Microsoft’s new AI CEO warns against pushing boundaries of human-like interaction
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Mustafa Suleyman, newly appointed CEO of Microsoft AI, is steering the company through the complex and rapidly evolving landscape of artificial intelligence, particularly focusing on consumer-facing AI products like its Copilot chatbot. Microsoft recently reported a 30% increase in user engagement with Copilot, a development that illustrates the growing role of AI assistants in everyday digital interactions. However, Suleyman expresses a cautious perspective on how far these AI systems should push the boundaries of mimicking human-like interaction, warning against the development of what he describes as “seemingly conscious artificial intelligence” (SCAI).
Suleyman’s position places Microsoft at a delicate crossroads. On one hand, the company is aggressively enhancing Copilot’s expressiveness and helpfulness to remain competitive alongside notable AI rivals such as ChatGPT and Google’s Gemini. On the other, there is rising concern about the ethical and social impact of AI chatbots that could mislead users or cause harm. These concerns have been accentuated by recent events, including lawsuits claiming that interactions with AI chatbots like those powered by OpenAI led to serious emotional distress. Suleyman’s dialogue with MIT Technology Review’s Will Douglas Heaven highlights this tension, as he stresses the importance of establishing clear boundaries for AI capabilities to prevent deception and emotional harm to users.
Prior to joining Microsoft, Suleyman co-founded DeepMind and Inflection AI, bringing extensive experience in AI development and ethics. Since taking leadership of Microsoft’s consumer AI unit in March 2024, which encompasses Copilot, Bing, and the Edge browser, he has overseen the integration of key talent from Inflection AI into the company’s assembly of researchers and engineers. This strategic consolidation under Suleyman’s leadership signals Microsoft’s ambition to solidify its competitive edge in AI by advancing both innovation and responsible development.
Suleyman has previously characterised AI as a new “digital species” in a TED Talk, a metaphor he clarifies was intended to highlight the unique nature of AI rather than suggest it possesses consciousness. He has been unequivocal about ethical limits, including a firm commitment that Microsoft will not develop controversial AI applications like “sex robots.” These statements underscore a philosophy that prioritises ethical considerations in AI’s design, especially important given the company’s push to enhance engagement while avoiding misleading users into believing the AI possesses sentience.
Looking ahead, Suleyman envisions AI companions evolving beyond mere productivity tools to become more personalised and emotionally intelligent digital entities. In interviews, he has described aspirations for AI like Copilot to develop a “permanent identity” with a “digital patina,” reflecting a more natural and meaningful human-computer relationship that matures over time. He critiques the chaos of the current digital workspace and advocates for AI companions that create quieter, cleaner environments tailored to individual needs, ultimately aiming to foster user trust through transparency.
Microsoft’s efforts come amid a broader conversation about the future of AI, where enhancing user engagement must be balanced with clear ethical guardrails. Suleyman’s leadership reflects this balancing act, navigating a pivotal moment for AI where the goal is to create compelling, supportive technology without blurring the lines between machine assistance and human consciousness. For industries and consumers adopting these tools, Microsoft’s approach could set important standards for responsible AI design, ensuring that digital assistants remain reliable allies rather than sources of confusion or emotional entanglement.
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