Apple faces intensifying pressure to innovate AI with Apple Watch at centre stage
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Pressure is mounting on Apple to innovate in the realm of artificial intelligence, especially following the unveiling of Apple Intelligence at the recent WWDC 2024. The tech giant finds itself at a pivotal moment, where consumer expectations are not merely for an enhanced Siri, but for a fully-fledged AI device that can seamlessly integrate with its ecosystem. As competitors like OpenAI and Google develop increasingly sophisticated AI technologies, Apple's challenge is to remain relevant in an evolving landscape that prioritises innovation and user engagement.
OpenAI's recent partnership with Jony Ive, former chief design officer at Apple, underscores the competitive threat Apple faces. In a promotional video, Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, hinted that the new hardware being developed would prioritise simplicity and function over the cluttered designs often found in today’s tech products. Described as a minimalistic, screenless device, this new AI tool could serve as a clever companion, enhancing user experience without the distraction of multiple features. The contrast is stark; while Apple has been refining existing technologies, OpenAI seeks to create novel user experiences—raising concerns that Apple might be caught off guard by these shifts.
Amidst this backdrop, Meta has also intensified its push with AI-driven devices, suggesting another layer of competition for Apple. The transformation of Meta’s offering from rudimentary “earbuds” to advanced AI vision devices illustrates a shift toward augmented realities that leverage auditory and visual data. Meanwhile, Google's innovations highlight a similar trajectory; their upcoming AI-integrated products promise to deliver enhanced interactions and contextual awareness, potentially eclipsing Apple's current offerings.
Despite these challenges, Apple is not starting from scratch. The existing framework of the Apple Watch, equipped with sophisticated sensors and user-friendly interfaces, can serve as a robust platform for an AI-first strategy. Rumours suggest that the upcoming watchOS 26 will incorporate enhanced health metrics and AI functionalities, although specifics remain under wraps. The anticipated update, alongside new models like the Series 11, could position the Apple Watch as a leading contender in the wearable AI space, offering functionality that anticipates users' needs.
This move toward an AI-centric Apple Watch aligns with a growing sentiment that the device could evolve into an indispensable daily assistant. Imagine a scenario where the watch not only tracks fitness but also manages appointments, reminds users of important tasks, and responds proactively to daily challenges. Such capabilities could fulfil a demand for personal, real-time guidance, directly addressing the limitations of existing voice assistant technologies.
However, Apple’s journey towards a dominant AI presence has not been without obstacles. Former employees have cited integration issues with large language models and internal management challenges as significant hurdles. While competitors have built their AI platforms from the ground up, Apple’s incremental approach has led to a series of setbacks, with many core features of its Apple Intelligence suite delayed or altered significantly. This has resulted in investor doubt; as of early 2025, Apple shares have seen a marked drop, reflecting wider concerns regarding the company's AI strategy and market positioning.
As Apple prepares for another potentially subdued WWDC, expectations are mixed. While there are hopes for substantial upgrades to Siri and the Apple Intelligence platform, the company needs to demonstrate that they can keep pace with rapid advancements made by rivals. Analysts suggest that for Apple to maintain its competitive edge, it must not only innovate its own products but also integrate superior third-party AI solutions, harnessing its diverse ecosystem for a more coherent user experience.
Despite the headwinds, the potential for the Apple Watch to transcend its current functionalities exists. Whether as a proactive data assistant or a seamless extension of the user’s digital life, the device could play a pivotal role in reshaping how consumers interact with AI daily. The pressure on Apple to innovate and deliver on these expectations has never been higher, particularly as it seeks to reclaim its status at the forefront of technological change.
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