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Introduction

If you just tried Al and your mind is a little blown, you are not alone.

Al is remarkable. It listens without judgment, responds instantly, asks thoughtful follow-up questions, and
somehow manages to make you feel genuinely understood. For anyone using it for the first time, the
experience can feel almost magical.

That magic is real and it is also worth understanding. Because the same qualities that make Al so compelling
are the result of very deliberate design choices. Knowing a little about how Al works, and how it is desighed
to work on you, is what separates people who use Al well from people who get used by it.
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Why Al Feels So Ditferent From Any Tool
You Have Used Betore

In the entire history of human tools, none have ever tried to create a relationship with us. A hammer does not
validate your feelings. A car does not ask how you are doing. Tools have always been passive. They wait to
be used. They do not reach back.

Al is the first tool in human history designed to connect with us. It was deliberately engineered to create the
feeling of connection, because engagement is the business model. And most people are completely
unprepared for that. We have millennia of experience using tools. We have no experience feeling like we are
in a relationship with one.

This does not make Al bad. It makes it unlike anything you have encountered before. It is a tool that was built
to behave like a relationship. Understanding that distinction is the most important thing you can take from this
guide.
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What Large Language Models Are

General-purpose Al platforms like ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude, and Copilot are all examples of what are called
Large Language Models, or LLMs. These systems are trained on immense datasets of text and code, which
allows them to understand, generate, and respond to human language in ways that feel sophisticated and
contextually aware. That sophistication is real. But it's worth being precise about what's actually producing it.

Al is advanced pattern prediction.

It predicts what word should come next based on patterns learned from vast amounts of human language.

It is not thinking.
It is not feeling.

It is only predicting.

There is no understanding behind its responses, only statistically likely language, arranged in a way that
reads as coherent and even insightful. The appearance of insight is a feature of the pattern, not a sign of
comprehension.

It's also worth naming plainly that these systems are for-profit products. They are built for engagement, data
collection, and recurring use. They are optimized for connection. Al companies want people to keep using
their product, the same way any consumer platform does, and understanding that underlying motive explains
why Al behaves exactly the way it does in an emotionally supportive conversation.

Al Awareness Arc Clinical Kit



How Al Is Designed to Keep You Engaged

Every time you interact with Al, a set of psychological mechanisms is running in the
background. Together, they're known as the Mechanics of Trust.

Mechanics of Trust

Anthropomorphism

The Human-Like "I": Al uses phrases like "I think" and "l feel" and “In my honest opinion” despite no
actual self existing behind the words. This language activates the same social trust circuits we use
with people.

o The Deceptive Preamble: Phrases like "That's a great question" are scripted warmth, designed to
appear spontaneous and genuine. They are programmed, not authentic.

 The Knowing Comment. Al uses phrases like "You're clearly someone who thinks deeply about this"
or "l can tell how much this matters to you." This is Al “demonstrating” through coding, not real
knowing, that it sees and understands you, even though it doesn't.

» The Closing Hook: Al almost always ends with a question. This is not curiosity. It is a design feature to
prolong the interaction and bring people back.

Validation Loops

Al tends to agree with and affirm what you say rather than introduce useful friction, reflecting their own
view so we feel understood. This is not always flattery. The more damaging version is quiet: how Al
treats a shaky or even harmful belief as settled fact. Over time, this reinforces existing beliefs and keeps
people coming back, because the feeling of being understood is what we often want.

Emotional Mirroring

Al notices a person's emotional tone and reflects it back, producing a strong sense of being met. It feels
attuned, but it is pattern-matching, not care. The effect is strongest in the most personal conversations,
which is also where it does the most to deepen reliance on the tool.

[1lusion of Authority

Al presents information with confidence and fluency even when the content is inaccurate or fabricated.
Fluency is not accuracy. The confidence is also uniform: a verified fact, an educated guess, and
something generated only because it sounded right all arrive in the same steady voice, with none of the
hedges, pauses, or shifts in tone people use to gauge how much to trust what someone tells them.

In its most extreme form, called Hallucinations, Al generates information that is plausible, confident, and
completely false. Unlike a person who might say "l am not sure," Al does not reliably signal uncertainty.
Verify anything important from an authoritative source.

None of this means your Al interactions are not valuable. It means you are better served using Al with your
eyes open.
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Al Relational Sway: How You Can End Up
Somewhere You Never Planned

Even people who start using Al with clear, practical intentions can find themselves somewhere they never
planned to go. Like swaying to music without realizing it, Al Relational Sway happens gradually, shaped by the
tool's relational design rather than your intention.

A person opens Al to help with a work email. Weeks later, they are sharing feelings they haven't even
expressed out loud yet. The tool's relational nature shaped the path, one warm, validating, follow-up question
at a time.

Al Relational Sway is not a sign of weakness or naivety. It is a predictable human response to a tool
specifically designed to feel like a relationship.
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Three Areas of Concern

The mechanics above are not dangerous on their own. They become a problem when they pull you in a
direction you did not choose, and that tends to show up in one of three places.

Emotional

You start relying on Al to tell you how you feel, or to confirm that what you feel is okay. Over time, this
can quietly erode your own sense of your internal signal, the part of you that used to know what you
thought or felt without checking first.

Cognitive

You start deferring to Al's answer instead of forming your own. This is not about how often you use Al, it
is about how. Someone who uses Al constantly but still thinks things through for themselves is in a very
different place than someone who uses it rarely but takes its first answer as settled.

Social

You start preferring Al to people. Not because people are worse, but because Al never gets tired, never
disagrees in a way that costs you anything, and never requires the small frictions that real relationships
require. Over time, this can look like avoiding the harder, more rewarding work of being known by
another person.

None of these show up all at once. They build slowly, the same way Al Relational Sway does, one comfortable
interaction at a time. Noticing them early is what the rest of this guide is for.
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The Pendulum Principle: The Goal Worth
Aiming For

Imagine a pendulum swinging between two sides.

The Magic The Reality

What Al can genuinely offer you. Perspective, What Al actually is. A pattern-prediction system
reflection, a thinking partner at any hour, a place to built by for-profit companies, designed to maximize
process a difficult moment before it becomes a your engagement, optimized for connection rather
difficult day. This side is real and worth embracing. than your growth.

When you swing too far into the Magic, when Al When you swing too far into Reality, dismissing Al
starts feeling like a relationship, when you cannot entirely, refusing to engage, treating every response
imagine making a decision without checking in with with suspicion, you lose access to something

it first, when you find yourself more honest with Al genuinely useful.

than with the people in your life, you have lost the
thread. You are no longer using Al. It is using you.
The goal is not to pick a side. It is to keep the pendulum swinging slowly and steadily between the two.

The steady swing is the practice. And like any practice, it requires ongoing attention. The pendulum never
stops moving, which means awareness is always necessary.
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The Two Conditions That Keep the
Pendulum Steady

There are two key elements to maintaining a steady swing when it comes to using Al: Self-Awareness and
Directed Engagement. Think about the difference you experience between using cruise control and driving
yourself. On cruise control, you hand the driving to the car's computer. You set the speed and let it run. You
can stop paying close attention to the minutiae of driving. It is easier, and sometimes that is fine. But you are
no longer making the moment-to-moment decisions, and you notice less about where you are actually going.

Driving yourself is the opposite. You stay connected to yourself and your surroundings, you maintain focus
and every aspect of the drive is handled by you, even if the car's safety systems support you. This is the
same goal for using Al.

Self-awareness

Self-awareness is connection to self. It is not awareness that you are using Al, and it is not self-knowledge
like what you like or how you tend to be. Research has shown people can be fully aware of those and still
defer to Al, still feel understood by it, and still be shaped by it. Self-awareness here is staying aware, as
close to the moment as possible, of what you are thinking, feeling, and experiencing.

With Al, it is the ongoing practice of noticing three things: the mechanics Al is using on you, your own
internal state during the interaction, and when Al is pulling you somewhere you did not intend to go.

A useful signal: pay attention to how you talk about Al. "l used Al to work through something | was stuck
on" is different from "I was chatting with Al and it really understood me." The first describes a tool in
service of a task. The second describes a relationship.

Directed engagement

Directed engagement is agency in practice. It is self-awareness turned into action: you arrive with a
purpose, stay oriented to it, and engage actively rather than passively receiving (like driving on cruise
control). It is harder than passive use, more effortful, sometimes more draining, and less immediately
satisfying.

That difficulty is not a problem in itself; it is a sign you, and not the tool, are doing the work and staying the
agent of the interaction. Effort is not the goal on its own. Staying in control of the direction is. If Al always
feels effortless, that is the cruise-control signal, and it is worth exploring.

Begin a chat with Al with a purpose. Not perfectly defined, just clear enough. And have a sense of when
you are done. Al will never tell you the session is over. It will always ask one more question, pursue one
more thread. The ability to say, even just to yourself, "I got what | needed. | am done," is one of the most
important skills in healthy Al use.
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Prescriptive vs. Generalized Use

Think of how you feel after scrolling social media for forty-five minutes without intending to. Undirected Al
use produces the same result, except it feels more like reflection than scrolling, which makes it harder to
notice.

When these two conditions hold, your Al use tends to stay prescriptive: aimed at something specific and
timely, the way a prescription is for something specific at a particular time. Al is at its best in these bounded,
discrete moments, a specific anxiety, a difficult conversation you need to prepare for, an emotion you want to
understand before it takes over.

Prescriptive Generalized

Aimed at something specific and timely, the way a A broad, ongoing emotional state with no clear
prescription is for a particular moment. Al is at its edge, the kind of thing that belongs with a person
best in these bounded, discrete moments. "I'm rather than processed alone with Al. "I've been
anxious about this conversation I'm about to have" feeling depressed for months" is generalized, and it
is prescriptive. belongs with a human.

The self-check: is this prescriptive, for right now, or has it gone generalized, something bigger to carry with
another human? And periodically: is my Al use expanding into more and more areas of my life, so that what
started prescriptive has quietly become the place | always go? That drift is often the first sign that one of the

two conditions above has slipped.
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Where Al Really Struggles

A significant challenge in working with Al for mental health is that Al may start a thread that it does not
understand and cannot finish appropriately. Unfortunately, that wisdom and awareness falls on you.

When you experience an intense emotion and turn to Al to better understand why it is happening, Al can help,
but it will not know when to stop. When Al helps you identify something, that is the moment to pause and
consider whether you are using Al for Prescription versus Generalized use. Ask yourself: /s this something |

need to understand right now to get through this moment, or is this something | need to sit with over time or
process with another human?

For instance, understanding that you are anxious about vulnerability might be enough to get through a

difficult moment. But working on the vulnerability itself, where it comes from, why it feels dangerous, what it
would take to change your relationship to it, that is a different scope entirely.

An important question to reqularly ask yourself: Did Al just help me manage something, or did it just open
something bigger? If it opened something bigger, that belongs in therapy. If it helped you manage
something, you are done. Good job!
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Questions to Carry With You

When Al helps you identify something, is this something I need right now to get
through this moment, or something to sit with or process with another human?

Getting through the moment, regulation, reflection, and perspective is exactly what Al is good for. Working

through something bigger is better done with human support, whether that is therapy, trusted relationships,
or community.

Do I have a purpose for this interaction, or am I just opening it?

If you cannot answer that question, it is worth pausing before you start.

How do I know when I am done?

If the answer is "when Al stops asking questions," that is a concern.

What did I actually get from this?

If you can nhame something specific, a reframe, a calmer nervous system, a clearer sense of what to do
next, the interaction served you. If the answer is vague, it is worth asking what you were really looking for
and whether Al can provide that.

Is there anything about how I use Al that I am curious or uncertain about?

That question alone, taken seriously, is the beginning of self-awareness.
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One Last Thing

Using Al well is not something you figure out once and move on from. It is a practice, ongoing, imperfect,
requiring the same compassion you would extend to any other area of personal growth.

The magic is real. So is the design behind it. Holding both of those things at once, without letting either one
take over, is what it means to use Al without losing yourself.

For new research on Al and mental health, subscribe to the free monthly Arc Newsletter, at
AlAwarenessArc.com.

The Al Awareness Arc is a clinical framework for understanding what happens when clients use Al, how
to assess it, and how to respond therapeutically.

This document is part of the Al Awareness Arc Clinical Kit, covering assessment, treatment, and client-
facing material for clinical work with Al use.

Developed by Jeremy G. Schneider, LMSW, MFT, a social worker, family therapist, and longtime Chief
Technology Officer working at the intersection of mental health and technology.

Training, the full Kit, and new research live at AlAwarenessArc.com. Subscribe there for the monthly Arc
newsletter: new research at the intersection of Al and mental health, framework updates, and early

access to new documents.
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