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Artificial intelligence (AI) refers to com-

puter programs (algorithms) which can 

automatically perceive, identify connec-

tions, make decisions and learn in the 

process.  

Use of AI has become significantly more 

widespread in recent years due to in-

creased use of digital technologies, ac-

cess to richer data sets and growing 

computing power. AI is used to analyse 

and structure data and produce fore-

casts. It is becoming increasingly signifi-

cant in development cooperation (DC) 

as well, especially in traffic planning and 

management, healthcare, disaster pre-

vention and management and the provi-

sion of public services. 

What types of AI are there? 

AI is a broad term which can be divided 

into several subcategories according to 

how the algorithm learns from the data. 

These include machine learning (ML), 

for example, which describes an algo-

rithm that can learn independently. ML is 

mostly used to identify structures and 

connections in large data sets. The rich-

er the data set, the better the result. In 

contrast, standard algorithms can only 

perform a function if they have been 

programmed to do so. This means that 

they are limited to predictable results. 

For example, an algorithm can be pro-

grammed such that emails from a par-

ticular sender are always placed in the 

spam folder in an inbox. ML, on the oth-

er hand, involves the use of algorithms 

to analyse data, learn from them and 

make a decision or a prediction as a re-

sult. To continue the example above, in 

this case an ML algorithm would com-

pare the email against other emails that 

the user has put into the spam folder. 

The algorithm uses this to decide 

whether the email is spam or a standard 

message.  

Use cases in development coopera-

tion 

There are already several AI-based ap-

plications in development cooperation. 

For example, AI is being deployed in 

Togo to monitor the regular floods of the 

Mono River using a self-learning algo-

rithm, and generate forecasts.  

The first banks are using ML to predict 

the probability of potential borrowers de-

faulting. By the end of 2017, this had 

made it possible to issue personal loans 

to 21 million Kenyans who previously 

had no access to credit. However, like 

every technology, use of AI involves 

both opportunities and risks. 

Opportunities and risks 

Using AI in developing countries and 

emerging economies can lead to new 

products and business models, leap-

frogging solutions and improved access 

to credit. The automation of business 

processes can reduce production costs. 

Services in these countries can be de-

signed more efficiently and incentivise 

innovation. AI can also significantly im-

prove education in schools because 

learning content can be individually tai-

lored. For example, a smart textbook in-

stalled on a tablet can tailor individual 

tasks to the user's progress and thus 

structure learning more effectively.  

However, there is also a risk that devel-

oping countries and emerging econo-

mies will become dependent upon com-

panies or nations which are leaders in 

the AI sector. Other general risks in-

clude the fact that the technology can 

exacerbate inequality, discrimination 

and human rights violations.  

For example, an algorithm can be used 

to check whether someone is creditwor-

thy. However, if the algorithm has been 

trained on data which discriminate 

against a minority when issuing credit, 

the algorithm will incorporate this dis-

crimination. Furthermore, the automa-

tion of processes in the economy can 

lead to changes in work requirements 

and disruption to traditional work. 

Tasks performed by employees with 

fewer qualifications are replaced by 

software solutions. This will impact the 

transport sector, for example, with the 

introduction of self-driving vehicles. Data 

protection, security and public confi-

dence in institutions must also be guar-

anteed in order to keep driving the sus-

tainable development of AI solutions.  

Outlook 

To enable developing countries and 

emerging economies to benefit from arti-

ficial intelligence as well, we must en-

sure that they do not become dependent 

upon individual companies or countries. 

It is therefore crucial that these countries 

build their own skills and provide suita-

ble infrastructure. It is also important for 

governments to facilitate access to large 

amounts of data, while achieving net-

work effects by establishing standards 

for the use of data and algorithms.■
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