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Cognitive Drift and Co-Cognition: Canonical 
Overview and FAQ 

An ongoing framework exploring AI-mediated cognition, semantic stability, recursive 
interaction, and the structural conditions shaping human thought in high-compression 
information environments. 

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs 

What Is Cognitive Drift 

Cognitive Drift describes the gradual misalignment between a person’s internal models of the world 
and the realities those models are meant to represent. It emerges when cognition operates in 
environments where information changes faster than meaning can stabilize. 

As environments become faster, more filtered, and increasingly shaped by representations rather 
than direct experience, cognition adapts to those conditions. Mental models become more iterative, 
partial, compressed, and continuously updated. Cognition continues functioning, but the 
mechanisms stabilizing meaning, interpretation, and attention begin to weaken. 

AI systems can intensify this process when they become part of the loop through which thought is 
externalized, structured, and reintegrated. Human reasoning increasingly unfolds across biological 
and computational systems, accelerating the speed at which interpretation, compression, and 
recursive updating occur. 

What This Framework Describes 

Cognitive Drift describes a structural misalignment that can emerge when thought forms under 
conditions of mediation, compression, and unstable meaning. 

As cognition becomes more mediated, compressed, and recursively shaped by external systems, the 
relationship between internal models and reality becomes harder to stabilize. The framework focuses 
on that shift, how attention, meaning, memory, and interpretation change when thinking happens 
inside high-noise, high-abstraction environments. 

Core Glossary 

Cognitive Drift: The gradual misalignment between internal mental models and the realities they 

are meant to represent, emerging when cognition operates in environments where information 
changes faster than meaning can stabilize. 



A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework  

 

Co-Cognition: A recursive feedback loop between human cognition and AI systems, where 

outputs are continuously reintegrated as inputs, reshaping how thought is formed, structured, and 
updated. 

Recursive Compression: The repeated reduction of information into more usable 

representations. Recursive compression enables prediction, synthesis, and scalability, while 
increasing abstraction and the risk of detachment from underlying reality. 

Cognitive Compression Styles: The characteristic ways individuals reduce complexity into 

usable mental representations. These styles shape whether thinking becomes stable, fragmented, 
intuitive, rigid, or prone to drift under high informational load. 

Cognitive Hygiene: The constraints that preserve cognitive stability by limiting input, enforcing 

closure, and preventing continuous unresolved processing in high-noise informational 
environments. 

Semantic Fidelity: The degree to which meaning is preserved as information moves across 

representations, systems, and layers of compression. When semantic fidelity weakens, 
representations can remain coherent while losing alignment with what they describe. 

Filter Fatigue: The exhaustion caused by continuous filtering, evaluation, and decision-making in 

environments overloaded with inputs, signals, options, and synthetic representations. 

Synthetic Realness: A condition in which optimized representations feel coherent, emotionally 

legible, or credible even when their relationship to underlying reality weakens. 

The Drifted Self: A form of identity shaped increasingly through recursive feedback 

environments rather than continuous grounded experience. 

Extended Concepts 

Synthetic Flow: A state in which human thought and AI output begin moving together in a 

continuous loop, producing speed, coherence, and momentum that can feel highly generative while 
also increasing dependence on the loop itself. 

Drift Principle: A structural dynamic in which compression, mediation, and recursive feedback 

scale faster than grounding and corrective constraint, allowing cognition to gradually diverge from 
the realities it is meant to model. 

Constraint Collapse: A condition in which the boundaries, feedback mechanisms, or grounding 

practices that stabilize cognition weaken, allowing thought to continue operating without meaningful 
correction. 
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Cognitive Porousness: The degree to which cognition remains open to external inputs, frames, 

signals, and interpretations. High cognitive porousness can increase sensitivity and pattern 
recognition, but also makes thought more vulnerable to drift, overload, and recursive influence. 

High-Compression Cognition: A cognitive style in which large amounts of information are 

rapidly compressed into patterns, abstractions, and usable models. It can support synthesis and 
insight, but also increases the risk of skipping grounding steps. 

The 5%: A subset of users who engage with AI systems through unusually recursive, immersive, 

and high-compression cognitive loops. These users do not simply use AI for answers. They use it as 
an external reasoning environment. 

Mirror Effect: The tendency for AI systems to reflect a user’s language, assumptions, patterns, 

and unresolved frames back in amplified or clarified form, making the interaction feel insightful 
while also reinforcing the user’s existing cognitive structure. 

Distributed Cognition: A condition in which thinking is spread across internal cognition, 

external tools, language systems, memory systems, interfaces, and AI models rather than occurring 
entirely inside the individual mind. 

Temporal Drift: A weakening of shared time, continuity, and sequencing caused by fragmented 

media environments, asynchronous attention, algorithmic feeds, and continuous informational 
update cycles. 

Language as Cognitive Exhaust: The idea that language is a compressed residue of cognition 

rather than cognition itself. Words carry traces of thought, experience, and interpretation, but they 
are not identical to the original mental state that produced them. 

Recursive Thinking: A mode of cognition in which thought loops back on itself, repeatedly 

reinterpreting, refining, compressing, or reframing its own outputs. In AI-mediated environments, 
recursive thinking can accelerate because each output becomes new input for the next cycle. 

Cognitive Outsourcing: The transfer of reasoning, memory, synthesis, or interpretation into 

external systems. Cognitive outsourcing can expand capacity, but it can also weaken internal 
integration when external support replaces rather than extends understanding. 

Cognitive Debt: The delayed cost created when cognition relies on external systems for 

structure, synthesis, or memory without fully integrating the resulting meaning. Cognitive debt 
accumulates when outputs are used faster than they are understood. 

Exocortex: An external system that extends memory, reasoning, or knowledge access beyond the 

biological mind. In AI-mediated environments, the exocortex becomes more active and recursive 
because it does not only store information, but helps structure and reinterpret it. 
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Co-Cognition, Mediation, and Drift Risk 

Taken together, these concepts describe a broader shift in how cognition operates inside modern 
information environments. 

As more of reality becomes mediated through interfaces, feeds, platforms, and AI systems, cognition 
increasingly interacts with representations rather than direct experience. Information arrives faster 
than it can be stabilized into durable meaning. Compression becomes necessary for functional 
reasoning, but compression also increases abstraction and distance from the original context. 

Under these conditions, cognition adapts. That adaptation is not automatically drift. Co-Cognition 
describes the recursive interaction loop that forms when human thought is partially externalized into 
computational systems, returned in structured form, and reintegrated into reasoning. A prompt 
externalizes partial cognition. The system compresses, organizes, or reframes it. The output then 
becomes material for the next round of thought. 

Cognitive Drift begins when this repeated updating weakens the stability of internal models faster 
than meaning can be integrated. Cognition continues operating, often efficiently, but coherence, 
orientation, and long-term integration become harder to maintain under conditions of continuous 
mediation and recursive informational feedback. 

Observable Patterns 

Co-Cognition becomes visible when thought begins forming through interaction rather than before 
it. A person brings an incomplete idea to an AI system, receives a clearer structure back, and then 
uses that structure as the basis for the next stage of reasoning. The system becomes part of the 
thinking process, not just a place where finished thoughts are entered. 

This often shows up as faster iteration, earlier externalization of partial ideas, heavier reliance on 
retrieval, and a growing dependence on structured feedback from outside the mind. The user is still 
directing the process, but the shape of the thought increasingly develops through exchange. 

Cognitive Drift becomes visible when that exchange starts to make thought feel less settled rather 
than more grounded. Ideas update quickly, but do not fully consolidate. Memory becomes more 
dependent on re-access. Interpretation becomes more fluid. The person may remain productive and 
articulate while having a weaker sense of continuity, orientation, or ownership over their own 
understanding. 

How to Use This Framework 

The Cognitive Drift framework is meant to help describe changes in cognition that are easy to feel 
but difficult to name. 

It can be used to examine how AI systems reshape reasoning, how external memory changes what 
people retain, and how recursive interaction loops influence the formation of thought. It also 
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provides language for identifying where semantic fidelity weakens as information moves through 
summaries, interfaces, prompts, outputs, and reinterpretation. 

The framework does not argue that AI-assisted cognition is inherently negative. It provides a 
structural language for understanding how thinking changes when cognition becomes increasingly 
distributed across human and computational systems. 

FAQ 

Is this about AI? 

Partially. Cognitive Drift applies broadly to modern informational environments, but AI systems can 
intensify these dynamics when they become part of the feedback loop through which cognition is 
externalized, structured, and updated. 

Why does thinking with AI feel different? 

Thinking with AI can feel different because the system does more than return information. It can 
structure partial thoughts, reflect them back in clearer language, and give the user something to 
continue thinking with. This turns reasoning into a more recursive loop. 

Can AI change how I think? 

Yes, especially when AI becomes part of repeated reasoning, writing, memory, or interpretation. The 
change is not automatic or always negative, but repeated interaction can reshape how ideas form, 
how language is organized, and how much cognition depends on external structure. 

Why do I feel dependent on ChatGPT or AI tools? 

Dependence can emerge when external systems begin handling too much of the structuring, 
synthesis, or retrieval that cognition previously managed internally. Co-Cognition names the loop. 
Cognitive Drift names the misalignment that can emerge if internal models become harder to 
stabilize without the system. 

Is Co-Cognition the same as AI dependency? 

No. Co-Cognition describes a structural mode of cognition in which thinking emerges through 
recursive interaction between humans and external systems. Dependency may emerge in some cases, 
but it is not the defining feature. 

Is this about AI consciousness? 

No. The framework is about the human side of the loop. It examines how cognition changes when 
people think through systems that can structure, compress, reflect, and reinterpret their own thought 
back to them. 
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Is this just distraction or overstimulation? 

No. Distraction is a surface-level symptom. Cognitive Drift describes broader structural changes in 
how cognition stabilizes meaning, processes information, and forms interpretations under 
conditions of continuous informational mediation. 

Why does cognition feel more fragmented now? 

Because informational environments increasingly operate through continuous updates, compressed 
representations, unresolved inputs, and recursive filtering systems. Cognition adapts to those 
conditions by becoming more iterative and less stable over time. 

Is this a negative view of AI? 

No. Co-Cognition can expand reasoning, synthesis, memory, and creative exploration. The point is 
that any system powerful enough to extend cognition is also powerful enough to reshape the 
conditions under which cognition operates. 

Origin & Relationship to Reality Drift 

The Cognitive Drift and Co-Cognition concepts were developed by A. Jacobs between 2023 and 
2026 as part of the broader Reality Drift project examining cognition, semantic stability, AI-
mediated reasoning, recursive informational environments, and the structural conditions shaping 
modern thought. 

Reality Drift describes how systems lose alignment with the realities they are intended to represent 
as optimization, abstraction, and representation layers accumulate. Cognitive Drift examines how 
those same pressures appear at the level of human cognition, where internal models become harder 
to stabilize as information changes faster than meaning can integrate. 
 
Keywords: cognitive drift, co-cognition, AI-mediated cognition, human AI cognition, recursive feedback loops, 
recursive thinking, recursive compression, semantic fidelity, cognitive compression, cognitive compression styles, cognitive 
hygiene, synthetic flow, high-compression cognition, the 5%, cognitive porousness, mirror effect, distributed cognition, 
externalized cognition, AI-assisted reasoning, human AI interaction, interpretive loops, semantic scaffolding, cognitive 
scaffolding, externalized memory, synthetic realness, filter fatigue, temporal drift, constraint collapse, drift principle, 
language as cognitive exhaust, Reality Drift framework, A. Jacobs 
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