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ADR England Public Insights Panel:  
Meeting 13 Summary Report 

14 May 2026 

The ADR England Public Insights Panel held its thirteenth meeting on 14 May 2026 from 18:30 – 20:00, on MS Teams. 
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1. Attendance  
Facilitators: Tom Curran (Associate Director, The Social Agency), Connie Portman (Research Executive, The Social 

Agency), Natalie Baron (Head of User Research, GDS), Charles Humble (Principal Technical Writer and Adviser, GDS), 

Shayda Kashef-Tomlins (Senior Public Engagement Manager, ADR UK), Zoe Dale (Public Engagement Manager, ADR 

UK). 

 

Public attendees: 14 out of 15 public attendees (referred to as panel members) were present. 

2. Feedback from panel members  
The purpose of the session was for researchers from the Government Digital Service (GDS), part of the Department for 

Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT), to share their research into bringing artificial intelligence (AI) voice agent 

technology into government phone services. Panel members heard a presentation setting out the background and 

context. Moderators then split the panel into two breakout groups and led a series of facilitated activities designed to 

explore panellists’ attitudes, concerns, and suggestions in more depth. 

 

Part one: Presentation and Q&A 
 

The GDS researchers introduced a project exploring whether AI voice agents – systems capable of understanding and 

responding to natural spoken language – could be used to handle calls to government services. Panel members then had 

time to ask questions and share their initial reactions. The discussion was wide-ranging. 

 

Initial reactions 
 

Initially, panel members were roughly evenly divided between feeling hopeful and cautious about integrating AI voice 

agents into government call centres. Those who were optimistic noted that long waiting times and poor outcomes, for 

example when calling HMRC, made a compelling case for change. Others were sceptical, drawing on frustrating 

experiences of rigid automated phone menus that rarely resolved queries. One panel member also wanted clarity on 

whether GDS was exploring AI as a conversational and routing tool or as a decision-making system.  

 

Panellists emphasised five key themes in the initial discussion: 



Summary report 
 

2 

Transparency and disclosure 
 

Panel members agreed that any AI system must identify itself as AI immediately. Callers should never be left uncertain 

about whether they are speaking to a human or an AI agent, particularly to protect vulnerable users and to support 

informed decision-making.  

 

Human fallback 
 

Panel members were clear that callers must always have an easy route to a human agent. Several stressed that callers 

should not be penalised for engaging with AI first, for example, by being returned to the back of a queue. The idea of a 

warm handover, where the AI passes conversation history to a human agent, was well received. 

 

Complex queries and individual circumstances 
 

Panel members were sceptical about whether AI could handle complex queries that deviate from a standard script. Many 

drew on frustrating experiences with existing automated phone systems. One panellist noted that government queries 

are often unique to the individual, and that even a sophisticated system may struggle where a knowledgeable human 

agent would not. 

 

Vulnerable and digitally excluded users 
 

Panel members who were cautious about the use of AI agents raised the needs of older callers, people with disabilities or 

learning difficulties, and those without digital confidence. One described the difficulty of helping an elderly neighbour 

navigate existing phone systems. Panel members stressed the importance of not disadvantaging those who rely on the 

phone because they cannot access services online. Another highlighted a relative of theirs who could not communicate 

reliably with call handlers due to a speech impediment. Panellists asserted that there would need to be a way for these 

needs to be accommodated for within an AI service.  

 

Data trust 
 

Data trust came up early and returned throughout the discussion. Panel members wanted clarity on where calls would be 

processed and by whom, noting that some government call centre operations already run offshore. Transparency about 

what data the AI holds and how it uses it was seen as essential to public trust. 

 

Part two: Breakout activities 
 

Panel members then split into two groups to work through three facilitated activities. The following themes emerged 

across both groups: 

 

1. Setting rules for an AI voice agent 

Panel members were asked to imagine they were in charge of a government call centre and to set rules for an AI voice 

agent. 

As in the plenary discussion, both groups suggested that the AI must identify itself as AI at the very start of every call. 

Callers should know what they are dealing with and be free to request a human agent instead. One panel member 

highlighted the specific risk to older or less digitally aware callers, who might unwittingly share sensitive information 

without realising they are speaking to a machine. 
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Panel members felt the AI should operate within strictly defined limits and must not deviate from them. One with 

extensive personal experience of AI tools warned of the risk that AI systems can “hallucinate” and produce incorrect 

outputs, and stressed the importance of keeping government AI tightly constrained. Most panel members felt that the AI 

should be able to retrieve information and handle simple, factual queries, but should have no authority to make 

decisions about a caller's account or entitlements. 

Another rule proposed was that the AI should be permitted to end a call if a caller becomes abusive, applying the same 

protections human staff would expect. 

On data retention, some panel members preferred the AI to reset between calls for privacy reasons. However, one 

panellist with lived experience of accessibility needs said that they would prefer that those needs were remembered 

across calls (without retaining conversation content) to save them from having to repeat their needs each time they 

called.  

One panel member also proposed a single, recognisable government phone number, similar to a three-digit emergency 

number, as both a reassurance of legitimacy and a way to simplify how citizens reach the right service. 

 

2. Always, sometimes, never: when do you need a human? 

Panellists were asked to consider situations in which a caller would always, sometimes, or never need to speak to a 

human.  

Echoing earlier scepticism about whether AI could handle complex queries, panel members tended to agree that AI could 

be useful for queries requiring simple information retrieval, for example, checking an NHS number, a National Insurance 

number, an appointment date, or a contact number for another department. Panel members viewed these types of 

queries as low-stakes and factual, requiring neither empathy nor judgement from the AI. 

Situations where panellists tended to view a human response as more appropriate included calls to register a death and 

calls where the caller (or someone they know) is at risk of harm, for example, because they are experiencing domestic 

abuse or a health emergency. Panellists saw these types of situations as requiring empathy and an ability to exercise 

sound judgement to minimise risks of harm – competencies which they associated more with human rather than AI 

agents. For the same reason, panel members felt that if a caller is stressed or anxious for any other reasons (even when 

calling with a simple query), a human agent is likely to be more appropriate.  

Finally, panel members noted that some callers may prefer a human responder because of their specific needs. For 

example, panellists also noted that a person with a disability, an elderly caller, or someone who is not digitally savvy, 

might need human support with tasks like filling out government documents, or when struggling to log into a government 

account, in which cases an AI voice agent may be less appropriate.  

 

3. Reaction to a fictional news headline 

Panellists were asked to react to a fictional news headline describing a private energy company using AI voice agents to 

answer calls.  

 

Both groups reacted with a mix of inevitability and unease. Several expressed sadness about job losses while accepting 

that automation was a direction of travel unlikely to be reversed. 
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Most panel members assumed the decision to use AI voice agents was driven by cost-cutting rather than to improve 

services, and some questioned whether any savings would reach customers or simply boost company profit. Asked 

whether they would make the same assumption if the story was about a public service rather than a private energy 

company, panel members gave different views. Some said they would still make the same assumption, that Government 

was introducing AI agents to cut costs. Other indicated they might be more likely to believe that the change was 

motivated by a desire to improve services, as they associated the public sector less with profit motives.  

One panel member suggested that the instinct to feel negatively about the cost-cutting was driven by the example used: 

a private energy company. They suggested that the headline might read differently had it been about a government 

department trying to provide a high-quality public service. 

Finally, the language of the headline itself also drew comment. Terms like "voice bot" carry associations of poor 

performance drawn from older automated systems, and panel members suggested more neutral language would help 

the public engage more fairly with what current AI can do. 

3. Forthcoming actions 
The next session will be held in approximately two months’ time. 

The Social Agency will canvass panel members’ availability and circulate a date poll by email. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We are very grateful to the ADR England Public Insights Panel for taking the time to engage with this work and share 
their views. We valued the panel’s emphasis on the importance of transparency and choice, as well as the necessity of 
giving careful thought to how the service will accommodate different people and contexts, including those who are 
vulnerable. 

“These insights and values will inform our product thinking and our research design. More broadly, the panel 
demonstrated the value of early and ongoing public engagement in helping to define what good looks like, and we intend 
to continue involving the public as the work develops.”  

- Natalie Baron, Head of User Research, Government Digital Service (GDS) Digital Centre Design 


