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AI in four moves
AI & research funding
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 - the future



Artificial Intelligence in four moves
1. Calculating machines ….. 1956

2. Learning algorithms ….. 1986

3. Large Language models ….. 2022

4. Agents                               ….. 2025
a. Context
b. Agency
c. Ownership



The agentic turn in AI 

For most of their short history, Large Language Models 
(LLMs) have been used interactively; a user poses a 
question and the model responds as a ‘chat bot’. 

Agentic AI changes this relationship. An agent is an LLM 
equipped with tools such as the ability to search the 
web, read documents, write and execute code, or call 
external services. 

Grant writing and reviewing sit naturally in the space 
of agents. The task is goal-oriented, information-rich, 
rule-bound and iterative. These are exactly the 
conditions where agents perform well. 



https://www.anthropic.com/research
/claude-code-expertise



https://openai.com/index/research-a
cceleration-view-inside-openai/



Risks
Automation & alignment
Bias 

- Prototypicality
- Incumbency
- Offloading
- Hallucination
- Neglect

Capital



AI & research funding - now



AI & funding





Unpublished analysis of em dash frequency in 
funded project summaries available via open 
repositories at Wellcome, SNSF and UKRI 
(Tom Stafford/RoRI, 2026)



Score compression



Scientific production in the era of large 
language models https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adw3000

Signal loss

+ Increased 
productivity

+ Gain greatest for 
non-native 
english 
speakers

+ More diverse 
literature cited



AI & research funding - the 
future



Quantifying large language model usage in 
scientific papers (Liang et al, 2025) https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-025-02273-8



Making Talk Cheap: Generative AI and Labor 
Market Signaling. Galdin & Silbert,(2025).arXiv preprint arXiv:2511.08785.

https://tomstafford.substack.com/p/when-trusted-signals-collapse



Diversity Loss



The Future of Peer Review: 
A system-wide perspective
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.fig
share.32685351



Trends
Arms race in AI use

Demand management 

Validation / verification

Trust markers of research output

Researcher communities

Pull rather than push models of funding



Absorptive Capacity  
"the ability of a firm to recognize the value of new, external 
information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends is 
critical to its innovative capabilities. We label this capability a 
firm's absorptive capacity and suggest that it is largely a function 
of the firm's level of prior related knowledge"

Cohen, W. M., & Levinthal, D. A. (1990). Absorptive capacity: A new perspective on learning and innovation. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 35(1), 128–152.

"That is, the performance of basic research may be thought of as 
a ticket of admission to an information network."

Rosenberg, N. (1990). Why do firms do basic research (with their own money)? Research Policy, 19(2), 
165–174.



A few places still available at the 2026 RoRI Consortium meeting – for more on 
agentic AI, the Meta-moment and comparative funder-engaged metascience (email: 
jw@researchonresearch.org)

mailto:jw@researchonresearch.org


Responses
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RoRI abstract for Schmidt Sciences meeting 
on ‘Validating AI-Driven Science’ (linked to 
RoRI’s new Inflection project)



New international initiatives to 
maintain trust and credibility 
in the scientific system 



Where this goes over next 2 years, and 3 questions for funders

Five expectations
• The written proposal loses most of its remaining discriminating 

power (high confidence). Diffusion is past the median in publications; 
polish sways human and machine judges; a competent bid costs 
almost nothing.

• AI enters review at scale as scout, not judge (high). Expect at least 
one visible false-negative failure of the Nagarajappa type before 
2029, and regulation shaped by it.

• Allocable scarcity migrates from proposals to validation 
(medium-high). New instruments: validation vouchers, user-facility 
access models, milestone-gated funding, AI data stocktakes.

• Demand management and interviews spread, then plateau 
(medium). Lotteries above threshold become routine for a minority 
of schemes.

• Disclosure regimes converge on the DFG pattern (medium), 
generating the first longitudinal data on AI use in review.

Questions for funders
1.  Do we know our own curve? What share of our 
applications and reviews, involved AI agents in 2026, 
and how would we find out?

2.  Which parts of our assessment can survive proxy 
collapse? Track record, interviews, verified feasibility, 
or none of the above?

3.  Where do we redeploy assessment effort: 
validation capacity, shared AI tooling and bias audits 
with RoRI funder partners, or defending the proposal 
stage?

Reading about agents is not the same as studying them at work. Commission a live or 
shadow agentic run against a funding call and put the result in front of the Board.



RESERVE SLIDES FOLLOW
(not part of talk)



Labour market responses
Arms race

- Applicants submit more applications
- Employeers use AI triage



Journal responses

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41
586-026-03153-5 https://www.thetransmitter.org/publishing/scientists-decry-confe

rences-use-of-hidden-prompts-to-snare-ai-peer-reviews/

https://www.researchprofessional.c
om/news-articles/article/1419829



https://www.nature.com/articles/d41
586-026-01595-5



https://arxiv.org/pdf/2609.19420



https://www.aclweb.org/portal/conte
nt/acl-sustainable-reviewing-policy



Peterson, D., & Panofsky, 
A. (2023). Metascience as 
a Scientific Social 
Movement: D. Peterson, A. 
Panofsky. Minerva, 61(2), 
147-174. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11
024-023-09490-3



More metascience
Different funding mechanisms: 
Distributed Peer Review, partial 
randomisation, golden tickets, 
narrative CVs, 

System level effects: metrics, 
national research evaluation, the 
meta-science moment, the AI shock

Platforms: funder data platform, new 
publication forms (PRC)

https://forms.gle/TV9DdsAHHP5aUDHN7

Experimental Funders Group
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35

The Research on Research 
Institute Impact Report 
(2023-2025)

https://researchonresearch.or
g/roris-impact-what-weve-achi
eved-and-where-were-going/

https://researchonresearch.org/roris-impact-what-weve-achieved-and-where-were-going/
https://researchonresearch.org/roris-impact-what-weve-achieved-and-where-were-going/
https://researchonresearch.org/roris-impact-what-weve-achieved-and-where-were-going/


Our mission is to accelerate transformative research on research 
systems, cultures and decision-making through metascientific methods, 

data and evidence.

•Research for 

Public Good

•Collaboration and 

Co-Design

•Innovation and 

Experimentation

•Evidence with 

Integrity





Our three priority areas

3
8

Experiments PlatformsSystems

Controlled experiments 
and/or data-driven 

(occasionally qualitative) 
studies of specific elements 
of funding mechanisms to 

test effectiveness/ 
efficiency/ understand pros 

and cons.

Wider studies of the past, 
present or future operation 

of particular elements of 
research systems. Often 

more qualitative/ case 
study based.

Creating/ maintaining/ 
curating tools or facilities 

that can collect or hold data 
relevant to metascientific 

enquiry.
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RoRI’s phase 2 projects – a timeline

AGORRA (several workstreams)

AFIRE (several workstreams)
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The experimental research 
funder’s handbook (Revised 
edition, June 2022, ISBN 
978-1-7397102-0-0). 
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figsh
are.19459328.v2

We can plan/run experiments
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What makes a 
RoRI project?

1. It has to involve a 
transdisciplinary/collaborative 
dimension between researchers 
and funder, e.g.
• Analysis using internal funder 

data
• Experiments on funders’ internal 

systems
• Analysis of funders’ processes, 

strategies or tools

2. It has to involve multiple funders 
so that there is a comparative/ 
international dimension

• Beyond single-funder 
consultancy projects

• ‘strength in numbers’

• More robust & widely relevant 
findings

4
1



Accelerator For Innovation & Research 
Funding Experimentation (AFIRE)

1.Awareness

2.Motivation

3.Capacity

4.Scale and reach

5.The culture

https://researchonresearch.org/project/a-f-i-r-e/ These slides:
 bit.ly/tomstafford

http://bit.ly/tomstafford


OUR DEFINITION OF EXPERIMENT

Principled
A research design that 
allows inference about 
what causes what 
(before/after, shadow 
experiments, true 
experiment/RCT).

Planned
Primary outcome 
measure and analysis 
plan declared in 
advance.

Public
A commitment to 
sharing the results 
regardless of outcome.
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FORUM
Sharing work by funders, for 
funders. Building global 
awareness and initial 
motivation to experiment.

CAPACITY 
BUILDING
Sprints on AI/ML in reviewer 
selection. Equipping funding 
institutions with execution 
frameworks.

EXPERIMENTS
Distributed Peer Review, Partial 
Randomisation, Desk Rejection, and 
robust quantitative pilots.

https://researchonresearch.org/project/a-f-i-r-e/
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AFIRE  | 2024-25 Funder Forum Series

Villum Experiment – a grant scheme with double-blind evaluation
Anders Smith, Villum Foundation
Predicting Progress: A Pilot of Expected Utility Forecasting in Science 
Funding
Alice Wu, Federation of American Scientists & Jordan Dworkin, Open 
Philanthropy
Enhancing EDI in application processes in the CES Transformation Fund
Rachel Kendal, Principal Investigator CES Transformation Fund
Partial Randomisation at The British Academy
Ken Emond, The British Academy & Adrian Barnett, Queensland University of 
Technology
Do Grant Proposal Texts Matter for Funding Decisions? A Field Experiment 
at NWO
Müge Şimşek, University of Amsterdam
An experiment with Distributed Peer Review
Hanna Denecke, The Volkswagen Foundation
Two-stage versus continuous application processing
Jan-Ole Hesselberg, Stiftelsen Dam

https://www.youtube.com/
@researchonresearchinstitut6175

Recordings

https://www.youtube.com/@researchonresearchinstitut6175
https://www.youtube.com/@researchonresearchinstitut6175


FORUM  | Experimental Funders Group, 2026
Shorter talks, more time for discussion

13 May 16:00 CEST
AI in Funding
17 June 16:00 CEST
Distributed Peer Review
16 December 09:00 CEST
‘Lottery First’ methods
24 February 16:00 CEST
Desk Rejection

https://forms.gle/TV9DdsAHHP5aUDHN7

https://forms.gle/TV9DdsAHHP5aUDHN7


https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figs
hare.29270534.v1 

https://doi.org/10.6084/m
9.figshare.29994841

https://doi.org/10.1186/s
41073-026-00246-7

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29270534.v1
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29270534.v1
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29994841
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29994841
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41073-026-00246-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41073-026-00246-7


https://researchonresearch.org/project/a-f-i-r-e/
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New work from AFIRE

https://rori.figshare.com/articles
/report/_b_Demand_managem
ent_findings_from_a_multi-fun
der_workshop_b_/32044422?file
=64292685

https://researchonresearchinstitute.subst
ack.com/

New projects!
- Desk rejection
- EFFORT
- Researcher attitudes 

to funder 
experimentation

- Understanding DPR
- Agentic AI and 

funding

https://rori.figshare.com/articles/report/_b_Demand_management_findings_from_a_multi-funder_workshop_b_/32044422?file=64292685
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