
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“ALEXA, CAN  
YOU SUPPORT 
PEOPLE WITH  
CARE NEEDS?” 

Trialling consumer devices 
in adult social care
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FOREWORDS 

We’re all aware of the challenge of looking 
after vulnerable adults. The UK population is 
aging and public budgets are thinly spread. In 
fact, the Local Government Association predicts 
councils will have an overall funding gap of 
£5.8 billion by the end of 2019.

Yet at PA, we believe everyone can get the care they 
need. And we believe that, with the right technology, 
it’s affordable for local authorities.

Argenti, our innovative approach to providing technology-
enabled care, is already helping Hampshire County Council 
better serve 15,800 vulnerable adults while saving around 
£9.8 million. Together, we’re improving lives every day. 
And we know we can do more to help people globally.

That’s why we put together a diverse team of local 
government, healthcare and technology experts to 
explore new ways to care for people in their own homes. 
The aim was to help people maintain their independence 
while further reducing overall care costs. The answer? 
Amazon Echo smart speakers equipped with additional 
customised voice controls and skills.

We put these connected devices, alongside other internet 
of things (IoT) gadgets, into the homes of 50 people with 
care needs. It’s the first time such consumer technology 
has helped care for people, and the results have been 
encouraging. In fact, our Amazon Echo care trial was  
so successful it won the 2018 International Technology 
Enabled Care Award for Innovation.

In this report, we explore the results of this trial. We show 
how the Echo smart speakers improved lives, with first-
hand testimony from some of those who benefitted. And 
we highlight the opportunities to do more as we build a 
positive human future in a technology-driven world.

Steve Carefull 
Public Sector expert 
PA Consulting

Hampshire County Council is investing in 
increasing the use of technology in social 
care. We have all seen the rapid development 
of consumer connected devices like Amazon 
Echo. With the support of the LGA, we sought 
to answer the question ‘can these devices 
help us to deliver care support?’

The Hampshire Argenti Partnership has meant that we 
have innovative approaches to social care technology 
enabling us to have the expertise available to set up and 
run a robust trial, the results of which are very exciting. 
Questions remain about how we might safely scale up the 
use of voice-controlled technology to help large numbers 
of people to live more independent lives, but the trial 
illustrates the amazing impacts this technology can have 
on service users and their carers. We are very proud to 
have been a part of this world-first initiative.

Graham Allen 
Director of Adults’ Health and Care 
Hampshire County Council
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“I’m able to do a 
lot of things now that 
I couldn’t do before.”
JENNY, SERVICE USER
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THE OPPORTUNITY FOR 
A DIGITAL TRIAL 

Based on current social care statistics 
in the Hampshire region and beyond, 
there’s a clear opportunity to make 
care more digital. 

The need to relieve the pressure on the care 
sector is obvious. While there are 1.2 million 
care workers in England, the number of job 
vacancies grew 1.6 per cent in 2018 to 76,000.1 
That suggests more people are relying on their 
friends and family for assistance. What’s more, 
this informal assistance is estimated to be worth 
£60 billion each year. 

An untrained person caring for their loved 
one out of necessity is taking on a significant 
responsibility. ‘Carer burnout’ is a very real 

problem. And with the over-65 population 
predicted to rise 45 per cent by 2030, that 
responsibility is only going to increase. 

Meanwhile, YouGov research shows 6.6 million 
UK adults owned a smart speaker in the first 
quarter of 2018,2 double the number from the 
third quarter of 2017. Such a jump shows the 
appetite for devices like Amazon Echo, made 
simpler by the reduced digital skills needed 
to use them.

This combination of demand for adult social 
care, risk of carer burnout and an increase 
in familiarity with smart devices gave us the 
opportunity to put an innovative thinking and 
breakthrough technology together to try to 
improve lives.

“With this technology, I feel more 
independent to do things for myself rather 

than relying on my husband.”
CLAIRE, SERVICE USER

1.  www.skillsforcare.org.uk/NMDS-SC-intelligence/Workforce-intelligence/publications/The-state-of-the-adult-social-care-sector-and-workforce-in-England.aspx

2.  https://yougov.co.uk/news/2018/04/19/smart-speaker-ownership-doubles-six-months
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“This Echo Dot has made such a 
difference already – it’s made Claire 
happy, which makes me happy.” 
ERIC, HUSBAND OF CLAIRE, SERVICE USER 

THE PA SOLUTION:  
SMART, TAILORED 
CARE 

For our digital care trial, we developed a solution 
that all but those with the most severe care 
needs could use. We quickly turned to voice 
controlled devices given their ease of use and 
rapidly growing popularity.

We chose Amazon Echo smart speakers because 
they have strong out-of-the-box capabilities, 
such as eBooks and smart home integration, and 
we could create new skills for it. Plus, as it’s a 
consumer electronic device, it’s more affordable 
than traditional dedicated telecare products and 
therefore suitable for both a trial period and 
wider future use.

Crucially, we could customise the device for the 
specific needs of each person in the trial and 
offer support to their carers.
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Shaping tasks to the 
user’s routine
We spoke with each person in detail to properly understand 
their routines – what do they do daily, what challenges 
do they face, what do they wish they could do? Then we 
determined how to tailor the Echo’s functionality to these 
routines to offer support to each person. 

We also integrated the assistant with other smart home 
devices. This offered the potential for ecosystem building 
through companies including Hive, Nest and Philips. We used 
many of these throughout the trial for smart lights, heating 
controls and more. And there’s significant potential to 
expand on this.

We designed each task with specific users in mind. 
Functionality included:

• setting reminders for medication and calendar 
appointments for people with memory issues caused 
by diseases like dementia

• turning on music, podcasts, audiobooks, news and radio 
to combat social isolation and help people feel connected 

• writing online shopping lists so carers can shop for those 
who are housebound 

• activating smart lights, fans and other peripherals, 
a completely enabling feature for those with severe 
mobility issues caused by ME, MS or a stroke 

• adjusting the thermostat so people who are bedbound 
can control their environment 

• setting specific routines for those who need prompts 
to cook, drink and more

• calling family and friends so loved ones and carers can 
take a break while staying in touch with the person 
at home.

To use these various functions, people alerted their Echo 
simply by saying “Alexa”, before giving a command. And, 
as we programmed each unit to the individual, it carried 
out the task without further input. The ability to achieve 
these things using voice activation alone made a massive 
difference to users. They had all relied on carers for much 
of their daily lives, so being able to accomplish simple tasks 
by themselves returned a large part of their independence. 
Combined with the sense of freedom it allows both them 
and their carers, the technology has been very well received. 

Making constant 
contact possible
Loneliness is a key concern in adult social care. But the 
Echo’s ‘Drop in’ feature lets another person using the same 
Amazon account drop into direct contact with a user. 
No need for calling, no need for dialling in – just voice 
communication on request.

Voice control gives users quick access to human company 
without having to move. This is particularly helpful for those 
living with a physical disability. What’s more, it gives carers a 
direct path to users in emergencies or to check in on them. 

Users can also use ‘Drop in’ to communicate between 
Alexa-enabled devices in the same ecosystem. This means 
invaluable contact with others in the same house should they 
need it, even if they’re bedbound. Again, this is a vital tool in 
combatting loneliness. 

In addition to supporting the user, these devices are a 
great comfort to carers who, at times, prioritise their 
caring responsibilities above all else. Carers can get helpful 
information through the Echo, making it easier to get 
support for themselves and look after their loved one.

Building connections 
between user and carer
It can be difficult for carers to share information with each 
other and for users to share information with carers. So, we 
added our own bespoke skill, ‘My Carer’. This established 
a secure connection, via an IT network, to care workers 
in a central office. From here, they can communicate 
remotely with each other, enhancing contact and sharing 
important information.

Care workers can place reminders on the device for their 
colleagues or the service user to access. This can be 
anything from taking medication to turning on heating. 
And users can set reminders for their carers, including 
things like collecting shopping or doing specific tasks 
during a visit.

The connection with the central office also extends to a 
care worker’s Log On function. They can record how long 
certain care tasks take to complete, as well as the total 
length of their visits. Such data will be vital to estimating 
the levels of care needed. 
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THE PEOPLE BEHIND 
THE VOICES 

The trial’s impact on some of our users was 
profound. While their reasons for needing social 
care are varied, all relied on a dedicated carer 
or care worker for much of their daily lives. But 
with our help, more than two-thirds were able to 
regain some degree of independence for the first 
time in years.

Georgie and Claire are just two of the people 
benefitting from the Amazon Echo care trial. 
Their stories are similar to many of those we 
worked with.

“The project is brilliant. Very exciting and 
I’m enjoying being a part of it. It’s changing 

my life.”
CLAIRE, SERVICE USER
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GEORGIE

At just 20-years-old, Georgie’s neurological diagnosis 
changed her life dramatically. The condition affects her 
brain’s communication with her body, resulting in the 
loss of movement on her right side. At such a young 
age, this has robbed her of a lot of her independence. 

Her Argenti Amazon Echo has returned some of that 
freedom. Doing her own online shopping or adding 
items to her calendar – things most of us take for 
granted – are now part of daily life again. She can even 
set reminders to take her medication without having to 
struggle with a pen and paper or get someone to help.

Its presence also means that, should she get into 
difficulties, she’s able to call someone using the  
voice-activated assistant if her phone is out of reach. 

For Georgie, as for most of our users, not being able 
to do things she could before was very upsetting. But 
thanks to the Amazon Echo and its tailored skills, her 
newfound sense of independence is making everyday 
life that little bit better. 

CLAIRE

Claire has lived with Multiple Sclerosis for 30 
years. Her husband Eric is also her full-time 
carer, and together they had been feeling the 
strain of such a cruel and debilitating disease. 

But thanks to her personalised Amazon Echo, 
she has been able to do things for herself for 
the first time in years. Although Eric is still on 
shopping duty, Claire can add things to the list 
via voice command. And, of course, no day is 
complete without the smart speaker playing 
Barry Manilow in the background.

Its capacity for music, audiobooks and 
podcasts are particularly beneficial for 
people like Claire. While they don’t replace 
the often-essential physical care element, they 
offer accessible snippets of independence that 
help brighten her days. 

And for Eric, it’s a welcome relief from worry. 
He can now leave the house knowing that, 
should Claire need help, she can get in touch 
simply by talking to her Echo. 
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THE RESULTS:  
WHAT OUR USERS  

TOLD US 

“You need other stuff rather than physical stuff. You 
need to look after your mental wellbeing. I like reading 

books, and it does that for me.”
CLAIRE, SERVICE USER

The trial has changed most of our users’ lives for the better, 
with 72 per cent believing the voice-activated assistant 
would improve their daily routine. It also helped relieve 
feelings of isolation for 62 per cent, while 68 per cent agree 
it will help maintain their independence. And as everyone 
who took part in the trial got to keep their devices, we’re 
happy to have made a lasting difference.

These are the metrics of which we are most proud. It’s these figures, 
particularly the reduction in feelings of isolation, that show the 
resoundingly positive impact technology can have.

Yet the feedback from users show people still need physical care. One 
in three feel they could spend less money on care in the future, and 48 
per cent agree they could rely less on carers or care workers. These are 
positive numbers, but it’s clear technology can’t completely fill the role 
provided by humans. 

Although not a replacement, our trial shows technology can reduce the 
risk of carer burnout. As Claire’s husband, Eric, attests, the trial offered 
the chance to leave the house without worry for the first time. This means 
vital breaks for both parties. 

Currently, many carers find themselves exhausted, without the option of 
respite care. If this leads to a breakdown of care, their family members 
can end up in care homes prematurely. These are incredibly difficult and 
upsetting situations, but ones that a wider rollout of  
voice-controlled assistants could reduce. 
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PEOPLE ARE BENEFITTING 
FROM OUR TRIAL

72%

68%

48%

64%

62%

agree Echo helps improve their life

agree Echo helps maintain their independence

agree Echo gives more access to information

agree Echo helps them feel less isolated

agree Echo reduces their reliance on others

With our help, more than two-thirds of 
people in our trial were able to regain 
some degree of independence for the 
first time in years.
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WHERE WE GO FROM HERE – 
REFINING FOR THE FUTURE 

These encouraging results present us with 
opportunities to do even more. A wider 
rollout would help us refine certain aspects 
and improve the lives of more people. 

Better integration with back-office systems 
is key to this. Thoroughly assessing need and 
tailoring functionality to users and carers can be  
time-consuming, and we will need to streamline 
the process. 

Greater involvement from carers, care workers and 
loved ones must also be of highest priority. It’s these 
people that best understand the daily struggles users 
face, and we must learn from their expertise. We will 
continue to include their input on any future features 
while further tailoring existing ones to their needs where 
possible. Amazon Echo gives many users the chance to 
lead a more independent life – we must remember the 
same is true for their loved ones.

Limitations and challenges
While no one can deny the trial’s positive impact on a 
large proportion of users, we also found limitations. Two 
people struggled to use the technology and for them it 
offered little to no respite. This is something we’re likely 
to see during a wider rollout, and it will be important 
to refine the qualifying criteria to ensure we deliver the 
best outcomes for everyone.

Data governance is also crucial. Users will need an 
Amazon account, meaning Amazon will hold some 
of their data, such as any care-based conversations 
held through Echo. While Amazon makes it easy to 
delete this history, 24 per cent of those in our trial had 

concerns around this – although everyone agreed to the 
terms of service. We will need to answer more questions 
before we develop functionality further, and robust data 
governance policies are a priority in this.

Finally, we must acknowledge the limitations of 
any consumer technology in a care situation. While 
invaluable in many ways, voice-activated assistants 
rely on a wi-fi network and mains power, and thus 
are vulnerable to outages. In a scenario where a user 
is heavily-reliant on their assistant, this could create 
unacceptable inconvenience. 

This, again, highlights the need to view these results 
in context. Voice-activated assistants, while clearly 
positive in their impact on users, can’t replace contact-
based social care.

What does the future hold?
Our priority is continuing to develop the bespoke ‘My 
Carer’ skill. While the existing connection between care 
worker and service user has proved invaluable, there is 
plenty more that we can do with it to help both parties.

Future opportunities include:

• analysing data from the Echo to see changes in 
usage that suggest a decline in the person’s overall 
condition

• adding more sensors to the Echo system, such as 
blood glucose monitors fitted to toilets to spot signs 
of infection

• building diagnostic functionality through artificial 
intelligence, such as analysing changes in speech 
patterns to detect depression or dementia.
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“My Amazon Echo has allowed 
me to be more independent and 
not to have staff to remind me 
about things.”
SAM, SERVICE USER
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CONCLUSION 

The impact of our trial has been remarkable. 
It gave users freedom, reduced reliance on 
carers and empowered them in daily life. For 
some, it offered the first taste of independence 
in many years.

The Echo’s out-of-the box functionality is key to this 
result. Combined with our detailed and meticulous 
customisation to each user, it has proved a vital tool with 
exciting potential. The work already done on building 
functionality is positive for the future. 

While there were day-to-day operational challenges, 
these are opportunities for further learning. 

We are also working on the challenges around data 
governance, personal preference and the current 
limitations of consumer technology. For some, voice-
activated assistants will not be an option, and it’s vital 
that alternatives continue to be available.

Overall, our Amazon Echo care trial has undoubtedly 
succeeded in its main aim – to show how emerging 
consumer technology can help adults with care needs. 
And we look forward to improving the lives of even 
more people.

“Now I’m doing a lot of things 
I could when I was able-
bodied. It’s been a massive 
improvement to my life.” 
GEORGIE, SERVICE USER
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GET IN TOUCH 

To find out more about our Argenti work  
please visit paconsulting.com/argenti or call  
us on +44 20 7333 6185.

Steve Carefull 
Public Sector expert 

Tim Devine 
Technology Innovation expert 

David Rees  
Public Sector expert 

Steve Taylor 
Public Sector expert 
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About PA

We believe in the power of ingenuity to build a 
positive human future.

As strategies, technologies and innovation collide 
we create opportunity from complexity.

Our diverse teams of experts combine innovative 
thinking and breakthrough use of technologies 
to progress further, faster, together. Our clients 
adapt and transform, and together we achieve 
enduring results.

We are over 4,000 strategists, innovators, designers, 
consultants, digital experts, scientists, engineers 
and technologists. And we have deep expertise in 
consumer and manufacturing, defence and security, 
energy and utilities, financial services, government 
and public services, health and life sciences, 
and transport.

Our teams operate globally from offices across  
the UK, Ireland, US, Nordics and Netherlands.

Discover more at paconsulting.com and  
connect with PA on LinkedIn and Twitter.

PA. Bringing Ingenuity to Life.

https://www.paconsulting.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/pa-consulting/
https://twitter.com/PA_Consulting

