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As conversations and concerns about artificial intelligence enter
the public realm, technology investor Joanne Chen argues that we

have less to be worried about than we think.

WHEN JOANNE CHEN WAS STUDYING electrical engi-
neering and computer science at UC Berkeley, she joined a
campus competition to find a startup, study it and pitch it to
a panel of venture capitalists. The panel was surprised when
Chen and her teammates found and pitched a financial tech
company the investors were already looking at, Mint.com
(which would later be sold to Intuit for $170 million). Need-

less to say, Chen and her team won first prize.

“It really stuck with me because | thought ‘That was
pretty easy,” says Chen, who is now a general partner at
Palo Alto's Foundation Capital (www.foundationcapital.
com), where she was brought in nine years ago to focus
specifically on Al startup investment opportunities. “|
thought maybe | should pursue this as a career.
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“There is this big paradigm shift between teaching
machines what to do deterministically to the machine
learning and Al-based predictive model, meaning a computer
can now predict, with some kind of confidence, what some-
thing might be,” she says, adding that people already use this
technology every day when they receive Netflix recommen-
dations or get a view of what traffic is going to look like when
they leave their house. “The change is a massive one because
most of the things that we do in life are predictive, so that
opens up the ability for machines to augment or automate a
lot of what we do. | think we're going to see a dramatic shift in
the world because of this technology.”

Chen says that what this will mean for other businesses
remains to be seen. She thinks it's a no-brainer that compa-
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nies would want to use something that makes their business
more productive, generates more revenue or lowers costs.
“If you don't use that tool, could you still compete? | think the
jury's still out,” she says. "My guess is that every single orga-
nization 10 years from now will use machine learning to help
their business in some capacity and there’s going to be new
companies that are created with different business models
that are built with this capability from the get-go.”

Chen says that some industries, like the legal industry,
could see a whole new way of working, including ditching
the hourly fee. “With generative technologies and large
language models a lot of what lawyers do behind the scenes,
which is very text driven, can be automated,” she says. “They

can have fewer lawyers, who are
focused on customer service up front
with the machine doing 80 percent
of the paperwork, and then they can
change the business model to not
charge on an hourly basis for that.”

Foundation Capital has helped
launch a lot of tech-forward companies
like Netflix, Jasper (one of the first
generative Al companies), Cerebras,
Anyscale, Eightfold.ai and many
more, but she says it's a risky business.
“There’s like a million reasons why a
business might not scale so we spend
a lot of time with founders to understand what they're good
at, what they're not good at, and we can help them build their
team to complement some of the things that are missing,”
she says. Early on, the cost to build large language models
on a per-company basis was too much for the companies to
scale properly —that is, until GPT-3 came along. “When that
launched in 2020 and no one noticed, we were like, ‘OK, this
could be an inflection point.”

Chen thinks that the reason the public is more engaged
now in the topic of Al is simple: “People who do not have
a Stanford degree or haven't worked at Google as an
engineer, who couldn't maybe even spell Al before, can now
manipulate an Al machine,” she says, pointing out that the
technology has been in development for 70 years and has
been used commercially since 2000.

So the big question: Is Al going to destroy our lives
and society and is it going to replace human connection?
Chen thinks such concerns are overblown and are probably
obscuring the technology’s possible upsides. “Every single
child will have a personalized tutor that is infinitely patient
and infinitely energetic for the rest of his or her life. Every
senior citizen who has a shortage of care and companionship
is going to have the same thing.”

And human connection? “The Al representation of the
world is still built on relatively limited data. Think of the
spectrum of our emotions and experiences and facial expres-
sions and everything that is not captured — for a machine
to accurately depict a human, we're so far away from it,” she
says. “Not only will Al not replace human relationships; | think
human relationships will be valued significantly more in a
world where some of the other stuff can be automated.” @

Hear Joanne Chen and seven other speakers talk about
emerging ideas on science, Al, technology, health and the
human experience September 9 at Angelico Concert Hall in
San Rafael. www.tedxmarin.org
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