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 Avatars have been used in social care training for over a decade to simulate realistic
service-user interactions

« Evidence from healthcare and related disciplines shows that avatar-based simulations
effectively build communication, de-escalation, and interviewing skills

« Advances in Al have transformed avatar capabilities

« Unlike pre-scripted models, Al-driven avatars can now adapt to users in real time, responding
dynamically and in multiple languages

« These developments enable immersive and reflective learning in sensitive practice areas

Al avatars can realistically portray service users, their families, practitioners, managers,
offering emotionally and cognitively rich experiences.

However, research also notes limitations and risks:

Dementia care places high emotional, cognitive and communicative demands on practitioners.
Traditional training often struggles to capture the sensory, behavioural and relational complexity of
real-world encounters. Recent advances in conversational Al avatars offer a unique opportunity to
bridge this gap, providing practitioners with safe, repeatable and authentic experiences.

This early-stage project investigates how Al-driven avatars embedded in immersive training can
prepare social care practitioners for dementia-related practice. It aims to:

(1) co-design realistic scenarios with practitioners, educators, carers and people with lived experience;
(2) test the feasibility of Al avatars to simulate key challenges such as communication difficulties,
behavioural changes and safeguarding dilemmas;

(3) evaluate the impact on practitioners’ confidence, empathy and skill development.

A distinctive focus is on risks, biases and potential errors generated by Al and on strategies to prevent
or mitigate them. We argue that research, regulation and educator training are essential before Al
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Overall, avatar-based training offers safe repeatable practice, butits
effectiveness relies on careful design, val1dat1on and supervision

RESULTS

October 2024 — April 2025 Survey, Google Forms, 48 social workers (91.7% F, 6.3% M, 2.1% NB)
« Average ade: 40.6 years, ranging from 22 to 64
« Highly experienced: an average of 8.31 years as qualified social workers
October 2024 — April 2025 Survey, Google Forms, 2.8 social work educators (75% E, 25% M)
« Average age: 49.8 years, ranging from 29 to 8o
« Highly experienced: an average of 11 years of teaching
April 2025 Focus group, in-person, 7 social workers (6 F, 1 M)
April - May 2025 Interviews, online, 10 social workers (all F)
All - based in England
Ethics approval: University of Sheffield, Ref.: 063880 (September 2024)
Sheffield City Council (January 2025)

ALL PRACTITIONERS REPORTED ENCOUNTERING SITUATIONS WHERE THEY:

 Lacked clear guidance due to insufficient instructions and training
Felt lost in emotionally demanding scenarios

Experienced breakdowns in inter- or intra-organizational communication
Were emotionally depressed, stressed, overwhelmed and wanted to quit their jobs
Faced direct verbal aggression and explicit threats
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 Avatars show strong potential for training practitioners to work effectively with people living with
dementia. The main focus is on developing communication and response skills in complex and

B Problem-based approaches, critical/reflective practice (27.6%) Practicing The ability to safely ~ Training stress Observing and
Peer learning (9.5%) i

Training with avatars seems to: - : sensitive situations
' prov1c.1e meaningful learning . - help learners to feel free during the training " - Al avatars can represent diverse people. Importantly, they can also portray individuals usually
- occur in a safe and comfortable environment | jffar 3n opportunity to train in practical skills inaccessible for training, such as abusers or perpetrators, and reproduce speech patterns and multiple

- be perceived as less threatening

- help in the acquisition of empathetic understanding languages
 These trainings align well with the Dementia Training Standards Framework and the Care Certificate,

R E F E R E N C E S and can be used by both local organisations and major providers such as Alzheimer’s Society, SCIE, and

other accredited training institutions. Core learning areas include:
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