
Using AI in Research
How to use AI in this class



What have you used AI for?
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Uses that require little inferential reasoning

• Memes

• Cleaner exhibits

• Code: data analysis, simulations,
and related work

• Verification: proofs, prose,
replication

• Summarizing and interacting with
documents

• Searching for related literatures
and possible data

Valuable uses—but not today’s focus.
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The frontier I see

• Developing promising research and policy ideas is a key goal of this class

• This requires a great deal of inferential reasoning

• How can AI be used as a tool toward this goal
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Economics still requires judgment

• whether the assumptions are plausible

• whether the question is important

• whether a well-identified answer is feasible
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A lesson from Dr. Zelson

“The doctor works for you; you
don’t work for the doctor.”

—Dr. Joseph Zelson

Connecticut Magazine (April 2003), via Patch.com
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Neither side begins with all the context

• AI may possess far more general knowledge
• The researcher possesses context AI lacks
• Neither has everything needed for the decision

The relationship
AI takes directions from the researcher; it does not direct the researcher.
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AI can fail in two different ways

1. A mistake
A false fact, invalid derivation,
nonexistent citation, or inconsistent
argument.

2. Insufficient context
A reasonable conclusion reached
without important information.
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Audit the reasoning

Make the consequential links visible
Distinguish observations from inferences, and flag low-confidence judgments.

1. Observations and premises

2. Inferences

3. Conclusion
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Not every disagreement needs correction

1. Inferences I accept

2. Inferences I reject and must correct

3. Inferences I reject and can ignore

The difference between 2 and 3 is whether later reasoning or the decision relies on it.
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When corrections pile up, reverse the workflow

Don’t keep correcting the answer
Put the information problem back into AI’s court.

• Make it easy for AI to reveal uncertainty

• Separate observations from inferences

• Ask what context it believes is missing
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Human and AI outputs lose different things

A polished PDF
May omit the reasoning context
needed to evaluate what changed
and why.

A full transcript
May preserve too much without
translating what matters to the
recipient.

Different representations preserve different information.
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Collaboration is an open frontier

• How much context does the next decision-maker need

• What should be translated rather than merely forwarded

• How do we preserve useful differences in perspective

This semester
We will keep developing these workflows.
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The technology is new;
the core research problems are not.
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Faster production is not learning

• We still need to learn something new about the world before writing it up

• Understand the data, literature, and institutions before picking up a pen
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Feedback has always created inertia

• Asking anyone for feedback too early can anchor the conversation

• Although, with AI it is easier to start over
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Freshness and context are a tradeoff

Continuing agent
Already understands the project

May remain anchored to earlier
thinking

Fresh agent
Offers a new look

Must be brought up to speed

Context can also be transferred—selectively

Extracting useful context is a skill worth learning.
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The right context was always the goal

An old problem
Meetings in economic research labs have always tried to put the right people in the
room.

A new version
Human–AI workflows must assemble the context needed for the decision.

18



Build from what has worked for you

• Examine which human-based workflows have worked—or failed—for you

• Build AI infrastructure that is likely to work for you specifically
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AI should increase research judgment

Used well, AI should let you spend more time on the core tasks of research—and

exercise more research judgment, not less.
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