Al-Accelerated Work Compulsion: Spot the Trap

Al-Accelerated Work Compulsion:
Spot the Trap

Al-Accelerated Work Compulsion -
When Productivity Tools Become
Cognitive Traps

You sit down to fix one small bug, and suddenly the day is gone. The work feels
sharp, fast, and unusually alive, which is exactly why this pattern is easy to miss
until it starts shaping your thinking, recovery, and sense of control.

Opening

You sit down to fix one small bug. Three hours later, you've refactored half the
codebase, generated a dozen new feature ideas, and feel both exhausted and
wired. The Al assistant made everything feel possible, every correction opened
another improvement, and stopping felt like abandoning momentum. This isn't just
enthusiasm for a powerful tool. It's a new form of cognitive capture that still lacks a
widely shared name.

Al-accelerated work compulsion describes a real shift in how people relate to tools
and output. Traditional workaholism usually builds through external pressure,
expectations, or identity over time. This pattern is different. It emerges from the
tool-mediated loop itself. Al creates such a smooth, rapid cycle of visible progress
that your nervous system keeps receiving evidence that the work is moving
forward, without receiving a convincing signal that the work is finished.

TL;DR

At the center of this problem is a simple mechanism: Al creates a high-frequency
accomplishment loop. An idea becomes a prompt, the prompt becomes a result, the
result invites a correction, and the correction produces another small hit of

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



Al-Accelerated Work Compulsion: Spot the Trap

accomplishment. When that cycle repeats quickly enough, natural stopping cues
weaken. You feel productive, but the feeling of acceleration doesn't necessarily
mean better outcomes, better judgment, or better well-being.

That is the core paradox. The experience of speed can be genuine even when the
broader effects are mixed. What matters in practice isn't avoiding the tool. It's
restoring forms of friction, review, and recovery that the tool naturally removes.

When progress arrives every few minutes, your brain can mistake
continuous motion for completion.

Definitions

To make the pattern easier to work with, it helps to name the parts clearly. Al-
accelerated work compulsion is the tendency to keep working past intended
stopping points because Al keeps presenting the next plausible improvement. It
tends to show up during the energized phase, when ideas multiply and output feels
unusually fluid, rather than during obvious exhaustion.

The productivity-experience paradox names the gap between subjective
acceleration and actual performance or well-being. People can sincerely feel faster,
sharper, and more effective with Al while still producing uneven results, taking
longer than expected, or accumulating cognitive strain they don't notice until later.
The point isn't that the productivity is fake. It's that felt productivity and governed
productivity aren't always the same thing.

Cognitive-extension overdrive is what happens when Al removes so much ordinary
resistance that your built-in recovery cues stop firing. Waiting on a colleague,
searching documentation, getting stuck, or stepping away to think may be
inefficient in a narrow sense, but those moments also regulate pace. When they're
stripped out, sustained intensity can feel effortless right up until the point it doesn't.

Core Argument

Traditional work contains friction. You hit a wall, wait for an answer, spend twenty
minutes tracing an error, or discover that a promising path simply doesn't work.
Those interruptions are annoying, but they also function as circuit breakers. They
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create pauses in which attention resets, effort is reassessed, and the body gets a
chance to register that it has been working hard.

Al compresses or removes many of those pauses. The loop becomes idea, prompt,
visible result, correction, accomplishment, and then a larger idea. Because the cycle
is short and legible, it feels deeply coherent. You aren't staring at a blank page or
wrestling with delay. You're directing, checking, revising, and expanding in quick
succession. The work starts to feel like thinking at full speed.

That feeling is the mechanism, not a side effect. A faint signal becomes structure
only when it survives triangulation, feedback, constraint, and governed action. In
healthy work, those forces help separate a promising thread from an impulsive one.
In Al-mediated work, the feedback arrives so fast that the constraint layer can
weaken. You get confirmation before you've established boundaries. As a result, the
nervous system reads repeated visible progress as evidence that this is a valuable
state that shouldn't be interrupted.

The testable implication is straightforward. If this mechanism is real, the key
symptom won't just be long hours. It will be impaired stopping. People will
repeatedly continue beyond chosen end points, carry work into sleep and ordinary
conversation, and feel a subtle drop in tolerance for non-instrumental time. The
operational consequence follows from that: governance has to focus less on output
volume and more on conditions of entry, continuation, and shutdown.

One senior developer captured the pattern clearly: “I'd start fixing a small API
endpoint at 2 PM and suddenly it was 8 PM. I'd built three new services, refactored
the authentication layer, and generated a roadmap for the next quarter. | felt like |
was finally working at the speed of my thoughts. But | couldn't sleep, couldn't stop
thinking about the next optimization, and my wife said | looked ‘manic."”

Warning Signs

Once you see the mechanism, the warning signs become easier to recognize. The
issue isn't simply that you're working a lot. It's that your relationship with stopping,
recovery, and ordinary life starts to change.

A common first sign is repeatedly moving past the stopping point you chose in
advance. You mean to wrap up at 6 PM, then it's 9 PM because each result
suggested one more refinement. Another signal is restlessness away from the
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system. Dinner, conversation, or a walk can start to feel oddly flat compared with
the work, as if the real action is somewhere else and you're temporarily cut off from
it.

The pattern often continues internally even when external work stops. You may find
yourself rehearsing the next prompt while eating, walking, or trying to sleep. New
fronts open faster than old ones close because every exchange with the tool
suggests adjacent projects, optimizations, or extensions. Satisfaction also gets
shorter. Work that would have felt meaningful a month ago now feels like a brief
checkpoint before the next run.

Eventually, the clearest sign is moral drift around recovery. Sleep, movement, quiet
thought, relationships, or time that isn't visibly productive begin to feel wasteful.
That shift matters because it shows the loop is no longer just helping you work. It's
starting to redefine what counts as worthwhile experience.

The trap isn't effort. It's losing the ability to tell the difference between
momentum and self-direction.

Governance Strategies

If the mechanism is accelerated feedback without adequate constraint, the
response has to restore constraint deliberately. The goal isn't to abandon Al. It's to
govern the conditions under which you use it so the tool expands your reach
without quietly taking over your pacing.

A practical way to do that is to treat stopping as a protocol rather than a mood.
Before a session ends, use this short shutdown sequence:

1. Stop according to time, not task completion.

2. Write what changed and what remains authoritative.
3. Record the exact first action for tomorrow.

4. Do not start another agent run near shutdown.

That small protocol works because it replaces the missing finish signal. Al work
often has no natural endpoint, so waiting to feel done usually means continuing. A
recorded next action reduces the brain's urge to keep rehearsing unfinished work
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overnight, and refusing the last-minute extra run prevents a small thread from
reopening the whole loop.

The same logic applies to work in progress. Limit active fronts so new ideas don't
immediately become new commitments. If you can only actively advance two or
three threads at once, the rest have to queue instead of branching outward in real
time. Measure recovery signals with the same seriousness you give output signals.
Sleep quality, irritability, physical tension, and your ability to stay present in non-
work conversation are not secondary metrics. They're the indicators that tell you
whether the system is serving you or consuming you.

Just as important, protect time that has no productive wrapper around it. Walking,
cooking, reading, or sitting quietly can't merely become disguised project-
processing time. If every idle moment is absorbed back into optimization, then
recovery hasn't happened, even if the laptop is closed.

Examples

The pattern shows up beyond software engineering. Consider Sarah, a product
manager who began using Al to summarize user research. What started as a thirty-
minute task gradually turned into four-hour dives through customer psychology,
competitive analysis, and strategic pivots. As she described it, the tool kept
surfacing insights she hadn't considered, which led to questions she hadn't asked,
which led to analyses she hadn't planned to run. She felt closer to the version of her
job she had always wanted. At the same time, she slept worse, grew short with her
team, and fell behind on basic deliverables.

David, a consultant, saw the same dynamic in proposal writing. He might begin with
a simple scope document and end with a dense package of transformation plans,
risk assessments, and implementation timelines. Clients appreciated the depth, but
the work expanded to fill his evenings. The issue wasn't low output. It was that
every competent result made the next elaboration feel both possible and necessary.

Across roles, the mechanism is consistent. Al removes friction so effectively that
work doesn't just fill available time. It starts filling available cognitive capacity. That
is why the Triangulation Method matters here: a promising line of work should
survive feedback, constraint, and governed action before it claims more of your
attention. Without that discipline, possibility alone starts making decisions.
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Close

Al-accelerated work compulsion points to a new category of human-tool interaction.
It doesn't arise mainly from pressure or fear. It arises from capability, pace, and the
seduction of uninterrupted forward motion. The tool is genuinely useful, which is
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why the risk is subtle. Accomplishment and harm can happen at the same time.

That is the conceptual shift worth keeping. More capability without a governor
doesn't create alignment by default. It creates accelerated drift. If Al expands your
cognitive reach, you have to be at least as deliberate about protecting cognitive
recovery, stopping conditions, and the boundaries around what deserves more
work.

In practice, the healthiest relationship with these tools may feel slightly less
productive than the outer edge of what's technically possible. That's not failure. It's
governance. The faint signal that something feels a little too compelling often
appears well before obvious burnout. When that signal survives feedback and
constraint, it deserves to become action.

If you notice racing thoughts, substantially reduced sleep needs without fatigue,
marked irritability, or unusually elevated confidence beyond your normal patterns,
it may be worth discussing those changes with a healthcare professional. Productive
intensity alone doesn't indicate a medical condition, but sustained changes in sleep,
mood, or judgment deserve attention.
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