TRANSCRIPTION

For your convenience, we include a 95% accurate machine transcription of the conversation.

Eduardo Ariño Today, I'm joined by an alumni from the class of 2024, Ian Brandenburg. Ian has recently taken up endurance sports. And by the time you listen to this, he will have ridden over a hundred kilometers across the Swiss Alps.

He's a talented, classically trained pianist and used to manage a frozen custard restaurant. Hey, Ian, welcome. It's great to have you on our podcast. Thanks so before we deep dive into the program and this really interesting moment in the field, right?

Like with this birth and transition of AI, I want to learn more about you. I want to make sure that you know the audience has an idea who you are and in general just set the stage. So tell me a little bit more. Give me the two-minute version of your arc.

Where were you before CEU and why the MSBA?

Ian Brandenburg
So my name is Ian Brandenburg, and I have a background in management and more of the I would say soft skills in business, with business administration as my key focus.

When I was thinking about CEU, for example, and where I wanted to go with my career, I remembered that one of the main things that always fascinated me in life was mathematics and problem solving.

And I really wanted to go into more of a quantitative field. That's what drew me to CEU. When I found the business analytics program, it really called to me and spoke to me.

I saw the course outline what we would be learning, what we would be digging into. And I really felt like that was the program that I needed to be in. How do I get into that program? So did a lot of research, got into the program, really had a great time throughout the whole program.

It was honestly fantastic, great experience looking back on my academic career at CEU, and really has inspired me of where to go today.

I would say that CEU has inspired me to really look into the field of AI and machine learning specifically, and to gain a better understanding of where we stand currently in our world with AI, whether that be machine learning or generative AI and what the future looks like.

So CEU really inspired me to not just take a look at where we are now, but think about the future. That brings me today.

I work as a data analyst and consultant and am looking to continue my career in this exciting path of data analytics.

Eduardo Ariño That's great to hear. And just so I understand you were not in Austria to begin with, right? Like you had done some schoolwork in Austria, but can you just paint the little geographic picture?

Ian Brandenburg
Sure. When I graduated high school, I was located in the United States. I graduated in the United States with high school.

From that point, when I was deciding, when I was thinking about where do I want to be in the world, where do I want to go, I was doing a lot of critical thinking and reflecting of what are my next steps in life.

And when I would say I was around 16 or 17 years old.

I thought back over my life of having been a classically trained pianist since the age of four. And we had often spoken about Vienna, the famous composers from Vienna. And in fact, when I was four years old, I actually came to Vienna for the first time.

Oh wow. Very young and always had this idea in my head about Vienna. It was very romanticized and this is a beautiful place and I really want to go there.

And when I was thinking about where to go to university, my parents said, you know, Europe is also an option to consider.

Eduardo Ariño How cool of your parents to do that.

Ian Brandenburg
It was a great privilege, to be honest. And we began looking into universities in Europe and specifically Vienna really had a strong pull for me.

So that was when I made the jump and started my bachelor's in Vienna and continued on here to CEU with my masters.

Eduardo Ariño Amazing. So but you did. You had a professional life before you came to CU. Talk just a little bit about that.

And something that I like to ask is what is one non-analytics thing from your past that still helps you out today in your technical role?

Ian Brandenburg
I had a professional career as a manager, a general manager of a restaurant in the United States. This was something that I did during the time period of COVID. I needed an internship for my bachelor's in Austria, but wanted to be also close with my family during this time.

So I took some time during the COVID pandemic and spent that time with my parents.

During that time I needed an internship, so I became a general manager of a restaurant, a frozen custard restaurant.

Eduardo Ariño Delicious.

Ian Brandenburg
Amazing.

From there, I learned so many critical skills when it comes to working with people, working with people, whether that be clients, customers, coworkers, as well as management and leadership development skills.

And I think that this is something that is so critical in the field of data analytics, in the field of just business in general, to have this working with people skills.

It sounds so basic and normal, but it's a s a skill that's very complicated to actually learn in a classroom.

Eduardo Ariño It's incredibly comp I mean, people are complex. People have their own reasons for doing things. And as a manager, you have to learn how to navigate that.

Ian Brandenburg
Absolutely. So I would say that this is one of the most critical skills that I obtained during my time as a general manager before going into the more analytical and technical field.

Eduardo Ariño That's great. We're gonna switch topics a little bit right now. So, you know, you graduated a couple of years ago from the program. You were able to find a role. There's always some challenges when taking on a new role, right?

So can you describe a specific moment in your first analytics role after graduation where you felt lost? You know, and did you reach for the MSBA, what it taught you? Did it actually help? Can you can you give us a concrete example?

Ian Brandenburg
Some of the trickier things that I've faced, let's break it down to the more technical side of things.

A technical way of thinking, let's say there's a reason why we learn Python or learn coding in our program. It's really the problem-solving skills that we're going for, not to memorize the syntax.

I think this was something that I really called upon the program for, that I looked back and learning that ability to problem solve from a technical perspective was incredibly helpful. That really took me to the next level, I feel like.

Eduardo Ariño So just to make sure I understand what you're saying, you're saying that in your job, you had to code.

And that's when you realised that what you learned in coding was not the keywords and the syntax, but actually the problem of decomposing problems, abstraction, and structuring code. Is that what you're saying?

Ian Brandenburg
Exactly. We learned a new language in the current job that I'm working. When I was confronted with this new syntax, I was a little overwhelmed at the very first moment when I saw everything. It's all so new. There's so much to learn.

But what I realised is that there is a strong correlation to what we learn in the program when it comes to dissecting problems and breaking things down from an analytical perspective to really work out what the problem is.

So I would say that this is more or less one of the great things I called upon from the program when moving into the professional field.

Eduardo Ariño Yeah, it makes sense. And really resonates with me, right? I think learning to program is one of those humbling processes where you learn layer after layer.

Yeah. And only five layers in do you realise what the first layer taught you.

Ian Brandenburg
Exactly.

Eduardo Ariño So we're gonna now change a little bit. So you're in your career, right? You've learned a program, you've learned this new language. Do you have a moment in your career since graduating that you're particularly proud of?

Like looking back, can you point to something and say, this is what was meaningful to me?

Ian Brandenburg
I think for me, one of the most meaningful interactions that I've had, and this is something that I've had more than once now in my career, is being able to present a solution to a client, a stakeholder, a colleague.

And that individual says, yes, that is helpful. That is something that we can use. That is something that will take our process and improve it.

And I think that when you're deep into the code, sometimes you lose sight of what we're really doing and how we're really trying to optimise and improve different platforms or different processes.

And I think that was a moment, whenever that happened for the first time, of presenting to a stakeholder or a client or a colleague. And the response was yes, I can see how that's helpful. You've convinced me.

And I think that was something that I learned from the program is that we as data analysts, we are trying to convince our stakeholders that the solution that we have in mind is the effective solution that will take us to the next level.

So I would say that this was a moment that I really felt that.

My opinions were important and mattered.

Eduardo Ariño I really like that. You know, something that I can't remember if I said it when we had class together is you know, we're human beings working with human beings for human beings to make the human world better.

And so that moment where you actually go, oh, I've actually changed someone's mind, and now we're together going to do something else. That means a lot.

Ian Brandenburg
I was thinking of your class when I spoke of this. I remember that. Yeah.

Eduardo Ariño I appreciate that. Going down a level of abstraction, tell us, you know, what does your day-to-day work look like now? You know, you graduated really during that big transition in AI.

Has AI changed the proportion of time you spend on different tasks compared to when you graduated?

Ian Brandenburg
I would say from my experience, a lot of what we're doing on a day-to-day basis and my current role, the overall idea is client support being very client-facing and helping our clients move to the next level.

So this is something it's very people-facing, right? So lots of calls, lots of interactions. And I think that's something that's very important regarding human interaction. That there's also a lot of coding and a lot of optimization as well that we're doing.

And we work in an agile project management style. We have sprints that we do. So the we have daily stand-ups, for example. So this is more or less what our day looks like.

Wake up, we have our daily, we have our tasks, and we take care of those tasks for the sprint.

Eduardo Ariño Did AI change the ratios of time or anything like that?

Ian Brandenburg
I would say AI is helpful for sure. There are certain tasks that we can optimise or improve with AI within the workplace.

We have an internal AI that we use so that we have secure client data. Cool. Super cool. And I would say it works quite well and is very helpful for moving us forward a bit faster.

So yes, I would say that AI has helped us in the workplace improve our processes and optimise certain tasks that would rather be relatively redundant and take a lot of time, a lot of manual work that might not necessarily need a lot of thought, if that makes sense.

Eduardo Ariño Yeah, it makes sense. Do you find yourself using AI outside of work at all?

Ian Brandenburg
Yes.

Eduardo Ariño What is your preferred AI stack on in your regular non-work life?

Ian Brandenburg
I use ChatGPT for funsies. What I use it for is relatively mundane tasks. I would say that I use it sparingly.

A lot of times it's helpful for language.

As I'm learning German in Austria, I've leaned on ChatGPT for some language tips and grammar breakdowns to analyse a text that I wrote, for example, to see is this grammatically correct or not.

These are some of the tasks that I've used ChatGPT for as kind of a language tutor on the side, but not the primary learning source, of course. You learn by doing. Yeah. But that's one of the tasks, for example, that I've used it for.

Eduardo Ariño It's fun to hear you say that. You know, so much of early AI was machine translation. Yeah. Was exactly that. And yet I to this day, I you know, when I'm in Austria, I'm using it for machine translation.

I was in Hungary a week ago, I was using it for machine translation. I went to Amsterdam for a wedding over the weekend, I'm using it for machine translation.

Ian Brandenburg
For sure. But what I find fascinating on that is that we have to use it sparingly with certain things in mind from my perspective. For example, you can sometimes see a text message and know that ChatGPT was used.

More or less if it's your native language, you can identify those things. If it's not, then it can be a little more tricky. But I think a really interesting example that I have is that ChatGPT a lot of time uses M-dash. Yeah. It's the M-dash.

And when I see M-dash scattered through a paragraph 20 times, it's for me obvious that ChatGPT was used. And as the receiver of that message, it feels less genuine as a result of that.

And I think that's kind of an interesting on the topic of the translation. I think that it has to be used with something in mind.

Eduardo Ariño I think you're completely right. And I actually think you're touching on a reality that there is a backlash against this.

I can't remember who it was a pretty famous venture capitalist. The other day, somebody who had themselves funded dozens, if not hundreds of AI companies said, if I can tell your email was written by AI, I'm not going to read it.

And so even though it's this incredible tool, the reality is you can't use it everywhere, which to your point, I think that's the case of all tools. Like you can't use a hammer everywhere, right? Like you can't use a Sawzall everywhere. Yeah.

One of the other problems with AI is that, gosh, is it confident. Can you give me a concrete example where AI gave you an answer that was confidently wrong?

That it just it just flat out made something up and it was sure about it. And how did you catch it?

Ian Brandenburg
I have played around with AI quite a bit, and I've tried to get it to agree to things that are just false.

Eduardo Ariño Oh, fantastic.

Ian Brandenburg
And I'm curious. I'm a curious person and I want to test the limits of it.

I don't have a concrete example for you at the moment, but I can say that there have been many circumstances where I've sat down to kind of mess with ChatGPT, so to say, and make it believe something that's not true and then confidently tell me in response.

So I have seen this before. I've seen this confident hallucination from ChatGPT. And I think it's quite fascinating, to be honest, as you said, the level of confidence and it's a flaw in the tool for sure.

Eduardo Ariño I love candy. I absolutely love candy. And one of my favourite tricks is actually getting ChatGPT to agree that MMs are absolutely a health food. And you can, with not a lot of work, it'll sit there and it'll go, buddy, you're right.

You know what? You deserve that family sized pack of MMs. I mean, you've done so much exercise. It's basically a health food. And is not to your listener.

Ian Brandenburg
I think that ChatGPT relies a lot on the context window within the individual chat too. So I think that a lot of that type of hallucination could also be brought back to that context.

Eduardo Ariño Oh, that's insightful. You're saying the actual underlying models, no MMs are not a healthy. But within the context, you're saying you can shape it to go and say, no, no, no. Ms. Wonderful healthcare.

Ian Brandenburg
That's what I'm thinking. I'm suspicious of that being a contributor to this false hallucination, however we might put it, but I believe that this could be a contributor to that.

Eduardo Ariño I think that's right.

There are places where AI has made you genuinely faster. You were talking about that there's routine work that doesn't require potentially a lot of thought. Can you talk about one specific task where AI has genuinely made you faster?

And on the other hand, can you think of one where it's actually made the work more annoying?

Ian Brandenburg
I can answer the annoying question where it has made certain aspects of the job a little bit annoying would be communication, I think, if I feel like I'm on the receiving end, kind of what we had talked about earlier.

If I'm on the receiving end of messages generated by AI that hadn't been looked through, I think that can be challenging, let's say. I don't find myself very annoyed in my job.

Eduardo Ariño That's great to hear.

Ian Brandenburg
I would put it, yeah, it's a good job. I it's a really good job. I would say challenging whenever there's a communication barrier as a result of AI use.

This I find difficult because when a message is filled with emojis instead of the actual words of communication, that can be a little bit tricky.

Eduardo Ariño Yeah, it's not necessarily the fact that it was created with AI. It's the fact that you're saying, I can tell somebody didn't actually read this output. They were just a copy paster from the chat window directly into the outlook. Is that what you're saying?

Ian Brandenburg
Yeah, something like this.

Eduardo Ariño Yeah, there's a there's a meme online about this idea that if you're going to write an email to an executive, you write out three bullet points and then you go to a chat GPT and you go.

Turn these three bullet points into an executive worthy email and it turns it into five paragraphs. And the moment that the executive gets that email, they just copy-paste it into ChatGPT and say, please turn this into three bullet points.

And the reality is that in the middle we're just burning tokens. So what is one analytics skill that you think matters less than it used to because of AI, and one that matters more than it used to because of AI.

Ian Brandenburg
One that matters more because of AI, and I'm going to go back to communication, because I personally, as a manager, as a former manager, I value communication and personal skills highly.

And I think that this is something that is more important as a result of AI. For example, individuals leaning more and more on AI to perform communication for them is taking away that personal communication skill.

So I think that from at least a university perspective, what's really important is presentations, oral examinations, more communication physically, verbally.

These are really important skills, I think to bring back in with the implementation of AI in society.

Eduardo Ariño Yeah, I agree completely. Can you think of a skill that was previously pretty important that actually AI drops in value?

Ian Brandenburg
Let's take the transition from accounting and finance bookkeeping from physical paper to the computer.

These are types of skills, mundane tasks that have now been more or less replaced by AI. Yeah, that's right. Or could be done by AI.

I think these types of certain mundane tasks could be less requiring or needing certain skills from employees or for workers.

This is kind of my perception on it is that AI is a tool and we can use it to take care of some of these mundane tasks that no longer need to be done manually, as long as I think the critical thinking aspect is really important to maintain.

That is not a skill that should go down. In fact, as along with communication should go up with ChatGPT coming in. I think that critical thinking is incredibly important.

But certain mundane tasks that don't require critical thinking, but you would rather spend 10 hours sitting there doing over and over again, typing in something again, copy pasting.

Eduardo Ariño Typing is such a great example. Yeah. Typing was actually a non trivially useful skill. If you were good at touch typing, being a programmer was much easier. And I'm not even talking about the abstraction, the logic.

I'm literally just talking raw typing. And I think I can point to that as a skill that really has dropped in value. I mean, we go back fifty to seventy years. Typing was literally a skill that got you a job by itself.

I think that it's gonna be pretty hard to get a job just typing nowadays. I agree.

Using AI as a tool is a choice. And I really like the way that you think about it, right? Like you've got a really good framework. You're thinking very judiciously, you're making sure to keep critical thinking up.

That means that there's been times you could have chosen to use an AI tool, but chose not to use an AI tool even though it was available. What makes you hold back whenever it is that you could use an AI tool, you've got this internal tool at work. What makes you hold back?

What is the decision-making process for you when you say, nope, this is not the time for an AI tool.

Ian Brandenburg
I think one of the key reasons why we don't lean on AI for certain things, let's take mental health, for example. It's one of the key fundamental core things that we don't use AI for. We shouldn't use AI for.

And one of the main reasons is that it doesn't have all of the context. It doesn't have all of the inputs. And putting that all in, there's no safety net to ensure that it has all of the inputs.

It's why we lean on a human for these types of things and why we should continue leaning on humans for mental health, for example. That's an extreme example, of course.

But whenever I'm confronted with the choice of using AI or not, I'm asking myself am I going to be able to give the AI enough context to give me a solution that is well rounded and sustainable?

Eduardo Ariño That's correct.

Yeah. It can fool you into believing it has all of the context necessary. And you know, mental health is a great example. I mean, there's news articles going around it right now about the way that people's interactions with AIs and with bots have caused like genuine mental health challenges.

And I think this goes back to the hallucinations, it goes back to the sycophancy that we were discussing. It is not really a tool for pushing back. It is a tool for diving in. And that may not be what is necessary.

And sometimes we see people dive in way too hard. do you have any examples or can you think about a time that you've seen people make a mistake because they trusted AI far too much?

Ian Brandenburg
Maybe I would lean on something that I've seen from friends in my personal life rather than colleagues at the workplace.

I have seen individuals' friends lean into AI for support regarding legal issues, for example.

Oh and I think that this is where I would say, hey, I think that's why we have lawyers, for example, because they understand the full context. It's the very same problem. It's a context issue.

There are so many inputs when it comes to legal issues.

and although it will give you answers really quickly, I think that if used for anything related to legal issues, for example, it can maybe provide sources to look into, but still.

Doesn't have the full context. And when it comes to legal situations, I think that this is something that I've seen from people in the past.

Eduardo Ariño Pretty high stakes stuff. Yeah. It actually you just reminded me of an example of you know, I'm in a group chat. April 15th is tax day in the United States. And there was a bunch of folks in the group chat saying, like, oh, Claude did my taxes this year.

I just uploaded my W-2s and all of my bank information and it filled out my taxes.

And I just couldn't help but thinking about all of the times that any of these bots have been just confidently wrong and how I couldn't imagine having to sit in front of the IRS and go, oh, but like the chat bot said so.

I do think to your point, though, it speaks well about the company that you're at that like really your examples are more from your personal life. I think that means, you know, and it makes sense your company has an internal AI.

It sounds like overall there's just like a lot of thoughtfulness about how to apply AI to the day-to-day work. Is that just a cultural issue? Is that just they're really aware? What why do you think your company is so on it, really, about how to think about this?

Ian Brandenburg
I think from my experience with my company, it's a very analytical and critical thinking type of company.

What's really important to us is face-to-face communication, critical thinking with clients in calls, rather than pushing back everything, rather than not really thinking for ourselves.

I think that's something that I've seen as a prominent and consistent factor amongst colleagues, very critical thinking and attentive to how important critical thinking is.

And I think that's the key difference is that are we able to think for ourselves and how can we apply that rather than how well can we prompt ChatGPT, for example.

So I would say that as a very analytical company, they have been very invested into the new evolution of AI, where we are very in the know and very on top of what that looks like on implementing that and wanting to be a part of that.

Eduardo Ariño Oh, that's great. That sounds like a really great environment. Let's now switch over to talking a little bit about the MSBA program, right? So you went through the MSBA program not that long ago.

What is one thing the MSBA program should spend less time on in the next three years, and one thing we should spend more time on in the next three years?

Ian Brandenburg
I can speak to what I think should be focused on more is more presentations, because this is where you can really stand out nowadays, is your presentation skills and your communication skills in person, in front of an audience or in front of an individual, whether that be in an interview or actually with clients later on.

I think that this is a skill that's critical.

Because back to our point from earlier, we are really trying to convince people of our ideas in analytics.

And if you cannot convince somebody of your idea, then you're not going to get anywhere.

The other thing is AI doesn't have the context to know everything and to communicate everything the way you as an individual might communicate it.

It also doesn't have the ability to read people and read the room and see how do we need to communicate in this very moment.

So I think these skills are incredibly important in the field of data analytics, business analytics moving forward.

So I would say that this is one of the focuses I would emphasise on in the program is really increasing engagement on a speaking front, so to say.

Eduardo Ariño As I think I said once in the class, engineers can build without analytics people. Product managers can decide what to build without analytics people. Our superpower comes in and in providing this 360 view of engineers, this is what you should use your time on.

Product managers, this is what you should drive because the data says this. And it's that web is so valuable and so powerful when you actually deploy it inside of a company. But there was a trade-off. What do you think should be taught a little less?

Because if we're going to teach more presentation skills.

We gotta we gotta take something out of somewhere.

Ian Brandenburg
That's a tricky question because looking back on the program, for me, I found everything that I had learned really insightful and helpful.

And I think that this communication factor, presentation factor doesn't need to be added on in the sense that we need to remove something, but rather implement it in, perhaps in place of a traditional exam, for example.

A traditional exam can be helpful. You have to study, you have to learn. It shows how well you can learn in a certain period of time.

But I would in a sense say that we're not taking out course material, more style of courses. So it's an appro a different approach to having an actual course itself and what we have in the course.

Eduardo Ariño I love it. Clever, clever answer. Clever answer, Ian. Yeah. You're not like you don't need to take anything out. You just need to, as professors, work a little bit harder on the evaluations. Make them make them more synchronous. I think you're right. Honestly.

I think you're I think it would be it would be very hard to point to anything and go, oh, that's not valuable. We run a tight ship. It's a compressed program. The things we've chosen, we've chosen because smart people have looked across and said, well, gosh, well, you really need to know that.

But I think you're right. I think and it is something that we're doing more of. I th we're having more in-person exams, more actual conversation.

Ian Brandenburg
Yeah, I have one point that I might interject here of touching on why.

The variety of courses is so helpful is because it allows me or teaches me how to communicate in the world of data analytics, whether that be communicating with data engineers, data scientists, data analysts, this is something that I find really valuable because now when a data engineer is doing an ETL and needs something from me, such as a data schema, then I know what that is and I'm able to communicate with them.

Even though I'm not actually performing the tasks myself, the data engineer has communicated me and I can understand the lingo. I understand what they need.

So yeah, it back on my point of I didn't really find particular course material not necessary, but just an approach, a stylistic approach.

Eduardo Ariño I think you're right. I think what you're saying is right and clever that the role of a great data person is this integrator role in many ways.

You are the person where the business needs, the technical needs, the engineering needs, the customer needs all come together inside of this one person who then has to advocate quantitatively. So finish this sentence if you can.

Five years from now, the MSBA graduates who succeed will be the ones who learned to blank, not the ones who learn to blank.

Ian Brandenburg
Yeah, I think that this is a question that we've answered already throughout this discussion.

They will be the ones who are able to critically think, not able to complicatedly prompt things, so to say.

You know, and I think that I would say prompt chat bots, for example, not to speak negatively on that, because I think that there are useful ways of using this and that prompt engineering is a useful skill.

But prompt engineering isn't going to mean success.

And I think that's something that's really important for people to understand about where we are with AI is that you can be a master at prompt engineering, but that is not going to equal success. And I would say that critical thinking is where that lies.

Eduardo Ariño Yeah, I love it. One of the one of the great frameworks that I learned in life is that in life you can choose to be a simplifier or a complexifier.

And simplifiers are people who understand what is critical and what is not critical and who can convey it in such a way that you change a person's mind or you at least inform it. I think what you're saying really resonates with that. Well, thank you very much for coming. This was really, really great.

I look forward to just continuing to follow you on LinkedIn, see you in person, and see you around Vienna.

Ian Brandenburg
Likewise. Thank you very much for having me. Really appreciate it.
