Technology companies race to refine AI agents that transform office productivity
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Technology companies are racing to develop artificial intelligence agents intended to enhance workplace productivity by alleviating mundane and routine tasks. The Financial Times tested a range of popular applications from AI innovators like OpenAI, Anthropic, and Perplexity, alongside tech giants such as Google, Microsoft, and Apple. These tools are increasingly accessible, each promising varying levels of assistance for everyday tasks, although many advanced features remain works in progress. Users often have the option to pay for subscriptions to access enhanced performance or additional functionalities.
In a practical examination of how these tools could assist an office worker, several tasks were completed, starting with the challenge of digesting daily news. Applications such as Google’s Gemini and Anthropic’s Claude were tested, with varied effectiveness. Gemini tended to provide broad summaries, lacking specific details, while Perplexity offered a more focused selection of stories, linking them to relevant news sources. Similarly, OpenAI’s ChatGPT performed well by categorising information into national, regional, and local news—though none of these responses were personalised to user interests without additional prompts.
When it came to drafting emails, AI tools further showcased their capabilities. A test involving notes from an interview yielded clear drafts across different applications. Microsoft 365 presented an insightful but somewhat vague narrative of the discussion, in contrast to Gemini's bullet-point summary. Apple's AI produced a cohesive email outlining key themes efficiently, indicating that while these tools are not infallible, they can substantially reduce the effort required for routine communications.
Meeting summaries were another feature tested. Both Gemini and Microsoft 365 provided overviews of discussions, highlighting action items. While Microsoft excelled in providing time-coded subheadings, both tools struggled with inaccuracies—misidentifying names or terms—which highlights the current limitations of AI in maintaining context and specificity in complex situations.
On more intricate tasks, like making restaurant reservations or planning travel, AI agents like OpenAI’s Operator and Anthropic’s Computer Use were employed. Operator handled the restaurant booking competently, though it occasionally struggled with website navigation. In travel planning, Operator outperformed its counterpart in speed and user guidance, demonstrating the potential of these AIs to handle complex, multi-step processes that one can delegate to focus on other tasks.
Conversely, the challenge of crafting social media content was tackled using visual AI tools such as Synthesia and Pika. These applications are tailored for creative outputs, though they often require fine-tuning to meet specific requirements. While Synthesia created realistic avatars for corporate videos, Pika offered imaginative yet surreal interpretations, illustrating the diverse capabilities and potential applications of AI in both corporate and personal settings.
Overall, the rapid evolution of AI tools is evident as they gradually integrate into various aspects of work life. Innovations such as cloud computing and workflow automation are advancing, fostering significant transformations in how businesses operate. For instance, companies are increasingly adopting AI to navigate labour shortages and enhance productivity, even among newer employees. This is particularly relevant in a volatile economic climate where innovative AI solutions help maintain growth despite external pressures.
As these technologies mature, the increasing personalisation of AI tools stands to enhance their functionality further. Future iterations may create agents that not only assist with general tasks but are also tailored to individual user preferences, integrating seamlessly with company-specific data. Such advancements could ultimately redefine productivity within workplaces, enabling a focus on more strategic and creative contributions.
In conclusion, while AI agents are not yet ubiquitous in fully autonomous roles, their growing capabilities suggest a future where repetitive tasks are efficiently handled, potentially revolutionising how we approach productivity and collaboration at work.
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