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The cognitive cloud? IBM rolls out 

Watson-as-a-service 

People who use cloud computing on a regular basis are familiar with the 

suite of “as-a-service” options: infrastructure-as-a-service, software-as-a-

service, platform-as-a-service. IBM is ready to introduce another: Watson-

as-a-service. 

 

IBM announced last week it has moved its cognitive computing system into 

the cloud to form the Watson Discovery Advisor, allowing researchers, 

academics and anyone else trying to leverage big data the ability to test 

programs and hypotheses at speeds never before seen.Since Watson is built 

to understand the nuance of natural language, this new service allows 

researchers to process millions of data points normally impossible for 

humans to handle. This can reduce project timelines from years to weeks or 

days.“We’re entering an extraordinary age of data-driven discovery,” said 

Mike Rhodin, senior vice president for IBM Watson Group, in a release. 

“[This] announcement is a natural extension of Watson’s cognitive 

computing capability. We’re empowering researchers with a powerful tool 

which will help increase the impact of investments organizations make in 

R&D, leading to significant breakthroughs.”IBM has been honing Watson’s 

capabilities over the last three years, reducing its size and upping its power 

since its famous appearance on “Jeopardy!” in 2011. The Watson of today 

is drastically different, operating at 24 times its power from Jeopardy while 

shrinking 90 times smaller. Earlier this year, IBM invested $1 billion into 

the project to form the Watson Group, with $100 million going to 

entrepreneurs and companies to build applications to run on Waston.“I think 

there have been a number of ways that we have improved the system since 

Jeopardy,” said John Gordon, vice president of IBM Watson Systems. 

“What you saw on Jeopardy was a system that could provide answers to 

questions. While the range of topics was very broad, there was always a 

relatively succinct question and succinct answer. In the phase after 

Jeopardy, through the beginning of this year, we were validating that we 

could extend the technology from doing a broad set of fairly straightforward 

questions to do some real important commercial cases. Based on the results 

with that, we validated this was very possible.”A few ongoing research 

projects are already leveraging Watson’s new capabilities. A peer-reviewed 

study released last week by the Baylor College of Medicine identified a 

protein that modifies another protein related to many cancers, giving 

doctors a chance to fine-tune drug efficacy or create new treatments. The 

study was completed in part due to Watson’s ability to process 70,000 

scientific articles about the protein, a feat that researchers could only dream 

to accomplish.  

 

 

Delivering Health Care By Drone 

 

Could the use of technologies that distance health care providers from the 

first-hand experience of the suffering of those they care for (such as 

telemedicine platforms and other forms of “virtual visits” or self-care tools) 

lead to a collective “stumbling over lines” with unfortunate consequences?  

On one side of these lines is empathy and understanding of the nature of 

suffering, and on the other, a loss of that perspective.I recently spoke with 

Dr. Eric Cassell – a pioneer in the development of the specialty of Palliative 

Care.  He wrote a landmark article published in the New England Journal of 

Medicine in 1982, entitled “The Nature of Suffering and the Goals of 

Medicine,” and later edited a well-respected textbook by the same name.  

We discussed both the possibility that technology could increasingly 

distance providers from suffering, and the fact that many physicians are 

“burning out” in a time when technology should actually be making their 

jobs easier. 

“They are related,” he said. “The problem that physicians have now is not 

that they get too close to their patients, but that they do not get close 

enough… The suffering have special therapeutic needs, and those aren’t 

met by technology alone.”Dr. Rushika Fernandapulle, the co-founder and 

CEO of Iora Health, a company that is growing a new model for primary 

care delivery leveraging high tech and high touch, shared his thoughts.Karl 

Marlantes’ book about his experiences in Vietnam as a young soldier, 

“What it is Like to Go to War” examines the social and psychological 

consequences of fighting, killing and returning from those experiences, and 

provides an interesting analogy.  He asserts that the contemporary use of 

drones and cruise missiles, and the lack of subsequent exposure to the 

suffering and damage that these weapons cause – may have important 

unintended consequences. 

The Demise of the Data Scientist: Heresy 

or Fact? 
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The primary reason for this declining demand according to the author  was 

that increased automation and operationalization of business processes will 

not require the technical skills of the data scientist. Obviously, my initial 

reaction was emotional with my first reaction being  to completely ignore 

this opinion but the more rational part of my nature  aroused my curiosity in 

not what was being said but why it was being said.   The “what is being 

said” does present an opinion which is based on his perspective. But it is 

this perspective that must be understood if we are to obtain a better sense of 

this viewpoint. 

This perspective can be better understood by knowledge  of this individual’s 

background and experience. For the writer in question, the background is IT 

or computer science/systems development and not data science in the truest 

sense. The IT practitioner, here,  does have some understanding of data 

science but not as a true practitioner of the discipline. Both IT and the data 

scientists do  develop business solutions. But the types of solutions  are 

different. IT individuals steeped in the more  traditional computer science 

discipline are  trained and developed to focus their skills on developing 

solution that streamline business processes. In most cases, this is about 

operationalizing or automating a given business process. 

Meanwhile, the data scientist focuses their efforts on developing analytics 

solutions that solve a specific and unique  business problem. In most cases, 

these data science solutions when initially built, are customized to solve the 

problem at hand . The need for automation or operationalization is not 

paramount at least initially in the data scientist’s mind. 

With Big Data and big data analytics, the need for analytics and more 

customized type solutions is experiencing exponential growth. Methods and 

approaches in employing analytics need to be quicker and more flexible 

which require I/T support for more operationalization and automation . 

 

Potential Hurdles Limiting the Internet of 

Things  

 

The hype surrounding the Internet of Things (IoT) is immense. The basic 

premise behind the IoT is to connect everyday objects to the internet 

through tiny sensors, allowing them to communicate with businesses, 

consumers, and each other. 

Image The hype surrounding the Internet of Things (IoT) is immense. The 

basic premise behind the IoT is to connect everyday objects to the internet 

through tiny sensors, allowing them to communicate with businesses, 

consumers, and each other. The potential for innovation is certainly there, 

and startups and major corporations have already come up with some 

intriguing ideas from internet-connected refrigerators to app-controlled light 

fixtures to smart clothing. A lot of people see the Internet of Things as the 

next great frontier of technology and consumer products, but just because 

many are predicting it doesn’t make it inevitable. 

 

Internet Availability 

The Internet of Things sounds good in principle, giving consumers 

unparalleled convenience and access to the latest technology, but there is 

one requirement that can’t be ignored: the internet. Without an actual 

internet connection, the IoT can’t function. While that may not be a problem 

for the majority of people, there are still many places in the world without 

an internet connection. Many companies, including Google, are trying to 

rectify this issue, but any solutions are still years away. Even countries that 

do have high connectivity to the internet, like the United States, will often 

have spots where that connection is spotty or even non-existent. Worldwide 

internet connections have to happen for the IoT to become a fully 

functioning reality. 

Significant Expenses 

It’s one thing to embed a sensor in a new consumer product; it’s another 

thing to place them on items and structures that are already widely dispersed 

throughout the world. One idea for the Internet of Things is to place sensors 

on roads, traffic lights, utility grids, and buildings, but doing so represents 

an expensive venture. Many companies, while optimistic about the potential 

of the IoT, have yet to be convinced it’s an investment worth making on 

such a large scale. Progress has been made concerning the expenses of the 

IoT, particularly in the creation of cheaper sensors, but more progress is 

needed before organizations truly embrace using them in everything.  

Privacy and Security 

In the wake of major security breaches at Home Depot and Target, along 

with the recent iCloud celebrity photo scandal, privacy and security are 

clearly on the minds of businesses and individuals. For now, the IoT only 

appears to raise those concerns exponentially. When everything from a 

toaster to a shirt is connected to the web, what does that mean for personal 

privacy and sensitive data? Companies will need to show they can protect 

customer information if consumers will ever trust wearing shoes that keep 

track of where they go and how many steps they take. 

Data Surge 

It’s estimated that by 2020, around 26 billion items and objects will be part 

of the Internet of Things. With that increase in internet-connected items will 

come a surge of new data being generated. As of right now, many 

companies aren’t prepared to handle the amount of data that needs to be 

collected to make the IoT function well. There are many things businesses 

need to do to prepare their organizations for these new demands. New 

storage capabilities are needed, which can be done through in-house storage 

options or through cloud storage 

Consumer Awareness 

While businesses may talk excitedly about the Internet of Things, 

consumers are largely unaware of it. In a recent survey of 2,000 people, 

87% of consumers said they had never even heard of the IoT. While hearing 

about the Internet of Things doesn’t necessarily signify a consumer would 

not use an item connected to the IoT, the survey results show a lack of 

awareness and understanding about what can be gained from it. If this lack 

of knowledge about the IoT leads to lack of interest, a major driving force 

for widespread adoption will be missing. 
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