Understanding PCC Responsibilities in the Use of Artificial Intelligence
Guidance for developing an AI policy
As registered charities, Parochial Church Councils (PCCs) are subject to the same legal and ethical responsibilities as other charitable organisations. This includes ensuring that any use of emerging technologies—such as artificial intelligence (AI)—is consistent with their charitable purposes, complies with data protection and safeguarding requirements, and upholds public trust. While AI can offer valuable tools to support mission, administration, and communication, PCCs must approach its use with care, transparency, and accountability. Trustees remain ultimately responsible for decisions made with or informed by AI, and should ensure that appropriate oversight, risk management, and ethical considerations are in place.
We would suggest that PCCs have a conversation about the current use of AI in their parish or benefice, and the following pages are offered as a starter guide for those who are new to the idea.  It may be that with small numbers of people contributing to church life and low levels of technology being used that a simple awareness of some of the risks and benefits is considered.  In larger church settings, with multiple staff and volunteer roles and people keen to explore the potential benefits of AI technology, developing a policy is an appropriate way to consider your priorities regarding risks and benefits and to guide people in their use.
Five Principles for ethical concerns from a biblical perspective:
(taken from The Church of English Ethical Investment Advisory Group (EIAG) Advice - https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2025-01/eiag-artificial-intelligence-advice-2024.pdf)
Flourishing as persons 
· That it does not undermine inherent human dignity  
· That it does not lead to a devaluation of good work and of human skill, expertise and creativity 
Flourishing in relationship  
· That it does not lead to a devaluation of existing human relationships (i.e. by getting too used to the attenuated relationships afforded by robots)  
· That it encourages honesty and authenticity (e.g. AI is clearly labelled as such to minimise wilful or inadvertent deception)  
Standing with the marginalised  
· That it does not exacerbate societal prejudice (e.g. by training AI algorithms with biased data sets)  
Caring for the creation  
· That it is not wasteful of resources (e.g. needlessly encouraging single-use or constant upgrade to new product models)  
· That it does not add significantly or needlessly to emissions (e.g. through the need for more energy-consuming data servers)  
Serving the common good  
· That it does not lead to greater inequality through poor distribution of the benefits of AI 
The York Diocesan Board of Finance (YDBF) we have taken the following position, but individual PCCs have responsibility to make their own decisions:
As an organisation, we recognise both the opportunities and responsibilities that come with AI use. While we embrace these technological advances, we must ensure that their deployment aligns with our values, legal obligations, ethical considerations and duty of care to all stakeholders.
The Diocese acknowledges the beneficial use of AI tools while establishing clear boundaries for their appropriate application within YDBF. It connects with our Data Protection and Information Security policies, as we have a duty to protect confidential information and personal data. AI usage can present risks to data security, intellectual property rights, accuracy of outputs, and the maintenance of human oversight in important decision making. The policy aims to balance the benefits of AI with the need for responsible use, data security, and human oversight. It provides clear guidelines on approved tools, appropriate use, and the consequences of policy breaches.
A copy of the York Diocese Board of Finance (YDBF) policy (which covers staff employed directly by the Diocese) is available at https://dioceseofyork.org.uk/policies/ai. PCCs are strongly advised to consider their own use of AI and to form a policy which suits their needs.  The following provides guidance on the sorts of areas PCC might consider.
This guidance has been put together taking into account current guidance from the National Church Institute, good practice in other dioceses and some advice from AI!
Some of the key uses of AI and the benefits and risks are outlined below.  Please be aware that this sector is developing rapidly and risks and benefits will therefore be changing all the time. AI tools are increasingly being embedded in other applications
Questions to consider:
· To what extent are people contributing to your church using AI tools?
· How aware do you think they are about the risks and benefits?
· Is a formal policy something that would be helpful for you at this time?
	AI Tool
	Benefits
	Risks

	Analytical AI
Examples: Data dashboards, forecasting tools, donor analytics.  Tools such as ChatGPT, Co-Pilot or Gemini can be used in an analytical way e.g. for research
	· Helps identify trends in giving, attendance, or community needs
· Supports evidence-based decision-making
· Can improve resource allocation and planning
	· May reflect biases in the data (e.g. underrepresented groups) 
· Over-reliance may reduce human discernment 
· Requires good data quality and interpretation skills

	Generative AI
Examples: ChatGPT, image generators, content assistants
	· Speeds up drafting of newsletters, reports, or social media posts
· Can help brainstorm ideas or simplify complex language
· Useful for accessibility (e.g. summarising long documents)
	· May produce inaccurate or misleading content
· Risk of plagiarism or copyright issues
· Can unintentionally generate biased or inappropriate material
· Can lead to a sense of companionship or human understanding.  Potential to lead to confirmation or encouragement of unsafe behaviours

	Automation Tools (AI-powered)
Examples: Chatbots, automated email responders, scheduling assistants
	· Saves time on routine admin tasks
· Improves responsiveness to enquiries
· Can support out-of-hours engagement
	· May frustrate users if poorly designed 
· Could mishandle sensitive or pastoral issues 
· Needs clear boundaries and human oversight

	Predictive AI
Examples: Risk assessment tools, volunteer engagement predictors
	· Helps anticipate needs or risks (e.g. safeguarding, building use)
· Supports proactive planning
	· Can reinforce existing inequalities if based on biased data 
· May give a false sense of certainty

	Open-source AI tools (like models or platforms that are freely available and modifiable)
Examples: machine learning frameworks like TensorFlow, PyTorch, and Keras; a library for computer vision called OpenCV
	Free to use: Most open-source AI tools are available at no cost, making them ideal for charities with limited budgets. 
No vendor lock-in: You’re not tied to a single provider, which gives you flexibility and control. 
If you know how, you can adapt the tool to suit your specific needs—whether for communications, data analysis, or community engagement.
· Many open-source projects are backed by active communities that share improvements, plugins, and advice.
· You benefit from rapid innovation and shared learning across sectors.
Using open-source tools can help build digital skills within your team or volunteer base. 
Encourages a culture of experimentation and learning, which can be empowering for smaller or rural churches.
	Security vulnerabilities: Open-source tools may lack robust security features, making them more susceptible to misuse or cyberattacks. 
Lack of accountability: There may be no clear organisation responsible for maintaining or updating the tool, which can lead to outdated or unreliable performance. 
Unverified outputs: These tools may not have been rigorously tested for accuracy, fairness, or bias—posing reputational and ethical risks. 
Licensing issues: Some open-source tools have complex or unclear licensing terms, which could lead to unintended breaches of copyright or usage rights.
Risks of Uploading Sensitive Information to AI Tools
This is one of the most critical areas of concern for charities handling personal or pastoral data:
· Data privacy breaches: Uploading names, contact details, or pastoral notes to AI tools—especially public or cloud-based ones—can violate GDPR and safeguarding policies.
· Uncontrolled data storage: Some tools may store uploaded data for training or analysis without clear consent, even if anonymised.
· Lack of confidentiality: AI tools are not secure environments for handling sensitive information like safeguarding concerns, HR issues, or financial data.
· Reputational damage: A data leak or misuse of information—even accidental—can seriously harm trust in the church or charity.





Guidance for developing a PCC Policy on the use of AI
1. Policy Statement
Questions to consider:
· What is your overall position on the use of AI within your church and ministry? How do you balance welcoming technological advancement and human flourishing?  
· Where do you see the overarching risks and benefits?
2. Who is covered by the policy?
Questions to consider:
· Will the policy apply to office holders?  
· Staff employed by the PCC?  
Volunteers (think about what you expect of church wardens, treasurers, PCCs members, those involved in delivering ministry such as children’s workers, worship leaders, those leading prayers, home/small group leaders? Visiting speakers?)
3. Definition of Artificial Intelligence Tools
This may well change as AI develops but current key tools might include the use of:
· Large Language Models (such as ChatGPT, Claude, or Bard)
· AI-powered productivity tools
· AI image generation tools
· AI transcription services
· AI-powered analysis tools
· AI writing assistance tools
Generative AI (GenAI) is technology that synthesizes new text, audio, or imagery from bodies of data in response to user prompts. GenAI models can be used in public AI tools, such as ChatGPT or within applications such as Adobe applications.
Analytical AI refers to systems that use data to identify patterns, make predictions, or support decision-making. It does not create new content but helps analyse information—such as trends in giving, attendance, or building use—to inform planning and strategy.
4. Approved Artificial Intelligence Tools
Questions to consider:
· You might want to think here about which tools you are and are not happy to have used on behalf of your church.  
· You should consider carefully the balance between the risks and benefits and what you are happy to allow and under what circumstances. As a diocesan team we have currently limited the use of AI tools and provided a mechanism for review of these.  See our policy for how we are currently managing this.

5. Data Security, Safeguarding and Confidentiality
Questions to consider:
· What level of data should/ should not be used in AI tools (think about parishioners/ congregation/ staff information, minutes of meetings, safeguarding records, images – of both your church, people you know and people you don’t.)
· Be aware that information entered into external AI tools may be retained by the service provider
· Who should people report any potential data breaches to?
6. Appropriate use guidelines
Questions to consider:
· How should humans be involved in content or decision making where AI is being used (“a human always in the loop”?).  What different scenarios might be relevant in your context?
· AI use has a considerable environmental impact.  (https://www.york.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/2025/research/decarbonising-digital-infrastructure/) What guidelines will you use to balance this? How should people take into account that search engines organise and prioritise results using algorithms which consider factors like your search history, location, and personal preferences. Because these algorithms are shaped by human behaviour and societal norms, they can unintentionally reinforce stereotypes or biases present in the wider world.
· Where AI has gaps in information it can ‘hallucinate’ or make up information to fill the gap.  What level of checking for accuracy do you expect of people?
· You may wish to state explicitly that AI tools should not replace legal or other professional advice
· When considering the use of AI in the creation of material for worship, special care should be taken as to whether the material generated infringes copyright (I.e. has been sourced by the AI from copyrighted works). Those with responsibility for worship should always be thoughtful about the doctrinal, cultural and missional implications of material used in worship, wherever it is sourced from, and when engaging with AI may need to take extra care since the material generated, unlike the majority of resources available online, will not come from within a church, denomination or movement that would give context and a measure of confidence.
There are examples in the Diocesan policy that you might want to consider or adopt under the headings of fairness, transparency and accountability.
7. Quality control and human oversight
Questions to consider:
· Given all your considerations above, what will you expect in terms of people checking work which uses AI?
· There are some examples in the YDBF Policy

8. Training and support
Questions to consider:
· How will you make sure everyone this policy covers understand what is expected of them? (there is a one page checklist for users in Appendix 1 in the YDBF policy which you could adapt)
· Is there anything you want to or could access to help people get better at using AI to simplify or reduce their workload?
· How will you keep abreast of the changes and development in AI for both the benefits and the risks?  Who do you know who might be able to help with this?  How (often) will you revisit this policy?
· Do you want to allocate any budget or funds to invest in AI?
· As AI develops are there any safeguarding issues – particularly for vulnerable people in your church – that you might want to alert them to?
9. Monitoring and compliance
Questions to consider:
· Who will be responsible for checking that your agreed ways of working are being followed?  How will they do it?
· Will anyone keep an eye on how AI is being used in both positive and potentially negative ways?  Who will they report that to and when?
10. Breaches of the policy:
Questions to consider 
· What will you do if you find someone is not following your policy?
· If they are a member of staff (if you have any)?
· If they are an office holder?
· If they are a volunteer?
· If they are a visitor having some input into your church?


