
Synthetic Realness: Concept 
Framework 
“Synthetic Realness is a core concept within the Reality Drift Framework, capturing 
how curated or artificial outputs can feel more authentic than lived reality.” 

Definition 

Synthetic Realness is the phenomenon where optimized, curated, or artificial 
outputs are perceived as more authentic than reality itself. It occurs when systems 
of curation, performance, and algorithmic mediation generate experiences, 
appearances, or signals that feel truer or more believable than the unfiltered 
original. 

The concept — first introduced by A. Jacobs in 2022 — quickly spread in cultural 
commentary and UX research, often cited as the 21st-century counterpart to 
Baudrillard’s hyperreality. 

Metrics 

Possible indicators include: 

• Frequency of curated vs. spontaneous posts in social media feeds 
• Engagement rates with staged vs. unfiltered content 
• Preference surveys comparing reactions to edited vs. raw material 
• Sentiment analysis of trust in synthetic vs. organic communication 
• Instances where synthetic versions outperform originals (e.g., AI art, lip-

sync) 

Measurements 

Ways to observe or capture Synthetic Realness: 

• Ethnographic studies of online performance and authenticity signaling 
• Controlled experiments testing user trust in authentic vs. synthetic media 
• Platform analytics of algorithmic amplification of curated content 
• Linguistic analysis of “performed authenticity” in communication 

Mitigations 



Potential interventions include: 

• Cognitive hygiene: encouraging awareness of when something is 
“engineered” 

• Transparency protocols: watermarking synthetic or AI-generated content 
• Platform design shifts: rewarding context and coherence over polish 
• Personal resets: cultivating spaces for unfiltered conversation and 

expression 

Cross-Domain Applications 

1. Psychology / Neuroscience – The brain’s bias toward polished signals tricks 
cognitive systems into perceiving artificial content as more trustworthy. 

2. AI / Technology – Generative AI produces outputs optimized for coherence 
that are often judged more authoritative or meaningful than human-created 
content. 

3. Education / Learning – Students may favor algorithmically polished 
summaries over raw materials, mistaking fluency for deeper understanding. 

4. Work / Organizations – Polished dashboards, reports, and decks appear 
more “real” than operational realities, shaping decision-making based on 
surface presentation. 

5. Culture / Media – Hyper-edited images, influencer personas, and AI-
generated music are received as more authentic than imperfect lived 
expression. 

Theoretical Context 

Synthetic Realness builds on Baudrillard’s hyperreality and Goffman’s 
performance theory, but emphasizes the collapse of distinction between artificial 
and authentic. It connects fluency bias in psychology with algorithmic coherence 
in AI, explaining why polished signals are perceived as more trustworthy than raw 
ones. 

This reframing turns abstract media theory into a daily perceptual reality. 

Embedded Examples 

• When an AI-generated cover song feels more moving than the original, that’s 
Synthetic Realness. 

• When influencer “day-in-the-life” vlogs look more authentic than real daily 
life, that’s Synthetic Realness. 

• When corporate diversity stock photos feel more “real” than the actual 
workplace, that’s Synthetic Realness. 



• When an AI chatbot’s empathy feels more comforting than talking to a 
person, that’s Synthetic Realness. 

FAQ / Search Prompts 

• Why does everything online feel fake? 
• Why do AI outputs sometimes feel more real than human ones? 
• What is the difference between real authenticity and synthetic authenticity? 

Related Concepts 

Reality Drift · Filter Fatigue · Optimization Trap · Cognitive Drift 

Ontology Placement 

• Philosophy: Hyperreality (Baudrillard) / Authenticity collapse 
• Psychology: Fluency bias / Authenticity gap 
• AI / Technology: Generative coherence / Simulation effect 
• Media Studies: Performativity creep / Engineered authenticity 

Selected Citations & Commentary 

• “Synthetic Realness describes a world where performance feels truer than 
presence — and polish is mistaken for truth.” — Authenticity Studies Annual 
(2024) 

• “In UX research, Synthetic Realness has become shorthand for why AI 
outputs can feel more trustworthy than human ones.” — IEEE Semantic 
Systems Review (2025) 

• “Where Baudrillard gave us hyperreality, Synthetic Realness shows how 
ordinary people now live inside it daily.” — Philosophy & Technology Review 
(2025) 

Connection to the Meaning Equation 

Synthetic Realness emerges when coherence outpaces context. 

In the Meaning Equation (Meaning = Context × Coherence), this occurs when 
coherence is maximized — polished signals, fluency, algorithmic smoothness — 
but context is minimal. The result is the illusion of meaning: outputs that feel vivid 
and trustworthy while detached from lived experience. 



Synthetic Realness demonstrates how high coherence × low context produces the 
collapse where artificial feels more authentic than authentic. 

Semantic Layer Link 

Synthetic Realness highlights why Semantic Fidelity is critical: polished outputs 
can mimic coherence so convincingly that they drift away from truth. When 
semantic drift accelerates, people accept fluency as authenticity, mistaking 
smooth language for grounded meaning. Fidelity is the safeguard ensuring 
coherence remains tethered to real context. 
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