solutions have changed rapidly in that time. They need greater customization, 
simplified development, improved performance and deployment in a range of distributed 
scenarios, including offline, high-grade security environments and on low-power Internet of 
things devices, for example. Microsoft's moves reflect many of these changes. 

Microsoft must also prepare for further changes in the future. In our view, requirements will 
soon move away from perception-based needs toward cognition-based artificial intelligence. 
This will require developer services such as multi-turn, conversational intelligence (rather 
than the command-and-control voice of today), anomaly detection and more domain or 
enterprise-specific services such as predictive maintenance, dynamic pricing, compliance or 
fraud detection. Mr Nadella also suggested briefly that systems based on homomorphic 
encryption, in which artificial intelligence can be trained with encrypted data, would be 
another area of opportunity. Microsoft must move quickly to exploit these opportunities. 

Mixed Reality 

In mixed reality, Microsoft launched Remote Assist for first-line workers and Microsoft 
Layout. Remote Assist enables hands-free video calling, image sharing, and mixed reality 
annotations using HoloLens and Teams for remote assistance and repair scenarios. Layout 
allows the design of spaces in mixed reality; users can import 3D models to create room 
layouts, design holograms, and collaboration with others in real time. 

Although no announcements were made about HoloLens specifically, both of these new 
applications will be a boost to Microsoft's strategy for mixed reality. In identifying where the 
technology can optimise specific business processes, Microsoft is in a better place to 
demonstrate the value of mixed reality. 

It will need to work with customers to improve the quality of their data for mixed reality, 
as well as improve bandwidth constraints, which can undermine the experience of HoloLens. 
More devices, including those certified for ruggedized environments, will also be needed to 
accompany these solutions. 
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The Azure Platform 

Microsoft also announced a host of new tools to improve the productivity of developers in 
Azure, such as the general availability of Azure Kubernetes Service, new collaboration 
features and artificial intelligence tools to improve the quality of code in Visual Studio, and 
a new partnership with GitHub for Azure DevOps services. 

The firm also committed to launching Azure Blockchain Workbench, a new service for the 
development of blockchain-based applications, although this received limited attention in 
the presentations. The service will integrate with Azure Active Directory identity, key vault 
and SQL database services. 

Conclusion 

Build 2018 revealed the significant progress and transformation being made under Satya 
Nadella. Critics have argued that the sun is setting on Microsoft's credibility with developers, 
especially compared with its heyday of PC dominance, because it missed the smartphone 
revolution and does not have a consumer digital speaker product. 

But critics overlook that artificial intelligence, cloud and edge computing have not only 
replaced Windows as the principal platform for developers, but that these concepts 
represent a much more attractive long-term option for developers than mobile, PCs or smart 
speakers. Judging by the participation of representatives from the likes of Schlumberger, 
Rockwell Automation, Thyssen Krupp and the NHS, Microsoft's customers are buying into this 
strategy as well. 

Above all, Build 2018 revealed a more open and ethically aware Microsoft. But the road 
ahead will not be smooth. Google and Amazon are formidable long-term competitors for 
developer audiences, and are not standing still. Amazon Web Services was the first to put a 
major stake in the ground on edge computing and is building up its artificial intelligence 
services quickly. Google has been highly focused on artificial intelligence for the past 18 
months and is overhauling its approach to the Internet of things. 

Over the next 12 months, Microsoft needs to see many enterprise developers building 
artificial intelligence and Internet of things applications in Azure. It must remove the 
complexities in creating multisense, multidevice apps for the new Microsoft 365 framework. 
An improvement in how the market understands the Microsoft Graph, both its value and 
limitations, will be crucial to both. Execution must now be Microsoft's priority. 




