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In recent years, the intersection of artificial intelligence (AI) and psychology has garnered
unprecedented attention, particularly following the advent of generative AI tools in 2022.
These tools, capable of producing human-like text, images, and even deepening our
understanding of cognitive processes, have not only captured the public imagination
but also sparked new concerns and debates within the psychological community.
While AI has been a subject of research for decades, the emergence of its generative capa-
bilities has truly thrust AI into the spotlight. This article explores how these advancements
are reshaping our understanding of human cognition and behavior, as well as their poten-
tial implications for psychological practice and research. Through a critical examination
of current AI technologies and their psychological impacts, we aimed to bridge the gap
between technological innovation and the intricate workings of the human mind.

Public Significance Statement
Adopting an evolutionary mismatch framework, this article delineates how certain
characteristics of artificial intelligence align (match) with our evolved motivational
systems, facilitating the pursuit of fundamental goals such as mating or gaining access
to job and status opportunities, while other characteristics of artificial intelligence are
misaligned (mismatch) and could result in negative outcomes like stress and poorer
mental health or fraud and political unrest.
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The significance of technology is rooted in
how it has progressively enhanced human capa-
bilities over time. Through each technological
revolution from stone and metal devices to mod-
ern machinery, technology has enabled people to
expand their physical capabilities by amplifying
physical labor through simple tools, then by

eliminating the need for physical effort by utiliz-
ing machines, and finally relieving people from
having to manage machinery functions with
automation (Bloomfield, 1993).
The 21st century is characterized by technologies

that offer unprecedented connectivity, advanced
analytics and automation, cyber-physical systems,
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and intelligent computers (Jabrane & Bousmah,
2021; QuantumBlack By McKinsey, 2022).
Robotics enhance manufacturing capabilities by
performing repetitive tasks with precision and
speed. Internet of Things devices connect everyday
objects to the internet, allowing them to communi-
cate and processes to be automated. Modern com-
puting tools enable people to process information
faster while cloud systems enhance distributed and
shared cognition with larger pools of real-time
data, information, and knowledge (Yong, Park,
& Spitzmuller, 2021). These technologies are
designed to perform specific tasks with the aim of
streamlining operations and improving efficiency
(Javaid et al., 2022). These disruptive technologies1

have significantly altered the way that consumers,
industries, or businesses operate, howwe communi-
cate, howmedia is consumed, and how people gen-
erally interact with technology, setting new industry
standards and reshaping consumer expectations.
“The way we work as teams today, geographically
dispersed all around the world, would be unthink-
able to people who lived before the internet age”
(Yong, Park, & Spitzmuller, 2021, pp. 54–55).
Of the many disruptive technologies intro-

duced in the 21st century, artificial intelligence
(AI) is perhaps the one disruptive technology
that has been the most controversial. Unlike tech-
nologies that are task-specific—programmed to
follow predefined instructions, automate routine
functions, or handle large data sets with compu-
tational power (e.g., Internet of Things and robot-
ics; Rejeb et al., 2022)—AI is engineered to carry
out tasks that usually require human intelligence
(e.g., problem-solving) and language processing
(e.g., language recognition and translation), such
as the voice assistant feature in smartphones. AI
systems operate on decision trees that simulate
human decision-making processes; their diverse
algorithms and capacity to detect underlying pat-
terns in data allow them to perform specific tasks
effectively, replicating human logic and reason-
ing (Sarker, 2022).
The controversy surrounding AI has been

thrust into the spotlight with the introduction of
Generative AI in November 2022. Unlike earlier
AI systems and general technologies that depend
on preset algorithms or rigid, rule-based logic,
these AI technologies can learn from extensive
data sets, efficiently gather information, and cre-
ate new content or solutions without the need for
specific programming. This capability enables
AI to produce human-like text, generate artwork,

compose music, and even write software code by
recognizing patterns and grasping context (Gupta
et al., 2024). Since its introduction, people have
reported concerns about AI and hold negative
attitudes toward it, even if they might recognize
its benefits (Cave et al., 2019).
With the inevitable integration of AI in most

aspects of our lives, it is imperative to understand
how AI technologies might interact with our
evolved psychology, for better or worse.
However, studies on the potential consequences
of AI often lack an overarching framework that
addresses a wide spectrum of AI-related problems
in an integrated manner and reveals why such
problems arise. For instance, some choose to
focus on the social impact of AI (Khogali &
Mekid, 2023) while others look at the cognitive
and emotional aspects (e.g., Ahmad et al., 2023;
Dergaa et al., 2024; Kyung & Kwon, 2022), but
absent is a fundamental approach that explains
how these various psychosocial issues come
about. In this article, we adopt an evolutionary
mismatch perspective (Li et al., 2018, 2020) to
understand why and how AI affects our psychol-
ogy and potentially brings about both positive
and negative consequences. The evolutionary
mismatch perspective contrasts how we are moti-
vated to think, feel, and behave due to stimuli pre-
sent in modern times with the way humans lived
and operated in the ancestral past where such evo-
lutionary novelty was absent. This perspective has
been applied to several areas including technolog-
ical usage (Sbarra et al., 2019), physical health
(Lea et al., 2023), mental health (Brenner et al.,
2015; Montgomery, 2018), and mating and repro-
duction (Goetz et al., 2019; Yong et al., 2024),
thus promising useful insights in the context of
AI with the potential to guide interventions that
address problems at the root. We propose that cer-
tain characteristics of AI align (match) with our
evolved motivational systems, facilitating the pur-
suit of fundamental goals, while other characteris-
tics of AI are misaligned (mismatch) and could
result in negative outcomes (e.g., poorer mental
health states) to the extent that stress and anxiety

1 Disruptive technology is an innovation that significantly
alters the way that consumers, industries, or businesses oper-
ate and how we communicate, consume media, and interact
with technology, setting new industry standards and reshap-
ing consumer expectations. Not all innovation is considered
disruptive technology. For instance, automobiles (cars) are
not disruptive; they are simply a more luxurious means of
transportation (QuantumBlack By McKinsey, 2022).
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mechanisms are maladaptively activated by evolu-
tionary mismatches (Brenner et al., 2015;
Lieberman, 2014).
This article is structured to first introduce the

fundamental motivations that emerged over
human evolutionary time, followed by a section
delineating the evolutionary mismatch frame-
work. The next section applies the evolutionary
mismatch framework to AI, outlining how differ-
ent characteristics of AI are matched or mis-
matched to our evolved motivational systems,
thereby influencing our psychobehavioral out-
comes in the age of AI. In the concluding section,
we discuss potential lines of research that can
facilitate the development of interventions to mit-
igate the undesirable consequences of AI.

Fundamental Motivations

People’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors—
both conscious and nonconscious—are largely
motivated by goals and need states (e.g.,
Bargh, 1990). From an evolutionary perspec-
tive, our fundamental goals (e.g., affiliation,
self-protection, social status, mate acquisition
and retention, and child-rearing; Kenrick et al.,
2010) were shaped over the long course of our
species’ existence in the environment of evolu-
tionary adaptedness (EEA) as the successful
pursuit of these goals led to greater survival
and reproduction (Tooby & Cosmides, 1990).
Thus, our motivational systems evolved to regu-
late functionally specific behavior, including
interactions with other individuals, organisms,
and the external environment (Schaller et al.,
2017), in ways that facilitate fundamental goal
pursuit. Recent work within this framework
(Brown et al., 2015; Huelsnitz et al., 2020; Ko
et al., 2020; Krems et al., 2017; Morse et al.,
2015; Neel & Lassetter, 2019; Neel et al.,
2016; Pirlott & Cook, 2018) has identified at
least seven fundamental social motives: self-
protection, disease avoidance, affiliation, social
status, mate seeking, mate retention, and kin
care. Affiliation, status, mate seeking and reten-
tion, and kin care apply to specific domains of
social life. Self-protection and disease avoid-
ance are less directly related to the social
realm, but because other people are potential
sources of infection or harm, these two motives
can also regulate social cognitions and interac-
tions (Murray & Schaller, 2016; Neuberg
et al., 2011).

Each motivational state is distinct because it
evolved in response to the unique selective pres-
sures associated with specific adaptive problems
(Barrett & Kurzban, 2006; Tooby & Cosmides,
2008). Accordingly, individuals behave differ-
ently depending on which fundamental motive
system is active. External cues (i.e., stimulus
inputs from the immediate environment) inform
appraisals (e.g., is it a threat?) which trigger spe-
cific fundamental motivation systems and elicit
specific sets of goal-directed perceptions, cogni-
tions, and behaviors. As such, people interpret
incoming information differently, leading them
to act upon the same information in different
ways (Bargh, 2006; Griskevicius, Goldstein,
et al., 2009; Griskevicius, Tybur, et al., 2009;
Maner et al., 2007). Here, we provide a general
overview of five fundamental motives that we
consider to be most pertinent to AI, with the
aim of demonstrating in later sections how AI
might produce evolutionary mismatches in
these adaptive areas.

Self-Protection

Danger existed in many forms—predators,
strangers, and other precarious situations—in the
ancestral environment. A well-established body
of research suggests that stimuli signaling danger,
such as snakes and spiders (Öhman & Mineka,
2001), angry expressions (Fox et al., 2001), unfa-
miliar men (Becker et al., 2007), out-group mem-
bers (Ackerman et al., 2006), and dark alleyways
(Schaller et al., 2003), trigger the self-protection
motivation system comprising perceptions, cogni-
tive processes, and behaviors aimed at heighten-
ing vigilance and reacting to threat. For example,
when self-protective motives were activated, par-
ticipants erroneously inferred anger in their faces
with neutral expressions, especially those of men
and ethnic out-group members (Maner et al.,
2005). This finding reflects a heightened attention
to functionally specific categories of people, in
particular those who are stereotypically viewed
as more likely to pose a threat. Similarly, under
conditions of ambient darkness, people were
likely to evaluate out-group members unfavorably
and associate them with stereotypic traits relevant
to threat (e.g., Black and criminal), but not stereo-
typic traits irrelevant to threat (e.g., Black and
lazy; Schaller et al., 2003).
The self-protection motive also prompts actions

that increase group cohesion. When people feel
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endangered, they are more likely to imitate the
behaviors and preferences of others (Griskevicius,
Goldstein, et al., 2009; Kugihara, 2005; van Vugt
et al., 2007), prefer to keep to the status quo (Jost
& Hunyady, 2005), and take fewer risks (Lerner
& Keltner, 2001). Not drawing attention to oneself
and avoiding being seen as standing out in a group
serves a safety-enhancing function (Dijksterhuis
et al., 2000). People also experience a greater
desire to affiliate with similar others when they per-
ceive death as salient (Pyszczynski et al., 1997;
Wisman & Koole, 2003; see also terror manage-
ment theory: Greenberg et al., 1986; Pyszczynski
et al., 2015).

Mate Acquisition

Finding and acquiring mates is necessary for
reproductive success. Mate acquisition motives
are triggered in the real and imagined presence
of potential mates signaling reproductive oppor-
tunities (Yong et al., 2025). This motive, in
turn, drives perceptions, cognitions, and behav-
iors associated with greater mating success in
ancestral environments (Maner et al., 2005;
Wilson & Daly, 2004). When the mate acquisi-
tion system is activated, people become more
attuned to information concerning the mating
desirability of both themselves and others. Due
to sexual selection and differential parental
investment (Trivers, 1972), men and women
evolved to pay attention to different qualities
associated with potential partners (Griskevicius
et al., 2006; Kenrick et al., 1996; Singh, 1993).
For instance, the high obligatory investment of
women in the processes of reproduction (e.g.,
gestation and lactation), particularly in harsh
ancestral contexts devoid of welfare support sys-
tems, renders it important that their mating part-
ners provide sufficient resources and protection
to them and their offspring (Buss & Schmitt,
1993). Accordingly, women are attuned to indi-
cators of social status, resources, and physical
strength when evaluating potential partners
(Li et al., 2002; Singh, 1993; Yong et al., 2022).
In contrast, as men’s reproductive success is

determined more by women’s fertility which is
more limited than men’s over the lifespan
(Clutton-Brock, 1988; Trivers, 1972), men pay
greater attention to fertility cues such as youth
and health (Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Li et al.,
2002; Singh, 1993; Yong et al., 2022).
When mating motives were activated, men

demonstrated enhanced visual attention to attrac-
tive faces of the opposite sex (Duncan et al.,
2007) and could remember the faces of attractive
women better (Becker et al., 2005). Additionally,
given that relative to women, the costs of poor
mating decisions weigh less for men and that
men can increase their reproductive success by
having more partners, men tend to be more recep-
tive to mating opportunities (Buss & Schmitt,
1993; Haselton & Buss, 2000; Kenrick et al.,
1990) and express more regret over missed sex-
ual opportunities than over sexual actions
(Roese et al., 2006). In the presence of attractive
members of the opposite sex, men are also more
likely than women to erroneously perceive sex-
ual arousal (but not other emotional states) and
take behavioral risks (Maner et al., 2005;
Ronay & von Hippel, 2010).
Mating motives drive courtship behaviors

directed at making oneself desirable and attrac-
tive to the opposite sex. Because women priori-
tize status and resources in men, men engage in
behaviors that draw attention to their social status
and the resources they are willing to provide. For
example, putting men in a mating mindset made
them more likely to spend on luxury products
(Griskevicius et al., 2007), associate themselves
with expensive brands (Sundie et al., 2012),
and act in ways that signal social dominance, her-
oism, and charitability (Campbell et al., 2003;
Griskevicius et al., 2007; Iredale et al., 2008).
In contrast, women engage in behaviors that
advertise physical attractiveness and youth
(Kenrick & Keefe, 1992), such as by investing
effort and money on their physical appearance
(e.g., clothes and accessories, make-up, and cos-
metic procedures; Hudders et al., 2014), and
behaving in ways suggesting cooperativeness
and helpfulness (Griskevicius et al., 2006, 2007).

Mate Retention

Mate acquisition alone does not guarantee
reproductive success because mating partners
can leave the relationship (Buss, 1988; Hazan
& Diamond, 2000). As such, humans evolved a
mate retention system designed to maintain exist-
ing relationship bonds and manage threats from
romantic competitors (Campbell & Ellis, 2005;
Yong et al., 2025). For instance, both men and
women participate in gift-giving during celebra-
tory occasions (e.g., birthdays and Christmas) to
reciprocate a partner’s gift or to reconcile after a
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fight (Saad & Gill, 2003), all of which serve to
reinforce romantic pair-bonds. Conversely, the
presence of desirable and available opposite-sex
individuals can undermine people’s commitment
to existing partners (Guttentag & Secord, 1983;
Kenrick et al., 1989, 1994). Specifically, studies
have shown that both men and women judged the
quality of their relationships less favorably after
being exposed to attractive opposite-sex individ-
uals (Kenrick et al., 1994). Men also rated their
partner as less attractive after being exposed to
female nudity (Kenrick et al., 1989).
The presence of desirable competitors also trig-

gers the mate retention system to facilitate mate
guarding, such as jealous reactions (Yong & Li,
2018). Evolutionary theories of mate preferences
suggest that men face pronounced risks from
investing in unrelated offspring, whereas women
are more at risk of losing access to resources pro-
vided by their partners (Buss et al., 1992). As
such, men are likely to bemore jealous over sexual
infidelity while women are likely to be more jeal-
ous over emotional infidelity (Sagarin, 2005).
When confronted with mating threats, both men
andwomen can experience heightenedmotivation
to be more vigilant over their partners and
compete more intensely. For example, women
flaunt luxury products to signal to other women
that their partners are committed (Wang &
Griskevicius, 2014) while men derogate other
men on the basis of status and wealth to make
competitors appear less desirable (Fisher &
Wade, 2023). Nevertheless, when individuals in
strong and satisfied relationships are presented
with extrapair mating opportunities, they tend to
disregard those opportunities by devaluing alter-
native potential mates and emphasizing their com-
mitment to the relationship (Lydon et al., 2003).

Social Status

Being held in high regard by others has impor-
tant adaptive benefits including access to material
resources and social alliances (van Vugt &
Tybur, 2015). Particularly for men, high social
status additionally confers access to mating
opportunities as women tend to prefer romantic
partners with sufficient status (Kenrick et al.,
1994; Townsend, 1992). At the same time, it
can also be crucial for women to have status in
cultures that place a premium on social standing
(Yong et al., 2022) or have strong social class
homogamy (Yong et al., 2024). Activation of

the status system is brought about by cues of
dominance, prestige, or competition (e.g., rivals,
other high-status individuals, and accomplish-
ments of others). When active, the status motive
attunes individuals to their standing in the status
hierarchy and heightens aspirations for higher
status (Krems et al., 2017).
The dominance-prestige framework (Maner

et al., 2007; Winegard et al., 2014) delineates
two pathways by which status can be gained.
On the one hand, individuals can obtain higher
status by enforcing deference from others using
physical strength and coercion. As such, when
the status motive is triggered, people may exhibit
aggressive behaviors in a bid to overpower others
(Griskevicius, Tybur, et al., 2009). On the other
hand, higher status can be obtained through pres-
tige, where deference is freely conferred to indi-
viduals exhibiting competence and seniority
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Status motives also
increase people’s inclinations to get close to
and associate with those who have high status.
In particular, deferring to and performing favors
for high-status individuals facilitates avoidance
of physical conflict in a dominance context and
increases the odds of learning from and modeling
the behavior of high-status individuals in a pres-
tige context (Boyd & Richerson, 1985; Henrich
& Boyd, 1998; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001).
Given the importance of status as a basis of

mate value for men, men are more concerned
about losing status than are women. For instance,
compared to women, men are more attentive to
loss of status in relation to neighbors (Daly &
Wilson, 1988; Gutierres et al., 1999) and are
morewilling to take risks to attain more resources
and status (Ermer et al., 2008). These status con-
cerns and behaviors are especially pronounced in
the presence of other men (Griskevicius, Tybur,
et al., 2009) or when mating motives are primed
(Daly & Wilson, 2001; Griskevicius et al., 2006;
Griskevicius, Tybur, et al., 2009;Wilson &Daly,
1985).

Affiliation

Humans are a group-oriented species (Lancaster,
1975). Living in groups, including forming coa-
litions and getting along with other group mem-
bers, shielded ancestral humans against threats
(e.g., resource competition, diseases, predators,
and enemies) and harsh conditions (e.g., starva-
tion and extreme weather) and offered benefits
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such as sharing of knowledge, resources, and
caretaking responsibilities (Henrich & Boyd,
1998; Hill & Hurtado, 1989). Therefore,
humans evolved an affiliation system that func-
tions to build and maintain relations with others
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The affiliation sys-
tem is sensitive to information about other
potentially friendly individuals and our own
inclusionary status (i.e., whether or not we are
accepted or rejected from our group), in turn
prompting behaviors aimed at making new
friends and maintaining existing ones (Maner
et al., 2007). For instance, people are more will-
ing to purchase gifts and spend more money on
products that can be enjoyed with others than on
products that can only be consumed alone
(Mead et al., 2011; Ward & Broniarczyk, 2011).
The affiliation system is also triggered when

inclusionary status is threatened, such as when
a person is socially rejected or ostracized
(see sociometer theory; Leary & Baumeister,
2000; Leary et al., 1998). People’s self-esteem
decreases as a function of rejection and exclu-
sion, which then motivates relationship-restoring
behaviors (Gerber & Wheeler, 2009; Leary,
2005; Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Leary et al.,
1995, 1998), such as investing more effort into
group tasks, conforming more to group norms,
and engaging in compensatory cooperation and
prosocial behaviors (Lanser & Eisenberger,
2023; Ouwerkerk et al., 2005; Williams &
Sommer, 1997; Williams et al., 2000). The
strong demand for products and services that
allow consumers to interact with friends and
loved ones and fulfill affiliation needs, such as
Facebook and smartphones with unlimited min-
utes for talking and texting, underscores the
importance that people place on forming and
maintaining cooperative alliances.

Evolutionary Mismatch Theory

A tenet of evolutionary psychology is that the
humanmind is, just like the physical body, a prod-
uct of natural and sexual selection. Over evolu-
tionary time, these selective processes produce
and retain physical and psychological traits that
allow us to address problems to survival and repro-
duction more consistently and effectively than
alternative phenotypic designs (Buss, 1995;
Lewis et al., 2017; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990,
1992). Psychological adaptations are mechanisms
that receive inputs from the environment through

sensory stimuli, after which these inputs are pro-
cessed by algorithmic decision rules to generate
outputs in the form of cognition, emotion, atti-
tudes, and behaviors (Buss, 1995; Lewis et al.,
2017). As adaptive mechanisms evolve with
their respective EEA, our evolved psychology is
well adapted to specific conditions associated
with the vast majority of the 200,000 years that
Homo sapiens have existed, characterized by life
in small, egalitarian, and kin-based nomadic tribes
on the African Savannah (von Rueden, 2020;
Woodburn, 1982).
However, the present environment that mod-

ern humans live in dramatically differs from
that of our ancestors. An evolutionary mismatch
occurs when the environment changes more rap-
idly than the time required for psychological
mechanisms to adapt (i.e., adaptive lag), causing
those mechanisms to detect either missing or
substantially distinct inputs and generating out-
puts that are misaligned to their original evolu-
tionary function (Li et al., 2018, 2020).
When the environment is deprived of naturally

occurring stimuli or cues, a forced mismatch
occurs when evolutionarily novel environments
are unnaturally imposed upon inhabitant organ-
isms (Li et al., 2018). For instance, certain night-
active insects rely on moonlight as a navigational
cue, but this previously adaptive instinct is dis-
rupted by the widespread use of artificial lighting
(Málnás et al., 2011). In humans, social media
forces users to process an exponentially large
volume of social information with questionable
utility, which is a stark departure from the low-
quantity yet high-quality social information pro-
vided by in-group members in ancestral times.
As a result, evolved psychological mechanisms
that attend to social information (e.g., one’s
inclusionary status) are excessively triggered,
resulting in maladaptive outputs such as fear of
missing out and excessive social media use
(Lim & Tan, 2024).
Alternatively, evolutionary mismatch can occur

when novel cues hijack our psychological mecha-
nisms such that the novel stimulus is favored over
the stimulus that the mechanism originally
evolved to process. A classic example of a
hijacked mismatch is our preference for high-
calorie foods (e.g., sweet food).While such a pref-
erence is well suited for an ancestral environment
where calories are scarce (Eaton et al., 1996), it
now leads people to overconsume sugar in mod-
ern environments where manufactured sugar is
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abundant in food, resulting in lifestyle diseases
such as diabetes (Gluckman & Hanson, 2006).
Evolutionary mismatch can also occur because

the adaptiveness of the output changes. For exam-
ple, leadership is often based on physical prowess
as group activities carrying important fitness
implications in ancestral contexts, such as hunt-
ing, warfare, and group defense, had to be exe-
cuted and led by physically strong individuals.
Therefore, natural selection favored a preference
for leaders who displayed features associated
with physical prowess, such as height, strength,
and dominance (Spisak et al., 2012). Modern
organizations, however, need different types of
leaders who can navigate novel, complex environ-
ments where physical strength is less relevant as a
useful quality. With their superior verbal memory,
empathy, and social skills compared to men (van
Vugt, 2006), women should perform better as
leaders given that such competencies are more
important today. Yet, even as the male-biased
leadership preference loses its adaptive value
due to evolutionary novelties of the modern work-
place, women continue to be overlooked as lead-
ers (van Vugt & Ronay, 2014).
The impact of technology can be similarly

understood within this evolutionary mismatch
context (Li et al., 2020; Lim & Tan, 2024;
Sbarra et al., 2019; van Vugt et al., 2024).
Although humans (and other tool-using animals)
have been documented to use simple tech-
nological devices in premodern times, the
use of advanced, man-made technology (e.g.,
machines, computers, and AI) over the last 500
years (Osterhammel, 2014) represents less than
1% of human evolutionary history (Rogers &
Jorde, 1995). The introduction and presence of
advanced technology has diverged modern
humanity vastly from its past hunter-gatherer
lifestyle, creating evolutionary mismatches in
our everyday lives (Giphart & van Vugt, 2018;
Lim & Tan, 2024; van Vugt et al., 2024). For
instance, people in the modern digital age are
constantly exposed to remote issues such as nat-
ural and economic disasters occurring elsewhere,
in stark contrast to ancestral living where expo-
sure to information is limited to the local
ecology due to geographical limits of the EEA.
Consequently, current levels of input can over-
load our evolved cognitive system, generating
stress and decreased performance and well-being
(Hughes et al., 2024). Indeed, evolutionary
mismatches have been linked to a number of

problematic outcomes in modern society, includ-
ing physical health problems like high blood
pressure, diabetes, and obesity, as well as mental
health issues related to chronic stress, burnout,
and depression (Brenner et al., 2015; Li et al.,
2020), which are rare in existing hunter-gatherer
societies (Marlowe, 2010).
In the following sections, we aim to apply the

logic of evolutionary mismatch to discuss how
various aspects of AI might affect our evolved
psychology, which in turn influences the way
people think, feel, and behave in the age of AI.
More specifically, we will consider how AI inter-
acts with the fundamental motivation systems
described in the preceding section to produce
misalignments while also examining possible
avenues for alignment, thus informing the ways
that the psychosocial outcomes of AI can be mit-
igated or harnessed depending on their fitness
costs and benefits.

Evolutionary Mismatches With AI

Because each motivational system is designed
to regulate functionally specific psychobehavioral
responses, they are attuned to particular cues in the
environment and drive individuals to behave
according to the fundamental motive system that
is active. More specifically, people can act on
the same information differently depending on
whether they have been primed with self-
protection cues (e.g., they recently read a news
story about a murder), mate-search cues (e.g.,
they recently saw an attractive opposite-sex indi-
vidual), status cues (e.g., they recently heard
about a promotion), or affiliation cues (e.g., they
were recently socially rejected), triggering a cas-
cade of perceptions, cognitions, and behaviors rel-
evant to addressing the fundamental need or goal
that is primed (Bargh, 2006; Griskevicius,
Goldstein, et al., 2009; Griskevicius, Tybur,
et al., 2009; Maner et al., 2005). Similarly, in
the context of AI, people also use different rules
to handle distinct psychosocial dynamics pertain-
ing to friends and allies (affiliation), dangerous
and threatening others (self-protection), competi-
tors and superiors (status), opposite-sex coworkers
(mate search), and spouses (mate retention).

Self-Protection

Anthropomorphism, or the attribution of
human-like characteristics to nonhuman animals,
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objects, and natural phenomena (e.g., the
weather), serves several functions including
more efficient learning and enhanced predictabil-
ity by applying familiar social cognition mecha-
nisms to understand the environment more
effectively (Epley et al., 2007; Waytz et al.,
2010). The inclination to anthropomorphize is
especially strong when nonhuman entities pos-
sess features and traits that resemble humans
(Epley et al., 2007). This bias enhanced survival
by reducing the risk of harm from real threats
(Varella, 2018). For example, if early humans
saw a predator (e.g., a tiger) and imagined it as
capable of human-like intent, such as stalking
or planning, they would be more likely to avoid
the predator and act defensively, rather than
assuming it posed no danger. In ancient societies,
natural phenomena (e.g., storms, floods, and vol-
canic eruptions) were often anthropomorphized
as the actions of gods or spirits capable of
anger, vengeance, or favor. By seeing natural
forces as acting with intent, people developed rit-
uals, practices, and behaviors aimed at appeasing
these forces or avoiding “offending” them.
As AI technology advances and begins mim-

icking human speech and emotion, humans are
likely to start perceiving AI as a living entity
(Caporusso, 2023; Guingrich & Graziano,
2024; see also Hyperactive Agency Detection
Device; Modern, 2016). The evolutionarily
novel nature of AI may cause it to be interpreted
as an out-group person, which signals threat and
activates self-protective motivations. Thus, to the
extent that humanness is a feature of AI technol-
ogy, the evolutionary mismatch perspective pre-
dicts self-protective attitudes and reactions
against AI, manifesting as distrust and suspicion
against their use, particularly when there is a
sense of uncertainty surrounding its “intentions.”
Cognitive, affective, and behavioral responses

specific to self-protection have been observed
when people interact with AI technologies.
People feel threatened by machines with human-
like agentic abilities (Ferrari et al., 2016; Stein
et al., 2020; Złotowski et al., 2017), with many
reporting feelings of unease when interacting
with AI technologies (Shank et al., 2019). Such
beliefs induce anxiety in people (Frank et al.,
2023), especially when people harbor sentiments
that AI will be humanity’s “biggest existential
threat” given the uncertain risks that accompany
its capabilities (Piper, 2019). People also exhibit
greater group cohesion and cooperation with

humans than with robots in group games involv-
ing human and robot teammates and display
more unfavorable out-group sentiments (e.g.,
noise blasts) toward out-group robots than out-
group humans (Fraune, 2020). In economic
games involving payoffs, participants allocated
higher payoffs when they knew that the receiver
of the payoffs was human than when the receiver
was a machine or one that was operated by a
human (von Schenk et al., 2025). In games
involving the distribution of wealth between
those of similar social status and an AI algorithm,
people distributed the lowest amount of wealth to
AI (Weiß et al., 2020).
Although humans and AI algorithms are often

matched in decision-making capability and,
moreover, AI agents have surpassed human-level
performance in a range of tasks (Schrittwieser
et al., 2020; Silver et al., 2017), people remain
less trusting of AI decision-makers than of actual
humans. For instance, people are more likely to
believe that they understand decisions made by
humans than those made by the advanced algo-
rithms behind AI, even if there is no difference
in their objective understanding of the decisions
made between the two (Cadario et al., 2021),
thus reflecting lower levels of confidence and
higher levels of skepticism toward AI technolo-
gies (e.g., self-driving cars; Shariff et al., 2021).
Despite suspicions against AI and resistance

against its adoption, the likely future reality is
that AI will be increasingly integrated in people’s
daily lives. The evolutionary mismatch hypothe-
sis suggests that reducing perceptions of AI’s
out-group identity can reduce self-protective
defenses against AI technologies. Thus, mea-
sures aimed at aligning the social identities of
AI technologies with ours could be undertaken
to achieve this goal. Existing research suggests
that people can be cooperative with AI technol-
ogy (Nielsen et al., 2022). People are more empa-
thetic toward robots, can exhibit a greater sense
of groupness with them, and are less likely to
be competitive with in-group robots than out-
group humans when they are identified as being
on the same team (Haring et al., 2014; von
Schenk et al., 2025).

Mate Acquisition

Mate acquisition motives are triggered upon
the presence of both real and imagined potential
mates (Ronay & von Hippel, 2010; Yong et al.,
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2025), thereby shifting people’s attention to
information concerning the mating desirability
of both others and their own (Li, 2007;
Townsend, 1992). AI allows several content
types to be manipulated and generated easily,
such as realistic images of individuals who do
not actually exist, and it is also capable of taking
existing images and generating new high-
resolution versions with details that were not pre-
sent in the original (Whittaker et al., 2020).
As such, AI-generated content can realistically

mimic inputs that hijack evolved mating-related
mechanisms, such as those suggesting the avail-
ability of desirable mates. When the influx of
AI-generated images of highly attractive individ-
uals is coupled with social media and online dat-
ing apps, people can be exposed to a large
number of perceived mating options (i.e., hun-
dreds or even thousands) in short spans of time,
which is a huge contrast to the experience of
ancestral humans who would have encountered
only a few dozen potential mates in their lifetime
(Marlowe, 2005). As virtual reality did not exist
in the EEA, the mind is poorly equipped to distin-
guish between real people and virtual images of
people (Kanazawa, 2002; Yong et al., 2016).
These evolutionarily novel cues of virtual indi-
viduals lead our psychology to believe that a
large pool of mating options exists, even though
the actual mating ecology of individuals has not
changed (Goetz et al., 2019). The resultant para-
dox of choice is that people are reporting
increased difficulties in finding love and estab-
lishing healthy romantic relationships, as it
increasingly feels like “the one” is just one
more swipe away and people do not want to
rush into commitment (Thomas et al., 2023).
Another trend that inadvertently expands the

perceived pool of mates with valued qualities is
the growing use of AI to enhance one’s dating pro-
file and increase the odds of matching with desir-
able individuals (Kane, 2024). When provided
with the right prompts, ChatGPT—which is pow-
ered by AI—can summarize the desired features
sought by certain target groups and create highly
tailored dating profiles, including the types of pho-
tos and captions to include, to entice interest from
particular targets. For instance, Aleksandr Zhadan
reportedly used ChatGPT to talk to over 5,000
women on Tinder, eventually leading to his
engagement with one of the women he connected
with (Zeff, 2024). While this can help to boost
one’s perceived mate value and perhaps improve

the odds of mating success, the flipside is that
our evolved mate preference mechanisms may
fail to discount the evolutionarily novel attractive-
ness cues in artificially enhanced profiles, thus
undermining people’s ability to evaluate and
accurately select mating partners. Research has
shown that even when people know that AI was
involved in the generation of a dating profile, it
only affected the perceived trustworthiness of
the individual in the profile and not their perceived
attractiveness (Wu & Kelly, 2020). Nevertheless,
there is a paucity of studies that have systemati-
cally examined the psychological impact of AI
use on dating apps on users. As it remains unclear
how the use ofAI-generated content would impact
the quality of matches on dating apps, especially
for users interacting with AI-generated profiles
or messages, this area represents a fruitful direc-
tion for future research.
While Zhadan’s experience appears to repre-

sent a success story in the use of AI to find
love, the capabilities of AI can be leveraged
for far more malicious purposes by exploiting
people’s mate acquisition motives. For instance,
the capability of AI to create realistic deep-
fakes—highly realistic fabricated images, vid-
eos, or audio—has been exploited in dating
apps to not only enhance appearance, leading to
catfishing expeditions, but also fabricate identi-
ties and prey on people’s desires (Fletcher
et al., 2024; Healey, 2023). For instance, deep-
fake technology has been used by scammers to
pose as attractive individuals, grooming victims
by fostering a sense of intimacy before conning
them into making bogus investments (Yeung,
2024). Real-time deepfake video calls have also
been reportedly used by fraud syndicates to fur-
ther enhance the believability of efforts to roman-
tically defraud victims. In particular, scammers
are reportedly creating false identities using
AI-powered deepfake technology capable of
mimicking facial expressions and mouth move-
ments over video calls to interact with would-be
victims in real time (Figure 1; Burgess, 2024).
They would show affection, compliment the
appearance of would-be victims, and share
bogus personal stories as a social engineering
tactic to build trust before tricking them into part-
ing with thousands of dollars. The mate acquisi-
tion motive can be so strongly activated that
victims sometimes continue to give money to
their scammers even in the face of evidence
that they have been scammed (Whitty, 2013).
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Mate Retention

As AI affords the creation of content and pro-
files that exaggerate the availability of desirable
individuals, the resultant perception of an abun-
dance of alternative mating options can contrib-
ute to relationship dissatisfaction and insecurity.
Studies have shown that the presence of attractive
and available mates can undermine commitment
to existing partners (Guttentag & Secord, 1983;
Kenrick et al., 1994). In particular, men who
were briefly exposed to just 10 photos of physi-
cally attractive female faces reported lower levels
of commitment to their long-term partners; like-
wise, women evaluated their relationships less
favorably when they were exposed to men with

higher status or resource potential. By driving
partner choice overload, AI can hijack informa-
tional inputs relevant to relationship maintenance
and cause people to become less satisfied with
their current partners. Moreover, technologies
driven by AI are now capable of engaging users
socially, emotionally, and even physically (i.e.,
simulated reality and teledildonics; Prochazka &
Brooks, 2024). A study on Replika, an AI chatbot
that can learn the needs and desires of users,
observed that users were interacting with it in
ways that resembled a romantic relationship
despite being aware that they were communicating
with a for-profit, nonhuman product (Pan &Mou,
2024). In turn, people can feel threatened by AI as
a romantic competitor and feel more insecure
about their relationship. For instance, women
have reported feeling jealous if they knew that
their partners spent time and money on female-
like robots (Szczuka & Krämer, 2018). These
reactions are not unfounded as research has
shown that individuals who are addicted to cyber-
sex can lose sexual interest in their real spouses,
and people often view themselves in a less favor-
able light as compared to their virtual mating
rivals (Schneider, 2003). Thus, AI can potentially
undermine relationships and hijack our psychol-
ogy to respond as if an actual relationship threat
is present.
With the advent of technologies that are capa-

ble of simulating human-like conversations and
providing companionship and support (e.g., AI
chatbots; Pan & Mou, 2024), there is growing
concern that AI will breed greater isolation as
people may end up preferring virtual relation-
ships over real ones (Laestadius et al., 2024;
Xie & Pentina, 2022). Nonetheless, some recent
findings demonstrate that interacting with AI can
instead promote actual, real relationships. For
instance, romantically attached individuals who
engaged in a flirtatious virtual encounter desired
their partners more and devalued those virtual
alternatives (Birnbaum et al., 2023), while incels
who interacted with AI experienced an improve-
ment in socializing skills (Reynaud, 2024). More
research on the contexts that moderate the costs
and benefits of AI in maintaining relationships
is warranted.

Social Status

Jobs are an important source of status and
resource acquisition in modern economies

Figure 1
The Use of Deepfake Technology During Video Calls
in a Romance Fraud

Note. Screenshot of a video showing a Nigerian scam syn-
dicate, the Yahoo Boys, using the likeness of a Caucasian
man in a romance scam attempt over a video call (Burgess,
2024). See the online article for the color version of this
figure.
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(Yong et al., 2019). AI triggers people’s status
motives by interfering with employment oppor-
tunities in the job market in at least two ways.
Similar to how AI can induce self-protective
responses as it becomes uncannily human-like,
AI can also rouse status and resource competition
concerns when people see AI as not just a tool but
also an entity that is capable of replacing them
(Caporusso, 2023; Guingrich & Graziano,
2024; Modern, 2016). In particular, AI can
mimic human cognition, execute complex
tasks, and in many cases outperform humans
(Quaquebeke & Gerpott, 2023), prompting peo-
ple to be increasingly worried about losing
their sources of income and status when AI
“takes over” (Frank et al., 2023). Examples of
jobs that are being replaced by AI include cus-
tomer service agents, financial traders, and travel
advisors (Urwin, 2024), and this list is likely to
grow. A body of research reflects the sentiment
that AI is perceived as a direct threat to people’s
social status and the positions they have estab-
lished in their workplaces (Jussupow et al.,
2018). For instance, the introduction of AI in
organizations has been found to create the
sense that changes are being made to employees’
work roles and is predictive of work identity
threat (Mirbabaie et al., 2022). An experiment
also demonstrated that people experienced status
threat from intelligent technologies, especially
those that have been shown to outperform
humans in tasks that require agency and experi-
ence (Grundke, 2024).
The second, less direct way that AI interferes

with the job market and threatens status is its
role in democratizing expertise, allowing individ-
uals to enter industries where highly specialized
knowledge was once needed (Frank et al.,
2019). For instance, taxi services used to be pro-
vided by experienced drivers who knew how to
find their way around labyrinthine cities, but
AI-powered global positioning system tools now
enable a large number of less experienced drivers
to enter the taxi market and provide such services.
Similarly, people are using AI tools like ChatGPT
to generate professional marketing blurbs or pro-
gramming code, allowing them to accomplish
tasks that would have otherwise required compe-
tencies that took time to build. The widespread
access to expertise coupled with the advanced
capabilities of AI have heightened competition
for reduced jobs across industries, affecting
low-wage and moderately skilled workers alike

(Gallego & Kurer, 2022). As this “skill creep”
will cause once-competitive skills to become
obsolete, people may experience anxiety from
having to constantly learn new skills or innovate
to stay competitive. While there is a dearth of
research on this recent phenomenon, studies
examining the impact of competition for limited
occupations and social status anxiety have noted
that people may spend a longer amount of time
trying to accumulate resources and status, which
may undermine the pursuit of important goals
such as maintaining social relationships or starting
a family, and in some cases lead to the abandon-
ment of those goals altogether when they seem
impossible to reach (Yong et al., 2019, 2024).

Affiliation

AI can hijack our motive to affiliate and result
in the transmission of biased or false information
due to difficulties in discerning the origins and
veracity of AI-generated content. Although peo-
ple tend to perceive content negatively if they are
known to be created by AI (Arango et al., 2023),
people generally struggle to distinguish between
AI-generated and human-generated content
(Kreps et al., 2022; Park et al., 2024). For
instance, when participants were presented with
social media content without awareness of how
they were produced, it was found that
AI-generated content was rated as similar in
credibility, attractiveness, and quality as those
created by human influencers, and better in qual-
ity than those created by the general population
(Park et al., 2024). These preliminary findings
are consistent with the evolutionary mismatch
prediction that people would face difficulties
processing evolutionarily novel stimuli (e.g.,
Yong et al., 2016). Misinformation can end up
being propagated due to this inability to carefully
assess AI content as well as our bias toward
information that coheres with our group identity
and supports our affiliative needs (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Yong, Li, & Kanazawa, 2021). For
instance, analyses of Twitter/X data show that AI
content drives the amplification of political
polarization as users often fail to assess the
truth value of messages and repost only the mes-
sages that support their own group’s political
views (Ricker et al., 2024). Experimental studies
manipulating the presentation of political con-
tent from actual news organizations (e.g., The
Huffington Post, Associated Press, and Fox

EVOLUTIONARY MISMATCH AND ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE 63



News) and AI-generated text mimicking news
content from those organizations showed that
readers judged AI-generated content to be as cred-
ible as content from actual news organizations
(Kreps et al., 2022). Instead, the perceived credi-
bility of the content, whether AI-generated or
actual, was determined more by the alignment
between the news organization’s political leanings
and people’s political orientations. AI-generated
content extends beyond text to include videos,
including deepfakes where political leaders’ like-
ness, facial expressions, patterns of mouth move-
ment, and reverse-engineered speeches are
stitched together to drive misinformation and dis-
information with high persuasive power
(Momeni, 2025). The abuse of AI for political
purposes exemplifies how AI can leverage our
affiliative needs to propagate carefully curated,
biased messages. Although current evidence sug-
gests that AI-generated misinformation is not
more deceptive than human-generated misinfor-
mation (Barari et al., 2025), there is a growing
concern that AI-generated content is becoming
“more human than human” (Jakesch et al., 2023,
p. 1), which will further undermine people’s abil-
ity to evaluate such content. Several global efforts
are underway to further humanize AI-generated
content (e.g., Ayub et al., 2024).
Computer security experts have warned that

malicious actors can leverage AI capabilities
and the general human amenability toward infor-
mation that tends to our affiliative needs to drive
social engineering (Schmitt & Flechais, 2024).
Not only does AI generate hyperrealistic content,
but it can also scrape and analyze information on
one’s affiliation, online presence, and online
behavior, allowing attackers to customize their
approach to specific targets. Figure 2 below pre-
sents a real-world instance of a spear phishing
attack—deceptive emails that are designed to
manipulate victims into granting hackers their
security credentials or access to their systems—
reported by the Better Business Bureau of
Wisconsin. By invoking prospective victims’
associations with their company and implying
negative consequences, attackers can induce a
sense of urgency to manipulate victims into
granting them confidential information. AI can
further facilitate this process with enhanced real-
ism via generated content, advanced personaliza-
tion, and even automation of these processes,
thereby enabling attackers to carry out large-scale
phishing campaigns.

Implications and Future Considerations

The current article presented a way to under-
stand the impact of AI through the lens of evolu-
tionary mismatch. In particular, we described
several ways that AI might interfere with our
evolved psychology because of its evolutionarily
novel inputs, for better or worse. Specifically,
certain characteristics of AI align (match) with
our evolved motivational systems, facilitating
the pursuit of fundamental goals such as mating
or gaining access to job and status opportunities,
while other characteristics of AI are misaligned
(mismatch) and could result in negative out-
comes like stress and poorer mental health or
fraud and political unrest.
Beyond the domain-specific examples of the

effects of evolutionary mismatch caused by AI
that we outlined above, it is also important to con-
sider more broadly how the overall lives of human
beings might change as the world inevitably
marches on toward greater digitization and adop-
tion of AI in everyday life. It is likely that people
will grow increasingly reliant on AI to do things
that, just a few years ago, had to be done manually,
such as creating resumes, developing program-
ming code, writing research reports, and even dee-
jaying and producing music. The impact will be
somewhat similar to when new technologies like
washing machines and calculators were intro-
duced. Once we have those tools, it becomes not
only unappealing to wash clothes by hand or do
calculations manually but also impractical because
of the inefficiency and limited productivity of ear-
lier methods. Younger generations will be born
into a world where it is taken for granted that AI
should be used to remove the effort needed to
know how things work at a deep level. The domi-
nant skill set will shift toward knowing how to use
AI to do ever more complex things, such as gener-
ating more complex programming code but at the
expense of knowing what the code really means.
It is perhaps difficult to know exactly where
humans are headed in this regard, but it is possible
to envision a future where people are residing in
increasingly virtual, AI-powered, mismatched
worlds and losing touch with the basic skills
needed to be human, such as going outdoors,
meeting potential romantic partners at real social
events, knowing how to navigate in new envi-
ronments, and receiving services from actual
people rather than automated staff. However, it is
also possible that countermovements promoting
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the deliberate avoidance of AI and advanced tech-
nologies (e.g., Collins, 2018; McQuillan, 2022)
may arise in response to the need for more human-
ness in such a world.
People are set to encounter a range of outcomes,

both positive and negative, from interacting with
AI as it permeates various facets of daily life. To
gain a comprehensive understanding of the effects
of AI on human psychology, future research can
measure and compare various indices of people’s
well-being across time and societies with different
AI adoption rates. Importantly, not every individ-
ual would experience these evolutionary mis-
matches to the same degree. For instance,
individuals with higher levels of IQ tend to be
able to deal with evolutionary novelty better as
general intelligence may have evolved to solve
evolutionarily novel problems. Indeed, individu-
als with higher IQ reported higher life satisfaction
in evolutionarily novel conditions compared to
their lower IQ counterparts (Kanazawa & Li,
2018). Accordingly, more intelligent people
might be more receptive to the use of AI tools
and harness them to achieve better outcomes in
life and be shielded from the stress and decreased
well-being that often results from being in a mis-
matched environment. Demographic factors,
such as age, may also moderate the effects of cer-
tain mismatches. For instance, younger people
who are born and raised in conditions of mis-
matches tend to be more receptive to AI as they
are less aware of “less novel” options. Being
more nimble in this new environment, younger

adults are also more capable of discriminating
between human and AI speech compared to
older adults (Herrmann, 2023).
An individual’s life history strategy describes

the temporal orientation of people toward their
energy expenditures and desired payoffs (Ellis
et al., 2009). Individuals who grew up in harsh
and unpredictable environments tend to adopt a
“fast” life strategy and focus their energy and
efforts on living in the here and now. In contrast,
individuals who grew up in stable and predictable
environments tend to develop a “slow” life strategy
where they tend to be more focused on the future.
Compared to slow strategists, fast strategists may
benefit more from the opportunities provided by
AI, such as short-term mating. When individuals’
expectations, based on their life history strategies,
are mismatched with the conditions in their work
environments, theymay experience significant dis-
tress (Kavanagh&Kahl, 2018). Future research on
the relationship between life history strategies and
the well-being derived from interacting with AI
promises to be illuminating.

Conclusion

With the impending integration of AI in most
aspects of daily functioning, it is imperative to
understand how AI might affect us in both positive
and negative ways. Preparations to deal with AI,
such as protocols on safeguards and how to inte-
grate it with schools, workplaces, and other set-
tings, can benefit greatly from insights derived

Figure 2
An Example of a Spear Phishing Attack via Email

Note. Example reported by the Better Business Bureau of Wisconsin. See the
online article for the color version of this figure.
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from an evolutionary mismatch perspective where
anticipating the extent to which AI introduces evo-
lutionary novelty will allow us to make better
guesses of its consequences. It is hoped that the cur-
rent reviewwill engender further discussions on the
use of AI and guide the design of interventions that
account for our evolved psychology.
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