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00:00 Introduction
Adam Dustagheer: Hello, and welcome to the AI Expert podcast from Digital Leaders. It's a new podcast that helps those working in the public sector and public service get the most from AI and emerging technology, by talking to the experts that make up the network provided by Digital Leaders, giving advice, giving products, giving services across the spectrum of the UK public sector.
So, super excited to introduce you to two people today who are doing quite incredible work in their respective fields. They're really walking the walk of AI, not just talking the talk. Cutting through the jargon and the hype, and all of the things I think we're quite used to hearing now, and actually doing tangible work on the ground that's making a real difference to people's lives, which is truly amazing.
So let me introduce Charisma Mehta, who's the co-founder of Project Alix, and Tiernan Mines, the CEO and co-founder of Hello Lamp Post.
Today we've got a great opportunity to talk about how AI is changing the engagement between public institutions and the people they serve. Charisma is able to help organisations move from the buzzwords to implementable projects. And Tiernan's civic tech work uses conversational interfaces, so that's the sort of chat space, to give residents a genuine voice in decisions. So, two tremendous projects. Thank you so much for joining us today.
Charisma Mehta: Thanks for having us.
Tiernan Mines: Nice to be here.
03:42 Charisma Mehta and Project Alix
Adam Dustagheer: So, Charisma, if I could start with you and Project Alix. It would be great for folks to understand not just what Project Alix is, but also what led you there. What was the point where you thought, right, this is something I'm going to do?
Charisma Mehta: Yeah, totally. So, Project Alix: we're a repairs intelligence and remote inspection platform, and we work across the housing and built environment industry. We effectively help you gather expert information from non-expert people who are actually on the ground. We've worked with the likes of Aster Group, Peabody and Golding, and it's been really interesting working in a more customer-led way with some of the problems that people are facing on the ground.
My background's primarily in working with AI and machine learning and bringing new products to market, and I've done so for a number of years. I actually started my career in the civil service at the Health and Safety Executive, but then spent a number of years at the AI practice at Accenture, working with a number of large corporates on bringing new products to market which leverage their data and a lot of the new techniques that were available, going upstream and downstream. Then I moved on to working in seed and Series C machine learning startups.
But with the Alix platform, what I thought was really exciting was this. We started the company three years ago, and my co-founder and I were at a mission-backed group where we were looking at how you use a lot of this tech for good. We were introduced to the world of social housing at that point by one of our early advisors, who had scaled a company in social housing. And yeah, we were really excited about how you use a lot of the tech coming out to enable people on the ground with a lot more capability than they're typically built for. I think that ethos has really worked well in a lot of the projects we then went on to run with our organisations.
Now we've got a platform which effectively enables residents or operatives, or whoever's on the front line, to just take a few photos and share a few sentences about whatever they're seeing. Our system will process it in real time and ask for relevant information, but all of that is processed as if it's expert information captured, and passed on to the experts. It really just means that you can address issues much more quickly and efficiently, and people are heard.
We've worked a lot in terms of co-design over the last three years, really working hard with our users. What that's meant is that when we're then deploying new modules or new platform elements, we have a lot of engagement, because people are aware of what the AI can do. And when we go back to the teams we work with, we find that they're using AI in all sorts of new areas, because typically they're not used to being as engaged with as they have been working on these specific problems that they really care about. The ability to use voice or image, or just things that make life simpler at the front line, has been what's really made us excited to be building in this space.
06:48 Tiernan Mines and Hello Lamp Post
Adam Dustagheer: That's super cool. And I think a lot of that ties into your experience as well, doesn't it, Tiernan? I remember reading something you were saying, that software that makes a positive impact on society is kind of the north star of what you're up to, which sounds similar to the tech for good piece. It'd be wonderful to hear what your journey was into creating Hello Lamp Post, and also what the platform does itself.
Tiernan Mines: Yeah, so Hello Lamp Post is an AI-powered digital team member for physical locations. We work with the public and private sectors, and it's mainly organisations who are managing and operating large areas, facilities, places. So we work with anything from city governments engaging their residents, through to airports, hospitals, shopping malls, university campuses. Essentially, these are places where there's a large number of people or residents that have needs and information requests, but those organisations, public or private, simply can't be everywhere and anywhere, all of the time, 24/7.
So we try and fill that gap. It's by no means about replacing any staff that already exist. It's actually about giving them time back for the more complex or urgent tasks, and our platform handles the repetitive or location-specific queries.
I suppose in terms of our journey, we've always been driven by, and that speaks to our mission now, which is to make places better for people, but always been driven by, as you said, software that has an impact. I think especially in a world where there's a lot of negative noise around software companies, and rightly so in some places, it's very easy to think of software companies and for-profit companies as separate to purpose. But I've always said that if you think about the intentions from the start in the right way, profits and purpose can be aligned. They don't have to be binary or separate things.
I've always started software companies. So it's been software, into AI, and then into public sector, but always starting with the problem or the challenge. Right from the start with Hello Lamp Post, it was never meant to be a company, meant to be a platform or software. We started by winning an award called the Playable City Award in Bristol. I'm not actually sure what year it was, but really it came from a couple of observations and frustrations.
One is that we as residents, customers, people use places like an airport, our high street, a university campus, and the barriers to information and support are pretty high, right? It's a phone number to a call centre, an email inbox, trying to find someone, all of those things. So that was one frustration that we observed across multiple different contexts.
Then on the flip side, these physical environments that we have are, to date, pretty analogue, right? In simple terms, going back to the concept, a bus shelter is something you stand under to shelter from the rain, and a bench is something you sit on. Hence the name, Hello Lamp Post, speaking to hyperlocal locations. Well, what if we could repurpose the world around us to have a digital layer to it, and use that as an interaction platform?
And the third piece was obviously these organisations who have to engage residents or manage locations. It's really hard for them, right? Like I said at the start, they can't be everywhere and anywhere speaking to everyone. So that's the origins of where we came from.
11:03 What genuinely works for public sector leaders
Adam Dustagheer: Wow, what a journey. It's also nice to see that with both of you there are similarities, but also quite big differences in the work that you're doing. And there seems to be something in that sense of real empowerment for the residents and the people involved in the process, as opposed to it being focused on AI for the sake of AI, or machine learning for the sake of it.
I think a lot of people in the public sector are looking for ways to do that: to emphasise the human, sometimes human in the loop, sometimes human in the lead. If you were someone working in the public sector as a leader, what do you think is genuinely useful and impactful, versus where there may be a bit of a dead end, a bit of a time waste, or something a bit oversold? Where do you see the most traction being found with really emphasising resident engagement, or the human in the loop?
It's a totally unfair question. I just thought I'd lob it in. You see the lack of prescripting that we have.
12:37 Show, don't tell, and the 80-20 rule
Charisma Mehta: It's really nice when you can show, not tell people, and I think that's a really big part of it. Where we've found results is, say we're working with a new organisation and getting to know their team members: getting them hands-on with something that they can click around with. We'll quite often ask them to break it, and we'll ask them for their feedback.
I think sometimes people think of AI as a big, scary, all-encompassing term. But it works quite well on an 80-20 rule, where you're trying to free up space from the 80% of common queries or common issues that people might find, and really refocus human critical thinking on that 20%. Then individuals can break it down: OK, this is where it's going to help me, and this is where the limitations are. I understand that, and this is how I would tweak it. And people feel a sense of ownership in terms of the next steps, and where they're contributing to that AI. I think that's really helpful.
Also, facilitating discussions where you can get external input that's relevant: how other companies have been tackling similar challenges, but at a real human level. Even if that's setting up a couple of coffees between similar organisations or adjacent departments that are a few steps ahead on the journey. I think that's really helpful.
And taking a step back, I think some of the leaders who are doing it really well know what the company's challenges are going to be in five years. They've got an idea of how they'd like to be operating in two years, and they can't quite work out how they're going to get there. But they're not scared of doing a few three-month challenges or three-month experiments over the next few months. They've broken down their different areas into different experiments that they'll get the learning from, and then they can almost map where they're going along that journey.
So I think it's a mixture of working out how you show, not tell, and get hands-on with people, but also providing that bigger framing of where it is you're trying to go and how you're trying to get there. Practical things we've done to facilitate that, internally but also with clients, are kick-off sessions or hackathons, where you come with a particular problem statement, and then you can see the results of that and you're capturing those learnings. Next time you meet, you can reflect on the learnings from the previous time, and what else might have changed for people. It really feels like it's you guys against the problem, and you're working on the solution all together.
Adam Dustagheer: That's so cool. I love that. And what's also nice is that idea that you've worked out the 80% of stuff that is the repetitive task, that is not as much value. That 20%, you can really focus on the value there, but you need that overarching view of what you actually value to make that call.
15:35 People will surprise you
Charisma Mehta: And just as an illustration of where this worked quite well, we had an organisation that we worked with, and I think at the start some of the senior team were a bit nervous about giving AI to this team that they didn't necessarily think of as the most technical people. After our first session, we went away and came back for the next one. And two members of the team, who were maybe in their later fifties, and it wasn't necessarily who the team was expecting, had come back with five new ideas and a few little mock-ups of exactly what they wanted. They'd tested it with some of their end beneficiaries.
We took that whole team, and we invited some of the beneficiaries, or their service users, to the next session. And they were both surprised but also really excited by how engaged both sets of teams were in working in this new way, and in what the possibilities were. I think we had one of these workshops at two o'clock on a random Tuesday in the middle of Swindon, and the amount of people that turned up because they were excited about using this new tech and having their use cases heard. It was exciting.
So people will surprise you as well. Often you have to lean into both your champions, but also the people who have real reservations. You learn a lot by understanding what their reservations are, because they're coming from a place of deep understanding of things that you can't see.
Adam Dustagheer: It's that idea that good design is diverse design, and diverse design is good design. And what's really nice about that is having everyone around the table, but everyone feeling that they can participate when they're round the table. Quite often you go into a room and it's like, right, everyone's here, but not everyone's able to speak up, or maybe they're not feeling confident with the tools or how it works. But that hands-on element, I think, helps.
There's a lot of good stuff in there. Tiernan, anything to add?
17:16 Start with the pain point and find the right partner
Tiernan Mines: You've probably hit most of the thoughts that I had, really, but just echoing. When you asked the question, the couple of things that sprang to mind were, very simply, start with the pain point or the challenge, not the tech. Especially with a lot of noise around AI, it's so easy to get sucked into the tech, the products, et cetera. But I think it's such an easy mechanism to just step back and say, what are we trying to solve? And you know what, it might not be AI that solves it, right? It might be something else. So that's one thing I would say: start with the problem, or the pain point, or the outcome that you want.
The other thing I'd say, similar to your point around people being comfortable bringing use cases to the table and being collaborative, is find the right partner. If you've deemed that AI software is potentially the right route to go, I would be wary of a one-size-fits-all approach. If someone is selling a solution or a platform that is geared towards solving problems for the masses, I'd be wary of it, because it's probably solving quite shallow pain points. Whereas if you find the right partner, A, they've probably got a solution that is specific to your pain point or your industry, and B, they're going to be willing to do the learnings. We as companies inevitably will not have heard of all of the use cases and pain points that come out of those types of conversations. So find a partner that's willing to do that.
I always say to our team and our partners that, at the end of the day, we're a software company, and our product roadmap should be shaped by the pain points that our partners and customers want to solve. So probably the two things I'd say are: find the right partner, and start with the outcome or the pain point that you want to solve.
With this technology, you can literally do anything you want, it seems. So knowing what you should be doing with it is so key. And the dangerous side, the noise part, is that there are going to be a lot of people out there pitching that it can do everything. So if it can do everything, perhaps it does nothing well.
19:44 Return on values and a demo that went wrong
Adam Dustagheer: Yeah, exactly. And also, in a world where you can build anything, it's like, what's the responsible thing to be building? Often it takes longer to answer the questions of what we should build and what we should not build than it does to actually spend the time defining what good looks like.
Just reflecting some of the bigger points you made, this idea of being for profit, but not for profiteering, is something that can sometimes be about what is of value: financial value, return on investment and stuff like that. The other bit: we used to do a lot of workshops where we would say, think about your return on value, but also your return on your values. If it's not emphasising that, then junk it, right? There's another AI expert called Jazz Rasool, who will be joining us at some point in the future, and he coined this phrase, return on intention. What do you intend to do? Which I just thought was such a nice way of putting it.
And that idea of partners. I think with this it's been the ability to have, on both sides of the fence, people who are willing to try and understand things that next layer down. I really like your idea that they've only got the shallow use case, not the depth of it. And that idea of going that bit further makes it.
We did a tool a while ago called Hey Geraldine, which gives professional advice about technology-enabled care. We used AI because it was new, it was novel, it helped engender culture change, and it was really good at knowing stuff and telling people. But the first demo we did, and it probably had a lot to do with the fact that I pushed the button on the deployment, was awful. It just didn't work at all. But as a partner, we were working with Peterborough City Council, and they were like, no, keep the faith. Go away, come back, because this is innovative stuff. And actually, building that sort of relationship works very well.
22:04 Start small
Tiernan Mines: Yeah, and I think if you have that good relationship, once you've got beyond the hurdle of understanding the pain point, the outcome, the challenge you're trying to solve, and finding a solution or a partner, the other thing I'd say is start small. It may sound obvious, but we see it all the time. Especially when you get more people in the room and more use cases, and it starts snowballing a little bit, a lot of people get excited. Actually, that path rarely leads to a quick outcome, because you're trying to bite off more than you can chew. So starting small is extremely important.
I think that also comes down to the right partner. If a solution or a partner is pitching you the world from day one, then you should be a bit wary. You do see it with a lot of huge conglomerate software companies, where they'll sell an enterprise licence which does a thousand different things, and you only end up using one thing out of that thousand. So I think it's also about saying, great that you've got a hundred different use cases and pain points to solve. Let's start with one, and we can move from there.
23:10 Using AI to keep projects on track
Adam Dustagheer: It's also that, again, having a clear sense of what the desired impacts are, where you want to go with it and what matters to you, helps you prioritise the use cases that turn up, and how you do it.
Charisma Mehta: I think AI is actually really helpful at sense-checking that you are also operating in that way, of doing the smallest thing. We use it quite a lot as a sounding board. If we've got a project, we'll try and break it down into the sub-projects within that. What are we making movement on? What are we not making movement on? Then every week we'll check against our initial assumptions. Is that true? Is that still true? So it's quite good for keeping you on track, as well as keeping your partners on track.
Adam Dustagheer: Constant validation.
Charisma Mehta: Yeah, because so much comes in that's urgent, and sometimes that gets prioritised over what's important. So having that important stuff baked in, and then regurgitating it on Slack, like, this is what you said you'd do this week, this is what you did, this is what you might be missing. That's where we've found AI can be quite helpful.
Adam Dustagheer: I'm not comfortable with that level of accountability.
Charisma Mehta: Well, it's been a shift for us, but I guess we've moved into trying to build internally more of an operating system, where all of the findings that we're getting from conversations with people can be documented, and then we can call upon them. That's taken a shift in terms of just remembering to capture all of that, but it has been helpful in keeping us on track.
Adam Dustagheer: It's very thorough as well, isn't it? It does pay attention to everything that's gone on, and you're like, right.
Charisma Mehta: Yeah, well, it gives you themes over the last six months, and you're like, yeah, that's true. I should have looked at that.
Adam Dustagheer: That's a great example of internal AI usage. Have you got any examples from the real world, out there in the wild, where you've done something big, special, impressive, gnarly, super cool? I'll keep on saying adjectives if you like.
25:24 Damp and mould reports and a self-checking AI agent
Charisma Mehta: I've got a couple of small ones. I wouldn't say they're huge, but I'm excited about them from our perspective. I think I gave the example of Shelley earlier, I can't remember if I did. Say Shelley is submitting damp and mould photos through to our platform, and we're checking in real time what's happening within those images. We'll ask her to send follow-up photos, or ask her for further information. Then we produce a report for the surveyor, say James, which has the severity of what we think is going on, and what we think the suggested next work orders could be. So James has quite a lot of information before he needs to send anyone out. That has led to quite a good increase in, for example, first-time fix rates, or making sure that an emergency is only classed as an emergency if it really is one.
But one thing that we've built on our platform, which I think is cool, is that we've got an AI agent testing every new submission that comes in. It will post a summary at the end of the day in our internal Slack channel, with, OK, all submissions have reached this level of the confidence criteria in terms of what we asked for, but these are some additional ways in which residents are using the platform. OK, they're sending 22 photos at once, or there are lots of duplicates, or we need to rotate things. So it will almost generate new features based on what it's seeing come through from the residents. It will also mark each submission, which is quite hard for us as humans to review. We'll do that periodically, but having built an agent that's constantly testing is something that we find quite cool ourselves.
Adam Dustagheer: So it's taking action, but also reviewing itself, almost.
Charisma Mehta: Yeah, exactly. It's like a self-checking system.
And the other thing, which is more of a process that we've found quite helpful, is our approach to hackathons. We've built that in for all of these new ideas that come about, where you're like, this isn't really urgent, but it is important to learn about, and it needs a bit of time-boxing. We've just started capturing a backlog of experimentation ideas for hackathons, and then we'll size them up: a small hackathon, which might be a morning, or a long one, which might be a full day. Then we'll use that as a way of learning new things for the team to take forward. Sometimes we'll invite clients to that as well. So it really accelerates the process of improving and delivery.
Adam Dustagheer: When those sorts of things go back round, how will a resident see that show up in their experience of using the platform?
Charisma Mehta: So, in different ways. From the outputs of this constant testing system, we're starting to see areas where things break. So we might have added the voice note feature. Actually, a couple of features that we've added off the back of AI insight. We asked residents to share their worst affected room through to their least affected room, which might be in the order of, say, kitchen, to upstairs bathroom, to downstairs bathroom. But actually, when they were going around the house, they would just go in the order of each room. So we added some additional classification, so they don't need to worry about following our process. We can just capture more and more unstructured data and make it work on our end. That was more of an internal improvement for us.
Another one was reminders. We sent a reminder straight away, and then we also sent through reminders towards the end of the day, and that actually increased our engagement rates. So a lot of it was really about how we use this insight to improve the experience for the resident, and also for the operatives who were then receiving the results of that, and what it was that they were excited to see.
Adam Dustagheer: And then all of those cumulatively mean that the operatives are able to focus more on the extreme cases, or able to prioritise things and get out there and do more?
Charisma Mehta: Yeah, exactly. For example, if something has come through where there are plug sockets near where the wall has been damaged, you're immediately sending an electrician on site. You're not sending someone out to then send an electrician on site. So it's making sure that the right skills are there. And especially during the winter demand surges, you can address more of what's coming in without needing to scale up the team so much, because you've got the capacity there, because you're prioritising the team in the right way. So moving the number on metrics such as first-time fix has been really helpful for getting to that key KPI improvement.
Adam Dustagheer: So it's kind of two parts? You're streamlining the operation, but also reducing the time for residents.
Charisma Mehta: Yeah, exactly. And for residents, just making it a lot more convenient. No one wants to be waiting around for someone to turn up, and then sometimes things happen and people can't turn up. So it's just providing additional options. We now even do video inspections, off the back of some of the feedback that we got from residents. That was, again, to provide more flexibility to residents like Shelley.
Adam Dustagheer: That first-time fix is just so important. We see it a lot with adult social care, where people are like, why am I having to fill in another form again? Why am I having to tell you this again?
Tiernan Mines: The inbox abyss.
Adam Dustagheer: Right, you send an email, and often you don't know what's happening with it.
Tiernan Mines: Yeah, exactly. Just getting that answer, that response.
Adam Dustagheer: So, talking about getting answers and responses, you're strongly in the conversational space, and also that local, hyperlocal aspect, which I really love the idea of. But I'll be honest, I don't fully understand it. Could you unpack a particular use case where you've really got the most out of it?
31:41 Hello Lamp Post's context engine
Tiernan Mines: Maybe I'll give two really different ones that we were talking about before. Just to unpack it a little bit, there are two parts. Yes, the interface for a user is predominantly a conversation, either over text or over voice. But behind the scenes, there's what we call a context engine. We're understanding various different inputs, predominantly the user's location, which we capture in a number of different ways, but then there are other live data factors.
One example I'll give is an airport, right? It doesn't matter whether you're interacting via the website, or via an interaction point on your device by gate 14 in the airport. We will understand the context of that user's location: security wait times, parking availability, lounge availability, restaurant availability, flight information, delays. All of that goes into our context engine, and our system adapts how it then responds to that user. So it personalises the information to support the request.
That's one side of the platform. On the other, the reason why we call our platform a digital team member instead of a digital assistant is because it goes beyond just answering questions. It can actually take action. Again, in the context of an airport, if I need some assistance and I haven't pre-booked it, for example, our system will understand that. It'll ask a couple of questions, and then it'll send that request to the relevant team, or create an actual request in their system. So we do a lot of system integrations. Equally, if a staff member has reported a spillage in the airport, for example, again just in natural language, we know where they are. We can then trigger a workflow to ask them for some more information, and that goes directly to the relevant team as a request.
So that's a bit of context. Impact-wise, for something like an airport, they can't have staff everywhere and anywhere, 24/7. Often passenger numbers are increasing, but the bigger impact is that expectations are increasing. There are expectations around the need for information and the need for support. Sometimes it's just reassurance throughout their journey. And suddenly the airport is able to provide a digital team member in every single location around the airport.
So again, similar to what you were talking about, it's streamlining the operation. It's allowing them to do more with less effort. It's streamlining how we send those requests, but it's also handling a lot of the repetitive stuff. No longer are passengers having to go and find someone, or call a phone number, or email an inbox. They can get it instantly, in the moment, and those repetitive questions aren't going through to staff.
34:40 Glasgow Airport
Tiernan Mines: Actually, the first airport that we started working with was Glasgow Airport. Again, a great case study of finding a partner. One thing for them was that they were so inundated with these repetitive queries and questions, digitally, by phone and in person. Of the queries going through to the assisted travel team, who are meant to just be supporting with assisted travel, they estimated that 80 to 90% were not assisted travel related. So a lot of their time was not going towards the passengers that actually needed it. We were able to cut that by 50% in the first couple of months, and that's been growing ever since. So again, handling a lot of those repetitive queries.
35:38 Waste and recycling in Los Angeles
Tiernan Mines: The other example we were talking about before is completely different, but it's one of the verticals that we operate in, which is city governments, around waste and sanitation. We just rolled out across the whole of the city of LA in the US. We coined it as, they can now have a team member, or a staff member, at every single home, every single residence.
It's focused around waste, sanitation and recycling, right? The problem is high contamination rates, because people don't know what to recycle and what not to recycle, and how to recycle it. Obviously there are huge numbers of queries, like, do I recycle eggshells, et cetera. But there are also requests: I need a new bin, it's been broken, my collection's been missed, all of those different things that need action taken. So now residents can scan their bins, or scan their food pail, and they're into our platform to ask questions. Contamination rates are now being encouraged to decrease. Queries going to the city government are decreasing. People are more educated, and obviously higher recycling rates are better for everyone. So those are two very different examples.
36:52 Adoption and digital exclusion
Adam Dustagheer: And it's that level of impact that you're having very quickly. Is there anything you're finding in terms of people adopting the technology, or is it not even a thought process for them? Is there a barrier there? Sometimes you see it, and I don't know if it's a barrier or a perception of a barrier. Or is adoption natural now?
Tiernan Mines: So I guess two things spring to mind. Right from the start, when we founded Hello Lamp Post, it was meant to have low barriers to entry and be easy to access, right? So we don't have an app. There is no Hello Lamp Post app to download, and that was intentional. We want to deploy on the channels that people are already using. So people can use a web app via a QR code, WhatsApp, SMS, Facebook Messenger, a website widget, all of these different channels. I think for adoption that helps, because you're using things that people already have on their phone.
I think there is a challenge, and we get the question a lot of, well, what if someone's not used to using WhatsApp, or a QR code, or whatever? And that is always going to be the case. What we say is, we're not a silver bullet for every single person, but neither is any other method. What we're trying to do is reach more with less effort, right? To increase what you're currently doing as an organisation. That's why I said at the start, our business case is not to reduce headcount for our customers. It's actually to allow those staff members to do more, and to have more time.
Adam Dustagheer: In answering that question, there will also be people who are digitally excluded for one reason or another. And actually, giving staff members the time to focus on them, by streamlining other services, is quite a powerful thing. It doesn't diminish, it emphasises the role that people play in that circumstance.
Just reflecting on those sorts of examples, you've touched on some of the big practical tips for getting going. Starting small and thinking big, but also having it there in a visible and tangible way. Thinking about measuring real outcomes, designing for non-technical users, and considering that wider impact, in terms of society or the environment around it. Of those, are there any more that people should be thinking about, that they should have in the back of their mind? Or is there one that you feel, if you were going to start tomorrow, is where you'd start? What would you do if you were sat on the other side of the fence?
39:44 Environmental impact and vertical AI
Tiernan Mines: In terms of impacts to consider?
Adam Dustagheer: Yeah.
Tiernan Mines: Outside of the ones we've mentioned, I think at a senior level, what we've seen from partners that we've worked with is: what is the current level of understanding and adoption in the organisation? That will help guide you. If adoption and understanding of AI is low, then that sets your expectation level. It sets where you should be aiming in terms of ambition for a first step. That's one thing.
Then, especially for the public sector, something that comes up for us a lot, and I think we're going to see a huge increase in this, is the environmental impact of solutions. At the moment it's kind of a side note when selecting a vendor or a solution. But I think over the next few years that's going to bubble to the top: which solutions and companies are considering the environmental impact of the infrastructure and architecture that they're using. It's always been in our minds, but it got brought to the forefront for us. We work a lot with the Environment Agency, and one of their metrics is, by using your tool, what is our carbon reduction impact? So it's always at the forefront. Right from day one, our architecture has been as green as it can be. But I think that's one thing that we're going to see bubble to the surface more and more over the next few years.
And then the last one is what I mentioned at the start, which is vertical specificity. At the moment, and I'm sure you get the same question, it's, could we just do X and Y with ChatGPT or Gemini or whatever? I think the level of understanding is going to increase significantly, that those tools are great as a thin layer for the masses, but what organisations need to solve a particular pain point is the vertical part of the T, the deep solution.
42:05 Cost, procurement and partnerships
Adam Dustagheer: It's that idea of context. It used to be that content was king, but actually context is just so key.
I love that idea about the environmental impact. I think with the environment and carbon, there'll also be the cost part as well. I can almost see, in years to come, there'll be that sort of AI optimisation to bring the costs down across the board. Especially when you look at public sector procurement.
Tiernan Mines: I think for a lot of solutions it's a bit unknown, if you're pricing by usage. For the public sector, you've got to get over the hurdle of understanding the technology, and then understanding the scaling cost. It can be scary. Like, we'll start down this track with this partner, but in five years' time, do we know what our cost is going to be?
Adam Dustagheer: Charisma, what do you think?
Charisma Mehta: I think, in terms of working with the public sector, I totally agree on the vertical element. I think finding the right context in your partner is really helpful. But there's just such a big pressure to do more with less, and to break down what that means in terms of a five-year vision for the challenges, but also where the opportunities are to do that, and really working out how you can help your team move along the way, and what the framework is to operate within. So, what does doing more with less mean? Especially when, at least in the housing industry's case, there are increasing regulations and increasing pressure from all ends. And, like you mentioned, even end users have different expectations of what they expect from providers as well.
But I think the other theme to maybe lean into is, if something's working, lean into what's working and exploit that. Where we've found real traction is at the operatives layer. So we have operatives, or contractors, or team members in estate services teams, who are on site. And actually, they're really excited about some of the efficiencies that they can now get using some of the channels. So once a couple of individuals start using it and talk about it with their friends, often people who might be harder to reach through AI transformation initiatives, you can get them on board, because they're like, well, my friend uses it this way, so I'm going to try this now. So it's really leaning into the tests that are working, and then scaling those out. Creating a framework that allows the flexibility to push more muscle into certain areas once you can see the ROI on that.
Adam Dustagheer: There's a level of comfort, right, in that testing piece as well.
Tiernan Mines: Yeah. And it just takes me back to the partner point. I think if you allow your customer, your partner, to feel comfortable to test...
Adam Dustagheer: It's kind of a perfect feedback loop in a way, because they discover things, they tell you...
Tiernan Mines: Yeah, and you can probably improve.
Charisma Mehta: And I think maybe on the procurement point, especially when people are somewhat used to five-year frameworks or that sort of thing: think of things as three-year partnerships that you ideally want to be extending, but really think about how you're going to get the most from this period, and then deal with the next period, and the next. You can then work out which partners are going to be right for your journey. Because you're right, sometimes the big integration partners who have 2,000 modules, of which you're using one, might not always be the right fit for getting you from A to B. They might sell you the dream of A to Z, but to get you from A to B, then B to C, they might not be the right ones.
Adam Dustagheer: There's just so much devil in the detail, and also that iterative process to get to where you want to be. I think that's always the challenge with innovation: you know where you want to get to, but you have to accept that some parts will work, and with some you'll go halfway down, have to turn around, come back, and then try another one. And I think that's inherently part of the challenge being faced by a lot of people who, as you say, have spent so long doing so much with so little, and are now being expected to do everything with nothing. And that's quite a hard thing.
Tiernan Mines: And I think procurement is a really, really good point. It just goes back to the fact that the possibilities are endless when you start a relationship, but just chip away at the lowest-hanging fruit, the smallest first step you can take. That'll presumably normally be easier with procurement, taking that first step. And then everyone sees something on the ground. We normally see a bit of a light bulb moment, right? You get out on the ground, and then it grows from there.
Charisma Mehta: And also just involving procurement early. It's really helpful to ask for them to be in your earlier conversations, and then they're much more able to help you work out what can be done to move things forward, especially if it's coming from an outcome.
Adam Dustagheer: Yeah, a problem to solve.
Charisma Mehta: Whenever I speak to procurement people, they will openly say, we're not here to be a barrier. It might feel like that sometimes. But if they properly understand the pain points you're trying to solve... And actually, I find that because they often come from a more pragmatic context, they can offer really helpful challenges to your thinking. So in terms of being diverse by design in your team, they're actually a really good partner to lean on.
Adam Dustagheer: Cool. It's a lot of food for thought. But also that idea of procurement, and the way that changes when you're looking at an outcome, as opposed to just a list of specifications. That changes things. And actually specifying the stuff that you're going to use, and not what's in the box that could be useful in five years' time but never, ever gets switched on. A good way of looking at it.
47:43 Hot takes: what will age badly
Adam Dustagheer: So, so much ground covered. If I could now just ask you the really mean questions: the one-liners, the hot takes. One of the questions that we've been asking people is, what's the thing about AI that you think is going to age badly? What's the thing we should be avoiding? What's the equivalent of smoking in the office, where you'll look back in five years and be like, wow, they really did that?
Charisma Mehta: I think there's something, just to your point, about the amount of energy that's currently being consumed for really quite meaningless work. I think we will look back and think, wow, that was a waste of a precious resource.
Tiernan Mines: I think just on that as well, I'm not sure everyone's aware of the actual scale and enormity of what's being built to cope with all the demand, and the subsequent impact on the environment. It's insane. Anyway, sorry, that's not my point.
I guess I've got two related points. One is, I think there's going to be a surprising number of organisations that have used the general LLM platforms and, mistakenly or not, provided company information or personal information to those models. I think we're going to look back, maybe even now, and go, that was crazy. That information has been used to train the models, and perhaps created biases, et cetera. So that's one thing.
And then I'm going to cheat slightly, because I'm just going to go back to a point that I made before. I think we're going to look back and go, wow, we really thought that a generic LLM could solve hundreds of thousands of specific pain points. When, in actual fact, as we all know, an LLM is just a very clever parrot. It's just parroting back content that it's been trained on. So I think we'll look back and go, yeah, it was crazy for us to assume that. Of course it makes sense to have vertical-specific AI tools.
Adam Dustagheer: I think it will be funny looking back in that way. You think you're at a higher level of maturity, but if you imagine a staircase, we're still on step one, step two, step three. And in five years' time we'll be on step 40, and we'll have the benefit of hindsight.
Tiernan Mines: Right. Yeah.
Charisma Mehta: And I think the other side of that is the level of trust. I think we're still on that societal learning curve of, do LLMs have consciousness? We're still on that learning curve of speaking to it like a human, and thanking it when it gives us a piece of information. So I think we'll look back and realise, God, we were pretty dumb back then, thinking that it was effectively a person.
51:01 One to watch: agentic loops and physical AI
Adam Dustagheer: And so, thinking into the future, what do you think the one to watch is? What's the thing that we're not looking at at the moment that you think could be big?
Tiernan Mines: For me, it's the loop. I don't think we've taken a big leap yet in creating agentic loops. And there's a lot of controversy around the limited release from OpenAI to certain agencies. But once we allow an agent to retrain itself, give feedback on itself, and autonomously make decisions itself, so essentially removing the human in the loop, I think that's one to watch out for. If released, that's a potential Pandora's box. Again, the caveat is that it has to have access to certain systems and workflows, et cetera, to be dangerous. But for me, that's a watch-out for the future.
Adam Dustagheer: That's why we talk about guardrails all the time.
Charisma Mehta: I think there's something about how AI plays out in the physical world. A lot of the LLMs have been trained on all the world's publicly available data, but there's so much data stored in private verticals. And synthetic data is getting better, and there's also connecting up autonomous vehicles, or drones, and virtual worlds, in a way, and working out how AI is going to play out in the domain of the virtual world, particularly with robotics. So instead of having virtual agents on your laptop, having agents in the real world. I think probably in five years' time, we're going to start seeing part of that working. I think that's a really exciting place to watch. Quite scary, but I think that's where there will be lots of leaps forward.
Adam Dustagheer: That's the most tangible dystopian view of AI, isn't it? Like a robotic cleaner in your house, or whatever.
We'll have to do one of these in five years' time, and see where we were. That sense of accountability.
53:15 Where to find our guests
Adam Dustagheer: So thank you so much for your time today, and for letting us get to know you. If people are looking to find out more about Project Alix, where would they go?
Charisma Mehta: Our website is projectalix.com. Otherwise, you can find us on LinkedIn at Project Alix. My name's Charisma, so just email me whenever.
Adam Dustagheer: That's it. And Tiernan?
Tiernan Mines: Our website's hlp.city, and you can find me on LinkedIn as well. A slightly complex name, but it's Tiernan Mines.
Adam Dustagheer: And we will have those links and names and everything below, whatever's below what I'm pointing at now. Thank you so much for spending an hour with us talking about AI and its importance within public services. This has been the AI Expert podcast from Digital Leaders. I've been Adam Dustagheer from Datnexa. Thank you so much for watching, and please like, subscribe, and all of those good, good things.
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