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00:00:00 Dr Green 

Hello and welcome to Accelerating AI Ethics, the podcast of the Institute for Ethics in AI at the 

University of Oxford. 

 

I am Dr Caroline Green and in each episode we explore bold ideas, innovative research and creative 

responses to the ethical challenges posed by artificial intelligence. Today's guest is one of our 

Accelerator Fellowship Program fellows - Alistair Stephenson. Alistair is chief strategy and impact 

officer at the National Domestic Workers Alliance in the United States, where he works at the 

intersection of labour, technology and political strategy. 

 

Alistair, tell me about yourself. What is your story? 

00:00:38 Alistair Stephenson 

Thank you for having me. 

I am a movement practitioner in the United States, and my career and life have really been oriented 
around questions of social justice, both abroad and in the US. I grew up in Australia and came up 
through traditions focused on gender justice, immigrant justice and LGBTQ+ movements. 

Here in the United States, I have worked mostly at the intersection of labour and technology. Today, 
my work is housed at the National Domestic Workers Alliance, or NDWA. Our mission is to organise 
and build power for nannies, house cleaners and home care workers across the United States. 

To provide a bit of background on the domestic worker population in the US, there are 2.2 million 
domestic workers carrying out the work of caring for families and homes. This includes nannies 
caring for children, house cleaners who make homes liveable, and home care workers who care for 
older adults and people with disabilities. 

http://www.afp.oxford-aiethics.ox.ac.uk/


In the US, this workforce is overwhelmingly made up of women, particularly immigrants and women 
of colour. It is one of the most important sectors in the US economy, yet it has historically been 
structurally excluded from many of the rights and benefits that other low-wage workers are able to 
access. 

Because of that, NDWA was founded nearly 20 years ago to drive forward advocacy, rights and lifting 
the floor for many domestic workers in the United States. 

00:02:21 Dr Green 
Incredible work you are doing there because, as you say, I think here in the UK, and in many other 
countries, it is those people, those women, most of the time, working as caregivers and in similar 
roles, who are often a hidden population, but who are now really being affected by AI and 
technology. 

Can you tell me a little bit more about what brought you to think about AI and technology in your 
work? 

00:02:52 Alistair Stephenson 
Yes, absolutely. 

I think this particular fellowship at Oxford came about because, at a time when there are a lot of 
urgent questions being asked around AI and labour, there are also many questions concerning low-
wage workers. These include questions about displacement, surveillance, algorithmic management, 
what happens to low-wage work fundamentally, and how communities will bear the risks of 
technological change. 

We know that these questions are being asked all over the world. But we noticed that there were far 
fewer spaces being convened specifically around the intersection of AI and care work. That gap 
really matters to us because we know that care is essential social infrastructure, and so the 
consequences of these questions are quite serious. 

We wanted to start an inquiry around the ethical questions that arise as AI becomes more concrete. 
How do you protect human judgement? How do you avoid turning care into a set of tasks that 
should be mindlessly automated? How do you prevent technology from becoming a workforce 
shortage solution, or an efficiency fix that puts the risks onto workers? 

That really led to many of our collaborations, Caroline, and a lot of the alignment between the work 
being done in the UK and the work being led in the US. We think that more spaces where these 
intersections are arising need to mature. 

As we begin to identify some of these harms, and where they are appearing in the workforce. 

00:04:32 Dr Green 

When it comes to the population you are working with, how are you seeing people use AI on the 

ground, and what are some of the challenges, but also the benefits, that you are seeing? 

00:06:34 Alistair Stephenson 
Starting with some of the challenges, they were actually harder to detect and harder to identify in 
the first instance. I think many of our brothers and sisters in organised labour and unions across the 
US were already starting to document and advocate against very real displacement threats. We have 
colleagues and allies in dock workers' unions, for example and workers in manufacturing plants who 



are immediately having to deal with automated robots, newer types of machinery and AI mediating 
many human decisions. 

In those organisations, the task and mission are often to organise, mobilise and resist. That was not 
automatically true on day one with care work, where I think many people struggled to imagine how 
a robot could begin to replace the fundamentally human labour that comes with care. 

We are talking about looking after children. We are starting to see examples such as Roombas and 
other robots in the home, but beyond a few examples there has not really been an immediate 
displacement threat, at least for now. What did start to emerge, however, were more insidious and 
harder-to-detect interventions of AI across workflows and workforces. I mentioned surveillance as a 
major issue, as well as algorithmic management, so I can talk briefly about those. 

On the surveillance side, we have always been an organisation that fights against surveillance in the 
home, including illegal surveillance through ring cameras, hidden cameras and other technologies 
that monitor what happens inside people's homes, which are also domestic workers' workplaces. 
We also oppose the illegal collection of information and data, which is something we have always 
fought against. With algorithmic management, we knew that, increasingly, technological change was 
connecting workers with consumers through apps and services that match the preferences of a 
worker with the needs of a consumer or client. 

However, when an AI algorithm sits in the middle, it can sometimes do things such as drive down 
wages based on invisible data that a worker has not actually disclosed. These are two examples of 
harms that we are actively fighting against, and I think they are concerns shared by many other low-
wage workers. 

On the opportunity side, these are questions that much of the sector, and much of the progressive 
left, are grappling with. They are difficult questions. But where we do see opportunity is in directing 
technology towards workers' rights and worker power. One way we are doing that is by developing 
our own technologies. A core problem we have always struggled to solve is how to get basic but 
powerful information about domestic workers' rights into the hands of workers in a way that they 
understand and can immediately apply. 

If you have worked in organising traditions or movement organisations, you know that the 
traditional approach has been to organise large numbers of volunteers, knock on doors, have 
human-to-human conversations, and share information through policy documents or know-your-
rights flyers. That has been effective in many ways, but it is difficult to scale and personalise. 

With the opportunities offered by AI, we have built a coach within NDWA called ‘Ask AYA’. It allows 
our organisers to do some of the early legwork with workers, so that workers can then have a 
personalised interaction based on their sector, their background, their state, the rights available to 
them, and their language. It is not just about providing access to information. It is about enabling a 
conversation so that people can truly understand that information and potentially apply it in 
practice. 

 

00:09:07 Dr Green 
That is a really interesting example, ‘Ask AYA’ and also the way you have gone about developing it. I 
want to come back to that in a minute. 



But first, I want to return to your point about surveillance. We work quite a bit with home care 
workers here, people who support individuals living in their own homes, often visiting for half an 
hour or an hour a day to provide care and support. 

Some of the people we have worked with have said that one of the issues with surveillance is that 
caring for somebody is a very personal and individual thing. They have explained that there is often 
an element of humour, or a particular style of communication, between the caregiver and the 
person receiving care. If others were listening to that interaction, they might misunderstand it or 
think that something seemed inappropriate, when in fact it was simply part of that relationship. 

For that reason, some care workers find surveillance difficult because they feel they can no longer 
personalise their care. They see the relationship as a private one, but if those interactions are being 
recorded and sent back to an employer, there is a concern that what they are doing could be 
misrepresented. In reality, they are simply being relational with the person they are supporting and 
adjusting their communication to that individual's needs. 

I found that perspective really interesting. Then there is the other side of the debate. Employers, 
regulators and advocacy groups who support surveillance often argue that there have been cases of 
abuse involving vulnerable people and those who care for them, and that surveillance can play an 
important safeguarding role. We often see horrific examples in the news, whether that is people in 
care homes being abused or a child being abused by a nanny, with the abuse being captured on 
camera. 

These can seem like completely opposing positions. But there must be some common ground here, 
some middle ground that allows us to keep people safe while also enabling care workers to do their 
jobs effectively. What do you think about that? 

00:11:35 Alistair Stephenson 
We have seen similar debates take place in the US. What we always return to, and what our workers 
have really tried to imbue in our organisational mission and values, is this idea of worker dignity. 

When it comes to the application of AI, we have organised around the belief that you cannot 
automate trust, you cannot automate judgement, and you cannot automate the relationship 
between a home care worker and the person they support, or between a nanny and a child. In that 
way, we have tried to shift the debate away from one that is only about displacement or 
replacement, and towards dignity. We have also tried to avoid narrow framings, or perhaps false 
choices, between two extremes. 

At the end of the day, there are going to be many nuanced debates like this. It is important for us 
that these debates are grounded in worker insight and worker stories because, at the end of the day, 
we know that the drift, or bias, in these debates is usually against workers. 

To the extent that surveillance carries real risks on both sides, it can also create fear for workers 
around ordinary judgement calls. It can weaken reporting, and it can make workers feel that they 
have to choose between keeping their job and protecting their basic privacy. As power shifts 
alongside these technological changes, we really try to centre this idea of worker dignity and make 
sure that workers themselves are leading the debate. 

 



00:13:17 Dr Green 
Absolutely. AI is really exacerbating that issue, right? People are not just being surveilled; what they 
are saying is being recorded and then, somehow, transcribed. A large language model then creates 
notes and sends them to employers. 

How do you know that those notes are actually capturing the complexity of the context? That is a 
real issue in itself. 

00:13:42 Alistair Stephenson  
That's right. We are not just believers in the goodness and power of workers. Part of the care 
ecosystem is making sure that we really support good employers as well. 

When you take the employer and domestic worker relationship together, it is really about the 
primacy of trust between them, and making sure that the relationship comes first and that rights 
constitute the baseline. There are many different ways to manage a relationship responsibly and to 
build something that is long-term and trusting. I think this question really goes to the heart of that. 

00:14:22 Dr Green 
Before we move on to the project that you will be working on as part of your fellowship in the 
Institute for Ethics in AI, because it links directly to what we have just been talking about, I would 
like to hear more about ‘Ask AYA’. 

In March, we hosted the AI and Social Care summit here in Oxford, and we had some of your 
colleagues attend the conference and present how ‘Ask AYA’ came into being. People here in the UK 
who were part of that conference were incredibly inspired by how it worked. 

Could you tell us a little more about it? How did it come about, and what were some of the ideas 
and processes behind it? 

00:15:05 Alistair Stephenson  
Absolutely. I mentioned before that the conditions around AI and its impact on domestic work were 
not immediately obvious three or four years ago, when organised labour was starting to ask these 
questions. 

We actually began this process with a learning tour. We took 10 or 12 domestic worker leaders, who 
had been elected to our councils, to Silicon Valley. As part of that cohort, we met with technologists 
at Google and Anthropic, we met with ethicists, academics and policymakers, and together we 
started asking some basic questions. Where are these harms taking place? Where are the 
opportunities? What is on the horizon? 

We came away from that journey with what became our first AI workers' agenda. We were then 
able to ratify it through our national assembly of tens of thousands of domestic workers, and also 
identify a few areas for further exploration. What we wanted to do was make sure that we were 
fighting and advocating on multiple fronts, and not simply assuming that one lever would be the 
best source of power. To that end, we developed a four-part framework. 

The first pillar was bargaining. Domestic workers are often excluded from many forms of collective 
bargaining and union contracts. But we felt it was important to join our colleagues across the labour 
movement because much of the early work to protect workers' rights was taking place in union 
contexts. One pillar for us was therefore supporting bargaining efforts happening around us and 
across the wider labour movement. 



The second pillar was advocacy. We needed to make sure that we were organised around the 
evidence of what was happening and around the policy solutions available. Some of the harms I have 
already mentioned include surveillance and algorithmic risks. We wanted to ask how we could 
support the design of legislation across states to address these issues, alongside many of our 
colleagues and coalition partners. 

The third pillar was redistribution. This pillar asks questions about the wealth being generated by AI 
and the fact that we do not yet have significant tax programmes, schemes or instruments to direct 
that wealth back into the economy. We know that there is a great deal of concentration of wealth 
and power in Silicon Valley. What would it mean if some of that wealth were channelled back into 
the social programmes that support the care economy? Many people in the US are asking important 
questions about taxation and redistribution, and we wanted to be part of that conversation to 
ensure that the social safety net remained visible and a priority for those doing this work. 

The final pillar was build. This is where much of ‘Ask AYA’ has come to fruition. We wanted to ask a 
simple question: if AI is here to stay, how can we make sure that it is directed towards workers 
rather than towards further extraction or exploitation? That question led us into many important 
discussions about ethical AI and related issues. 

As part of that work, we embarked on a major design and consultation project with our workers, 
engaging more than a thousand domestic workers in the process of designing and developing what 
became the first AI tool for domestic workers. The result was ‘Ask AYA’. 

Its purpose is to help workers prepare for common but high-stakes situations. How can AI help 
workers prepare to ask for a pay rise? Set boundaries with employers? Document an agreement? 
Understand local labour standards and rights? Draft messages to employers? Or navigate difficult 
conversations? In that sense, we have taken the chatbot model that people are familiar with and 
customised it to create a domestic worker experience. It is built on Anthropic’s Claude, and we have 
incorporated guardrails and a large body of knowledge into the product to ensure that workers 
receive a highly personalised and rich interactive experience that genuinely supports them. 

00:20:13 Dr Green 
Incredible. It is really something that was very much developed by workers, for workers. 

How do you continue to develop it now? Do you have feedback loops in place, and do you continue 
the consultation process? How does that work? 

00:20:30 Alistair Stephenson  
It has been so important for us that the original conception of AI was designed with workers from 
the very beginning, because this is really the air we breathe at NDWA. 

We have been very intentional about setting up governance structures at every level as we have 
moved into this technological development. We have a working group at the board level. Our board 
is made up almost entirely of domestic worker leaders from across the country. They help shape our 
AI governance, our principles and our policies. We also have working groups at the product level. 
They are directly informing the design and some of the core decisions around how AI looks, feels and 
responds. 

In addition, we have a working group of practitioners that includes domestic workers, as well as 
members of our staff who are product, knowledge and policy experts. They perform regular human-
in-the-loop reviews and examine anonymised data to make sure that the system remains accurate, 



supportive, and centred on the dignity of workers. These are some of the structures we put in place 
from the beginning to support ongoing monitoring and development. 

00:21:47 Dr Green 
That sounds like a model that could be translated more widely into the development of AI products. 
Do you think that is something you would like to see adopted more broadly? 

00:21:56 Alistair Stephenson  
Absolutely, yes. I think what we are seeing is that all of this upfront rigour, not just in the product 
itself but also in the governance and supporting structures, is really showing up in the impact. We 
have run a number of tests that put ‘Ask AYA’ side by side with a traditional, out-of-the-box AI 
model, and we are seeing some really striking early pilot results. 

There is one particular finding I wanted to share. Across a six-week beta test involving a range of 
domestic workers, 93% reported applying ‘Ask AYA's’ advice in real workplace situations, and 25% 
reported negotiating pay increases as a result of their interactions with the tool. Those numbers 
were markedly higher than what we saw from ordinary interactions with ChatGPT or Claude. We 
think that this comes down to a lot of the responsible design decisions and knowledge that we have 
embedded into ‘Ask AYA’. 

What was really striking, and what took us by surprise, was not so much the reports of accuracy or 
the usefulness of the information itself. For example, being told, ‘I am entitled to $15 an hour in New 
Jersey.’ What stood out more was that people felt encouraged and validated in the dignity of their 
work. These are insights about the tone of voice of AI. They are insights about the way AI responds, 
reacts and validates people during a conversation. 

That might feel like second nature to many of us in the context of a supportive AI interaction, but 
there are subtle things we are doing with language. We make sure we are using the same 
terminology as workers. We make sure that we are matching their conditions and experiences, and 
really understanding all sides of the work equation. 

That is important because, in an environment where domestic workers are so rarely validated and 
are so often invisible, isolated and marginalised within the economy, these interactions can be very 
meaningful. 

00:24:05 Dr Green 
What really strikes me is that you are not only supporting workers through information and 
empowerment, but also through connection. It feels as though there is a community of people 
behind this. Not only was it built in community, but people are also drawing on that community 
through the AI system, which I think is really powerful. 

What also strikes me is that the purpose of the tool is to support people's rights, dignity and working 
conditions, rather than being profit-driven. So many of the AI tools and companies we see today are 
focused on scaling and generating profit above all else. This feels like a very different approach. 

I still have to ask, though, about financial sustainability. It obviously costs money to develop and 
maintain a tool like this. How do you do that? How do you keep it financially sustainable? 

00:25:09 Alistair Stephenson  
NDWA is a non-profit to begin with. We make sure that we draw revenue from a variety of sources. 



We receive support from institutions, individuals and grassroots fundraising. That mix has always 
supported the different technological experiments and innovations that we have pursued. 

But you are right that scaling is a different issue. It takes real resources to house a product and 
technology team within an organising institution. Our commitment, though, is that ‘Ask AYA’ will 
always be free for domestic workers and will come with membership. Membership is also free. 

We want to make sure that we only scale to the extent that we can do so responsibly, in line with 
our values and our guardrails. We remain focused on our North Star, which is whether tools like this 
can genuinely help shift power. 

We are much less focused on questions such as whether this will eventually become something that 
generates profit or helps us increase revenue. We are focused on the domestic worker experience. 

00:26:22 Dr Green 
It is really inspiring. It is a great example of how you are using the power of AI to benefit this group 
of people. Which brings me to your Accelerator Fellowship project. Let us talk about that a little. 

What are you hoping to achieve as part of the fellowship? And what is your project all about? 

00:26:47 Alistair Stephenson  
The backdrop to many of these questions for us was: how do we enter this space around ethical AI 
whilst making sure that we are putting in place the right structures and mechanisms to retain and 
strengthen worker voice throughout the process? 

There are still not many examples, in what remains a relatively immature field, of worker AI being 
used to support workers inside or outside the workplace. That is true across the world. More 
initiatives are emerging, and more experiments are appearing, but much of this work is still being 
developed for the first time through pilots that are happening right now. 

One of the great opportunities in this area of inquiry is not just making sure that we ship products 
and get them out into the world, but also ensuring that, in doing so, we create models that can be 
shared across the sector, with colleagues in different countries and different markets. In that way, 
we can create opportunities for comparison and experimentation, allowing people to explore how, 
and to what extent, worker voice was preserved and whether it helped advance workers' rights. 

To that end, the fellowship is really a way for us to ground some of these questions in a live example, 
namely ‘Ask AYA’, and then develop strong frameworks around it that can be used by others. We are 
doing a great deal of work to surround ‘Ask AYA’ with a broader body of thinking and practice. There 
is already important research showing that it is essential to give workers a seat at the table when it 
comes to technology development and to enshrine worker voice in many of the advances taking 
place around AI. 

What is less clear, however, is how we move beyond principles and beyond those first efforts to 
articulate values alongside AI systems. How do we actually sustain this in the day-to-day life of a 
product like ‘Ask AYA’? I do not want to sound too cynical, but I think there can sometimes be a level 
of symbolic principle-setting when it comes to workers and AI ethics. The more difficult challenge 
comes as a product matures, as more people begin to use it, and as different incentives start to 
come into competition with one another. 



How do we make sure that we are actually preserving power for workers, particularly those who are 
not involved in the day-to-day development of the product and who are not driving the core 
technological advances behind the AI itself? For us, that is really the centre of the project. 

How do we build on principles such as fairness, transparency, accountability and human rights, and 
then begin to tackle the harder questions? Who decides how systems change over time? Who 
identifies harms? Who has the authority to intervene? Who controls the data? How can we answer 
these questions through structures, frameworks and policy so that we can develop a roadmap or 
model to share with others as this work evolves? 

The final point I would make is that we are not doing this simply because, as a worker organisation, 
we feel a moral responsibility to address these questions. We also think it is strategic. If we can work 
out how to answer some of these questions, create genuine worker-centred governance and 
product frameworks, and bring those elements together successfully, whether in the US or 
elsewhere, then we can begin to generate signals that this is a validated approach to building AI, one 
that differs from the approach taken by many corporations. 

Those signals are important because they are what policymakers look to when deciding how to 
regulate. They provide evidence that there is a different way of doing things, and they help create 
the conditions in which worker voice becomes an expected part of the process. In that sense, we are 
trying to bring these questions to the forefront now, as regulators in the United States continue to 
catch up and begin establishing new norms and standards. 

00:31:14 Dr Green 
I also think this is a powerful tool for empowering workers. It says, ‘We have a vision for how we 
want these systems to work, and we have a voice in shaping them’. The point you made about co-
design is really important. We can start by co-designing, or by finding ways to integrate people into 
the process of building AI systems. We can begin with good intentions, involve many different voices 
from the outset and continue listening to people as these systems develop. 

But, as these systems begin to scale, the question becomes: how do we ensure that this remains 
genuine co-production? How do we make sure that people continue to have a meaningful voice as 
these systems evolve? I think that is a really important question.nThat is why we are so excited to be 
working with you on this, because we are grappling with these questions as well. 

I am also excited to be working with you for another reason: to shine a light on this incredibly large 
group of people who do such important work, but who are so often overlooked, even though they 
are profoundly affected by the ways in which AI and technology are reshaping working life. 

People are often concerned that AI is going to take over their jobs. I have to admit that I was quite 
surprised when I spoke with the care workers we have been working with, including those working 
in care homes, who said, "I am worried that I will not have a job five years from now." Given the 
severe shortage of care workers in this country, as in many others, I initially wondered why people 
would feel that way when demand is so high. But I can now understand where that concern comes 
from, because people see technologies being designed to take over aspects of their work. 

As we begin to wrap up this podcast, what would you say to people working in care who feel both 
concerned and hopeful about AI and technology? 

00:33:32 Alistair Stephenson  
I would say that these contradictions are being felt by domestic workers across the world and indeed 



by workers more broadly. I think it is okay for us to sit with both hope and ambition, as well as 
healthy scepticism and a willingness to ask challenging questions. What we know to be true is that 
these concerns are real. Workers are already using AI, just as employers are. Many workers are using 
it in their daily lives. 

There is also a growing body of research into the impact of the everyday use of AI, particularly 
among women. This remains an under-studied area. We need to better understand how women are 
using AI to manage work, family life, medical questions and their own care, as well as the daily 
administration of life under conditions of austerity, where there often is not enough support 
available. As we grapple with these questions, we cannot simply divide the debate into threat versus 
opportunity, or good versus bad. There are many important nuances. It is incumbent upon us, as 
researchers, activists and organisers, to engage with AI in both ways, and to use the best of it to 
build worker power while we continue to work through the rest. 

00:35:01 Dr Green 
Wonderful. Thank you so much, Alistair. It has been a really great conversation and an inspiring one. 
Thank you for joining us. 

00:35:10 Alistair Stephenson  
Thank you so much for having me. It has been an honour. 

00:35:13 Dr Green 
This has been the Accelerating AI Ethics podcast from the Institute for Ethics in AI at the University of 
Oxford. If you have enjoyed this episode, please subscribe and share. Until next time, thank you for 
listening. 


