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What we will cover in this module

● A taxonomy of AI B.S. 
● Claims of AI accuracy 
● AI Safety and Doomerism Narratives
● AI >= Human Comparisons



Accuracy AI >= HumansAI Safety



“Revolutionary
”

“Groundbreaking
”

“99% 
accurate” 

“Magic”

“Error-free”

“Huge Savings”
“Boosted 

Productivity 
by 50%”



Who came up with this 
number? 

The company itself? A 
peer-reviewed study? 
Researchers contracted 
by the company? 

AI ACCURACY: 
Questions to ask



What is the baseline 
that you are comparing 
against? 

EX: If the previous 
method was 96% 
accurate, 97% may not be 
much of an improvement. 

AI ACCURACY: 
Questions to ask



What are the false 
positive, false negative 
rates, and precision? 

There are many different 
metrics to measure 
‘accuracy.’ 

AI ACCURACY: 
Questions to ask



Has accuracy been 
tested across groups? 
Does the accuracy differ 
across groups? 

A model may be 97% 
accurate for one group of 
people while only being 
80% accurate for 
another. 

AI ACCURACY: 
Questions to ask



How many people is the 
tool applied against? 

99% accuracy (and 1% 
error rate) for tens of 
millions of people can 
means 100,000 
thousands of wrong 
decisions. 

AI ACCURACY: 
Questions to ask



Has the model been 
tested in the ‘real 
world’? 

A model may have high 
accuracy on internal 
testing data (which it 
may also be trained on)  
but low accuracy once 
applied in the real world. 

AI ACCURACY: 
Questions to ask



Accuracy 
claims often 
have revealing 
fine print
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Accuracy 
claims often 
have revealing 
fine print



“Sentient”

“Rational”

“Human-lik
e AI” 

“Intentions
”

“Outperforms 
Humans”

“AI understands 
human 

emotions”
“Objective”



Anthropomorphizing AI



Sayash Kapoor and 
Arvind Narayanan’s 
AI Snakeoil substack 
is a must read for 
journalists in this 
space. 

It’s easy to reproduce 
these tropes in our 
reporting. 



They 
outline 4 
pitfalls. 



Catching these 
tropes in our work, 
and catching them 
in company or 
government PR is 
important.



Because many 
companies hype their 
AI products by 
anthropomorphizing 
them. 



Leading to the 
flawed assumption 
that AI can feel and 
think. Or that AI is 
innately objective 
and rational. 



“Interpretable
”

“Existential 
Threat”

“Responsibl
e AI”

“Friendly 
AI”

“AI Safety”

“Red Teamed” “Aligned LLM”



Definitions 

● Value Aligned AI: encoding “human values” into an 
AI model (usually used in the context of LLMs) 

● AI Safety*: Value aligning AI to protect humanity 
from ‘superhuman’ and ‘existential’ threat of AI.  

* AI safety is sometimes used to more generally 
   describe attempts to reign in societal harms from AI.  



AI Doomerism distracts from 
the current and concrete 
harms related to AI 
deployments. 

Of “AI Doomerism” and 
Techno Solutionism
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AI Safety

● Positions AI as an 
existential, 
superhuman threat. 

● Solution is technical. 

● Focused on 
present-tense 
AI harms.

● Solution is 
sociotechnical (ie. not 
just about the 
technology, but the 
context of how and 
where it is deployed.)  

AI Ethics



● AI auditing can be a powerful accountability tool, but we should 
also be healthily skeptical of some claims. 

● Companies and governments will often claim that their product 
has been audited for safety and/or bias. 

● But we shouldn’t take these claims to mean that their systems 
are ethical or unbiased. 

● Who has done the auditing? Internal or external? Adversarial? 
Are the auditors being paid? 

AI Auditing



AI Auditing



● Do not take company claims at face value. Ask for specific 
evidence. 

● Understand which metrics a company is using to support 
claims of accuracy. 

● Focus on concrete, present-tense  harms rather than 
distracting “existential” doomerism. 

● Don’t just speak to the company, speak to experts and 
critics who are independently funded. 

Tips for seeing through PR AI hype



Activity:
Pick apart a PR pitch
15 minutes



A startup has developed AI software that 
reads chest X-rays and claims to be 99 
percent accurate. The startup CEO says that 
after running a trial at a hospital, the 
software demonstrated that it will save 
lives and cut costs because nurses will be 
able to detect lung cancer or other problems 
with the same proficiency as expert doctors.



AI modelsdata compute applications+

What data was this 
software trained 
on?

Who did that data 
come from?

Did they consent?

What were their 
demographics?

What monitoring is in 
place to detect errors?

How does the system 
save money, and for 
whom? Has that been 
proven?

How do nurses/doctors 
feel about this system?

Can patients opt out?

How much does the 
software cost? How does 
the startup get paid?

What exactly do the 
algorithms inside 
this system do?

Who says it’s 99 
percent accurate?

Was the software 
tested in (similar to) 
real world 
conditions?

How much did it cost 
to develop the 
software?

Where is the patient 
data being uploaded?

What happens once it 
is uploaded into this 
system?



A city government plans to use AI to evaluate 
applications for low-income housing. The 
government says the system will 
automatically accept those that are 
legitimate and flag those that are fraudulent 
for investigation; this will completely remove 
any bias from the process.



AI modelsdata compute applications+

What data was this 
model trained on?

Who did that data 
come from?

Did they consent?

What were their 
demographics?

Exactly what tasks is it 
performing and what do 
humans still have to do?

Who is using it on whom?

Since implementing the 
software, has there been 
a change in who gets 
accepted or rejected?

Do you really need AI, or 
is there an alternative 
that would be cheaper, 
more transparent, more 
reliable?

How was this system 
trained?

Is the government 
partnering with a 
private company, e.g. 
a cloud provider, to 
train this model?

How often is it going 
to be updated?

What kind of 
algorithm are they 
using?

Can you get access to 
the algorithm?

Has the software 
been audited for 
accuracy and bias?

How reliable is the 
software? Is that 
enough for this 
purpose?



● AI Snake Oil 

● Eighteen pitfalls to beware of in AI journalism

● How to report better on artificial intelligence - Columbia Journalism 
Review 

● 3 Easy Ways to Evaluate AI Claims - IEEE Spectrum

● Emily M. Bender – Medium    

● On the Dangers of Stochastic Parrots | Proceedings of the 2021 ACM 
Conference on Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency  

Resources

https://www.aisnakeoil.com/
https://www.aisnakeoil.com/p/eighteen-pitfalls-to-beware-of-in
https://www.cjr.org/analysis/how-to-report-better-on-artificial-intelligence.php
https://www.cjr.org/analysis/how-to-report-better-on-artificial-intelligence.php
https://spectrum.ieee.org/learn-the-red-flags-of-overhyped-ai-claims
https://medium.com/@emilymenonbender
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3442188.3445922
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3442188.3445922



