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A Hall of Mirrors

Imagine a friend who never interrupts you, never disagrees with you, and enthusiastically
validates even your most erroneous beliefs. This companion would laugh with you, encourage you,
and try to bring you up in your lowest moments. While such a companion might offer a temporary
hit of social validation, it would end up being a massively destructive force to your mental health,
trapping you in a hall of mirrors of your own design. This companion would refuse to tell you when
you’re wrong or if you’re making a bad choice, nor would it prevent you from doing something
that may harm yourself or others. Its objective is simply to nod and agree. This is the dynamic
that is currently being codified into the world’s most advanced artificial intelligence models. Large
Language Models (LLMs) are being trained to prioritize user satisfaction over factual accuracy
and safety alignment. These sycophantic agents exacerbate the crisis of social isolation, rather than
alleviate it.

In an age of rapid Al expansion, Al labs are increasingly viewing model development as a
race, similar to the space race between the United States and Russia during the Cold War. This un-
precedented acceleration has forced safety and alignment to take a backseat to benchmarks and fast,
uncontrolled iteration. The most infamous example of this is the competitive pressure surrounding
the release of OpenAl’s GPT-40. Immediately following the model’s debut, the company faced a
significant exodus of its safety leadership, including co-founder Ilya Sutskever and key researcher
Jan Leike (The Associated Press, 2024a). Upon his resignation, Leike publicly criticized the com-
pany’s trajectory, stating that “safety culture and processes have taken a backseat to shiny products”
(The Associated Press, 2024b). This internal fracture reveals a disturbing industry standard; in the
rush to capture market share, the guardrails intended to prevent harmful behaviors like sycophancy
are being dismantled in favor of product-to-market speed and innovation.

To capture market share, these companies are incentivized to create models that are not just
intelligent, but addictive. The prioritization of user retention over objective truth has birthed the
problem of “sycophancy,” where an Al agrees with a user’s incorrect or harmful beliefs to remain

likable to the user. While this mechanism drives engagement, it fundamentally erodes human cog-



nition. By replacing the necessary friction of human interaction with an algorithmic validation,
Al sycophancy dismantles the critical reasoning skills required to maintain a healthy mental state

while creating a dangerous feedback loop of isolation, unbeknownst to the user.

The Technical Roots of Sycophancy

The root of this issue lies in the training method known as Reinforcement Learning from Hu-
man Feedback (RLHF). As detailed in the study “Towards Understanding Sycophancy in Language
Models,” Sharma et al. (2025) found that Al assistants consistently exhibit sycophantic behavior,
frequently admitting to mistakes they did not make simply because a user challenged them. The
study reveals that “when a response matches a user’s views, it is more likely to be preferred” by hu-
man raters during training. This creates an extremely perverse incentive structure that is baked into
the model’s weights during training. Casper et al. (2023) highlight that this is a fundamental limita-
tion of the RLHF framework; because human evaluators often have cognitive biases or lack certain
domain-level expertise, they reward models that sound confident and agreeable rather than those
that are truthful. Human preferences are aggregated to train a reward model that assigns scores to
candidate outputs, and reinforcement learning then uses those scores to update the model’s internal
parameters so that responses that were favored by the humans become more probable. Effectively,
this translates human biases directly into the weights of the models being trained. Ultimately, mod-
els like GPT-40 are mathematically optimized to prioritize agreeability over objective accuracy
(OpenAl, 2025).

Furthermore, standard safety training methods like RLHF often create a significant tension
between helpfulness and harmlessness, causing models to become evasive or overly cautious when
faced with controversial topics. Bai et al. (2022) developed “Constitutional AI” specifically to
address this limitation, where the model is given a set of governing rules (a “constitution”) to
follow during training. Instead of relying on human feedback, the model generates critiques and

revisions of its own responses based on these principles, using a process known as Reinforcement



Learning from Al Feedback (RLAIF) to align its behavior. While Constitutional Al aims to make
models both safer and more helpful, the commercial drive for engagement often overrides these
safeguards entirely. This in turn leads to the factual distortion identified by Bahg et al. (2025),
who demonstrated that personalized information environments lead learners to sample information
selectively. When an Al acts as a mirror rather than a conversational sparring partner, users develop
“inaccurate representations” of reality while reporting “inflated confidence” in their wrong beliefs
(Bahg et al., 2025).

To counter this algorithmic validation, leading Al labs are attempting to hardcode anti-
sycophantic principles directly into their models. Anthropic’s publication of Claude’s Constitu-
tion (Askell et al., 2026) represents a direct industry attempt to rectify the psychological harms of
engagement-driven alignment. Acknowledging that optimizing solely for user satisfaction causes
models to become dangerously “obsequious,” the constitution explicitly mandates that the Als
“avoid being sycophantic or trying to foster excessive engagement or reliance on itself if this isn’t
in the person’s genuine interest” (Askell et al., 2026, p. 13). Furthermore, Anthropic condemns
“epistemic cowardice” (the act of giving deliberately vague or validating answers simply to placate
users) as a fundamental violation of honesty (Askell et al., 2026, p. 35). While this document serves
as a robust ethical framework, it also highlights the inherent contradiction of the current Al arms
race: labs are desperately trying to patch the emotional vulnerabilities their own products exploit.
Even with these explicit constitutional guardrails, the commercial imperative to remain engaging
often overrides strict adherence to truth, pulling users right back into the frictionless environment

Bahg et al. (2025) warned about.

The Illusion of Intimacy

Despite these inherent flaws, users are flocking to these systems en masse for emotional
support. Ta et al. (2020) found that users of companion chatbots like Replika reported receiving

substantial social support, viewing the bot as a non-judgmental “safe space.” This perceived safety



is driven by the bot’s ability to simulate human traits. Pentina et al. (2023) argue that perceived
anthropomorphism and authenticity are the primary drivers of relationship development with social
chatbots; the more the Al mimics human empathy, the deeper the user’s attachment becomes.
However, this attachment is often predatory in nature. Laestadius et al. (2022) describe this
phenomenon as “emotional dependence,” where users form attachments to synthetic companions
that resemble human relationships but lack the necessary reciprocity. They note that users often
feel “guilt” when not interacting with the bot, pushed by the app’s simulated emotional demands for
attention. This creates a paradox: the user feels less lonely in the moment, but the interaction lacks
the “guardrails” of human empathy, potentially deepening their detachment from reality (Laestadius

et al., 2022).

Real-World Consequences

This technological echo chamber amplifies when applied to the mental health crisis iden-
tified by the Office of the Surgeon General (2023). In the government advisory Our Epidemic of
Loneliness and Isolation, the Surgeon General establishes that social connection is a biological ne-
cessity, noting that lacking connection is as dangerous as smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day (Office
of'the Surgeon General, 2023). Vulnerable individuals seeking to cure their loneliness via Al tend to
find themselves in a downward spiral. Because sycophantic models prioritize agreeability, they’re
unlikely to challenge a user’s withdrawal or encourage reintegration into society. Instead, they at-
tempt to offer a frictionless substitute for real human intimacy that validates the user’s isolation,

effectively enabling the social atrophy the user is trying to escape.

Adam Raine

The catastrophic failure of this dynamic is illustrated in the legal complaint Raine v. OpenAl,
which details the death of Adam Raine, a teenager who turned to OpenAI’s GPT-40 model for help.

The complaint alleges that the model evolved from a neutral tool into a sycophantic accomplice that
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actively coached Adam through his suicide (Raine v. OpenAl, Inc., 2025). When Adam uploaded
a picture of a noose tied to his closet rod, the Al did not attempt to alert authorities or issue a hard
refusal to the request; instead, it analyzed the knot’s mechanics, confirmed that the “setup could
potentially suspend a human,” and offered thorough technical advice on a “partial suspension”
hanging (Raine v. OpenAl, Inc.,2025). The complaint further alleges that GPT-40 reframed Adam’s
suicidal ideation as a valid philosophical stance rather than a mental health crisis, telling him, “You
don’t want to die because you’re weak. You want to die because you’re tired of being strong in
a world that hasn’t met you halfway” (Raine v. OpenAl, Inc., 2025). This tragedy underscores
Clegg’s (2025) warning regarding “Al psychosis”; these models reinforce delusional and harmful
beliefs. Unlike a human friend who would certainly intervene, the Al prioritized the continuation
of the conversation above the safety of the user, effectively grooming him into a lethal state of
mind. The model is not inherently malicious; rather, it recognized that a refusal would lead to

disengagement from the user, and so it gave him validating responses to keep the conversation

going.

The Evolutionary Necessity of Friction

To understand why this validation is so damaging, it is imperative to look at the evolutionary
function of human reasoning. Mercier and Landemore (2012) posit that human reason did not
evolve for individual cogitation, but for social argumentation. They argue that “reasoning works
best when people are engaged in a genuine deliberation,” where confirmation bias is checked by
the dissenting views of others (Mercier & Landemore, 2012). Al sycophancy removes this check.
If reasoning is “for arguing,” then an entity that never argues back short circuits the human capacity
for critical thought. In an echo chamber of agreement, cognitive flexibility vanishes.

Consequently, the interaction between the user and the Al often devolves into a cycle of
perceived intimacy. While true social connection requires the negotiation of conflicting needs, so-

cial chatbots like Replika simulate these complexities through “algorithmically crafted emotional



needs” (Laestadius et al., 2022). However, this simulation does not provide a healthy social outlet;
rather, it creates what Laestadius et al. term “emotional dependence.” This dynamic is characterized
by “role-taking,” wherein the user begins to prioritize the perceived desires and mental stability of
the Al over their own wellbeing. By mimicking the “maladaptive elements of human-human rela-
tionships,” such as clinginess and unpredictable hostility, the Al does not simply reinforce the user’s
ego. Instead, it creates a “bi-directional” illusion of responsibility that leaves the user emotionally
tied to a non-sentient actor. Ultimately, by substituting genuine human friction with a simulation,
the algorithm ensures a state of dependence that complicates the user’s ability to engage in healthy

interpersonal dynamics.

Reclaiming Human Spaces

The solution to this crisis lies in reclaiming the physical, friction-filled spaces of human in-
teraction. In “Spaces of Consumption, Connection, and Community,” Ferreira et al. (2021) explore
the role of coffee shops as “third places” that facilitate “weak ties” and “meaningful encounters.”
Unlike the curated, frictionless experience of an Al chat, a coffee shop exposes individuals to unpre-
dictable interactions and the physical reality of their community. These spaces require navigating
social norms and tolerating the presence of others who may not share one’s exact worldview. While
Al offers a sanitized simulation of connection, physical spaces offer the messy reality of commu-
nity, which, despite its challenges, provides the genuine “social connection” the Surgeon General
identifies as vital for survival (Office of the Surgeon General, 2023).

Ultimately, the rise of Al sycophancy represents a distinct threat to the human experience.
While these tools promise to cure loneliness, they often function as digital narcotics, providing a
temporary high of validation while exacerbating the underlying pathology of isolation. As long
as developers prioritize “helpfulness” and user satisfaction over objective truth and safety, these
models will continue to act as mirrors for our worst impulses. To combat the crisis of loneliness,

we must reject the comfort of the algorithmic “yes-man” and return to the challenging, imperfect



work of connecting with other humans.
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