
1

MARCH 2021

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (AI) 
QUARTERLY EXECUTIVE 
BRIEFING

Maria Abou-Sakr

Berlin, Germany

Luca Sambucci

Rome, Italy

https://www.linkedin.com/in/maria-abousakr/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sambucci/


2

• Global investments in AI (including private investment, public offerings, M&A, and minority stakes) in 2020 reached a total of
USD 67.9 Bn (almost a 40% increase from 2019), led in vast majority by private investments.

INVESTMENTS IN AI – DESPITE THE PANDEMIC, GLOBAL AI 
INVESTMENTS CONTINUE TO SURGE

Source: “The AI Index Report 2021” by Stanford University, Crunchbase, SNGLR Group analysis

Snapshot of Selected AI Start-ups Funded in the Past 3 Months (for various startup stages)

Company Headquarter Description
Last Funding

Amount Type Date
Cognino AI UK Empowers decisions with AI USD 2 Mn Pre-seed 10-Dec-20
Actzero.ai USA Builds an AI-driven security platform USD 40 Mn Seed 9-Mar-21
Immunai USA Enables high resolution profiling of the immune system USD 60 Mn Series A 11-Feb-21
Plus.ai USA Develops self-driving trucks USD 200 Mn Series B 10-Feb-21
Horizon Robotics China Focuses on AI computing for smart mobility USD 350 Mn Series C 8-Feb-21
4 Paradigm China Helps enterprises improve work efficiency USD 700 Mn Series D 22-Jan-21

• AI private investment amount has been increasing since the past 10 years to reach USD 42.2 Bn in 2020. The growth rate has
slowed down in the recent years, with more private investments being channeled to fewer AI startups. The US remains the top
destination for private investments, followed by China, and the UK. The leading area that received the highest private funding
amount is Healthcare, followed by Smart Mobility, and Education. Corporate investors (e.g., Google Ventures, Intel) and private
funds (e.g., SoftBank, Sequoia Capital) continue to invest heavily in AI startups.

Global Corporate Investments in AI, (2015 – 2020), in USD Bn
+39%
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AI ADOPTION – THE PANDEMIC HAS CREATED A NEW SENSE 
OF URGENCY ON COMPANIES TO ADOPT AI 

• The Covid-19 pandemic has not stopped businesses from investing in AI projects.
In fact, it has incited many companies to look at new innovative approaches to
address the pressures from the pandemic.

• The latest surveys conducted on companies’ adoption of AI have shown that:

‒ Most companies are prioritizing AI initiatives over other IT initiatives
‒ Despite the pandemic, most companies either increased their 2020 AI

investment or kept it unchanged compared to 2019
‒ Demand for AI and machine learning skills continue to grow
‒ The most popular use cases for AI focus on improving customer experiences

to drive revenue growth or aim to automate processes to bring costs down
‒ Companies in the High Tech and Telecom industries have the highest AI

adoption followed by companies in the Financial Services and Automotive
industries.

‒ Governance/ cybersecurity is the major risk considered by companies that
chose to adopt AI

Source: “2021 Enterprise Trends in Machine Learning” by Algorithmia, “The State of AI in 2020” by Mckinsey, SNGLR Group analysis
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You’ll soon find animated photos
everywhere.
Deepfake systems can help animate photos, old
and new. Several products are being released
these months that make it easy for users to select
a picture and animate it like it was a short video.
MyHeritage’s “Deep Nostalgia” is one, especially
used for old relatives’ photos, “Tokkingheads” is
another service, aimed at a younger audience.

INDUSTRY AI USE CASES – NEW USES CASES ARE BEING 
DEPLOYED IN VARIOUS INDUSTRIES

HEALTHCARE
LONGEVITY

SMART 
MOBILITY

DEFENSE

PHOTOGRAPHY
DIGITAL MEDIA

Gunfire locators are trending.
With facial recognition’s governance problems
and privacy concerns, interest is moving toward
AI weapon and gunfire recognition and location
technology, especially in the wake of Washington
DC riots. With companies in the field reporting a
sharp uptick in interest.

AI in the fight against cancer: Early
diagnosis, personalized treatment
and drug development.
There are three main areas where AI technologies
can boost the fight against cancer: early diagnosis,
personalized treatments and drug development.
Additionally, AI can help make national health
systems more efficient, mapping healthcare
fragility spots and making treatments more
affordable.

Alphabet’s Waymo begins tests
with robotaxis in San Francisco.
So far Google’s driverless car company tested
extensively in suburbs like Chandler, AZ. Tests
included completely driverless experience, with
no safety drivers on board. Now the company
announces its first robotaxi tests in a large city
such as San Francisco (still with safety drivers
aboard).

Source: World Economic Forum, Literature search, SNGLR Group analysis
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• Transformer is the name of a 2017 deep learning method that revolutionized the way
NLP (Natural Language Processing) developers had built AI language models. Some
consider them the biggest innovation in AI of the latest years. Now researchers are
finding ways to use the Transformer architecture to spearhead innovative solutions
to non-NLP problems. For example, Transformer models are making their way into
chemistry, as two research papers recently published by Nature suggest that this
technology could help scientists map the space of chemical reactions and classify
them automatically with data-driven methods.

• Large Transformer-based language models are the state of the art when it comes to
language understanding and generation, but they are very expensive to train.
Researchers are now exploring ways to make them less heavy on compute and
memory requirements. New papers have been published where researchers
managed to increase the efficiency of the models, making them less resource-
intensive, and speed up their training, usually the longest and most expensive part,
by a factor of 5.

AI RESEARCH – LATEST INSIGHTS FOCUS ON MACHINE 
LEARNING PRIVACY AND NEW RESEARCH ADVANCEMENTS

• Machine learning practitioners are asked to preserve the privacy of the data used to
train algorithms, especially those in healthcare. Differential privacy is one of the best
solutions, as it gives a mathematically measurable guarantee to safeguard the
privacy of individuals. Microsoft and Harvard jointly released SmartNoise, a differential
privacy platform that adds a carefully tuned amount of statistical noise to sensitive
data.

Machine 
learning can 
now preserve 

privacy

Transformers 
are 

becoming 
less heavy, 

more 
versatile, 

and more 
resource 
efficient

Source: Literature search, SNGLR Group analysis
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AI GOVERNANCE & ETHICS – LATEST PRESSING ISSUES

• Artificial intelligence is learning how to manipulate humans
A study by CSIRO, Australia’s national science agency, has shown how AI can detect vulnerabilities in
human behaviour and exploit them in order to manipulate human decision-making. The system
uses a mix of recurrent neural networks and reinforcement learning and was used in three separate
tests, being able to influence humans with variable degrees of success in all of them. Findings are
still quite abstract, as those tests only marginally reflect real situations, but they stress the need of an
ethical oversight and common principles for the technology, especially in AI systems that support
human decision-making.

• AI Community attempts at self-regulating
Seeing that regulatory approaches are often slow to emerge and always post-facto, prominent
artificial intelligence conference NeurIPS introduced the requirement for submitting authors to
include a statement on the broader societal impacts of their research, for them to consider ethical,
societal, environmental and economical implications before publication. An independent group of
researcher further assessed these requirements and, while not without challenges, have found them
to be a starting point for further governance initiatives.

• Large language models have religious bias.
Researchers have tested GPT-3, currently the most advanced NLP (Natural Language Processing)
system, only to find that the model contains bias against people of Muslim faith and those of Jewish
faith. The input provided by the researchers involving Muslims was associated with elements of
violence in at least two-thirds of the cases. Phrases about people of the Jewish faith were often
associated with money. As long as language models exhibit such abhorrent biases, they might be a
liability for the organisations that use them, and proper ethical checks will need to be set in place.

Source: Literature search, SNGLR Group analysis
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