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The European Association of Service providers for Persons with Disabilities (EASPD) is the
leading voice of disability services across Europe. Representing over 20,000 services in over 46
different countries, we promote human rights and equal opportunities for people with
disabilities through effective and high-quality support.

Our work focuses on key areas essential to quality support provision. This includes Person-
Centred Technology and Artificial Intelligence, Inclusive Living, Employment, Education, Early
Childhood Intervention, Workforce Development and Human Resources, Policy Impact and
Arts, Culture and Sports.

Our members provide essential services to persons with disabilities, some of them are also
pioneers in the development and implementation of person centred and assistive technologies,
however they need further support to use Al to help develop high quality support services.
They also need help to use Al in order to improve HR processes, and in the modernisation of
their services. It is based on their expertise that we contribute to the European Commission’s
call for evidence on the Apply Al Strategy.
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Introduction

Social services — supporting persons with disabilities, older people, and other groups in
situation of vulnerability — form the backbone of inclusive and rights-based societies. These
services uphold the fundamental values of the European Union, enabling autonomy,
participation, and quality of life for millions of people across Europe. At the same time, they are
key economic drivers: the social services sector is one of the EU’s largest employers and a core
component of the social economy, providing not only care and support but also jobs, training,
and innovation. The recent European Commission report underscored the significance of the

social economy in the EU, noting that it comprises 4.3 million enterprises and organisations,
employs 11.5 million people—3.3 million of whom work in the health and social sectors—and
generates over 912 billion euros in turnover.

Yet, the sector remains under-digitalised, underfunded, and often excluded from strategic
technological investment plans. It is evident through the background document of the call for

evidence that many companies in the EU, especially SMEs, including social economy actors,
such as social services, struggle with Al adoption. By 2024, only 13.5% of companies in the EU
had adopted Al technologies (Eurostat, 2024).

In the context of global technological transformation, and the European Commission’s ambition
to make Europe an ‘Al continent’, investing in the potential of Al in social services — especially
through responsible and inclusive Al — is not only a social imperative but also a strategic
investment in Europe’s long-term competitiveness. A technology enabled social care and
support environment has the potential to improve working conditions and attractiveness of the
sector by reducing administrative burdens, can support workforce participation (particularly for
women and other informal carers), and enables people to live independently for longer. It can
also enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of public spending, particularly in the context of
rising demand for care and support services, helping systems better manage resources while
maintaining or improving quality. Moreover, by embedding inclusive, ethical Al within social
services, the EU can lead globally in setting standards for human-centric technology,
strengthening its position in the digital economy while advancing its commitments under the
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).
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Social services must be recognised as a strategic sector in the Apply Al Strategy — not only as
a user of Al technologies but as a key stakeholder in shaping inclusive, ethical, and human-
centred Al ecosystems further enhancing EU’s competitiveness.

Why Al Matters for Social Services?

Artificial Intelligence (Al) holds transformative potential for social services, particularly in
supporting persons with disabilities, older people, and others with high support needs. In a
sector traditionally under-digitalised and underfunded, Al offers new avenues to improve
quality, efficiency, and accessibility of care and support — ensuring that individuals not only
receive the services they need but do so in a way that enhances their autonomy, dignity, and
social participation. At the same time, Al should be viewed as a tool to support, not replace,
human contact, as a tool to increase efficiency and reduce administrative burden of frontline
care workers. A human-in-the-loop approach is essential to ensure ethical, contextual, and
empathetic service delivery.

Enhancing person-centred care and support through tailored support planning

A key advantage of Al-driven tools is their exceptional adaptability that can provide highly
personalised support tailored to the unique needs of each person. In the social care sector,
such adaptability is especially valuable for persons with disabilities and service providers, Al can
further enable social services to move toward person-centred care and support more
efficiently. Machine learning tools have already been tested to support for example in creating

personalised support plans increasingly using Al tools or analysing notes, which can further help
staff to provide more effective support.

Increasing efficiency and reducing administrative burden

Administrative complexity often burdens frontline care and support workers, reducing the time
available for meaningful human interaction with the people they support. This has also an
impact on the attractiveness of the sector as an employment option. Al can help automate
repetitive tasks—such as scheduling, reporting, and documentation—freeing up staff’s time to
focus on person-centred care and support. This not only improves service quality but also
reduces burnout and increases job satisfaction, supporting workforce retention in a sector
facing critical staff shortages. Most Al tools currently used in the social care sector are based on

Natural Language Processing (NLP) — an Al field with the most visible advancements. Virtual
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assistants, machine translation tools, autocorrection, chatbots, are some of the examples of Al
application within daily operations.

Improving accessibility and independence

Al-powered assistive technologies—such as speech recognition, visual assistance and
environmental controls—are already supporting persons with sensory, physical, cognitive, and
psychosocial disabilities. When embedded within inclusive service systems, these tools
significantly expand individual autonomy and can support independent living, labour market
participation and full community inclusion, aligning with the EU’s commitments under the
UNCRPD.

Driving innovation in the social economy

Social economy actors are often pioneers in user-centred innovation. With the right investment
and regulatory support, Al can amplify their ability to deliver community-based, rights-based
services that are both scalable and tailored. As the EU seeks to lead in “trustworthy Al,” the
social services sector offers a critical testing ground for ethical, inclusive, and context-aware
applications of Al—demonstrating how technology can serve people rather than replace them.

Yet, these opportunities can only be harnessed when Al systems are inclusive by design and
developed in partnership with people who draw on care and support services alongside
service providers.

Challenges in Implementing Al in disability social services

While Al offers significant opportunities to improve social services, its adoption in this field
faces substantial and multifaceted challenges. These challenges must be addressed to ensure
that Al contributes to equity, empowerment, and inclusion—rather than reinforcing existing
gaps or creating new ones.

Lack of financial resources

Al solutions, especially those tailored to social care and support needs, can be expensive to
develop and maintain. Most social services operate under financial constraints and do not have
access to the kind of innovation budgets seen in other sectors. Public and private investment in
Al often overlooks social services, considering them low-tech or non-commercial. This
underinvestment means that organisations may rely on generic, off-the-shelf tools that are not
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adapted to the specific needs of the people they support and their workforce, or refrain from
engaging with Al altogether. There is therefore a clear need for EU-supported Al tools that are
accessible, interoperable, and specifically designed to meet the realities of social service
provision—tools that align with human rights principles and respond to the complexity of care
relationships, organisational constraints, and diverse user needs. Without dedicated and
sustained funding streams for digital transformation, the Al gap between sectors will only
widen, limiting both service improvements and the economic potential that innovation in this
sector could unlock.

Lack of digital skills among care and support workers & providers

One of the most pressing barriers is the low level of digital readiness among many service
providers and people who draw on their services. Social services—particularly those run by not-
for-profits, social economy enterprises forming a large part of SMEs—often lack the technical
infrastructure and human capital to explore, adopt, and implement Al technologies
meaningfully. Moreover, many frontline care professionals are not trained to work with digital
or Al systems and may be concerned about job displacement or service dehumanisation. It is
important to note that the social care sector is characterised by an aging workforce and

research has shown that digital proficiency tends to decrease with age. Similarly, many persons
with disabilities, especially those with higher support needs, often face difficulties accessing
digital tools due to low digital literacy or poor interface accessibility. This double gap creates a
significant risk of digital exclusion.

Accessibility and design limitations

Mainstream Al tools are rarely designed with disability in mind. As highlighted in the EASPD
study, Al-based applications often overlook accessibility requirements for people with visual,
auditory, cognitive, or physical impairments. Even when accessibility features exist, they may
not be implemented correctly or be compatible with assistive devices (e.g. screen readers,
augmentative communication tools). Off-the-shelf systems developed for general healthcare or
other industries often lack the nuance to be used in community-based services, supported
decision-making, or support in independent living. Customised solutions, when available, are
often project-based, lacking sustainability or scalability. The lack of participatory design—where
end-users are involved in the development of Al solutions—leads to tools that fail to reflect the
lived experiences of persons with disabilities. This contributes to poor uptake, usability issues,
and sometimes outright exclusion.
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Varying level of awareness on privacy and data protection risks

Al often requires the collection of sensitive personal data, raising major concerns around
consent, surveillance, privacy and autonomy. A comprehensive understanding of Al tools
should be ensured among social service providers, informal carers and persons with disabilities
prior to their integration or introduction. This includes a thorough consideration of how these
tools will impact and be used by persons with disabilities. It also involves not assuming
familiarity with the tools and their consequences, but actively providing training and
awareness-building to support informed and effective adoption.

Bias, Discrimination and Lack of Ethical Standards

Al systems reflect the data on which they are trained—and when that data is incomplete or
biased, it can lead to discriminatory outcomes. In disability services, this could mean that
algorithms fail to recognise the needs of people with atypical conditions, reinforce stereotypes
(e.g. associating disability with incapacity), or exclude people from opportunities. For example,
the EASPD study reported a case where a leisure planning algorithm stopped suggesting
activities once a disability flag was activated, not accounting for adapted or inclusive
alternatives. These risks are compounded by a lack of transparency in how Al decisions are
made (i.e. “black box” algorithms), making it difficult to identify or correct discriminatory
outcomes.

Opportunities: Harnessing Al Responsibly in social services

Despite the significant challenges, Al can offer transformative opportunities when deployed
ethically, inclusively, and strategically. The key is not simply technological innovation, but
aligning Al with the principles of human rights, equality, accessibility, co-production, and
social inclusion. Below are priority areas where action can unlock Al’s potential in social
services for persons with disabilities.

Co-Design and User Involvement

Al systems in social care must be developed with, not just for, persons with disabilities. Co-
design processes—where people with disabilities, support professionals, and families are
involved throughout the Al development lifecycle—ensure that tools are tailored to real needs
and realities. The EASPD study found that meaningful co-production was rare but highly
effective when applied. For example, an Al communication tool developed with users with
locked-in syndrome resulted in dramatically improved usability and impact. This underscores
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the importance of inclusive design methodologies and universal design principles in social
services Al innovation.

Strengthening Accessibility

Al offers a wide range of possibilities for expanding accessibility: speech-to-text and text-to-
speech tools, predictive communication devices for non-verbal users, smart home controls that
allow independent living, support tools that simplify complex information using Al-based
natural language processing (NLP), are few of the examples. One case study from the EASPD
report highlighted the use of NLP to simplify administrative documents for people with
intellectual disabilities—empowering them to understand their rights and participate more
actively in service planning. Investing in these technologies foster a more accessible society for
all while contributing to EU goals on digital inclusion.

Al as a workforce support tool

In a sector facing staff shortages, Al can reduce workload and enhance job quality and
productivity. For example, Al scheduling tools can optimise shift planning, virtual assistants can
help professionals document notes and generate reports in real-time. Rather than replacing
human workers, these applications allow staff to focus on relationships—strengthening service
quality and job satisfaction. As noted in the EASPD study, where Al was used to automate back-
office tasks, professionals reported having more time for one-on-one support and saw reduced
administrative burden. Speech to text tools for example enable service providers to streamline
note-taking to focus more on the conversation with the person they support, this also reduces
human bias, increases impartiality of the recorded conversation, and shifts the power to the
service users by providing them with more control over their narrative.

Investing in capacity building and skills development

Empowering the workforce to engage with Al is critical. Lack of digital skills but also lack of
awareness on the impact of Al in the day-to-day operations of a service can hinder uptake. EU
and national investment should be directed toward digital and Al training for social care
workers. Initiatives, such as the partnership of skills in long-term care or through the Union of
Skills Strategy can support and need to be strengthened; alongside upskilling programs for
persons with disabilities to use assistive technologies; cross-sector collaboration (social
services, academia, tech industry) to develop relevant Al curricula and toolkits. Additionally,
creating knowledge-sharing platforms, for example through the Accessible EU flagship initiative,
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or scaling up Independent Assistive Technology centres would support mutual learning and
innovation across and within Member States.

Regulatory Alignment

It is equally essential to ensure that the implementation of the EU Al Act addresses the needs of
social service providers and persons with disabilities. This regulatory framework has taken a
notable step to address concerns regarding privacy risks, ethics, discrimination and affordability
of Al tools, but its approach of categorising Al systems by potential harm does not sufficiently
account for the unique needs of persons with disabilities and social service providers.

Funding and Support

It is also necessary to allocate targeted EU and national funding (e.g., Horizon Europe, Digital
Europe) to promote Al innovation within social services, especially among social economy
actors and SMEs. This includes supporting research on the practical use of Al in social services,
pilot projects, ethical Al testing, training, and scaling of inclusive technologies.

Conclusion: Recommendations for the EU Apply Al Strategy

To ensure social services are not left behind and to close the Al gap between sectors, the EU
must take targeted action to embed inclusive, ethical, and value-driven artificial intelligence (Al)
into the social care and support ecosystem:

1. Explicitly include social services and the social economy in EU’s Al strategy, prioritising
Al tools that enhance quality of care, inclusion, and independence. The EU should
recognise social services and social economy actors as key stakeholders in the
responsible development and deployment of Al. This means prioritising Al tools that
support personalised care, improve inclusion and accessibility, and promote the
independence and well-being of persons with disabilities, older people, and other
groups in a situation of vulnerability. Funding instruments such as Horizon Europe,
Digital Europe Programmes, among other relevant funding instruments, should earmark
resources for Al innovation in social services.

2. Mandate accessibility and user-centred design in public procurement of Al systems
used in social care and support sector. The revision of EU public procurement and Al
regulatory frameworks must require that any Al systems procured by public authorities
for use in social care and support meet accessibility, usability, data protection,
transparency and co-design standards. Al must be co-designed with the intended users,
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particularly persons with disabilities, to ensure that the tools are empowering and
supporting independence while respecting dignity.

Support the development of sector-specific guidelines and sandboxes for Al in social
services. To navigate ethical, legal, and operational complexities, the EU should support
the creation of sector-specific guidelines for the use of Al in social care. These should be
co-developed with service providers, professionals, people who draw on care and
support services, and legal experts. Regulatory sandboxes should also be established to
allow controlled testing of innovative Al applications, ensuring safety, compliance, and
adaptability before full-scale deployment.

Foster European knowledge hubs and networks to share best practices, standards, and
capacity-building tools for Al in social services. The EU should invest in a coordinated
network of Al knowledge hubs focused on social services. These hubs would facilitate
peer learning, promote best practices, and provide training for care professionals, IT
developers, and public authorities on the effective and ethical use of Al. They could also
support social economy actors who often lack the capacity to integrate emerging
technologies.

Ensuring Equitable Access to Al Tools through Effective Communication and Outreach.
Beyond developing accessible Al tools, it is crucial to ensure that persons with
disabilities and their caregivers are aware of and able to use them effectively. The EU
should prioritise clear, inclusive communication on the availability, benefits, and use of
Al technologies. Supporting local and community-based organisations in outreach
efforts is key to increasing adoption, reducing digital exclusion, and empowering users
to make informed decisions.

Enable a European data platform to drive Al and measure social impact in care and
support. A dedicated European platform for the collection, analysis, and visualisation of
data from social service providers can strengthen Al integration. Such a platform would
streamline data management, enable evidence-based decision-making, and support
strategic planning across the sector. It would enable real-time insights into service
delivery, workforce needs, and user outcomes, especially around inclusion, autonomy,
and quality of services. By promoting transparency, benchmarking, and the sharing of
tools and practices, the platform would also guide the development of ethical, accessible,
and user-centred Al in line with EU values and the UNCRPD.

Safeguarding Human Rights and Promoting Digital Inclusion. Al deployment in social
services must be guided by the principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
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with Disabilities (UNCRPD). This includes ensuring that Al tools do not reinforce
discrimination, bias, or exclusion. The EU should support impact assessments and
monitoring mechanisms that uphold privacy, dignity, and autonomy in all Al-related
processes.

Additional resources

Use of Al in social care for persons with disabilities: www.easpd.eu/publications-
detail/use-of-artificial-intelligence-in-social-care-for-persons-with-disabilities/
Al in social services: Opportunities, skills investments and regulatory frameworks:

www.socialserviceseurope.eu/ files/ugd/9f45fc 30064b82e3c8405492861872463225d

4.pdf
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