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Al and machine learning tools are increasingly marketed as turnkey solutions for survey
research, yet many of these systems obscure how they work, what assumptions they encode,
and what methodological and operational risks they introduce. This Skill-Up session is designed
to demystify modern Al systems for a

research audience and provide a practical, high-level framework for thinking about how they
can be responsibly integrated into survey workflows—without replacing human judgment.

The session begins with an accessible introduction to core supervised learning concepts, framed
for a research audience with limited technical background. Participants will learn what terms
like “training,” “classification,” “labels,” and “accuracy” actually mean in practice, how models
learn from examples, and why these systems do not operate autonomously or “reason” about
data. The emphasis will be on building an intuitive mental model of how supervised learning
works, rather than on any specific tool or use case.

We then examine how components of a standard quantitative research workflow—such as
coding, categorization, recoding, and quality control—can be safely and responsibly augmented
by Al-based systems. Rather than presenting a full system design, this portion of the session
focuses on identifying where automation can add value, where human judgment must remain
central, and how different forms of human review and feedback shape system behavior. The
goal is to replace abstract Al claims with a clear, inspectable understanding of what these
systems can and cannot reliably do.

Next, participants will be introduced to several high-level architectural patterns commonly used
in modern Al-assisted workflows. These include systems built around large language models
(LLMs), retrieval-augmented generation (RAG), reranking models, and hybrid pipelines that
combine automation with structured human oversight. Rather than teaching any specific
implementation, this portion of the session focuses on helping participants understand how
these components fit together, what tradeoffs they introduce, and how to valuate vendor
claims of guide internal tool development more effectively.

The final portion of the session addresses the issues most relevant to research organizations:

data security, confidentiality, cost management, hallucination risk, bias amplification, model
drift, and governance. We discuss how these risks arise, why they are often underestimated,
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and how human-in-the-loop designs mitigate them.
By the end of the session, participants will be able to:

Explain the core logic of supervised learning in the context of survey research
Distinguish between fully automated and human-in-the-loop Al systems
Identify common failure modes and operational risks

Evaluate vendor claims more critically

Sketch a responsible pilot workflow for their own organizations

This session is intended for researchers, methodologists, and research managers who want a
clear, practical understanding.
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