
Machine learning in the public 
sector

Lessons from the UK

Eleonora Harwich, Researcher at Reform
eleonora.harwich@reform.uk

@EleHwrch



What’s machine learning?



> “machine learning 

systems can carry 

out complex 

processes by 

learning from data, 

rather than 

following pre-

programmed rules” 

– Royal Society

Machine 
learning 

Regression algorithms

Instance-based algorithms

Decision trees

Bayesian algorithms

Clustering algorithms

Neural networks

Deep learning

Dimensionality reduction 
algorithms

Ensemble algorithms



What are the potential benefits?



Reactive Preventative

Uniform Individualised

Positive externalities:
• increased efficiency 
• increased effectiveness



Anticipate

Predictive 
policing
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Detect
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Diagnosing



Examples of machine learning in 
the public sector





What challenges lie ahead?



Data 
infrastructure

Interoperability

Data sharing

Ethics

Transparency

Accountability

Fairness
Data protection regulation



Potential solutions



• National Algorithm 
Safety Board 

Ben 
Shneiderman

• Council for Big Data 
Ethics 

Royal 
Statistical 
Society

• General Data 
Protection Regulation

European 
Union

• Partnership AI
Tech Industry 


