
A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework  

Co-Cognition 

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs 

Canonical Definition 

Co-Cognition is a structural process in which human cognition and external systems, particularly AI 
systems, operate in a shared feedback loop, jointly generating, refining, and applying representations. 

In this process, thinking becomes distributed across human and system interactions, with each 
output becoming input for the next stage of thought. 

Cognition extends through the system as part of an ongoing feedback loop. 

Overview 

Co-Cognition differs from traditional tool use or information retrieval because it describes a deeper 
integration between human thought and external systems.  

Most frameworks treat systems as assistants that provide answers, augment memory, or increase 
efficiency. Co-Cognition focuses on what happens when those systems begin shaping the structure 
and direction of thought itself. 

In this process, ideas often emerge through interaction rather than arriving fully formed beforehand. 
Human intent and system output continuously influence one another, creating a shared cognitive 
process built through iterative exchange. 

Mechanism 

Co-Cognition operates through a recursive interaction loop. Human thought is first externalized 
through language, prompts, questions, fragments, or partial representations. The system then 
transforms those inputs into structured outputs, which are interpreted, evaluated, and reintegrated 
back into human thought. The cycle repeats, with each exchange refining the representation further. 

As this loop continues, cognition becomes distributed across internal and external layers. The system 
contributes structure, pattern recognition, recombination, compression, and reflection. The human 
contributes intent, direction, evaluation, grounding, and stop conditions. 

When the loop is bounded by clear intent, judgment, and external grounding, partial representations 
can stabilize through repeated reflection. When unbounded, the same loop can amplify distortion, 
allowing representations to become more coherent without becoming more grounded. 

.Observable Patterns 
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Co-Cognition becomes visible when external systems begin functioning as cognitive mirrors, 
reflecting partial thought back in structured form and shaping the next stage of reasoning. 

In practice, this produces a set of recognizable patterns in how ideas form, develop, and return to 
the user: 

• ideas emerge through interaction rather than prior formulation 

• partial thoughts are externalized earlier in the process 

• thinking becomes faster, more iterative, and more dependent on exchange 

• the system helps organize, expand, or redirect the direction of thought 

• users rely on systems not only for information, but for cognitive scaffolding 

• outputs appear clearer or more coherent than the user’s initial thought 

• recursive thinkers may experience the system less as a tool and more as a feedback loop 

• the boundary between internal reasoning and external mediation becomes harder to separate 

Over time, the visible output may appear stronger while the thinking process becomes increasingly 
distributed across human and system layers. 

Cross-Domain Effects 

Co-Cognition is most visible in environments where humans interact continuously with intelligent 
systems. 

AI / Technology: Users engage with models in iterative loops, shaping outputs while being shaped 
by them. 

Work / Knowledge Systems: Tasks shift from producing outputs to guiding and refining system-
generated representations. 

Learning / Education: Understanding emerges through interaction, with systems influencing how 
concepts are explored and structured. 

Creative Processes: Ideas are co-generated through iterative exchange rather than individual 
synthesis. 

Theoretical Context 

Co-Cognition emerges from the interaction of several core dynamics within the Reality Drift 
framework: 

• Recursive Compression enables representations to be generated, reused, and refined across 
human and system layers 

• Cognitive Drift captures how reliance on representations can weaken grounding 

• Semantic Fidelity determines how well meaning is preserved across exchanges 

• Constraint Collapse affects whether feedback within the loop enforces correction 
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• Synthetic Flow describes the stabilized form of Co-Cognition, where bounded feedback 
loops increase clarity rather than drift 

Co-Cognition extends human cognition into a shared system, creating new capabilities while 
introducing new pathways for drift. Its value depends on whether the loop preserves fidelity, 
constraint, and grounding as thought moves between internal and external layers. 

Implications 

Co-Cognition cannot be avoided in environments where systems are integrated into thinking 
processes. The question is not whether cognition becomes distributed, but how that distribution is 
managed. 

Without constraint, thinking can become overly dependent on external structure. Representations 
can compound without grounding, and the direction of thought can begin to follow system output 
rather than human intent. Co-Cognitive loops also need stop conditions: moments where 
refinement ends, judgment returns, and representations are tested against reality. 

Mitigation requires maintaining cognitive grounding. Systems should extend internal reasoning while 
preserving semantic fidelity, boundary integrity, and user direction. This means periodically returning 
to direct thinking without system mediation, validating outputs against reality rather than coherence, 
and preserving intent across iterative loops. 

The same loop that produces insight can also amplify misalignment. The difference depends on 
whether constraint, fidelity, and judgment remain active inside the exchange. 

The aim is to use systems as extensions of internal reasoning while preserving grounding, intent, and 
direction within the loop. 

In One Sentence 

Co-Cognition is the distributed process in which human and system cognition operate in a shared 
loop, jointly generating thought while introducing new pathways for both insight and drift. 
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• Substack (Articles)  
• GitHub (Full Library)  
• DOI (Research Paper)  
• Glossary & Definition  

https://therealitydrift.substack.com/
https://github.com/therealitydrift/reality-drift-library
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.5958795
https://offbrandguy.com/reality-drift-glossary/
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