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Introduction 

The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) is a membership organisation and charity, advocating for the 

importance of statistics and data. We are a learned society and professional body for statisticians and 

other data professionals in the UK and internationally and have over 11,000 members in the UK and 

across the world. We set professional standards for statisticians and data scientists, recognise 

professionals in these fields with chartered status and accredit university statistics degrees. As a 

charity, we champion the key role of statistics and data in society, and work to ensure that policy 

formulation and decision making are informed by evidence for the public good.  

Statistics and data science play a foundational role in the development of AI models – both in building 

effective systems and in evaluating models to ensure that they have a positive impact. In this way, we 

see statistics and data science as playing a crucial role in ensuring that the UK takes advantage of the 

opportunities of AI – ensuring that AI tools that will have a positive impact are championed, while 

potential negative impacts of AI models are identified early so they can be avoided and public 

confidence maintained. 

The RSS has established an AI Task Force to coordinate our members’ work on AI – it brings together 

statisticians and data scientists who build and evaluate AI models and experts in ethical and 

governance issues relating to AI and data. Their work focuses both on support for AI professionals 

and on the evaluation, regulation and ethics of AI. This position paper sets out the task force’s 

response to the AI Opportunities Action Plan and the government’s response to that document. 

The Society supports the government’s plan and thinks that it sets out very welcome goals for making 

the UK a leader in AI. We believe that statisticians and data scientists have a vital role to play in the 

successful delivery of the developing AI strategy. This is especially important in the context of 

evaluation – where organisations purchasing AI models will need to have confidence in the impact that 

they will have.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ai-opportunities-action-plan/ai-opportunities-action-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ai-opportunities-action-plan-government-response/ai-opportunities-action-plan-government-response
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Evaluation 

The AI opportunities action plan sets out ambitious targets to increase the workforce of AI 

professionals, scale AI usage and develop the UK into a "maker" not just a "taker" of AI. These are 

very welcome goals, and we strongly support developing strategy on this scale for this purpose. 

However, most companies and organisations will not be developing frontier AI systems but rather 

applying pre-developed tools or models. Nearly all of these organisations will need to be able to 

evaluate and deploy the AI tools in a robust manner, and with so much excitement and activity it is 

increasingly important that they are able to separate innovation from imitation.   

We believe that the role of statisticians and data scientists will be crucial for achieving a strong return 

on investment with AI. The technical expertise they bring in modelling – and understanding of the 

challenges and pitfalls involved – is crucial to the appropriate evaluation of AI capabilities, not only for 

algorithmic safety, but also for these models to operate effectively within their environment. This is a 

difficult challenge and one that needs considering throughout the model's lifecycle; once deployed into 

a product, the algorithms and their inputs need regular monitoring alongside occasional retraining, just 

as the workforce does. Statistical skills are crucial from the first choice of model through to its day-to-

day use, but this aspect of real-life practical AI deployment is under-explored in the governmental 

strategy. 

This plan insufficiently addresses how we can ensure that innovators in the UK can minimise their risk 

of wasting resources on inappropriate models, and focus on accelerating those models that do work. 

These skills are nuanced and evolve quickly with the models, meaning we need to train people to be 

ready to adapt to an evolving climate. We would like to have seen further recognition of the value and 

importance of accreditation and chartership of professionals working across the AI lifecycle to ensure 

public trust in the use of data. The Royal Statistical Society's work as a founding member of the 

Alliance for Data Science Professionals demonstrates the value of working across professional bodies 

to jointly define the competencies and underpinning professional values required for safe and 

responsible AI adoption. 

Furthermore, we would like to have seen more detail about how institutes like the AI Safety Institute 

(AISI) will be enabled to build the evaluation infrastructure that means we can have confidence in our 

knowledge of the abilities of frontier models.  

https://alliancefordatascienceprofessionals.com/
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AI today can be compared to cars in the 1950s: there are design choices that will support safety and 

are needed – the 'seatbelts' of the AI era – but we also need driving instructors to evaluate whether 

the brain operating the machine can stay safe whilst travelling from A to B.     

Infrastructure 

Long term plans for new AI infrastructure must include requirements from both academic and 

industrial users to ensure that any investment is fully utilised and works for all. The AI Growth Zones 

must allow contribution from all UK companies and should be clearly advertised to allow use by start-

up and scale-up companies in addition to multinationals. 

The energy costs of any new infrastructure in the UK must be a consideration to ensure that these 

centres run at lower energy costs than similar overseas infrastructure. 

Regulation and public sector AI 

We welcome the focus on enabling safe AI innovation by regulators and the adoption of AI by public 

services. That said, there is a continuing need to emphasise professional responsibility and a duty of 

candour in case there are clearly harmful AI products.  

Developing new public sector AI systems brings possibilities for cost efficiencies and service 

improvements. However, such proof-of-concept projects ought to be targeted in areas where they are 

likely to accurate, safe and useful in solving problems facing the country rather than on social policy 

outcomes which are very difficult to predict accurately.     

General regulation is required for use of AI within both the public and private sectors. Investment is 

required in assurance tooling to validate models and make their assumptions and inaccuracies clear.  

We suggest that the AISI be made a statutory body and be given responsibility for ensuring that all AI 

within the UK or run on the data of UK citizens is ethical and used in an auditable way. 

Attracting and Retaining the Next Generation 

AI solutions benefit from the involvement of individuals from a diverse pool of talent, not only gender-

based as in the recommendations, but also from a range of socio-economic backgrounds. We should 

invest in the talent pipeline in the UK and make sure that opportunities to work in this sector are open 

to all, including investigating potential opportunities for wider routes of entry such as apprenticeships. 
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It is critical that undergraduate and masters programs in this area are appropriate for future needs and 

can keep pace with the amount of change in this field. This may involve considering whether changes 

are needed to course accreditation, if that needs to be done at greater speed. As part of the Alliance 

for Data Science Professionals, the RSS defined the key skills that individuals require to be effective 

in this area and more courses aligned to these standards would increase quality. As universities start 

to introduce AI degrees, we believe there is a role for the RSS in accrediting these, or at least offering 

guidance in their design.     

Next steps 

The RSS will continue to engage with the government around these issues – our aim is to 

constructively work with the government through coordinating the expertise of our members to 

positively influence the development of the government’s plans for AI. 

https://rss.org.uk/RSS/media/File-library/Membership/Prof%20Dev/Data-Science-Professional-Guidance-Notes-2024.pdf
https://rss.org.uk/RSS/media/File-library/Membership/Prof%20Dev/Data-Science-Professional-Guidance-Notes-2024.pdf

