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Co-producing AI in Children’s Services 
AI in Children’s Social Care: For Whose Benefit, and How Do We Know?  
Wed 19 Nov 2025 1:30PM - 4:30 PM
This specially convened event on AI in children’s social care followed a successful conference exploring the complexity of our work in the context of digital transformation and predictive analytics.
Technology is inevitable and potentially transformative, but how do we ensure it serves the children and families we support, rather than shaping decisions without their voice? For children, relationships matter most. Trusted adults who problem-solve and advocate over time make the greatest difference. 
This event brought together a multi-disciplinary group of leaders, including: 
· Professor Donald Forrester, Director of CASCADE, Cardiff University  
· Dr Aoife O’Higgins, Director of Evidence, Foundations
· Verity Bennett, Research Fellow, SCALE
· Technical experts and public sector representatives 
· Private and voluntary sector representatives 
As we explored the event topic, several themes emerged:  
Theme 1: Data Maturity & Interoperability
· Maturity for AI: What are the specific challenges/opportunities to finding/utilising multi-agency data?
· What AI use cases should we look to prioritise to enhance interoperability between agencies?
· Are we ‘held hostage’ by providers of Case Management Systems? Do we have the freedom to innovate?
Theme 2: Workforce Capability & Pressures
· Workforce pressures: what are they and possible solutions?
· In developing policies, do we really have the interests of the most vulnerable/child in mind, i.e., effective intervention – or is there too much emphasis on increasing productivity?
Theme 3: Ethics, Governance & Trust
· What, in summary, are the ethical issues?
· Where does the investment for integrating the voice of those we want to benefit come from? In product development? In organisational development e.g., when aimed at increasing productivity?
Theme 4: Child & Family Voice in AI Development
· Do other sectors integrate the ‘voice’ of a range of stakeholders? What can we learn from them?
· Examples of projects that have integrated the child/family into the development of digitally informed/AI tools – where can we find good practice?
Theme 5: Cross-Sector Learning & Use Cases
· In CSC we analyse several factors in assessing need/risk – some measurable and some less quantifiable. Is a mental health assessment similar? What can we learn about AI in that field?
Executive Summary of Discussions
Core theme: Adopt AI where it helps relationships and outcomes for children – not just efficiency – and evaluate rigorously who benefits and how we know. 
· Anchor on children’s experiences and trust. Several speakers stressed centring children and families in defining problems, testing tools, and judging success – recognising the risk that AI could erode trust if poorly implemented. 
· Pace + fragmentation: Local authorities are experimenting bottom‑up at high speed (e.g., transcription tools, policy assistants, EHCP drafting), but maturity, skills, and governance are uneven – raising equity and safety issues. 
· Low‑hanging fruit, system lens: Start with “key problem areas” (e.g., documentation, policy lookup, EHCP drafting), but design for the whole system so time saved upstream doesn’t create burdens downstream (e.g., case management). 
· Workforce capability & change management: Success depends less on the tool and more on change management (leadership, champions, training, ethics boards). Most authorities want continuous, role‑relevant training and shared guidance, not one‑off policies. 
· Evaluation needs to match AI’s speed: The “benefits are obvious” mindset risks missing unintended harms. We need quicker, iterative, mixed‑method evaluation and sector‑trusted standards to keep up. 
· Interoperability + data quality: Data standards (e.g., multi‑agency information sharing; placement sufficiency) are foundational; without clean, connected data, AI adds noise. Authorities asked to be connected into these standards working groups. 
· Public–private collaboration: Suppliers can integrate across silos and co‑develop use cases, but we must avoid “tech‑first” solutions – start from real practice problems and co‑design with children, practitioners, and researchers. 
· Leadership gaps: The sector lacks a central, trusted place to share good practice, get practical guidance, and build AI literacy. Coram can convene, curate, and coach. 
What Leadership is Coram Well Placed to Provide?
1. A trusted convenor and translator. Use Coram’s convening power to connect local authorities, research centres (e.g., Foundations, SCALE), vendors, and community organisations around specific child‑centred use cases – turning diffuse interest into coordinated learning. 
2. Guardrails + practical “how‑to.” Publish sector‑ready guidance (short, actionable) on:
· Safe, ethical use (privacy, explainability, fairness) tailored to children’s social care.
· Role‑based AI literacy (social workers, managers, CYP participation workers).
· Change management playbooks (from pilots to business as usual). 
3. Rapid, collaborative evaluation. Broker and co‑fund Rapid Learning Pilots with embedded mixed‑method evaluation (including children’s voice), working with SCALE/Foundations to generate faster, credible evidence on “who benefits and how we know”.
4. Standards + interoperability advocacy. Champion participation in DfE/DHSC data standards (multi‑agency information sharing; placement sufficiency) and publish “standards‑ready” partner briefs so pilots don’t entrench silos.
5. Child and family participation frameworks. Adapt Bright Spots and Coram Voice practice to AI – methods, consent, feedback loops, and “show the difference” reporting to children and families. 
Insights to Inform Future Work
· Prioritise relational practice, not just admin relief. Tools that help communicate with children (e.g., generative images to explain processes) and improve the quality of interactions matter as much as dictation/summarisation. 
· Make training continuous and role‑specific. Staff misuse occurs when trust in AI outruns judgement; embed “AI + professional judgement” training with clear boundaries. 
· Choose use cases with near‑term value and low risk. Transcription, policy lookup (guard‑railed to local procedures), EHCP drafting support, case chronology/summaries, thematic analysis of consultations – each is tangible, evaluable, and standards‑friendly. 
· Design for whole-system workflows. Be explicit about downstream data handling (e.g., summarised notes increasing case system content) and include case management configuration teams from day one. 
· Measure beyond time saved. Track impacts on: children’s understanding and trust; worker stress and quality of direct time; equity (who benefits/gets left behind); data quality; safeguarding outcomes. 
Conclusion
The discussion reinforced that digital transformation in children’s social care must be guided by principles of trust, ethics, and child-centred practice. While technology offers significant opportunities to improve efficiency and decision-making, its success depends on transparency, co-design with children and families, and rigorous evaluation to ensure it truly benefits those it aims to serve. Coram is uniquely positioned to lead this agenda – leveraging its convening power, existing participation infrastructure through Coram-i, CoramBAAF, CoramVoice, and partnerships with research and practice leaders.
Next Steps
Coram will now consider these insights and formulate a plan to:
· Launch practical initiatives such as a monthly newsletter, children’s services digitech forum, and sector learning resources.
· Convene key academics and practitioners during CoramBAAF Members’ Week (March 2026) to translate AI insights into practice.
· Develop and share co-design methods with Coram Voice to embed children’s voices in digital innovation.
· Integrate rapid, credible evaluation into all projects to answer the critical question: Who benefits, and how do we know?
· Explore existing research and evidence of practice across children’s services, and other sectors, to explore: What’s working elsewhere, that could work here?
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