Former government director predicts up to 30% productivity boost from agentic AI in UK civil service

[image: ]
The potential transformation of the UK's civil service through the adoption of artificial intelligence is garnering increasing attention from policymakers and experts alike. Michael Jary, the former lead non-executive director of the government, has proclaimed that "agentic AI"—forms of artificial intelligence capable of functioning with limited human intervention—could yield productivity gains of 20% to 30% across government departments. Speaking at an event hosted by the Institute for Government, Jary underscored a vision of a more interconnected civil service, whereby automated tools could help streamline operations and enhance departmental collaboration.
Jary’s perspective resonates with wider trends observed in the public sector, where the UK government is actively trialling generative AI tools to support ministerial workflows. With initiatives spearheaded by Deputy Prime Minister Oliver Dowden, the government aims to employ AI technologies for drafting policy responses and managing public consultations, all while ensuring robust oversight to maintain accuracy. This agenda aligns with Prime Minister Rishi Sunak's broader goals of leveraging technology to boost productivity amid fiscal constraints. The intentional expansion of the Cabinet Office’s AI 'Incubator for AI', which plans to double its staff and substantially increase its budget, further highlights the urgency to keep pace with the commercial sector's rapid AI adoption.
Moreover, new research suggests that a significant proportion of government transactions could be automated. A study indicates that approximately 143 million citizen-facing interactions in the UK are complex yet repetitive, with a staggering 84% deemed highly automatable. Even modest efficiencies in these processes could result in saving around 1,200 person-years of work annually. This underscores an opportunity not just for enhanced productivity but also for rethinking the structure and function of government operations.
Despite these promising projections, concerns remain around the implementation of AI within the public sphere. A survey of public service professionals found that while there is optimism around generative AI's potential to alleviate bureaucratic burdens, challenges persist. Many respondents expressed a lack of clear guidance on AI usage in their roles, with only a third feeling they had adequate operational directives. The transition to a more tech-savvy civil service will also necessitate a shift in skill sets, as demand grows for profiles such as product managers and data scientists, in addition to the need for government to recalibrate its approach beyond traditional departmental boundaries.
Jary also highlighted the pressing need for devolution of power back to local authorities, advocating for a system that grants greater autonomy to regional governments. He pointed out the detrimental effects of centralisation on local governance, arguing that more empowered local bodies could respond more adeptly to the needs of their communities. This is particularly crucial in the face of government funding initiatives that compel local councils to compete for resources from the central government.
In advocating for a reimagined organisational model, Jary referenced the successful implementation of India’s Aadhaar digital identification system, which services a population of 1.4 billion with a relatively small workforce, suggesting that similarly ambitious projects could be realised in the UK context. The Aadhaar initiative has seen significant uptake and growth in transactions, with recent figures revealing billions of authentications and digital KYC transactions carried out, reflecting both efficiency and security in public service delivery.
Ultimately, the challenges ahead for the UK government are considerable; however, the integration of AI technologies holds the promise of facilitating a more responsive, transparent, and interconnected civil service. As Jary articulated, a paradigm shift involving agile development teams and multi-disciplinary collaboration could pave the way for a government better suited to meet contemporary societal challenges. With the right strategy and commitment, it is plausible that the transformation of the UK's public sector could indeed reflect the capabilities of modern technology, addressing both operational inefficiencies and the pressing needs of the population.
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