[image: ]What AI is and what it isn’t
Artificial intelligence (AI) describes a set of digital tools that are designed to perform tasks that usually require human thinking skills, such as recognising patterns, analysing information, or summarising what has been said.

AI doesn’t think, understand, or make judgements in the way people do. Instead, it uses data and instructions created by humans to identify patterns and generate outputs, often very quickly and at scale.


Here is a full definition of AI:
An Artificial intelligence (AI) system is a machine-based system that, for explicit or implicit objectives, infers, from the input it receives, how to generate outputs such as predictions, content, recommendations, or decisions that can influence physical or virtual environments. Different AI systems vary in their levels of autonomy and adaptiveness after deployment (Responsible AI for the Public Service, 2025).
Examples of AI
In the public service, AI can support everyday work by helping with tasks like analysing large sets of information or turning spoken conversations into written notes. These examples show how AI can assist and augment human work — not replace human expertise, accountability, or decision‑making.
Analysing government data to forecast or detect risk
This field of AI is often called predictive analytics. It is where machine learning finds patterns in data and makes informed guesses about what might happen next.
Useful for:
· Detecting fraud or anomalies
· Forecasting service demand
· Prioritising resources or interventions
Seeing threats or issues in images
This field of AI is called computer vision. It can be defined as machines that interpret and understand visual information from the world.
Useful for:
· Scanning medical images for signs of disease
· Monitoring traffic conditions
· Screening footage for workplace safety incidents
Listening to audio from meetings to create summaries
Speech Recognition converts audio into text, and Natural Language Processing (NLP) understands that text to extract meaning, themes, and summaries.
This field of AI is called Natural Language Processing (NLP). When combined with speech recognition, it enables computers to listen to spoken language, convert it into text, and understand, interpret, and summarise what was said.
Useful for:
1. Transcribing and summarising meetings from recorded audio
1. Extracting key points and actions from long discussions or policy documents
1. Detecting sentiment or tone in public feedback and conversations
1. Supporting AI assistants to answer common questions based on spoken or written information
Let's discover what AI is and what it isn't and review some common misconceptions and myths about AI.
How is AI different to more traditional digital technologies.
We use traditional digital technologies like web searches in our day-to-day life.  Let's see how we can use Generative AI differently to the digital tools and technologies that we are used to using.
	Traditional tools and technologies
	AI

	Traditional web searches find and list existing information from websites.

	AI analyses the input and generates new responses, explanations, or content.


	Traditional web searches require users to choose the right links and interpret the results themselves.

	AI provides more direct, conversational answers tailored to the user’s request.


	Traditional web searches match keywords.

	AI can understand context, make inferences, and offer recommendations or decisions based on patterns in data.





AI Myth Busting and Misconceptions
There are lots of misconceptions about AI.  So, let's bust some common myths!
MYTH #1 - AI isn’t relevant to my role.
AI only applies to technical, digital, or data‑focused roles.
FACT
AI has practical applications across policy, operations, service delivery, communications, finance, HR, and frontline services. Even small uses—like improving plain‑language writing or preparing for meetings—can support effectiveness.
MYTH #2 - Using AI means there's no human in-the-loop.
AI will make decisions for public servants, potentially undermining discretion, professionalism, or accountability.
FACT
In the NZ public service, AI is intended to support human judgement, not replace it. Public servants remain responsible for decisions, advice, and outcomes. This approach allows for critical decisions, especially those impacting individuals, to be reviewed, verified, and influenced by human judgement and expertise.
MYTH #3 - If I use AI, it’s cheating or lazy.
Using AI undermines professionalism, skill, or effort—especially in policy, advice, or written work.
FACT
Using AI thoughtfully is more like using spell‑check, templates, or search engines—it can improve quality and efficiency when used well. The skill shifts from “doing everything manually” to knowing how to add professional judgement and context.

[image: ]Now that we have started to understand what AI is and what it isn't, I'm sure that you will be feeling confident to carry on learning about AI.
If you want to dig a little bit deeper before you move on here are some useful links on AI in the New Zealand public service.


GCDO, Responsible AI Guidance for the Public Service – Glossary of AI Terms.
GCDO, Public Service AI Framework.
Introduction to Agentic AI
Let's carry on learning about AI and specifically a particular type of AI - Agentic AI. This is the next topic to cover.
image1.png




image2.png




