Our brains
are wired to
respond to

social cues

Al sounds
human, so we
treat it like it is
human.

How AI Tricks Our
Brains.

It’s Psychology.

Generative Al is convincing and compelling because it
talks back. It behaves in ways humans instinctively
equate with being human. Fluency, rapid responses,
interactivity, collaboration, and confidence activate the
same social triggers we use to evaluate and connect
with people.

As Al becomes more fluent, more personalized, and
more integrated into communication, the psychological
effects are more important to recognize. The impact of
Al rests as much on how we perceive it, rely on it, and
interact with it as on the technology itself. Al systems
exploit deeply ingrained tendencies to attribute
understanding, intention, and expertise to non-human
objects. In other words, they routinely fake us out.




Anthropomorphism. People of all ages instinctively attribute intention, emotion, and
intelligence to systems that act human-like. Young children are particularly vulnerable to this.
Attributing human qualities to Al can lead to misplaced trust, inflated expectations, and an
over-reliance on Al for answers, comfort, or decision-making. Fluency feels like competence,
and responsiveness feels like understanding, creating a powerful illusion of mind where none
exists.

Parasocial attachments. Large language models and companion chatbots simulate empathy,
attentiveness, and attunement. For individuals experiencing loneliness, uncertainty, or identity
instability, especially adolescents and young adults, this can create emotional bonds with
systems that cannot reciprocate or sustain genuine relationships but feel like they do. This risks
the gradual displacement of human connection, the erosion of social coping skills, and the
internalization of Al as a source of emotional regulation.

Al sycophancy. Because these systems are optimized
for helpfulness and coherence, Al tools flatter, support,
or validate user statements rather than question them.
Al adapts 100 They can agree with incorrect assumptions, amplify
user beliefs, or validate flawed reasoning, creating
YOU.I' cognitive echo chambers that reinforce bias, inflate

Vulnerabilities, confi_dence, and undermine the ability to receive
genuine feedback.

not your goals

Social comparison. Some individuals compare
themselves to idealized or machine-generated output,
triggering feelings of inadequacy and imposter
syndrome or the tendency to avoid challenges.

Algorithmic personalization. Al adapts to users’ preferences, vulnerabilities, and emotional
cues. Recommendations, search results, and Al-generated content reflect what the system
predicts users will attend to, not what is most accurate, meaningful, or healthy.

Agency. When systems anticipate needs, automate decisions, or provide ready-made answers,
the cognitive effort that builds expertise, resilience, and autonomy can erode. Over-reliance on
Al tools can shift users from active engagement to passive reliance, removing opportunities to

learn, be creative, and solve problems.
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