Have you met CHARLIE? The Crown’s Helpful Al Representative for all things
pubLlc sErvices

CHARLIE

The year is 2026. You awake to the sound of light rain outside your window. You pick up your phone
and notice a new notification—a video message from CHARLIE. As you click on the notification, a full-
screen image of King Charles fills the screen and begins to speak, “Good Morning, | noticed that your
passport is set to expire at the end of this month. Let me know when you have a few free minutes,
and we can fill out the renewal form together. | do wish you have the loveliest of days and look
forward to conversing soon.”

Of course, that was not actually King Charles. That was an Al-generated message from CHARLIE, the
Crown’s Helpful Al Representative for all things publLlc sErvices, your one-stop shop for government-
citizen interactions. Advances in artificial intelligence (Al) technology have allowed for powerful
models to be shrunk down so that they can be run locally through apps on smartphones, tablets, and
computers. Through the CHARLIE app you can access the hundreds of public services provided by the
UK that until only recently were hosted on the gov.uk website. If you need any assistance, CHARLIE, a
personalized Al assistant, is available to answer questions, fill out forms, and help you keep track of
all your needs. This is Al-powered public services for the 21 century.

Al is a productivity enhancer?

CHARLIE does not exist yet, but the potential for Al systems to improve public services and increase
public sector capacity has been shown in a wide range of areas.? From predicting and preventing
road collisions to enabling better policing through forecasting of criminal activity, and from
automating border control crossings to monitoring the potential for natural disasters or financial
collapse, Al systems have the potential to make public services cheaper, fairer, and more effective.

Many Al systems proposed within government have a strong productivity bent, with the aim being to
increase efficiency and free up civil servants’ time away from repetitive tasks and time-consuming
bureaucracy so they can instead spend a larger portion of their time delivering services to citizens.
Examples of these tools include a fraud detection algorithm used by the Department for Work and
Pensions,® a newly proposed chatbot trained on the gov.uk website to answer user queries,* and use
of Microsoft Copilot at a local authority to streamline administrative tasks.> Indeed, Viechnicki and
Eggers found that the average civil servant spends up to 30% of their time documenting information
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and on other basic administrative tasks,® and a more recent survey in the UK put this number at just
over 45%.” Clearly Al assistance with administrative activities could augment the work of civil
servants and potentially re-orient their efforts to tasks that require human intelligence, possibly also
resulting in higher job satisfaction.® This is supported by research from Brynjolfsson et al., who found
that generative Al systems such as ChatGPT can positively impact productivity while also reducing
employee turnover.®

Integration of Al tools is also not a purely top-down government initiative. Civil servants themselves
seem willing to proactively engage with this technology. A survey of the Canadian Federal Public
Service found that 11.2% had used generative systems for work purposes,*® while a more recent
survey of UK public sector workers found that 22% had used generative Al in their work- this despite
what they felt was a lack of clear guidance from their departments.!! At a national level, the UK
government published its first guidance to civil servants on their use of generative Al in June 2023,
noting some risks around use of sensitive data alongside the potential for bias and misinformation
from generated content. While recently updated guidance provides more specifics,*® the initial
messaging was that workers “should be curious about this new technology” and “alive to the
opportunities [generative Al tools] offer us”.}* Significant leeway was given to civil servants to explore
how best generative Al could be integrated into their workflows, and it appears at least some are
doing just that.

With these early experimentations, Al represents a new frontier in the UK government’s adoption of
technology. Yet despite numerous large-scale ‘digital transformation’ initiatives and policies over the
past couple decades, according to a recent Office for National Statistics report, total public service
productivity only “grew by an average of 0.2% per year between 1997 and 2019”, with several service
areas static or seeing negative growth.'® A separate 2023 report from the Institute for Government
found that the UK’s performance on most services is “worse than before the pandemic —and much
worse than in 2010”.1® In other words, the UK’s public sector has not taken much advantage of the
major advancements in digital technology that have emerged over the last two decades, or at least
such changes do not appear to have translated into enhanced productivity.
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But surely Al is different? Recent developments have resulted in Al that it is a general-purpose
technology which some believe could spark a fourth industrial revolution.'” These Al technologies are
an innovation with the capacity to lead to a multiplicity of further innovations. While the potential
for Al to increase productivity within the public sector appears astronomical, measuring the impact
of Al on productivity will be difficult and at this point it remains simply theoretical.

Personalizing public services

Increasing productivity is great, but the average citizen does not measure their interactions with
government based solely on how many outputs each department had last quarter. The UK
government agrees, noting that for great public services, efficiency is but one of three essential
elements, the other two elements being how user friendly and how accessible the service is.!® For
citizens, how annoying was it to fill out all the forms necessary for your clearly deserved benefits and
were you able to complete your specific application without assistance? Productivity may well take
care of itself as Al becomes embedded into everyday work software such as spreadsheets and word
processing tools, but Al also has the potential to drastically reshape what it means to deliver public
services through personalizing service delivery, which will drastically improve both the user
experience and accessibility.

The idea of personalization within public services is not new. Professor Catherine Needham debated
some of the opportunities and challenges of personalized public services back in 2010 before Al was
a hot topic, labelling personalization ‘a radical agenda’ with implications for a new citizen-state
contract.’ What if as a citizen you felt like the government was an advocate watching out for your
best interests instead of a business dealing with you through myriad transactions? What if Al can
help realise Professor Needham'’s vision whereby “citizens become budget-holders, commissioners
and co-producers of the services they use”??° This certainly sounds like a radically transformed
welfare state. If government can effectively harness the expertise of its citizens in relation to their
own needs, service delivery with Al can become less like wholesale manufacturing and more like a
boutique retailer, crafting unique packages of services with delivery tailored to each citizen. So, what
is necessary for this to happen?

For one, a high level of trust is needed. Despite their vast resources, and what you might read on
some conspiracy sites, governments do not actually know what each citizen is thinking about and
planning for. This information exists solely within individuals, and while some citizen needs and
desires could likely be inferred through invasive surveillance programs, a healthier citizen-state
relationship is one in which people choose to share information with their government because it is
in their best interest. A personalized Al interface with each citizen could learn their individual needs,
connect them with their optimal benefits and services, and perhaps eventually craft custom services
based on some guaranteed entitlements, what some have labelled universal basic services.?
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Research into how users interact with personalized Al systems however has shown that trust of these
systems is cultivated through more than just preference memorization and factual accuracy.?

Trust of personalized Al systems is built at least partially through transparency.? With many
personalized algorithms, such as within social media or advertising, there is little to no transparency
into why something is shown. The large quantity of data available to government allows for clear
results tailored to individual user preferences and backed up by historical records and outcomes,
allowing for more transparent processes, better justifications for decisions, and hopefully more
positive interactions with citizens. With a larger bedrock of trust, citizens may feel more comfortable
sharing the information necessary to allow for personalized public services to work best in their
favour. Without citizen buy-in, an Al system would be unaware that you might be struggling with
something or that some situation in your life has just changed, and it would be unable to help.

The potential efficacy of personalization is validated at least in part by research into Al-based self-
service technology in China which found that positive user experiences were related to
personalization and aesthetics.?* A highly polished, neatly designed system tailored towards
individual users goes a long way to reducing the cognitive workload required to smoothly interact
with the system and reduces the amount of time needed to complete basic tasks. Additionally, more
frequent, positive interactions with government allows for a relationship to develop that is less
transactional and more intimate, strengthening the citizen-state relationship.

An app for that

Now, back to CHARLIE. How far away is it, and what does this vision for the future of public services
consist of? The answer to the first question is not very far at all. Text, image, video, and audio
generation are already being used by a wide array of professionals.? Examples of personalized Al
already exist (e.g., Pi from inflection.ai), and advancements in model quantization, techniques which
drastically reduce the size of Al, are progressing rapidly, which will eventually allow for powerful Al to
run on mobile devices.?®?” Today’s Al requires access to either advanced computer hardware or to a
cloud server, often run by a large technology company, for processing. Once Al can run directly on
mobile devices, privacy can be better assured through local encryption, users can better control what
information is shared with government, and users will not be reliant on an internet connection or
expensive hardware to access CHARLIE. The rollout of large initiatives takes time, especially within
government, but it is not inconceivable that a safe and effective Al-powered public services
application personalized to each citizen could exist within the next couple years. In fact, Government
Digital Services has already begun initial experiments with generative Al in this area.?®

A recent survey of public attitudes towards Al in the UK found that while there is worry about Al
being used in advanced robotics such as driverless cars or autonomous weapons, one of the main
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advantages of Al noted by the public was improved accessibility.° In many ways the vision of
personalization through CHARLIE begets accessibility. Services become more accessible when an Al-
powered assistant can have a conversation with citizens about their needs and navigate users
through complicated processes. Even more so, accessibility is improved when an Al-powered
assistant can communicate with each user in their native tongue, talk to users via audio if they have
trouble reading or seeing, chat with users through text if they have trouble hearing, and help fill out
forms and navigate service pages if they have trouble accessing information or using technology. For
those without access to personal devices, stationary or mobile kiosks set up with tablets could help
ensure near universal access to CHARLIE.

Assisting users with their needs is one thing, but there is a justifiable worry about Al using privacy
invasive techniques to anticipate user needs and steer people, particularly vulnerable users, in the
wrong direction. In their review of personalized public services, Maksimova et al., highlight user-
defined life events as a bottom-up approach for enabling personalization.?® Envisioning what this
would be like for CHARLIE, a user might tell CHARLIE that they are expecting a child, which would
lead to CHARLIE bundling and sorting out a set of necessary services, such as child health coverage,
tax exemptions, support for child-care, and antenatal classes. Trust is one of the most important
factors in building positive citizen-state interactions, so allowing users to define life events
themselves, within the confines of a locally encrypted application, helps to avoid some of the
potential pitfalls of increased data sharing between citizens and the state.

This vision of CHARLIE extends beyond the current paradigm of service delivery though. For instance,
one proposal for the future of public services is Universal Basic Services (UBS).3! With UBS, essential
and sufficient levels of services such as food, shelter, transport, and information are provided to all.
However, UBS runs counter to a popular free market alternative where a universal basic income (UBI)
is provided to all, allowing citizens to use a set amount of money according to their individual
needs.3? With personalization via CHARLIE, the best of both worlds could be achieved. Some of the
flexibility of UBI could be maintained whereby the needs of each individual is prioritized, but the
money could be allocated along a set of services provided via UBS. For example, the sufficient level
of transport services (i.e. free bus rides per month) provided to someone who primarily works from
home could be different than the services for someone who commutes to work daily. Conversely, the
amount of sufficient information services (i.e. internet bandwidth) provided at home could also be
different for these citizens. Additionally, the ability to have open-ended conversations with users
could allow CHARLIE to compile user desires and then feed these directly into policy. For example, if
many people in a neighbourhood mention to CHARLIE that they all commute to a specific area
lacking a direct transport connection, a new bus route could be prioritized.

While having CHARLIE assume the persona of King Charles may face resistance from some, this
concept could easily be extended, allowing for further personalization. Some citizens might prefer
interfacing with an Al imitation of the prime minister, their local MP, or another public figure (Sir
David Attenborough, Dame Shirley Bassey, or Benjamin Zephaniah anyone?). Whatever persona
CHARLIE takes, having a trustworthy and familiar interface for each citizen’s interactions with
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government may help bridge the transition from a transactional citizen-state relationship to a more
intimate and useful one.

Al will likely increase the productivity of public services, whether through the implementation of
specifically tailored tools or simply through new software integrations. Where Al will most drastically
be able to improve and reshape public services though, radically improving the user experience and
accessibility, is through the implementation of personalized service delivery. While this starts by
allowing Al assistance to ease the burden on how citizens access services, personalizing the citizen-
state relationship can put us on a path towards radically altering what public service delivery looks
like, and perhaps eventually allowing citizens to help shape public services to work best for their
unique circumstances.



