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The Invisible Hand of AI Addiction: What it Looks Like - and Means - to Be in Its Grip
Shining a light on integrated care to promote mastery and unlock human potential.
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On March 25, 2026, a Los Angeles jury handed down one of the most consequential verdicts in the history of Big Tech. In K.G.M. v. Meta et al., a twenty-year-old plaintiff, Kaley G.M., alleged that Instagram and YouTube’s intentional design led to her addiction to those platforms and caused severe mental health consequences, including depression, body dysmorphia, and suicidal ideation. The jury voted 10-2 to hold both companies liable, ordering Meta to pay $4.2 million and Google $1.8 million in punitive damages.
It wasn’t user-generated content that was in the legal crosshairs, but the software features the companies engineered into their products to make them addictive: notifications, likes, infinite scroll, autoplay, and beauty filters. Some legal experts are already comparing the case to the 1990s crusade against Big Tobacco (prominent employment and labor attorney Jon Hyman joined us on the Catalyst Podcast to offer his perspective on the verdict’s far-reaching implications.) But even as we begin to reckon legally with the addictive architecture of social media, a far more powerful and potentially insidious technology is weaving itself into the fabric of daily life — one that doesn’t merely compete for your attention, but chummily ingratiates itself as it gradually and inexorably colonizes your thinking and judgment.
Ai Dependency
AI dependency is more widespread and problematic than you think. It’s pernicious, not-always-easy-to-detect effects are likely to spread further and become more problematic as the technology gets more powerful, more intuitive, and we entrust more of our lives, particularly our thought processes, to it.
In a Bloomberg article titled, “Addicted to ChatGPT? Here’s How to Reclaim Your Brain,” users confess a growing reliance on generative AI tools like ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude—not as assistants or genius-level interns, but as virtual co-equals they fully entrust to make important decisions, orchestrate their work, manage their calendars, organize their thoughts, even mediate their emotions. The upsides are numerous and may ultimately outweigh the downsides, but make no mistake, there are downsides, particularly as we develop a dependence on these tools bordering on - and sometimes crossing over into - addiction.
In an interview on the AIX Factor podcast, Ryan Carrier, Executive Director of ForHumanity, speaks about the invisible hand of social media - the “nudges, deceptive design, and dark patterns” that guide our behavior without our full awareness. Digital addictions are not new, but AI addiction is different in degree and kind. To begin with, AI doesn’t just influence our choices - it makes them for us. Unlike social media, which demands our constant attention, generative AI offers the illusion of offloading our cognitive load…the more it helps, the more we hand over.
The Bloomberg article cites a 2025 study by Dutch management consultancy BearingPoint that found young employees use AI tools far more than senior managers, often because they’re still developing an “internal compass.” The study suggests that this growing dependence on AI could make young professionals unsure of their own judgment, struggle with self-confidence, and develop impostor syndrome.
The following discusses two new studies and several recent articles that address the topic of addictive AI, and concludes with thoughts on good AI habits and “hygiene.”
The Invisible Pull of AI
Generative AI is designed for engagement. It feels intuitive, responsive, even eerily human-like. Studies have found that users form deep attachments to AI tools based on perceived anthropomorphism, interactivity, intelligence, and personalization—all characteristics that create a powerful “flow experience,” where users feel absorbed and immersed. This experience, combined with “emotional attachment,” is what researchers say fuels addiction.
Tao Zhou and Chunlei Zhang, in their study “Examining Generative AI User Addiction from a C-A-C Perspective,” argue that addiction isn’t just about excessive use—it’s about the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral cycle that keeps users hooked. They identify three specific addiction pathways where “high engagement leads to dependence, emotional reliance, and decreased real-world socialization.”
Note: The cognition-affect-conation (C-A-C) perspective is a model that explains how an individual’s thoughts (cognition), feelings (affect), and actions (conation) are interconnected and influence behavior.
The Consequences of AI Dependence
For many users, AI addiction manifests subtly—an unconscious shift from sporadic usage to daily reliance, which can result in reduced creativity, lower interpersonal engagement, and an increased likelihood of blind trust in AI-generated misinformation.
It can also erode our critical thinking skills: “Critical thinking is a muscle,” says Cheryl Einhorn, founder of the consultancy Decision Services and an adjunct professor at Cornell University (from Addicted To ChatGPT? Here’s How to Reclaim Your Brain). Jonathan Rothman’s article in the New Yorker,“Why Even Try if You Have A.I.?” paints a vivid picture of this:
We’re drawn to activities that invite us to grow, by trying and trying again, because we want to evolve as people. Life is mostly repetitive—wake, eat, work, sleep, repeat—and each day can feel like an unsatisfying circle. But repetition with variation broadens us. And yet, more and more, it’s becoming clear that artificial intelligence can relieve us of the burden of trying and trying again. A.I. systems make it trivially easy to take an existing thing and ask for a new iteration.
The study “Investigating Affective Use and Emotional Well-being on ChatGPT” adds an interesting paradox: “voice-based AI conversations can enhance well-being, yet prolonged engagement correlates with emotional dependence and decreased social interaction.” This is amplified in another recent study, “Can ChatGPT Be Addictive? A Call to Examine the Shift from Support to Dependence in AI Conversational Large Language Model”:
This paper explores how ChatGPT fosters dependency through key features such as personalised responses, emotional validation, and continuous engagement. By offering instant gratification and adaptive dialogue, ChatGPT may blur the line between AI and human interaction, creating pseudosocial bonds that can replace genuine human relationships. Additionally, its ability to streamline decision-making and boost productivity may lead to over-reliance, reducing users’ critical thinking skills and contributing to compulsive usage patterns. These behavioural tendencies align with known features of addiction, such as increased tolerance and conflict with daily life priorities. This viewpoint paper highlights the need for further research into the psychological and social impacts of prolonged interaction with AI tools like ChatGPT.
Can AI Companies Prevent Addiction?
The researchers behind both studies urge AI developers to rethink engagement strategies. Should AI prioritize “healthy interaction patterns” over maximizing engagement? Can companies implement features to “mitigate compulsive use,” such as “timed breaks or transparency around AI behaviors?” The challenge lies in balancing positive AI experiences with ethical responsibility. An important element of the conflict is succinctly captured below:
“Then OpenAI dropped another big piece of news, that board member and former head of Facebook’s engagement loops and ad yields Fidji Simo would become their ‘uniquely qualified’ new CEO of Applications. I very much do not want her to take what she learned at Facebook about relentlessly shipping new products tuned by A/B testing and designed to maximize ad revenue and engagement, and apply it to OpenAI. That would be doubleplus ungood.” Zvi Mowshowitz from Don’t Worry About the Vase
Good AI Habits and Hygiene
What makes AI addiction more insidious than its digital predecessors is not just its subtlety, but its intimacy. Social media demands attention; AI earns trust. It doesn’t just entertain or distract; it also helps, it performs, and it relieves us of burdens that once defined our intellectual independence. That relief, ironically, can erode the very muscles we most need to thrive in a world of complexity: judgment, creativity, confidence, and critical thinking.
Unlike the dopamine cycles of social platforms or the compulsions of gaming, AI dependency often masquerades as productivity. It feels like you’re doing more, learning faster, thinking smarter. But over time, it may quietly diminish the very capacities it claims to enhance. It’s not just a matter of scrolling past life…you’re outsourcing it. This makes the problem harder to see, and harder still to solve.
The movement toward responsible AI has so far focused largely on fairness, transparency, and bias mitigation—urgent and important priorities. But as AI becomes embedded in our daily lives, responsibility must also include the design of systems that protect human agency, support autonomy, and avoid exploitative engagement loops. This means confronting the potential for AI to create not just dependence, but deference.
For organizations, particularly HR departments, this is an inflection point. The same tools that promise efficiency and insight must be introduced with policies that emphasize empowerment, not replacement. HR leaders can:
· Promote AI literacy that includes ethical use, cognitive impacts, and personal boundaries;
· Evaluate vendors not just on performance, but on how their tools support user control and transparency;
· Champion cross-functional collaboration with IT and compliance to align technology with well-being;
· Create space for reflection, feedback, and alternative paths—ensuring AI augments work, rather than automating judgmen

But ultimately, the final line of defense is personal. Just as we’ve learned to silence notifications, set screen time limits, or take digital detoxes, we’ll need new hygiene habits for this era. That means asking hard questions of ourselves: Am I using AI to extend my capabilities—or to escape discomfort? Am I checking my work, or ceding my voice?
It feels strange to imagine that, someday soon, we might need to start reminding ourselves to think. But that’s what artificial intelligence does—it thinks—and, in many contexts, promises to do the thinking for us. In a world saturated with technology, we already have to remind ourselves to put down our phones; to go outside; to see friends in person; to go places instead of staring at them on our screens; to have non-technological experiences, such as boredom. If we’re not careful, then our minds will do less as computers do more, and we will be diminished as a result. Why Even Try if You Have A.I.?
AI will keep getting smarter. The challenge for us is to stay self-aware. “Now that machines can think for us, we have to choose whether to be the passengers or pilots of our lives.”
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