
By Armen Ovanessoff and Eduardo Plastino



2       |       How artificial intelligence can drive South America’s growth

CONTENTS
The new factor of production    4

Three channels of AI-led growth   12

Factoring in AI   14

AI’s potential impact on 
national economic growth         16

Clearing the path to an AI future   21



3       |       How artificial intelligence can drive South America’s growth

The end of South America’s latest economic 
boom earlier this decade exposed, once again, 
the region’s reliance on commodity exports and 
an inability to address its persistent productivity 
deficit. Our research uncovers that the ability of 
capital investment to propel economic progress 
is declining, and labor force growth is quickly 
slowing. These two levers are the traditional drivers 
of production, yet they are not able to provide 
the sustainable growth and prosperity sought by 
economies across South America.

But long-term pessimism is unwarranted. With 
the recent convergence of a transformative set of 
technologies, economies are entering a new era 
in which artificial intelligence (AI) has the potential 
to overcome the physical limitations of capital 
and labor and open up new sources of value               
and growth.

Indeed, Accenture analyzed 5 South American 
economies, as well as several other countries 
around the world, and found that AI has the 
potential to add up to an entire percentage point to 
the region’s annual economic growth rates by 2035.

South America is already taking AI very seriously. 

South America is in desperate need of a 
sustainable solution to long-term flagging 
productivity and economic growth. Fortunately, 
a new factor of production is on the horizon, and 
it promises to transform the basis of economic 
growth across the region, and beyond.

Mining companies are already using autonomous 
machines in Peru’s mines; job recruiters draw 
on “emotion analytics” algorithms in Chile; and 
customers of banks, airlines and retailers all across 
the region are talking to chatbots.  

South American academics are pushing 
boundaries in areas from health epidemic control 
to fraud identification in electricity distribution. 
Multinationals, like Unilever, are piloting AI solutions 
in South America as a test-bed before roll-out across 
the globe. And all this is made possible because of 
the strong appetite for these technologies among 
business leaders in the region, especially CIOs, as 
well as the proven craving and acceptance of high-
tech solutions by the region’s consumers.

There is every reason for the region’s leaders to 
rally around this chance to leapfrog to greater 
innovation, productivity and economic progress.

To avoid missing out on this opportunity, policymakers 
and business leaders must prepare for, and work toward, 
a future with artificial intelligence. They must do so 
not with the idea that AI is simply another productivity 
enhancer. Rather, they must see AI as the tool that can 
transform our thinking about how growth is created.



Rates of global gross domestic product (GDP) growth have been slowing over recent decades. Leading 
South American economies have been no exception. Even the period of high growth they enjoyed in the 
first decade of this century has now given way to near-stagnation. Key measures of economic efficiency 
are trending sharply downward, while labor-force growth is also diminishing quickly in the region.

South America’s economic slowdown (Figure 2) puts 
a spotlight on the region’s persistent productivity 
problems. The issue is that South America’s 
productivity gains have been mediocre even during 
the region’s periods of faster economic expansion. 
For example, during the growth spurt of 2001-2005, 
the group of five leading South American economies 
in our study improved their average annual total 
factor productivity (TFP) by only 0.7 percent. Over 
the same period, Indonesia’s TFP grew by 2.1 percent 
and South Korea’s by 2.0 percent (Figure 3). 
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FIGURE 1: 

GLOBAL GDP GROWTH 
A long-term deceleration.

Global GDP growth, 3-year moving average (%)
Source: World Bank and Accenture

Average annual GDP growth (%)
Source: World Bank and Accenture

South America-5 is the unweighted average of Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, and Peru

REGIONAL GROWTH
More dynamic emerging markets in Asia have long 
outpaced South American economies.

During those good times, South American 
companies had the luxury of overlooking their 
productivity shortcomings because soaring revenues 
—especially from commodity exports and domestic 
consumption—ensured prosperity, even if their 
margins were squeezed. This was not sustainable. 
Today, the revenue drivers have fallen away, and the 
region’s productivity problem is laid bare (Figure 4). 
A sustainable revival of growth must come hand-in-
hand with productivity gains. 
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THE NEW FACTOR OF PRODUCTION 
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Annual GDP growth (%)
Source: Oxford Economics
2016 figures are estimated for Argentina, Chile, Colombia and Peru

FIGURE 2: RECENT SOUTH AMERICAN PERFORMANCE
Stepping on the brakes.

FIGURE 3: THE PRODUCTIVITY PROBLEM
South America lags emerging Asia.
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FIGURE 4: FALLING SOUTH AMERICAN PRODUCTIVITY
The region’s economies are becoming less productive.
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FIGURE 5: CAPITAL EFFICIENCY
The marginal capital efficiency rate, an indicator of the productivity of capital  such as machines and buildings, 
has dropped significantly in the last decade.

Marginal capital efficiency rate, 3-year moving average
Source: World Bank and Accenture
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FIGURE 6: LABOR
As populations age and birth rates slow, fewer people are available to pick up the slack in the workforce.

Working age population average growth per 1,000 residents
Source: UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) data and forecasts
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So, where will new growth and productivity come from?

Traditionally, capital and labor are the “factors of 
production” that drive economic expansion. Growth 
occurs when the stock of capital or labor increase, or 
when they are used more productively. 

In South America, the effectiveness in the use of 
capital has fallen for a decade, and the growth of 
the working age population is slowing down quickly 
(Figures 5 and 6). 

Does this mean South America is experiencing the 
end of growth as we know it?

As grim as much of the data for the region—and 
most of the world—undoubtedly is, it misses an 
important part of the story.

That missing element is how new technologies and 
artificial intelligence affect growth in the economy.

Economists have always thought of new 
technologies as driving growth through their 
ability to enhance TFP. This made sense for the 
technologies that we have seen until now. The 
great technological breakthroughs over the last two 
centuries—including electricity, railways and IT—
boosted productivity dramatically. 

Today, we are witnessing the take-off of another 
transformative set of technologies, commonly 
referred to as artificial intelligence (see “What 
is artificial intelligence?”). Many see AI as similar 
to past technological inventions. If we believe 
this, then we can expect some growth, but 
nothing transformational.

But we believe that AI has the potential to be not just 
another driver of TFP, but an entirely new factor of 
production (Figure 7). How can this be?

The key is to realize that AI is more than just another 
wave of technology. It is a unique hybrid of capital 
and labor. 

Unlike previous technologies, AI creates an entirely 
new workforce. It can replicate labor activities at 
much greater scale and speed, and even perform 
some tasks beyond the capabilities of humans. Not to 
mention that, in some areas, it has the ability to learn 
faster than humans, if not yet as deeply. For example, 
by using virtual assistants, 1,000 legal documents 
can be reviewed in a matter of days instead of taking 
three people six months to complete.1

Similarly, AI can take the form of physical capital 
such as robots and intelligent machines. And 
unlike conventional capital, such as machines and 
buildings, it can actually improve over time, thanks to 
its self-learning capabilities.

Based on our analysis and modeling, we can 
illustrate what happens when AI is seen as a new 
factor of production rather than just a productivity 
enhancer. The impact on projected growth for Brazil, 
for example, is significant. As Figure 8 shows, the 
first scenario is business-as-usual, assuming no AI 
effect. The second indicates the traditional view of 
AI as a TFP enhancer where it has a limited impact 
on growth. The third scenario shows what happens 
when AI can act as a new factor of production—
there is a marked effect on growth. This ability of AI 
to complement and enhance traditional factors of 
production is where its true potential lies.
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FIGURE 7: THE AI GROWTH MODEL
Our model adapts the traditional growth model by including AI as a factor of production. 

NB:     indicates the change in that factor. 
Source: Accenture analysis

FIGURE 8: THREE GROWTH SCENARIOS FOR BRAZIL’S ECONOMY
AI as a new factor of production can lead to significant growth opportunities for Brazil’s economy

Source: Accenture and Frontier Economics

Brazil’s gross value added (GVA) in 2035 (US$ billion)

TRADITIONAL 
GROWH MODEL

Capital Labor TFP

GROWTH

Capital Labor TFP AI

+++

+ +

ADAPTED 
GROWH MODEL

3,452

Projected GVA without AI Projected GVA with AI’s impact
limited to TFP

Projected GVA with AI as a
new factor of production

74 74
358

Additional AI-induced GVA

AI-induced TFP

Brazil’s GVA

3,452 3,452



10       |       How artificial intelligence can drive South America’s growth

CONTENTS
WHAT IS ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE? 

Sense

Computer vision and audio 
processing, for example, 
are able to actively perceive 
the world around them by 
acquiring and processing 
images, sounds and speech. 
The use of facial recognition 
at border control kiosks is one 
practical example of how it 
can improve productivity.

Comprehend

Natural language  
processing and inference 
engines can enable AI 
systems to analyze and 
understand the information 
collected. This technology is 
used to power the language 
translation feature of search 
engine results. 

Act

An AI system can take 
action through technologies 
such as expert systems 
and inference engines, or 
undertake actions in the 
physical world. Auto-pilot 
features and assisted-
braking capabilities in cars 
are examples of this.

All three capabilities are underpinned by the ability to learn from experience and adapt over time. AI already 
exists to some degree in many industries but the extent to which it is becoming part of our daily lives is set   
to grow fast.

AI is not a new field; much of its theoretical and technological underpinning was 
developed over the past 70 years by computer scientists such as Alan Turing, Marvin 
Minsky and John McCarthy. Today, the term refers to multiple technologies that can be 
combined in different ways to:
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FIGURE 9: EMERGING AI TECHNOLOGIES
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Two key factors are enabling AI growth: 

1. Unlimited access to computing power. 
Public cloud computing was estimated to reach almost US$70 billion in 2015 worldwide.  

Data storage has also become abundant. 

2. Growth in big data. 
Global data has seen a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of more than 50 percent since 2010 as more of the 
devices around us have become connected. As Barry Smyth, professor of computer science at University College 
Dublin, told us: “Data is to AI what food is to humans.”  

So in a more digital world, the exponential growth of data is constantly feeding AI improvements.

Source: Accenture analysis
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THREE CHANNELS  
OF AI-LED GROWTH  
With AI as the new factor of production, it can drive growth in at least three important 
ways. First, it can create a new virtual workforce—what we call “intelligent automation.” 
Second, AI can complement and enhance the skills and ability of existing workforces 
and physical capital. Third, like other previous technologies, AI can drive innovations in 
the economy. Over time, this becomes a catalyst for broad structural transformation as 
economies using AI not only do things differently, they will also do different things.

Intelligent automation
The new AI-powered wave of intelligent automation 
is already creating growth through a set of features 
unlike those of traditional automation solutions. 

The first feature is its ability to automate complex 
physical world tasks that require adaptability, 
agility and learning. Consider the difficulties and 
dangers people face detecting perilous gases in a 
mine. Researchers from Peru’s National Engineering 
University (UNI) have developed a four-wheeled 
robot that explores mines autonomously to detect 
methane, carbon dioxide and ammonium. The 
robot uses sensors to detect its location, and then 
generates improved routes and actions to take 
inside the mine as it collects information about gas 
levels and trends.2 

Whereas traditional automation technology is task-
specific, the second distinct feature of AI-powered 
intelligent automation is its ability to solve problems 
across industries and job titles. Just witness the 
widespread adoption in customer service of 
“chatbots”, virtual assistants that help people in 
their native tongue. 

Today, these robots are eagerly employed by 
companies from Argentinian Banco Galicia to 
Colombian airline Avianca and Brazilian e-commerce 
platform Shop Fácil. 

The third and most powerful feature of intelligent 
automation is self-learning, enabled by repeatability 
at scale. Chilean startup The Not Company (or 
NotCo) developed an algorithm, nicknamed 
Giuseppe, that analyzes animal protein-based 
food products and generates recipes for vegan 
alternatives that not only have the same taste 
and texture, but also offer better nutrition. To do 
this, Giuseppe analyzes the molecular structure 
of foods and figures out similar structures based 
on combinations of vegan ingredients. Giuseppe 
makes “mayonnaise”, for example, from potato 
starch, pea protein and rosemary leaves. The larger 
its database grows, the more the “chef” algorithm 
learns—and the more combinations it can produce.2 

This self-learning aspect of AI is a fundamental leap 
forward. Whereas traditional automation capital 
degrades over time, intelligent automation assets 
can continually improve.
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Labor and capital augmentation
A significant part of the economic growth from AI will 
come not from replacing existing labor and capital, but 
from enabling them to be used much more effectively.

For example, AI can enable humans to focus on parts 
of their role that add the most value. Take a time-
consuming and cumbersome process like recruitment. 
The Chilean company AIRA (artificial intelligence 
recruitment assistant) has developed a system 
to publish vacancy announcements in the most 
widely used recruitment websites, read and rank all 
résumés, apply psychometric tests and conduct video 
interviews with applicants. Applicants’ performance is 
assessed with emotion analytics, which translates their 
attention levels and facial expressions into numbers. 
At the end of this short process, human recruiters 
can focus their scarce time on conducting in-depth 
interviews with the best qualified candidates.4

Moreover, AI augments labor by complementing 
human capabilities, offering employees new tools 
to enhance their natural intelligence. A number of 
companies in Brazil, for example, are preparing to 
incorporate “hybrid intelligence” systems into their 
post-sales support services. This involves a robot 
collecting customer information from previous 
interactions with the firm such as product purchases, 
direct communication or references over social 
media. It then provides the human attendant with 
information about the customer’s mood and any 
complaints, and can also suggest promotions that 
might be relevant to each individual client.  

AI can also improve capital efficiency, which is 
important for South America’s large industrial and 
manufacturing sectors. Take the case of Ubivis, a 
Brazilian startup established in 2014 with the ambition 
of helping manufacturing companies join the age 
of “the internet of smart machines”. Ubivis installs 
sensors and external drivers in existing industrial 
machines to collect large amounts of data about the 
client’s operations. Big data is then stored in the cloud 
and used as input for machine-learning processes 
that make the client’s assets increasingly productive 
through, for example, predictive maintenance that 
solves problems before they become costly.

Innovation diffusion
One of the least-discussed benefits of artificial 
intelligence is its ability to propel new innovations 
as it diffuses through the economy. Take driverless 
vehicles, probably the best-publicized AI product 
in development so far. As innovation begets further 
innovation, the impact of driverless vehicles on 
economies will eventually extend well beyond the 
automotive industry.

For example, the passenger—who is no longer 
driving—may well be engaged in mobile services, 
opening new opportunities for advertisers, retailers, 
media firms and others to innovate new offerings. 
The insurance industry could generate more accurate 
risk assessments and new revenue streams from the 
masses of data that self-driving vehicles and their 
connected drivers produce. Public sector innovation 
opportunities also open up as real-time, accurate 
road and traffic data generated by the vehicles and 
other sources open new ways to charge for road 
usage, and control congestion and pollution.

There could even be significant social benefits. 
Driverless vehicles are expected to reduce the 
number of road accidents and traffic fatalities 
dramatically, making the technology potentially one 
of the most transformative public health initiatives 
in human history. They could also give back 
independence to people who cannot drive due to 
disability, enabling them to take up jobs from which 
they were previously excluded. And, even among 
those who can drive, driverless cars will make 
traveling far more convenient, freeing up time that 
people can dedicate to work or leisure.

South America is already seeing driverless 
vehicles being used and designed for controlled 
environments, such as mines and ports, but as 
the technology and regulations advance, the 
opportunities will multiply.
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FACTORING IN AI
To understand the value of AI as a new factor of production, Accenture, in association with 
Frontier Economics, modeled the potential impact of AI for five economies that together generate 
some 85 percent of South America’s economic output.

Our results reveal notable opportunities for value creation. We find that AI has the potential to add 
up to 1.0 percent to annual economic growth rates across these countries—a powerful remedy for 
slowing rates in recent years.

Cross-country comparisons mask the significant 
impact that AI could have on seemingly lagging 
economies. For instance, AI is expected to raise 
Argentina’s growth rate in 2035 from 3.0 percent 
to 3.6 percent. This implies the lowest AI-driven 
boost among the 5 countries, but even this relatively 
modest contribution is still a sizeable amount: nearly 
US$59 billion of additional GVA, leading to a total 
GVA of US$702 billion in 2035. 

Throughout South America, faster growth enabled 
by AI will reduce the number of years required for 
each national economy to double in size (Figure 
11). Overall, AI is expected to unleash remarkable 
benefits across countries, redefining “the new 
normal” as a period of higher and longer-lasting 
economic growth.

Boosting national economic growth  
To estimate the economic potential of AI we 
compared two scenarios for each country. The first 
is the baseline, which shows the expected annual 
economic growth rate under current assumptions 
about the future. The second is the AI scenario, 
which shows expected economic growth once the 
impact of AI has been absorbed into the economy. 
As it takes time for the impact of a new technology 
to feed through, we used 2035 as the year of 
comparison. (see “Appendix: Modeling the GVA 
impact of AI”).

According to our modeling of Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia and Peru, AI yields the highest 
economic benefit in absolute terms for Brazil, 
culminating in an additional US$432 billion in its GVA 
in 2035. This would mean a boost of 0.9 percentage 
points to growth that year. Chile and Peru could both 
increase their GVA by an entire percentage point 
in 2035 thanks to artificial intelligence. Colombia, 
meanwhile, could see an additional expansion of 0.8 
percentage points.
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FIGURE 10: THE ECONOMIC IMPACT OF AI

AI has the potential to increase annual economic growth rates in South America  by up 
to 1 percentage point in terms of gross value added.

FIGURE 11: TIME FOR ECONOMIES TO DOUBLE IN SIZE
AI paves the way to faster economic growth.

Real gross value added (GVA) (%, growth)
Source: Accenture and Frontier Economics

Number of years for the economy to double in size (a full circle represents 100 years) 
Source: Accenture and Frontier Economics
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AI’S POTENTIAL IMPACT ON 
NATIONAL ECONOMIC GROWTH  
By focusing on individual countries, we can analyze the impact of AI in more detail. We compare 
the size of each economy in 2035 in a baseline scenario with the AI scenario, where AI has been 
absorbed into the economy. We can also see the relative importance of the three channels through 
which AI has an effect.

Finally, we analyze the structure of each economy, as well as their ability to absorb new technology. 
Assessing the relative importance of different sectors and the weak spots of each economy, we 
find where the highest potential lies and what are the areas requiring improvement to allow South 
American countries to make the most of the opportunities AI brings.
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South American companies often 
struggle to add significant value.          
AI is a chance to change this.
PAULO HENRIQUE SOUZA, 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, UBIVIS (BRAZIL)
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Brazil
Our model predicts that AI has the potential to boost Brazil’s GVA in 
2035 by US$432 billion, representing an uplift of 0.9 percent from the 
baseline scenario. Of this, US$192 billion will be contributed through 
the labor and capital augmentation channel, US$166 billion through the 
intelligent automation channel and the remaining US$74 billion through 
the innovation diffusion channel. 

The country’s public sector is vast, accounting for some 35 percent 
of the economy’s valued added5, but the quality of public services is 
a major object of popular discontent. AI has the potential to improve 
public service delivery in areas as varied as public transport and 
disease control. For example, researchers at the University of São Paulo 
are developing machine learning technology that will reveal which 
patients arriving at a medical center during an outbreak of dengue 
fever, zika or chikungunya are more likely to suffer from one of these 
diseases. This will be essential for overwhelmed doctors seeking to 
prioritize patients with urgent needs during future crises.6

Brazil’s banks, already among the most innovative and tech-friendly in 
the world, have been enthusiastically investing in AI solutions. Their 
clients will welcome this: in a recent survey, 83 percent of Brazilian 
financial service consumers told us they would trust advice on banking 
that was entirely generated by a computer. This compares with a global 
average of 71 percent.7 

Manufacturing is another major sector in Brazil, accounting for 12 
percent of the country’s economic value added. The sector has been 
struggling for the past 25 years, and AI offers invaluable solutions 
to revive productivity and growth. We’re already seeing local start-
ups generating new machine learning solutions to improve industrial 
performance across sectors, from agriculture to retail.

However, Brazil’s broader economy faces persistent structural 
deficiencies that hamper its ability to absorb the benefits of AI and 
other digital opportunities. Chief among these is the poor quality 
of the education system, including a very low proportion of young 
adults in tertiary education and weak scientific research institutions. 
More broadly, Brazil will benefit significantly from building stronger 
research ecosystems, both nationally and globally, and from nurturing 
an innovation mindset across its economy. All this demands concerted 
action from policymakers and business.
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Colombia
AI could increase Colombia’s 2035 GVA by US$78 billion. Slightly 
more than half of the gains (US$42 billion) will come through the 
augmentation channel. Intelligent automation will account for US$24 
billion and innovation diffusion for US$12 billion. 

Colombia’s financial services sector is a prime candidate to lead the 
country into an age of AI-driven growth. Accounting for around one-
fifth of value added in the economy8, it is large enough to have a sizable 
impact and can spillover to stimulate other industries. At the same 
time, the country’s consumers are thirsty for technologies that provide 
convenient solutions. BBVA Research recently estimated that the number 
of users of digital banking in the country will grow by no less than 721 
percent in the decade to 2025, reaching 15.6 million people that year.9 

As elsewhere in the region, the public sector also accounts for a 
significant part of the economy and has the potential to benefit strongly 
from AI. There are reasons to be optimistic. Parts of the Colombian 
public sector have already shown a remarkable ability to innovate. In 
2013, Medellín was named by Citi, the Wall Street Journal magazine and 
the Urban Land Institute as “Innovative City of the Year.”10 

But Colombia still faces major obstacles that hinder its absorption of new 
technologies. Among other challenges, making the most of AI will require 
Colombia to strengthen the knowledge base of its economy, extending 
from improvements in the quality of scientific research institutions to 
increasing investment and support for R&D and innovation.
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Chile
According to our model, AI could add US$63 billion to Chile’s GVA in 
2035. Of this, US$30 billion would come through the augmentation 
channel, US$21 billion through the intelligent automation channel and 
US$12 billion through the innovation diffusion channel. 

Chile has a traditional strength in commodity-based industries, which 
have been quick to comprehend the value that AI promises. For example, 
mining giant Codelco, the world’s largest copper producer, was a global 
pioneer in the adoption of autonomous trucks, and has embraced big 
data-driven, automated decision-making to streamline its operations. In 
food production, The Not Company is applying AI to leapfrog right up 
the value chain, using robot-generated recipes to develop vegan food 
that tastes like dairy or meat-based products. 

The Chilean financial services industry is large—accounting for about a 
quarter of the economy’s total value added11—and it is highly developed 
—an index calculated by IMF researchers recently found Chile to be near 
the “optimum” level of financial development.12 This sector’s ability to 
facilitate technology diffusion across different industries combined with 
optimism about the country’s burgeoning fintech sector bode well for 
AI’s growth prospects in Chile. 

In terms of overall preparedness to absorb the benefits of AI, Chile 
performs better than its South American peers, thanks to its strong 
institutions, good access to capital and a thriving entrepreneurial culture. 
But as with other South American economies, Chile needs to strengthen 
its education system to build AI capacity for the future, including the 
level of enrolment in primary education. At the corporate level, Chilean 
firms score relatively low on their customer orientation, which has 
become increasingly important in a fast-digitizing economy.

Chile

420 420

Baseline

AI steady state

30

21

12

+ US$63bn

Total GVA:
US$483bn

19       |        How artificial intelligence can drive South America’s growth

Total Factor Productivity (TFP) 

Augmentation

Intelligent Automation



20       |       How artificial intelligence can drive South America’s growth

Argentina
Artificial intelligence has the potential to increase Argentina’s GVA 
in 2035 by US$59 billion. Around half of this (US$30 billion) would 
come through the augmentation channel, with the innovation diffusion 
channel contributing US$16 billion and the intelligent automation 
channel another US$13 billion.

Argentina’s public sector—which accounts for 27 percent of the entire 
economy’s value added13—offers promising prospects for AI, with 
municipalities already showing an appetite for smart-city and digitally-
advanced solutions. For example, several local governments are using 
the web-based Citymis Community tool, developed by Argentinian 
company Mismática; a real-time, interactive tool that allows citizens to 
report and track problems from poor street infrastructure to deficient 
urban sanitation. In fact, the technology magazine Wired recently 
identified Buenos Aires—alongside Copenhagen, Singapore and 
Dubai—as a leading smart city that puts “people first”.14

In the private sector, there are signs that firms are waking up to 
the opportunities that AI brings to connect more effectively with 
customers. Jampp is an Argentinian marketing platform for acquiring 
and engaging digital customers that was established in 2013 and 
already has offices in San Francisco, London, Berlin, São Paulo, Cape 
Town and Singapore, as well as Buenos Aires. Jampp’s machine 
learning system continually analyzes some 800 million app events and 
behavioral signals, such as how apps are used in different locations or 
weather conditions. The system then predicts purchasing and other 
customer decisions, which in turn inform automatically-generated 
customer segmentation and marketing activities, including the placing 
of bids on relevant online advertising networks.

Despite such islands of global excellence, our research reveals that 
Argentina faces a challenging journey to capture the benefits of AI. 
The country ranks last out of 26 developed and emerging economies 
that we included in our measurement of the nationwide capacity to 
absorb digital innovation. Argentina’s core weaknesses include poor 
governance frameworks and institutions, weak research ecosystems 
and limited access to capital for businesses.

Argentina

643 643

Baseline

AI steady state

30

13

16

+ US$59bn

Total GVA:
US$702bn
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Peru
AI could add US$43 billion to Peru’s 2035 GVA. The majority of these 
gains (US$28 billion) will come from the augmentation channel, with 
intelligent automation and innovation diffusion contributing US$7 
billion each. 

The country’s wholesale and retail sectors, which account for some 17 
percent of added value15, present valuable opportunities for AI-driven 
growth and efficiency. For example, Chazki, the Peruvian “Uber of 
Logistics” is using AI to develop new postal maps of hard-to-reach 
locations, opening new distribution opportunities for e-commerce 
retailers. Chazki’s founder and CEO, Gonzalo Begazo, sees similar 
opportunities across South America, especially in the outskirts of 
large cities. His company has just expanded into Buenos Aires. Peru is 
urbanizing fast and per-capita incomes are expected to grow, opening 
yet further AI opportunities to overcome the country’s structural 
deficiencies and better serve customers.

Peru’s manufacturing industry also offers a ripe target for AI to 
stimulate dynamism and a much-needed recovery. Production has been 
in contraction for the past three years, and almost 1,700 manufacturing 
companies have stopped exporting in the past four.16  Innovation-driven 
productivity improvements are a priority for the sector, recognized by 
Peru’s National Society of Industries, and AI can help.

Peru’s challenges in capitalizing on the AI opportunity are varied. Talent 
scarcity undermines the development of AI in the country. Some firms 
are ‘importing’ foreign experts to meet their needs. The quality of the 
Peruvian education system needs to improve, and businesses also have 
to do their part, especially by boosting their R&D investments. Also, 
like its regional peers, the country must pay more attention to building 
the national research ecosystem, another fundamental pillar of an 
innovative economy.

Peru

283 283

Baseline

AI steady state

28

7

7

+ US$43bn

Total GVA:
US$325bn
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CLEARING THE PATH  
TO AN AI FUTURE
The optimistic view about AI, in the words of futurist Ray Kurzweil, is that it can help us make 
“major strides in addressing the [world’s] grand challenges.” In South America, forward-looking 
entrepreneurs such as Ubivis’ Paulo Henrique Souza see it as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
for the region to “leapfrog in technology”.

Artificial intelligence, however, is not without problems. Entrepreneur Elon Musk has warned 
that it could become humanity’s “biggest existential threat.” British physicist Stephen 
Hawking has said that “the development of full artificial intelligence could spell the end of the 
human race”.17  Even if these gloomy views do not materialize, AI has the potential to increase 
unemployment and inequality. 

So, is it a bad or a good thing?

The truth is, it all depends on how we manage the transition to an era of AI. To fulfil the promise 
of AI as a new factor of production that can reignite economic growth, relevant stakeholders 
must be thoroughly prepared—intellectually, technologically, politically, ethically, socially—to 
address the challenges that arise as artificial intelligence becomes more integrated in our lives.

Prepare the next generation  
for the AI future
A recurrent theme in interviews we conducted with 
businesspeople and academics from across South 
America was the region’s shallow talent pool. Data 
from national education systems show that improving 
their quality will be crucial, as will be increasing 
access to tertiary education in different countries. 

Beyond preparing the next generation, the current 
generation of South American workers needs to 
adapt to the AI economy.  

Currently, technological education goes in one 
direction: people learn how to use machines. 
Increasingly, this will change as machines learn from 
humans, and humans learn from machines.

For example, customer services representatives of 
the future will need to act as “role models” to their 
digital colleagues, and potentially vice versa.
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Moreover, as AI eliminates the need for humans to 
perform a number of tasks, it frees up people’s time 
to learn about areas where they can add more value. 

Technical skills will be required to design and 
implement AI systems, exploiting expertise in many 
specialties including robotics, vision, audio and 
pattern recognition. Here the region has work to do. 
South American countries were in the bottom half 
of the 70 economies included in the latest OECD 
science tests, applied to 15-year-olds in 2015.18

But interpersonal skills, creativity and emotional 
intelligence will become even more important than 
they are today. Perhaps, South America’s widely 
recognized culture of openness and ease with 
relationship building and communication could 
prove an advantage here.

Strengthen AI ecosystems
Innovation flourishes when relations between 
startups, large companies, academic researchers, 
government agencies and other key stakeholders 
are regular and intense. Unfortunately, innovation 
ecosystems in South America tend to be weak. 
Previous Accenture research highlights how low 
trust levels in the region contribute to weak levels 
of collaborative innovation.19 “Global trends point 
to collaboration and co-creation, but in our country 
[lack of] trust is tripping us up”, laments Renzo 
Pruzzo, general manager of Chile’s Innovation Club, 
a cross-industry organization.20

Ana Maguitman, a researcher at the Universidad 
Nacional del Sur and Argentina’s National Scientific 
and Technical Research Council, acknowledges 
the need to build trusting relationships across 
institutions, not only among businesses. 

For her, the penny dropped after the liaison office at 
her university identified her work as having potential 
for commercial development. “They educated me 
about technology transfer and how to communicate 
with companies. This is still something new for us.”

Some far-sighted firms in the region are already 
exploring the opportunities offered by global 
ecosystems. Ubivis, the Brazilian startup, is a keen 
user of open source IoT computer programs offered 
by organizations such as the Apache Software 
Foundation and Eclipse. As the company’s CEO 
explained to us: “We build on the work of these 
global organizations. We add the vital 30 percent on 
top of their 70 percent”.

Encourage AI-powered regulation
As autonomous machines take over tasks that have 
exclusively been undertaken by humans, current laws 
will need to be revisited. For instance, the state of 
New York’s 1967 law that requires drivers to keep one 
hand on the wheel was designed to improve safety, 
but may inhibit the uptake of semi-autonomous safety 
features, such as automatic lane centralization.21  

In other cases, new regulations are called for, and 
delays in implementing new laws may undermine 
South America’s progress in the adoption and 
development of AI technologies. In Brazil, for 
instance, science-related legislation tends to be 
“reactive”, says Yasodara Córdova, a Brazilian fellow 
at the Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society 
at Harvard University. “This has two somewhat 
contradictory consequences, both negative. It results 
in legal uncertainty, which discourages investment. 
At the same time, those seeking to exploit ethically 
questionable uses of new technology can profit 
from the legal vacuum”, she notes. Likewise, Natalia 
Ospina, an IT lawyer in Colombia, explains that her 
country isn’t “legally prepared” for today’s pace of 
technological change.22

Here too, AI itself can be part of the solution, 
creating adaptive, self-improving regulation that 
closes the gap between the speed of technology 
evolution and the regulatory response to it. In the 
same way that intelligent solutions combined with 
massive data can guide decision making in areas 
such as urban, healthcare and social services 
planning, they could also be used to update 
regulations in light of new cost-benefit evaluations.
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Advocate a code of ethics for AI
Intelligent systems are rapidly moving into        
social environments that were once only occupied 
by humans.

This is opening up ethical and societal issues that can 
slow down the progress of AI. These range from how 
to respond to racially-biased algorithms to whether 
autonomous cars should give preference to their 
driver’s life over others in the case of an accident. 
Given how prevalent intelligent systems will be in the 
future, policymakers need to ensure the development 
of a code of ethics for the AI ecosystem.

Ethical debates need to be supplemented by 
more tangible standards and best practices in the 
development of intelligent machines. As a segment 
of AI, the robotics industry is already ahead in 
setting universal standards for its operations. 
Business standards regarding robots produced by 
the British Standards Institution (BSI) are a step in 
the right direction.

Minimize risks to social cohesion
A widespread and legitimate concern of many 
commentators is that AI will eliminate jobs, worsen 
inequality and erode incomes. In a region where, 
where 10 percent of the population already controls 
70 percent of the wealth23, this risk must be taken 
extremely seriously and prepared for.  

The prospect of job losses—driven by breakneck 
technological progress—is a main reason why pilot 
universal basic income schemes are or will soon 
be tested in places from the Canadian province of 
Prince Edward Island24 to the Dutch city of Utrecht25. 
“The need for a universal basic income will become 
increasingly clear”, warns professor Guillermo 
Simari, Chair of the Artificial Intelligence R&D lab at 
the Universidad Nacional del Sur in Argentina.  

But income is only part of the equation; we may 
see shifts in the value society ascribes to the 
roles and contributions of people, machines and 
communities. How will we treat paid work versus 
unpaid work? Will we tax robots? Will sections of 
society feel freed or stripped of their dignity and 
self-worth if paid work is no longer an option for 
them? Such questions about the structure of society 
and social contracts must be carefully examined as 
we plan this journey. 

Yet at the same time, policymakers must also 
articulate the common benefits that AI offers to 
society at large. For example, large sectors of the 
workforce will benefit from more stimulating work 
and greater job satisfaction. An Accenture survey 
highlighted that 84 percent of managers believe 
machines will make them more effective and their 
work more interesting.26

Beyond the workplace, AI promises to alleviate some 
of the world’s greatest problems, such as climate 
change (through more efficient transportation) and 
poor access to healthcare (by reducing the strain on 
overloaded systems). Benefits like these should be 
clearly explained to encourage a more complete and 
realistic outlook on AI’s potential.
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At the same time, the region must make 
fundamental improvements to some basic areas, 
such as education systems and research and 
innovation ecosystems, in order to capture the 
broad and deep benefits that AI promises. 

That said, the largest challenges to capitalizing 
upon the AI opportunity are no different in South 
America than they are anywhere else in the world. 
South American business leaders and policymakers 
should not think of themselves as “catching up”—as 
they are often used to feeling—when it comes to AI. 
Rather, they should actively engage with their peers 
around the world to steer AI toward a productive 
and sustainable source of social and economic 
growth, for all.

Artificial intelligence offers a rare opportunity 
for South American economies to address their 
productivity deficit and increase their dynamism on 
a more sustainable basis. 

The good news is that AI is already becoming a 
reality for many sectors across the region, and the 
appetite from business, government and individuals 
appears no less in South America than in the 
most technologically advanced parts of the world. 
Indeed, groundbreaking AI systems and applications 
are being designed and built within the region.

SEIZING THE OPPORTUNITY 

AI offers a solution for South American 
economies to add more value.

PROFESSOR JOHN ATKINSON, 
FACULTY OF ENGINEERING AND SCIENCES, 
UNIVERSIDAD ADOLFO IBÁÑEZ (CHILE)
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• Differences between AI’s technological 
potential and actual potential achieved: We 
considered the uptake of AI—from zero to the 
maximum technological potential. We assumed 
that a 50 percent uptake would be reasonable in 
the time frame analyzed, that is, AI substitution 
is assumed to achieve 50 percent of its 
technological potential. 

• Capacity of countries to absorb AI technologies: 
A key driver of the impact of AI on growth is how 
well each country is positioned to benefit from 
the emergence of new technologies and how 
ready it is to integrate them into its economy—
measured by what we refer to as a country’s 
“national absorptive capacity” (NAC). This 
includes factors such as access to a sophisticated 
information and communication technology 
infrastructure, a reliable regulatory framework, 
and considerable public and private investments 
in the digital economy. All economies that derive 
a significant AI dividend rank high on this index. 
This is a relative measure where countries are 
compared to the top performer, the United 
States. (For further details on the importance of 
national absorptive capacity, see “The Growth 
Game-Changer: How the Industrial Internet of 
Things can drive progress and prosperity”).28

AI has the potential to unleash a broad-based 
disruptive impact on society, creating a variety of 
economic benefits. While some of these benefits 
can be measured, others, such as consumer 
convenience and time savings, are far more 
intangible in nature. Our analysis focuses on 
measuring the GVA impact of AI.

We began with a modified growth model 
developed by Robin Hanson, professor of 
economics at George Mason University, Virginia, 
United States. We looked at the additional increase 
in growth that would occur as a result of AI by 
contrasting it with the baseline growth rate.

In our model, we defined labor as a continuum of 
tasks that can either be performed by a human 
or artificial intelligence—not work solely done by 
humans. The intent was to introduce intelligent 
systems as an additional workforce capable of 
handling activities that require an advanced level 
of cognitive agility.

To estimate the shares of workers’ tasks that 
could be performed by intelligent machines (AI 
absorption rates), we drew on research by Frey 
and Osborne who take a task-based approach to 
identifying roles and occupations that are affected 
by AI.  The estimates are aggregated at country-
level, taking into account the different mix of 
occupations and industries within each country.

 These figures were adjusted to reflect:

• Assumption about long-run employment: We 
assume that employment will be constant in 
the long term. 

APPENDIX: MODELING THE  
GVA IMPACT OF AI 

With these calculations and adjustments, we arrived 
at our final estimates of AI absorption rates used in 
our macro model. Along with the quantitative model, 
we supplemented our research by conducting 
interviews with businesspeople and experts from a 
range of different disciplines and secondary research 
to give insight into the capacity of AI to generate 
economic growth.
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INTERVIEWEES 
IN SOUTH AMERICA
John Atkinson, Professor, Faculty of Engineering and Sciences, Universidad Adolfo Ibáñez (Chile). Interviewed by 
Eduardo Plastino on 13 February 2017.

Gonzalo Begazo, Co-founder and CEO, Chazki (Peru), and Young Global Leader, World Economic Forum. 
Interviewed by Eduardo Plastino on 23 February 2017.

Sebastián Carmona, Director, CodelcoTec (Chile). Interviewed by Eduardo Plastino on 21 February 2017.

Yasodara Córdova, Fellow, Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society at Harvard University (Brazil). Interviewed 
by Eduardo Plastino on 21 February 2017.

Miguel Núñez del Prado, Lecturer and Data Scientist, Universidad del Pacífico (Peru). Interviewed by Eduardo 
Plastino on 21 February 2017.

Ana Maguitman, Professor, Computer Science and Engineering Department of the Universidad Nacional del 
Sur and researcher, Scientific and Technical Research Council of Argentina (CONICET). Interviewed by Eduardo 
Plastino on 14 February 2017

Guillermo Simari, Professor of Artificial Intelligence and Logic in Computer Science and Chair of the Artificial 
Intelligence R&D lab, Universidad Nacional del Sur (Argentina). Interviewed by Eduardo Plastino on 13 February 2017

Paulo Henrique Souza, Executive Director, Ubivis (Brazil). Interviewed by Eduardo Plastino on 17 February 2017.
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