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1. The Moment It Clicked

I watched a colleague spend half a day trying to figure out why something we built looked perfect
on paper but completely failed when real people tried to use it. Every review said it was fine. Every
check we ran beforehand came back clean. By every measure, the work was solid.

We just never tested the one thing that mattered: whether it actually worked for the people it was
meant to serve.

That experience stuck with me because I'd seen it happen so many times before. There’s a gap
between reviewing Al output and actually verifying it — and nearly every team I’ve worked with
falls into it. Not because they’re careless. Because the gap is almost invisible until it costs you.

The Moment
It Clicked

s never tested:

2. Why Our Brains Let This Happen

Daniel Kahneman described a cognitive bias he called “substitution” — when faced with a hard
question, we unconsciously swap in an easier one. Asked “will this strategy work?” we answer “does
this strategy look good?” Asked “is this report accurate?” we answer “does this report read well?”

AT makes this substitution almost irresistible. The output is polished. Well-organized. Uses the
right vocabulary. It looks like something a competent person would produce. So our brains file it as
correct and move on.

But reading a deliverable is not the same as testing it. Reviewing a plan is not the same as modeling
the numbers. Scanning a document is not the same as checking whether its references are current.
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These are fundamentally different activities. The second one is always harder, always slower, and
always the first to get cut under deadline pressure.

Why Our Brains

Let This Happen

3. Where This Shows Up

It shows up everywhere, not just in technical work.

A marketing team reviews Al-generated copy and approves the tone. It reads beautifully. But the
statistic it cites? Fabricated. Nobody caught it because the review was for tone, not truth.

An analyst presents an Al-generated report to leadership. The narrative is coherent. The conclusions
sound plausible. The key figures are off by a factor of three — but the presentation looks polished,
so it goes into the board deck unchallenged.

A legal team reads an Al-drafted agreement. The language is precise, the structure follows convention.
The regulation it references was replaced a year and a half ago.

The Pattern

The pattern is always the same: polished output, surface-level review, missed failure. And here’s
the part that makes it hard to catch — the polish itself is the trap. If Al produced obviously rough
work with bad grammar and visible gaps, we’d scrutinize it more carefully. It’s the professional
quality of the surface that disarms our critical thinking.
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Where This
Shows Up

4. What Actually Works

The fix isn’t motivational. Telling your team to “be more careful” doesn’t solve this. The fix is
structural: treat review and verification as two separate steps with different questions.

Two Distinct Steps

¢ Review asks: Does this make sense? Is it well-organized? Does it match what we asked for?

e Verification asks: When we test this against reality, does it actually hold up?

In Practice

For a report, that means independently checking the key numbers — not trusting them because the
narrative sounds right. For marketing content, it means confirming the specific claims are true —
not just approving the voice. For any Al-generated recommendation, it means asking “what happens
when we actually try this?” rather than “does this look reasonable on a slide?”

The rule I keep coming back to: only stand behind what you’ve directly confirmed, not
what you expect the output to be correct about.
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What Actually
W

Only assert what you directly observed.

5. The Speed Paradox

Here’s what surprises people: teams that add a verification step actually move faster over time.

Sounds wrong. An extra step should slow things down. But think about it in practice. Catching a
wrong number before it reaches a client presentation takes five minutes. Discovering it after the
client flags it? That’s days of damage control, credibility repair, and rework. Minimum.

Verification is always cheaper than cleanup. Early catches are always cheaper than late discoveries.
This isn’t a new idea — it’s the same principle behind quality control in manufacturing and peer
review in research. What’s new is that Al has created an entirely new volume of polished-but-
unverified work flowing through our organizations, and our habits haven’t caught up.

ot
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The Speed
Paradox

6. The Uncomfortable Question

Every team using Al to move faster should ask themselves something honest: of everything we
produced with AT last month, how much did we actually verify versus just review?

If the answer is that verification was mostly skipped under deadline pressure, you don’t have an Al
quality problem. You have a process problem. The Al gave you exactly what you asked for. You
just never confirmed that what you asked for was right.

The gap between “looks right” and “is right” has always existed. Al didn’t create it. But Al made
it wider, easier to fall into, and more consequential — because the volume of polished-but-unverified
output is higher than it’s ever been, and the confidence we place in it is higher than it deserves.
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Tl 1e Uncomlortable
Question

How much did we

versus just ?

most. vnms

A workflow design problem.

KEY TAKEAWAY

The people and teams who will thrive with AI aren’t the ones using it the most. They’re
the ones verifying the most. That’s a less exciting sentence than “move fast and break
things,” but it has the advantage of being true.
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