
POLICY & GOVERNANCE 

The Public Sector AI Opportunity 
And Why It Is Harder to 
Realise Than It Looks 

Artificial intelligence holds genuine transformative potential for the public sector. The 

use cases are not hypothetical. AI can accelerate the processing of benefits claims 

and planning applications. It can surface patterns in public health data that human 

analysts would take months to find. It can reduce the administrative burden on 

frontline workers, freeing time for the judgment-intensive, human-centred work that 

no algorithm should replace. It can make public services faster, fairer, and more 

responsive to the people they exist to serve. 

Governments know this. The strategies, white papers, and national AI plans of recent years reflect a 

sincere ambition to realise these gains. And yet, across much of the public sector, the distance 

between ambition and delivery remains significant. The question worth asking is not whether public 

sector AI is possible — it clearly is — but why it proves so consistently difficult, and what it takes to 

get it right. 

A Different Kind of Challenge 

It would be a mistake to approach public sector AI adoption as though it were simply a slower or more 

bureaucratic version of the private sector equivalent. The challenges are not the same in degree — 

they are different in kind. 

Public sector organisations operate within constraints that have no direct corporate parallel. 

Democratic accountability means that decisions made by or with AI are subject to public scrutiny in 

ways that private sector decisions are not. Legal and regulatory frameworks, many predating AI by 

decades, create genuine uncertainty about what is permissible, what must be disclosed, and who 

bears responsibility when automated systems influence consequential outcomes. Procurement rules 

can make acquiring modern AI capabilities slow, costly, and structurally misaligned with how AI 

products are actually developed and iterated. 

And then there is the question of public trust. Citizens interacting with government services are not 

customers making a discretionary choice. They are often in positions of vulnerability — applying for 
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“  
The stakes of getting AI wrong in the public sector are not commercial. They are social, 

ethical, and democratic. 

support, navigating complex systems, seeking access to rights and entitlements. The stakes of 

getting AI wrong in this context are not commercial. They are social, ethical, and democratic. 

This does not mean the public sector should move slowly for its own sake. It means it must move 

thoughtfully, with a clear-eyed understanding of the environment in which it operates. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Strategy Gap 
 

 
Many public sector AI strategies are genuinely ambitious. They articulate bold visions for data-driven 

government, set targets for automation and efficiency, and signal commitment at the highest levels of 

leadership. 

What they more rarely contain is a credible theory of implementation. 
 

A vision for what AI should achieve is not the same as a strategy for how to achieve it. The latter 

requires honest assessment of institutional readiness — the data infrastructure, the technical 

capability, the governance maturity — that will determine whether ambitions can be realised. It 

requires sequencing: identifying where to start, why, and with what resources. It requires an 

understanding of the human change involved, because deploying AI in a public service organisation 

is not a technology project — it is an organisational transformation that happens to involve 

technology. 

Without this, strategies become aspiration documents. They generate announcements, not 

outcomes. 

 
 

Governance as Enabler, Not Obstacle 
 

 
In many public sector conversations about AI, governance is discussed primarily as a constraint — 

the set of rules, checks, and oversight mechanisms that must be navigated before anything can be 

deployed. This framing is understandable, but it is ultimately counterproductive. 

Well-designed governance is not what slows public sector AI down. Poorly designed governance — 

or its absence — is what creates the conditions for costly failures, public controversy, and the kind of 

trust erosion that sets entire programmes back by years. 

Effective AI governance in the public sector does several things simultaneously. It establishes clear 

accountability, ensuring that when AI systems influence decisions affecting citizens, it is transparent 

who is responsible and how those decisions can be reviewed or challenged. It creates ethical 

guardrails that are practical rather than purely declarative, embedded into procurement, design, and 
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“  
Building internal capability alongside external partnerships is not just preferable — it is 

strategically necessary. 

deployment processes rather than appended to them. And it builds the institutional confidence — 

among civil servants, ministers, and the public — that AI is being adopted responsibly, which is itself 

a precondition for adoption at scale. 

The organisations and governments that have made genuine progress on public sector AI have 

typically done so not by minimising governance, but by investing in making it intelligent, 

proportionate, enabling, and fit for the pace at which AI is actually evolving. 

 
 

The Implementation Reality 
 

 

Even where strategy is sound and governance is in place, implementation is where public sector AI 

initiatives most frequently encounter friction. 

Fragmented data remains one of the most persistent structural barriers. Public sector data is often 

siloed across departments, legacy systems, and incompatible formats — the result of decades of 

technology decisions made without interoperability in mind. Unlocking AI’s potential in this 

environment requires patient, unglamorous work on data infrastructure that rarely attracts political 

attention but is essential to everything that depends on it. 

Workforce capability is another consistent constraint. The skills required to commission, oversee, and 

work effectively alongside AI systems do not yet exist at the scale needed across most public sector 

organisations. Training programmes help, but the more fundamental shift is cultural — building an 

environment in which civil servants feel empowered to engage critically with AI, rather than deferring 

entirely to vendors or technical specialists. 

Vendor relationships present their own complications. Public sector organisations often depend 

heavily on external suppliers for AI capability — a dependency that can limit institutional learning, 

create long-term lock-in, and make it harder to adapt as both AI and organisational needs evolve. 

Building internal capability alongside external partnerships is not just preferable — it is strategically 

necessary. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Innovation With Public Purpose 
 

 
None of this is an argument for caution over ambition. The public sector has both the opportunity and 

the obligation to explore what AI can do — not because technology is inherently good, but because 

the challenges governments face are real, resources are finite, and the potential to improve lives at 

scale is significant. 
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The most promising public sector AI initiatives share a common characteristic: they are designed 

around public purpose, not technology capability. They start with a clear articulation of the problem — 

a service that is too slow, an outcome that is too unequal, a burden that is too heavy — and work 

backwards to ask whether and how AI can help address it. They involve the people affected, including 

the frontline workers who will use these systems and the citizens whose lives they will touch. And 

they treat the first deployment not as a conclusion, but as the beginning of an evidence-generating 

process. 

This approach is less dramatic than announcing a transformation programme. It is considerably more 

likely to produce one. 

 
 

What Effective Public Sector AI Looks Like 
 

 

At its best, public sector AI adoption is characterised by four qualities that distinguish it from initiatives 

that look impressive in strategy documents but underdeliver in practice. 
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Context-aware 

designed for the specific institutional, regulatory, and social environment 

in which it must operate, rather than imported wholesale from private 

sector playbooks. 
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Governance-led 

treating accountability, transparency, and ethical rigor not as constraints 

to manage around, but as the design principles that make sustainable 

adoption possible. 
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Capability-building 
investing in the human and institutional infrastructure needed to use AI 

well over time, not just to deploy it once. 
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Outcome-focused 

measuring success not by the sophistication of the technology deployed, 

but by the difference made to the services, decisions, and lives it was 

intended to improve. 

 

 
The Path Forward 

 

 
The public sector AI opportunity is real, and the urgency is justified. But realising it requires a different 

kind of effort than many current strategies reflect — one that is as serious about implementation as it 

is about vision, as invested in governance as it is in innovation, and as focused on building 

institutional capability as it is on deploying the latest tools. 

Governments that get this right will not just improve their services. They will demonstrate something 

more significant: that AI can be adopted in the most accountable, complex, and consequential 

environments in society, and that when it is done well, it strengthens rather than undermines the 

public institutions that people depend on. 
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“That is an outcome worth working carefully towards.” 
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