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Transforming Drug R&D

Harnessing AI & machine learning techniques and approaches in pharma is gaining 

increasing importance, alongside the need to curate large volumes of data. With the 

potential of utilizing AI/ML across the whole drug discovery & development chain, 

the opportunities are huge and scientists are excited to see further advancements. 

BenevolentAI, a UK-based leader in the development and application of artificial 

intelligence & machine learning is driving innovation in the field. We have asked Jackie 

Hunter, Chief Executive Officer, on her views and opinions about this evolving area.  
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Describe your career so far, and how this has 
led you to your current work.

Most of my career has been spent in the pharmaceutical 
industry where I became increasingly frustrated at 
the level of failure in the clinic and the time the whole 
process took to move from an idea to proof of concept in 
humans. I was also frustrated by the lack of ability to really 
interrogate the data from failed clinical trials - the data 
was all stored in PDF format which had to be extracted 
manually which even for a small trial took a huge length 
of time. The lack of ease of access to the vast amount 
of data that existed globally meant that decisions had 
to be made without necessarily having access to all the 
relevant data.  As CEO of the BBSRC, one of 7 Research 
Councils that work together as Research Councils UK 
(RCUK), I became even more aware of the power of data 
and the importance of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and 
Machine Learning (ML)  in interrogating that data to gain 
new insights into biological processes.  This convinced 
me that the technology could have a real impact on drug 
discovery and development.

How much potential does AI have to transform 
the drug discovery process?

The potential is huge and exists across the whole R&D  

value chain.  AI can help to reduce the time through lead 

optimisation to identify a clinical candidate. This also 

means that each programme has to physically synthesise 

far fewer molecules which in turn reduces costs. Of 

course the biggest challenge is picking the right target to 

work on in the first place and AI can really augment the 

choices that scientists make at the beginning of research. 

It was estimated by the FDA in 2014 that improving the 

success rate in clinical development by 10% would save 

at least $100M per drug.

How would you summarise BenevolentAI’s 
work?

Benevolent applies AI and ML across the entire drug 
discovery and development process . We are advancing 
our pipeline of internal drug programmes (e.g. such 
in our disease areas of ALS, Glioblastoma) as well as 
our collaborations with strategic partners across key 
therapeutic areas e.g. such as those with AstraZeneca 
(more info here) and Novartis (details here). Finally, we are 
developing new machine learning methods to understand 
patient endotypes to help anticipate the best responders 
for specific drug treatments ahead of clinical trials.

This decade has seen AI in drug development 
progress from hype and concept to a credible 
and transformative industry. What do you think 
the new decade holds for this area?

It is difficult to predict even what the next 5 years will 
look like, let alone 10! I  think we will see proofs of 
concept for the technology across every aspect of the 
R&D process and into commercialisation. There will 
be substantial new players in the area - and huge new 
opportunities for value creation as well. The technology 
will allow medicine to be more personalised - for both 
marketed drugs and compounds being trialled in the 
clinic. I think we will see more rapid responses to 
emerging diseases enabled by this technology - from 
tracking and identifying disease hot spots to identifying 
new treatments. Applications in manufacturing will 
also make R&D more efficient.

What challenges does working in this industry 
pose?

The biggest challenge is not regulation but 
understanding biology - we still know so little 
about the causes of the disease and why they 
manifest differently in different people. For example 
mutations in a gene called TDP43 cause ALS but in 
other members of the same family they can cause 
fronto-temporal lobe dementia and we don’t know 
why. AI can enable a better understanding of disease 
biology which will hopefully translate into better 
medicines. Of course regulation is important and 
one of the challenges for companies, especially those 
making monitoring or diagnostic devices is that the 
regulation keeps up with the technology. These are 
interesting times for the industry. 

Would you like to meet her? Find out more here >> 

Jackie Hunter will be presenting at our

Pharmatec Series 2020 

Professor Jackie Hunter held senior positions at global 
pharmaceutical organisations including GSK, Proximagen 
and OI Pharma Partners before joining BenevolentAI as a 
Director in 2016. She brings vast academic and business 
experience in the biomedical and pharmaceutical sectors. 
She directs the application of BenevolentAI’s technology 
for clinical development and gives the company the insight 
it needs to operate its unique business model – one which 
sees it not only researching, but also developing the 
blueprint for new drugs.
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