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Most Al usage reports catalog what people ask for, but miss how they actually think
with the tool. The real pattern underneath the scattered categories reveals
something simpler and more powerful: people use Al to extend their cognition, not
replace it.

The eight uses miss how people actually think
with Al

The report lists how people use ChatGPT:

Practical Guidance (28.3%)
Writing (28.1%)

Seeking Information (21.3%)
Technical Help (7.5%)
Multimedia (6.0%)
Other/Unknown (4.6%)
Self-Expression (4.3%).
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Nearly 80% sits inside Guidance, Writing, and Information. ChatGPT processes 2.5B
queries a day, and almost half of those happen where brands can be
mentioned—Ilike Seeking Information or Practical Guidance.

This represents a clean taxonomy of tasks. But the surface intent tells us what
people ask for, not how they think with the tool. The core pattern underneath the
list is simpler, more human, and more durable: people use Al to extend their
cognition. They want structure when the problem is fuzzy, a second pass when the
draft is clumsy, and a synthesis when the facts are scattered. The work remains
theirs; the scaffolding is borrowed.

Field note: when categories pile up, step back and look for the function.
The function here is extension.
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The eighth use: cognitive extension

Cognitive Extension: using an external system to augment memory, reasoning,
planning, or problem-solving. This approach is practical, not existential or abstract.
You reach for temporary load-bearing beams so you can move faster without
lowering the quality of the build.

Two modes matter:

» Cognitive Scaffolding: you and the Al co-structure the task—outlining an
argument, critiquing a draft, testing a plan, decomposing a problem. The
scaffold is visible, revisable, and often internalized later.

» Task Offloading: you hand over a bounded task—translate this, summarize
that. Useful, but the goal is speed, not shared reasoning.

The eight categories represent an intent-based taxonomy (what you say you want:
“write an email,” “compare products”). A process-based taxonomy tracks the
underlying cognitive function (how thinking moves: structure, iterate, synthesize,
decide). The eighth use—cognitive extension—sits at the process layer and explains
the clustering we see up top.

If you work with cognitive frameworks like CAM or XEMATIX, this is familiar: treat
the Al as part of a thinking architecture—an operating system for thought—not a
vending machine for answers.

Evidence inside the data

Three signals in the report point straight at extension rather than replacement:

* Practical Guidance stays dominant (28.3%) and stable year over year.
Guidance does not constitute pure instruction-following; the process involves
negotiation of context. Users ask for how-to advice, tutoring/teaching,
health/fitness/self-care, and creative ideation. Those are scaffolding-heavy
activities: clarifying goals, sequencing steps, and adjusting as understanding
improves.

* Writing is mostly editing and modifying, not generating. Two-thirds of
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writing activity lives in critique and revision; editing/critique alone stands at
10.6%, while fiction generation is just 1.4%. People use the model as a thought
partner to refine their own words and arguments. This represents scaffolding,
not substitution.

» Seeking Information is growing (up from 14% to 21.3%). The function often
looks like search, but the value is tailored synthesis: specific facts (18.3%),
product comparisons (2.1%), and recipes (0.9%). The pattern: gather, frame,
weigh, decide. This constitutes structured cognition done conversationally.

Other categories fit the same story:

e Technical Help (7.5%) increasingly migrates bounded coding to specialized
tools, but the part that stays is the reasoning or debugging dialogue—again,
scaffolding.

e Multimedia (6.0%) spiked with image generation and then stabilized. Even
there, prompts act like creative scaffolds—constraints, variations, and critique
loops.

 Self-Expression (4.3%) is small despite big narratives about Al companionship.
The logs show most people want help doing the work of thinking, not
simulating a friend.

Pattern: the model is most valuable where it shares the cognitive
load—structuring, iterating, and synthesizing—rather than where it
completes a closed task alone.

Designing for augmentation, not replacement

If cognitive extension is the dominant use, design for it.

* Make structure first-class. Nudge users to declare intent, constraints, and
criteria. Simple scaffolds—checklists, outlines, decision matrices—raise quality
without friction. This is cognitive design, not Ul decoration.

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.



Cognitive Extension: The Missing ChatGPT Use Case

* Favor iterative loops over one-shot outputs. Show the path of edits,
guestions, and decisions so users can see their own reasoning improve. The
trace is part of the value.

 Expose the frames. When the model proposes a plan, label the steps and
assumptions. People accept help faster when they can inspect the scaffold.

* Balance scaffolding and offloading. Offload the mechanical pieces
(summarize, translate) so attention can stay on judgment and trade-offs. Keep
the extension focused on thinking, not typing.

* Respect metacognition. Offer prompts that invite reflection: “What decision
are you making?” “What would change your mind?” Metacognitive sovereignty
is the ability to own your mental architecture—even when assisted.

For brands, the implication is straightforward: show up where extension happens.
The report notes that nearly 50% of daily volume (about 1.24B queries) occurs in
contexts where brands can be mentioned—Seeking Information and Practical
Guidance. Tools like Mentions.so can help track those appearances and query
shapes. The strategy avoids chasing raw impressions; instead, supply the frames
and criteria people actually use when deciding.

Scar lesson: when we designed for speed alone, quality slipped and trust eroded.
When we designed for structure, output slowed slightly but decisions
improved—and users returned.

A short field guide for teams and operators

Keep this lightweight. You do not need a new doctrine; you need repeatable moves.

 Frame the intent. One sentence: goal, constraints, and success criteria.
Example: “Draft a concise email to a supplier asking for revised lead times;
keep it neutral, 120-150 words, and include two options.”
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e Choose the process. Are you scaffolding or offloading? If scaffolding, say so:
“Help me outline first, then critique tone, then polish.” If offloading, bound it:
“Translate to French; no idioms.”

e Externalize the structure. Ask the model to name the steps, assumptions,
and trade-offs. Treat it like a thinking architecture you can edit: “List key
assumptions behind this plan and where they might fail.”

 Iterate with intent. Use short cycles: draft, critique, adjust. Keep a visible
trace of major changes. Two or three loops beat ten untracked ones.

* Extract the lesson. End with a micro-retro: what worked, what to reuse, what
to avoid. A 30-second note converts today's scaffold into tomorrow's skill.

» Guardrails for self-reliance. If you feel your own judgment blurring, pause
and restate the decision in your own words. The point of CAM-style structure is
to keep you in the loop, not to surrender the loop.

Example patterns you can reuse today:

* Practical Guidance: “I'm choosing between two job offers. Build a
comparison table with my criteria (comp, growth, team, location), then ask for
missing factors.”

e Writing as editing: “Critique this paragraph for clarity and bias. Mark unclear
claims and propose two plainer rewrites.”

* Information seeking as synthesis: “Summarize current options for [product
category]; list must-have features and trade-offs for a first-time buyer.”

These are small moves with outsized impact. They turn a generic chat into
structured thinking.
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What the eighth use unlocks

Calling it “cognitive extension” adds precision rather than jargon. The term names
the real job-to-be-done: shared structure that lifts human judgment. This framework
also gives teams a simple rubric:

* Mission: help people think better, faster, with fewer unforced errors.

* Vision: an operating system for thought that people trust because they can
see and shape the scaffolds.

» Strategy: prioritize features that make cognition visible—frames, iterations,
and criteria—over raw output volume.

* Tactics: short loops, explicit assumptions, reusable patterns, and gentle
prompts toward reflection.

» Conscious awareness: keep ownership of decisions. Use the tool to extend,
not to erase, your mind.

Once you design for extension, the eight categories stop competing. They become
different doors into the same room—structure, iterate, synthesize, decide. The real
work happens in that room, where human judgment meets borrowed scaffolding to
build something neither could achieve alone.

To translate this into action, here's a prompt you can run with an Al assistant or in
your own journal.

Try this...

Before using Al, state your goal, constraints, and success criteria in one sentence,
then specify whether you want scaffolding help or task offloading.
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