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Global impacts and the direction of
Australian Al guidance

By Dr Nick Marlow

Conversations about Al are expanding beyond technological development to increasingly
consider its social impact. The global impact of Al implementation and use were discussed in
June this year when experts and policymakers met in Bangkok at the UNESCO Global
Forum on the Ethics of Al (GFEAI). As a Research Fellow at the Rosemary Bryant AO
Research Centre, University of South Australia exploring government policy perspectives on
Al, | was lucky enough to attend the forum to understand how different countries are
responding to these challenges. It became clear that the international experience mirrored
the Australian. This article reflects on those global themes and examines, where applicable,
how they appear in Australia’s Federal policies and guidance documents.

Workforce transformation and upskilling

Speakers acknowledged public concerns about job displacement and its potential
consequence to the workforce at large. However, a more nuanced change was also noted:
the shift of roles to include Al related tasks. It is this change, as opposed to job losses or the
creation of new jobs, which holds perhaps the biggest challenge but also opportunity for
government and organisations. To address this challenge, members highlighted their
strategies of targeted Al-upskilling amongst the current workforce and integrating Al
education into pre-employment training programs. Several emerging nations described this
as their goal to increase population-based Al literacy while developing specialised Al
expertise to maintain national capacity. These efforts are echoed in findings reported in the
National Al Centre (NAIC) report ‘Australia’s artificial intelligence ecosystem: growth and
opportunities’, wherein there is a drive for Al recruitment as well as in Al related skills.” This
document also reports a similar Australian shift with Al growing from a niche technology to a
mainstream requirement, consequently broadening the need for Al education and training.

Parallel investment in government Al literacy

As a researcher with a focused research portfolio in government policy and the integration of
Al across the health care system, one particular session stood out in which the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) raised the need of upskilling
government officials. This comment was made in relation to OECD’s policy brief on Al
education and training programs.? Importantly, the speaker noted the need for governments
to be active participants in Al. A position that aligns closely with Australian Government’s
own stated ambition to be an exemplar of safe and Responsible Al. A position that they have
backed-up through documents such as the ‘Policy for the Responsible Use of Al in
Government’, that sets out clear expectations for how agencies and departments should
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approach Al systems?®, and in the recent launch of the GovAl website, which supports
government staff to responsibly use Al in their everyday work.

Addressing power imbalances in civil society organisation
participation

Speakers highlighted the barriers faced by Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) globally,
when engaging with Al development and governance. These organisations often experience
a profound power imbalance, making it difficult for them to influence decisions or access
emerging Al opportunities. This imbalance stems from several factors: limited technological
expertise, low awareness of avenues for participation, and inadequate financial resources to
support training or involvement in consultation processes. Without deliberate action to
address these issues, CSOs risk being sidelined from shaping Al systems that will ultimately
affect the communities they serve. In Australia, these challenges are particularly relevant to
the non-for-profit sector, which plays a vital role in health, social services, education, and
community advocacy. While ‘Australia’s Al Ethics Principles’ emphasise fairness,
accountability, and protection from harm, these principles can only be realised if non-for-
profits are empowered to participate meaningfully in shaping Al policy and practice.*
Proactively monitoring international initiatives, (e.g. OECD Al) may help identify strategies to
reduce power imbalances and ensure that Australia’s approach to Al remains inclusive and
equitable.

Maturing regulation moving from reaction to direction

Al regulation is steadily emerging across UNESCO member states, despite significant
variation in their levels of Al use, readiness, and regulatory maturity. A common theme,
however, is that governance has largely been reactive; that is developed in response to Al’'s
adoption rather than in anticipation of it. Many countries have introduced post-hoc guidance
to manage existing applications of Al but are now recognising the need to shift toward more
intentional, forward-looking regulation. Within Australia, this shift toward guidance has largely
occurred. The movement towards proactive guidance can be seen in key administrative
documents such as the ‘Voluntary Al Safety Standards’ for deployers, as well as technical
documents like the ‘Australian Government Al technical standard’ and the ‘Evidence
requirements for software using Al’.57

Interpretation and integration Al outputs

The keynote address by Jaron Lanier provided an excellent opportunity to reflect on the
intent to make Al (i.e. Generative Al) feel human. That by its design we are tempted into
believing its computation is thought. That when we use it and see accuracy(?) of the results,
the more likely we are to believe they are the product of deliberate reasoning, rather than
statistical calculation. This misconception matters, if when people assume Al is "thinking,"
they also assume it understands and weighs the value of the information it processes. But in
reality, Al generates outcomes based on patterns and probabilities—it does not assess the
inherent value or significance of the data it uses. In essence, health professionals make
decisions informed by clinical knowledge, insight and judgement, while Al generates outputs
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based on patterns. Thinking on stakeholder engagement from my own research, | believe
that this inability to translate outcomes to context is the exact juncture where health
professionals (yet again) demonstrate their value to the health care sector. And that for Al to
truly hold value, it needs the human in the loop to meaningfully apply it to context.

Australia’s experience with Al reflects both global trends and local challenges. The following
take-aways summarise the observations above and are suggestions on how to navigate the
social implications of Al within the Australian context.

e International shifts in workforce transformation and upskilling are emerging in
Australia; and as per the NAIC report, changes must be supported by deliberate
strategies to increase social and professional Al literacy.

o Typical Al discussion focuses on industry and end-users; however, a parallel
investment in government Al literacy is also essential to ensure that all elements of
society are able to move forward in sync.

e (CSOs barriers to Al participation include limited digital expertise, lack of awareness,
and inadequate resources. Australia may benefit from looking at international efforts
in addressing power imbalances in CSOs to inform how this is addressed locally.

e Al regulation is emerging unevenly across UNESCO member states, with most
nations seeming to respond to Al after its adoption. Australian guidance has shifted
from regulation reacting to Al use to directing Al use.

e To unlock Al’s full potential, the Australian healthcare sector must harness workforce
expertise to interpret and integrate Al outputs into meaningful, safe care delivery.

Dr Marlow is the Lead of the Digital Health Innovation Clinical Informatics Lab and will be
speaking at the upcoming ‘Al Care’ conference on government guidance for Al
implementation in Healthcare. His attendance at GFEAI was made possible through
contributions from University of South Australia, School of Clinical Health Science, the
Rosemary Bryant AO Research Centre, and the Digital Health CRC.
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