
Digitalization is impacting every 
industry and ocean container shipping 
is no different. The latest trends have 
organizations focusing on smart, 
technology-driven management to reduce 
expenses and increase efficiency. Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning 
(ML), as well as the Internet of Things 
(IoT) and blockchain, are the most talked 
about transformative and disruptive 
technologies in the world today. 

Over the long term, digitalization will 
ultimately connect buyers and sellers, 
automate paper trails and improve 
working capital through centralized 
settlements. The opportunity to tie the 
physical operating process to the digital 
financial operating process will accelerate 
to deliver on the promise of digitalization.

While AI has the potential to massively 
disrupt the container shipping industry, 
today s applications will assist in jobs 
rather than replace jobs. For example, 

scientists at MIT illustrated how oogle s 
image-recognition AI could be fooled 
into believing a baseball was an espresso 
or a cat was guacamole through slight 
distortions that humans would instantly 
recognize . The results show that AI 
programs are susceptible to misidentifying 
objects that are slightly distorted, 
whether manipulated intentionally or 
not. This echoes an earlier study showing 

oogle s AI could identify cats in videos 
in more than 70  of cases, yet a human 
child could identify them in 100  of 
cases. AI programs will continue to 
advance, but their weaknesses illustrate 
why humans will remain a critical part of 
AI implementations as they’ll be required 
to handle exceptions and higher-end 
tasks, ones that require creative and 
original thinking, as well as ones requiring 
leadership roles.

AI promises to improve efficiencies in 
ocean container shipping, but many fear 

it will lead to a loss of jobs; however, it’s 
much more complex than that. Mc insey 

lobal Institute estimates that up to 800 
million global workers could lose their jobs 
by 2030 due to automation ; meanwhile, 

artner suggests that by 2020 AI will 
automate 1.8 million people out of work, 
but it will create 2.3 million new jobs .  

STANDARDIZATION = AUTOMATION
AI will lead to a shift in the type of jobs 
performed, and in the process create 
more opportunities. In IT there is a belief 
that anything that can be standardized can 
be automated, but one of the challenges 
in container shipping is that there are a 
high number of exceptions. AI will allow 
workers to focus more of their time on 
those exceptions. 

The past is often the best predictor of 
the future. When cars replaced horses, 
few predicted the emergence of the 
automobile industry and the resulting 
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massive new job creation, as well as the 
birth of the entire trucking and shipping 
industry that drives logistics. Another 
disruption occurred with the invention 
of pallets and then the modern shipping 
container, which many feared would lead 
to increased job losses. Because of this, 
decades back drivers delivering pallets 
were required to unpack them and then 
have the contents packed onto pallets 
again in an effort to preserve jobs they 
thought were threatened. That inefficiency 
ended for obvious reasons, yet the 
number of employees in global shipping 
and maritime industries skyrocketed. 

We expect to see the same with 
AI, which will create new jobs and 
opportunities. AI and ML will help remove 
additional inefficiencies in the system by 
directing technology at areas that can 
be easily standardized. This includes the 
prefilling of various forms, or aspects of 
customer service at the search-engine 
level to help customers find information 
and sources before they speak with a 
client. Shipping is always full of exceptions 
due to human error, weather interference 
and unexpected events. Humans are 
better at dealing with exceptions, so the 
role of AI in logistics is to free up workers 
for higher level tasks that will help clients. 

THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF AI
AI offers a few different dimensions that rest 
on the foundation of recent technologies to 
help answer two key questions enabling 
digitalization and, eventually, AI:  
1. Can I store it
2. Can I process it

In answer to the first question, we can 
now save virtually every piece of data 
using a simple cloud solution such as 
Amazon Web Services (AWS). This enables 
organizations to accumulate data at a 
reasonable cost, to the point where they 
can keep and store all the data they touch, 
and because they can keep and store all 
the data they touch, they can then reason 
with it. This enables ML which leads to the 
promise of improved efficiencies through 
predictive analytics.  

So connecting the technology dots to 
get to AI starts with digitalization, which is 
happening now. Digitalization moves the 
data from paper to computers in a format 
we can manipulate. Cloud then gives us 
the ability to store it and process it, which 
then leads to AI applications that will 
incorporate ML to reason with the data. 

TODAY AND TOMORROW 
One very real, near-term initiative that 
incorporates AI are chat-bots using 

Natural Language Processing (NLP). 
Chat-bots represent the early face of AI 
and will impact all areas where there is 
communication between humans. The 
growth in chat-bots across all industries 
will be explosive. 

Imagine an AI application that 
configures forecasts with an automated, 
conversational interface. By looking 
at a customer’s pervious bookings, 
the AI app can learn unique personal 
preference, enabling the parameters 
to be automatically prefilled because 
the application has learned from past 
behaviors. This will allow organizations 
to improve the booking process while 
freeing support people to focus on more 
pressing tasks.  

In the future, AI will increasingly help 
with other critical tasks while working in 
conjunction with humans. One area is with 
Harmonized System (HS) codes, which is 
based on an international standard that 
classifies traded products. An error in 
the HS code, which is not uncommon, 
can cause significant delays and increase 
costs. AI coupled with MR will be able 
to correct many of these errors upfront 
by assigning the proper HS codes, only 
involving humans on exceptions that can’t 
be easily resolved. 
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Another area where AI will help is 
with smart containers. AI and IoT will 
allow refrigerated containers, or reefers, 
to be monitored and handled remotely, 
increasing and decreasing temperature 
and air flow as required by changing 
conditions. The AI-enabled system will 
only involve humans for exceptions.

PREPARE NOW
Automation will become increasingly 
important as the advantages of 
digitalization are realized. We recommend 
several steps to prepare:
1 . Pilot:  It’s important for a company, 

carrier or forwarder to determine if this 
is a core competency, or if they’re better 
off working through a partner. Certain 
carriers have significant IT resources, 
enabling the piloting of numerous AI 
projects; most, however, either don’t or 
they lack the desire to direct resources 
toward IT projects that may not pay 
dividends almost immediately

2 . Learn:  One size does not fit all, and 
that is certainly the case here. Learn 
how applicable the AI project is to your 
operations, whether you’re piloting 
it directly, working through a partner, 
or a blend of both. The important 
question to keep asking: can it improve 
efficiency and deliver benefits cost 
effectively  

3 . Measured Pieces:  The implementation 
of AI requires many of the same 
methodologies of agile software 
development, which is often a shift in 
how companies develop IT and software 
solutions, with a move toward delivering 
individual parts of the software and not 
on the entire application

4 . Train Employees:  AI and the resulting 
changes will create stress on workers. 
Businesses will benefit from AI 
tremendously, but businesses have to 

think about how to help employees 
master new skills, including skills that 
will allow them to focus on areas that AI 
can’t address. When the new shipping 
containers mentioned previously were 
introduced, many of the larger carriers 
created a fund to help with training 
and ease tensions. That was a solution 
decades ago. Today we may require a 

different approach, but it serves as a 
reminder that as an industry we should 
start the dialogue to understand what 
type of skills will be required 

It is an exciting time to be a technology 
platform in logistics. We’ve all talked 
about digitalization and what it enables, 
including AI, but now it comes down to 
execution. 
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