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Introduction
Artificial intelligence is increasingly embedded in the everyday work of democratic
societies. From eligibility determinations in social programs to risk assessments in
criminal justice, from content ranking during election seasons to the allocation of
scarce public resources, algorithmic systems now help steer consequential decisions
once made solely by people. These tools promise speed, scale, and consistency. They
also import new kinds of error, opacity, and concentration of power. The question for
democracies is not whether to use AI, but how to govern it so that public authority
remains accountable to the people it serves.

This book is a practical manual for regulators, technologists, and civic groups who
must translate democratic values into operational requirements. It surveys concrete
risks—from discriminatory outcomes in automated decision systems, to deepfakes that
degrade public discourse, to predictive policing applications that can entrench
historical bias—and then offers implementable responses. Rather than treating “AI
ethics” as an abstract aspiration, we focus on tools that institutions can actually
deploy: algorithmic impact assessments, independent audits, transparency registers,
safety cases, and oversight bodies with the access, expertise, and teeth to matter.

Our approach begins with first principles: legitimacy, due process, equality before the
law, and the right to contest decisions. These principles are not obstacles to
innovation; they are the conditions that allow innovation to be trusted. Building
explainable, fair, and accountable systems requires attention to the full lifecycle of
public-sector AI—problem framing, data governance, model selection, deployment,
monitoring, and sunset. It also requires clear roles: what program administrators,
vendors, auditors, and the public each must know and can demand. The book
therefore emphasizes governance architectures as much as technical methods, so that
responsibilities are durable even as models and vendors change.

The pages ahead are organized to align with the tasks practitioners face. Early
chapters map the risk landscape and the democratic mandate for action. Middle
chapters provide actionable frameworks—how to run an algorithmic impact
assessment, how to structure and scope an audit, how to calibrate controls to risk
tiers, how to design procurement and vendor management for trustworthy AI, and how
to stand up independent oversight. Later chapters address cross-cutting challenges:
safeguarding elections and information integrity, protecting privacy while enabling
accountability, strengthening security and adversarial robustness, and measuring real-
world outcomes rather than proxy metrics alone.

We write for a broad coalition: public servants who must make lawful, defensible
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choices; technologists who want to build systems that will stand up to scrutiny; civil
society advocates who demand remedies, not just reports; and community members
whose lived experience should guide what gets built and how it is evaluated. The book
includes templates, checklists, and decision pathways intended to shorten the
distance between policy intent and operational practice. It also points to areas where
today’s tools are insufficient, highlighting research and capacity gaps that democratic
institutions should prioritize.

Democracies can and should set a higher bar than “not catastrophically harmful.”
They can require that automated systems be contestable, that their effects be
measured and improved over time, and that extraordinary claims of efficiency be
matched with extraordinary evidence. By the end of this book, readers will have a
principled framework and a concrete toolkit for regulating intelligent systems in ways
that are effective, adaptable, and worthy of the public trust.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Democratic Mandate for AI
Governance
The pervasive integration of artificial intelligence into the fabric of democratic
societies is no longer a futuristic vision but a present reality. AI systems are
increasingly instrumental in public decision-making, from allocating social welfare
benefits and guiding criminal justice interventions to shaping public discourse and
influencing electoral processes. This omnipresence necessitates a clear democratic
mandate for AI governance, ensuring these powerful tools serve the public good rather
than undermine the foundational principles of democracy. The core question is not if
AI will be used, but how it will be governed to uphold accountability, fairness, and
transparency for the people it impacts.

Democratic governance of AI is fundamentally about translating core democratic
values into actionable regulatory frameworks and practical tools. These values, such
as legitimacy, due process, equality before the law, and the right to contest decisions,
are not merely idealistic aspirations. They are essential conditions for building public
trust in AI and ensuring its responsible adoption. Without such a framework, AI's
speed, scale, and potential for opacity risk concentrating power and introducing new
forms of error and bias that can erode public confidence in democratic institutions. A
recent global study revealed that while many people use AI, less than half are willing
to trust it, highlighting a critical challenge in sustained acceptance and adoption.

One of the primary concerns for democratic societies is the potential for AI systems to
interfere with democratic processes through widespread deception, surveillance, and
manipulation of information. These threats directly undermine key democratic
principles such as authentication, transparency, and privacy. The growing influence of
AI also risks concentrating power in the hands of a limited group of actors, such as
technology experts or financial institutions, who often operate with minimal oversight,
shifting away from a democratic model.

The imperative for AI governance stems from the fundamental understanding that the
strength of democracy relies on human collective intelligence and open participation.
When decision-making becomes centralized in opaque technological systems, both of
these pillars are threatened. Beyond the direct threats to democratic institutions, AI
systems also pose risks to fundamental human rights, as recognized by various
international and regional frameworks. Algorithmic bias and discrimination, for
instance, can threaten the pluralism and diversity essential for these rights, potentially
eroding the fundamental human rights of a wide range of populations.
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Public awareness of AI is nearly universal, yet only about a quarter of people claim to
understand it well. This knowledge gap is significant, as those who understand AI
better tend to trust it more and are more comfortable with its various applications.
This suggests a potential divide where those with lower awareness risk being left
behind as the technology advances. Bridging this gap through proactive and targeted
education and engagement is crucial for improving AI literacy and fostering informed
public participation in governance.

The democratic mandate for AI governance is not about stifling innovation; rather, it's
about grounding innovation in social legitimacy. Innovation that lacks a public
mandate can be fragile, as it relies on the extraction of consent rather than the
cultivation of trust. Without democratic safeguards, AI risks becoming a "para-
sovereign force" operating outside collective authorization, potentially undermining
social stability and cognitive autonomy. This underscores the need for regulatory
measures that ensure public input and oversight throughout the AI lifecycle.

Globally, there's a strong endorsement for principles that define trustworthy AI, with
nearly all people agreeing on their importance. This public expectation for regulation,
coupled with the belief that current safeguards are inadequate, creates a clear
demand for robust governance. People generally expect AI to be regulated with
external, independent oversight. This widespread sentiment reflects a desire for
assurance that AI systems are developed and used responsibly, with clear rules and
mechanisms for accountability.

Various international bodies and governments have begun to articulate principles for
ethical and trustworthy AI. For instance, the OECD/G20 AI Principles emphasize
responsible AI use by all actors, focusing on inclusive growth, sustainable
development, human rights, democratic values, transparency, explainability,
robustness, security, safety, and accountability. Similarly, the UNESCO
Recommendation on AI Ethics outlines ten core principles, including proportionality,
safety, privacy, multi-stakeholder governance, responsibility, transparency, human
oversight, sustainability, awareness, and fairness. These converging principles
demonstrate a global consensus on the need for AI to align with human-centric values.

Despite these articulated principles, turning high-level commitments into working
mechanisms remains a significant challenge for many countries. The gap between
principles and practical implementation means that AI can become embedded in
government operations in opaque and unaccountable ways that are difficult to undo.
This highlights the urgency of developing concrete reforms, such as clear disclosure
rules, enforceable safeguards in procurement, independent oversight, and meaningful
public participation, to ensure responsible AI deployment.

The need for transparency is paramount in building public trust and ensuring
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accountability. Without transparency in how AI models are used for government
services, individuals have no way to challenge wrongful decisions, and agencies lack
clear incentives to rectify errors. Transparent AI inventories, which document key
system information such as ownership, purpose, and impact on rights or safety, are
crucial for shining a light on AI failures before they escalate into widespread crises.
These inventories also benefit governments by enabling them to identify AI
implementations that build public trust and track systems that pose risks.

Moreover, public engagement in shaping AI policy is not merely a formality; it is a
fundamental aspect of democratic legitimacy. Citizens in democratic societies must be
involved in defining the values that guide AI governance. An inclusive approach also
helps in predicting and mitigating emerging risks by giving a voice to affected
communities and civil society. This participatory approach ensures that the
development and deployment of transformative social infrastructure like AI serve the
common good.

The implications for public services are particularly significant. While AI offers potential
for improved efficiency and decision-making, its use in high-stakes decisions by public
services, such as hospitals, police, and government, raises concerns about trust. The
public is generally more comfortable with AI assisting humans rather than replacing
human judgment in these critical areas. Therefore, establishing clear frameworks for
AI accountability and oversight, engaging with the public to understand their concerns,
and being transparent about AI system deployment are essential for building and
maintaining trust in public sector AI.

The rapid advancements in AI, especially generative AI, intensify the need for
regulations that safeguard free expression, privacy, and democratic participation.
Generative AI tools can make disinformation campaigns more effective, producing AI-
generated content that is difficult to identify as manipulated. This can compromise the
information environment that underpins democracies, leading to a loss of public trust
in authentic news and public safety messages. Therefore, effective and tailored
policymaking is crucial to ensure that AI supports human rights rather than
undermining them.

Ultimately, the democratic mandate for AI governance calls for a proactive, principled,
and adaptive approach. It demands that governments, technologists, and civil society
work together to create a robust policy ecosystem that allows people to trust that
rules are in place if something goes awry. This involves continuous monitoring,
evaluation, and a willingness to adapt regulatory frameworks as AI technologies
evolve. By embedding democratic values and principles at every stage of AI
development and deployment, societies can harness the transformative benefits of AI
while upholding the integrity of their democratic institutions and protecting the rights
of their citizens.
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