Working well with AI
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Kia ora, I'm Ethan.
I've just started as a graduate at my agency. It's my first fulltime job out of university and there's a lot to learn. I'm pretty used to using AI personally, so am keen to see how we use it for work.
I understand the principles and the context for using AI in the public sector and am now looking forward to seeing what practical tips and tricks I can learn.
Let's work through this learning together!




Learning Outcomes and Navigation
This learning series has been designed to help you build confidence using AI in your everyday work as a public servant. This series is made up of short, focused learning you can complete in just a few minutes.
Working well with AI  You are here
Getting Better Results with AI
Practicing your prompts
Things to consider as you use AI
You'll explore:
1. How AI tools work in practice.
2. How to evaluate what your AI tools produce.
3. How to get better results over time using AI tools.

Our current tools
Most AI tools public servants directly encounter at work are generative AI tools. Tools that produce text, summaries, analysis, and other content in response to your input. Some tools also include agentic features, where the tool carries out multi-step tasks with less direct input from you.

How our tools are changing
These tools are changing. The specific features available to you will depend on what your agency has approved. You might like to reconsider this practical knowledge and revisit it as your tools develop. If your role involves more specialised AI tools, such as coding assistants or AI features embedded within existing systems, your agency may have additional guidance for those contexts.

How do generative AI tools work in practice
Understanding a few things about how these tools behave will help you to work better with them.
They tend to agree with you
These tools are inclined to validate what you say rather than challenge it. If you share a draft and ask for feedback, the default response is likely to be positive. If you want critique, ask for it directly: “What is wrong with this?” or “What would a sceptic say?”
They default to speed over accuracy
Most AI Assistants offer different modes or models. Some default setting may prioritise speed, which can affect output quality. Some tools offer a thinking or reasoning mode that takes longer and produces more accurate results, at the cost of more computing resources per interaction. If your tool offers options between models or modes, it is worth experimenting with for work that matters. 
They mirror your structure
If you give the tool a disorganised request, the output tends to reflect that. If a conversation becomes messy, it compounds the mess rather than correcting it. Starting with a clear request produces better results. If things go off track, starting a fresh conversation with a concise brief often helps more than continuing to prompt within a tangled one.
They typically have limited memory between sessions
Most current generative AI tools do not reliably carry information from one conversation to the next. Memory features are developing, and your tool may handle this differently. As a general practice, if you have built up useful context during a session, capture a summary before closing: “create a handoff document”. Don’t reliably carry information from one session to the next!
They use computing resources every time they run
Each interaction uses electricity and processing capacity. For routine questions, this is minimal. For complex tasks or extended reasoning modes, the resource use is higher. Being thoughtful about when AI adds value to the task at hand is part of using these tools responsibly. This connects to the sustainable development principle
Output is a starting point
Treat generative AI output the way you would treat a first draft from a new team member. They are keen and quick, and their default outputs tend to be long and generic. They may also get things wrong in ways that are hard to spot. You would review their work before passing it on.

Evaluating what generative AI produces
Is this accurate?
Check the key facts. If the output cites a source, confirm the source exists and says what the output claims. Verify numbers. Factual errors are the most common failure point for generative AI.
Is this complete?
A tidy answer often leaves out important considerations. Think about what is absent, such as the Treaty dimension, the impact on disabled communities, or the regional variation your manager will ask about.
Is this appropriate for the audience?
A briefing for an executive, a letter to a member of the public, and an internal discussion document all need different approaches. Default generative AI output rarely matches any of them.
Would I be comfortable explaining how this was produced?
If someone asked how this piece of work was created, could you give a straightforward answer? If the AI’s role would be hard to explain, reconsider.
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