
RELATIONSHIPS IN THE AGE OF AI

How to Use Technology to Get Closer to the Right People — Without Losing Your Humanity Along the Way

A practical method for rebuilding deep human connection in the age of artificial intelligence

“If an artificial intelligence always answers, never judges, and never leaves, why do we still need each other?”
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PROLOGUE
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Before we begin, I want to give you some context for everything you're about to read in the coming pages. Across three decades of work observing human behavior in settings as varied as corporate boardrooms, couples-therapy offices, bar tables among longtime friends, and, more recently, extended conversations about the growing role of artificial intelligence in people's everyday lives, one question has kept resurfacing with ever-greater urgency in recent years: why, surrounded by more ways to communicate than any generation in human history has ever had, do so many people report feeling lonelier than ever?

I did not write this book to demonize artificial intelligence, nor to promise that it will disappear or that we should avoid it. It is here to stay, and it holds genuine potential to deeply improve many aspects of human life — including, as you'll see throughout these pages, our capacity to connect with one another, when used with the right intention.

Nor did I write this book based only on abstract theory. The stories you'll find here — Marina, Ricardo, Camila, Mr. Antônio, Juliana, Bruno, Fernanda, Patrícia and Diego, and many others — represent real, recurring patterns that I observed repeatedly over the years, even though the names and specific details have been recombined to protect the privacy of the people involved and to more clearly illustrate each concept discussed.

What you now hold is, at once, an honest diagnosis of the present moment and a practical, tested, replicable method for rebuilding something most of us feel we've lost, even without being able to name exactly what: the capacity to be genuinely present, vulnerable, and reciprocal with another human being, in a world that keeps getting better at offering us convenient alternatives to that work — and worse at reminding us why that work is worth doing.

Turn the page. The journey begins with Marina, and a list of 312 contacts that couldn't fill the void of a difficult night.
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The Notification That Doesn't Replace a Hug

Marina had 312 contacts on her phone and no one to call at three in the morning.

It's not a figure of speech. She counted. On a night when the world caved in — an unexpected layoff, a diagnosis for her parents she still didn't know how to process — she opened her contact list and scrolled through it, top to bottom, twice. Coworkers. WhatsApp groups for the gym, the building, former classmates from a course she'd taken eight years earlier. A dating-app "match" that had never turned into a real conversation. And, at the very top, an artificial-intelligence assistant that answered in under two seconds, any hour of the day, without judging, without tiring, never saying “now's not a good time.”

She talked with the AI for forty minutes. She cried. She received carefully organized, empathetic, technically correct sentences in return. And when she closed the app, she felt something strange: not loneliness. Not comfort either. A kind of polite void.

If that scene bothers you, it's because it should. Not because artificial intelligence is the villain of this story — it isn't — but because the void Marina felt wasn't caused by the AI. It was merely revealed by it, with a clarity no other technology ever had.

That's the central point of this book, and I want you to carry it like a compass through every chapter to come: artificial intelligence is not destroying human relationships. It is exposing, without anesthesia, which of our connections were already fragile before it ever existed.

Across three decades studying human behavior, markets, and what makes people move — toward each other or away — one thing never changed: human beings are, above all else, bonding animals. We need real presence the same way we need water. The difference is that, until recently, the barriers to getting that presence were physical, social, geographic. You had to leave the house, strike up a conversation, risk a “no.” Friction forced us to develop social muscles — courage, tolerance for rejection, patience, listening.

AI removed the friction. And in removing the friction, it also removed the training.

That's not an irreversible tragedy. It's an invitation. Because for the first time in history, we have a tool capable of showing us, with surgical precision, exactly where our social muscles have atrophied — and, used with intention, that same tool can help us rebuild them.

What you'll find in this book

This isn't an “anti-technology” manual. Nor is it a guide to outsourcing your emotional life to a chatbot. It's a recalibration map — for anyone who feels their connections have changed texture in recent years and wants to understand exactly what happened, why it happened, and what to do about it.

Throughout these pages, you will:


●  Understand what's really happening behind the neurological and psychological scenes of your digital social life;

●  Honestly diagnose where your own connections have weakened — and why;

●  Learn the Deliberate Presence Protocol (DPP), a four-layer method for rebuilding the capacity for real connection, using technology as training, never as a substitute;

●  Apply this method to romantic, family, and friend relationships and — because it's urgent — to raising your children.


I don't promise a life without technology. I promise a life in which technology works for your connections, not against them.

Before moving on, I want to ask you for something simple — the first of many exercises in this book.

EXERCISE 0 — The Honest Inventory

Get a piece of paper (not your phone). Write down the names of three people you had a conversation with, in the last two weeks, in which you felt genuinely seen — not politely heard, but seen. If you can't fill in all three lines, don't feel ashamed. Feel curious. That gap is exactly what we're going to fill together.

Turn the page. Marina didn't know where to start either.

PART 1 — THE DIAGNOSIS

Why your connections have changed
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The Hyperconnection Paradox

There's a term social psychology has increasingly used to describe the emotional state of millions of fully connected people: hyperconnected loneliness. It's the state of being surrounded by communication channels — messages, notifications, feeds, chats — and still feeling that no one really knows what's going on inside you.

Picture a simple image with me. Imagine a buzzing, packed, noisy restaurant, loud music, everyone laughing loud enough to be heard over the sound. Now imagine you're sitting alone at a table in the middle of that restaurant. You're surrounded by people. You are, technically, in a place full of social connection happening around you. And still, no one there knows your name.

Digital hyperconnection is that restaurant. And most of us are sitting at the middle table.

The numbers behind the feeling

You've probably felt this yourself: that twenty-minute scroll that ends without you remembering anything specific you saw, but with a vague sense of exhaustion. Social-psychology researchers have described this phenomenon as “low-density connection” — many contacts, little depth. It's not that people stop communicating. It's that communication changes in nature: from long, in-person conversations to quick, fragmented exchanges, optimized to bother no one.

Here's the paradox: the more contact channels we have available, the less pressure we feel to invest deeply in any one of them — because there's always another channel, another group, another app, waiting. The abundance of options has a rarely discussed side effect: it dilutes commitment. When you know you can talk to ten different people about the same thing, you rarely go deep with just one.

Ricardo's story

Ricardo, 34, a project manager at a tech company, is admired by colleagues and seen as a “good guy” by nearly everyone who knows him. At the time he sought help, he had more than 40 active WhatsApp groups, a LinkedIn network of nearly three thousand connections, and a chat history with an AI assistant dating back more than a year — used, initially, only to review work emails.

Over time, the conversations with the AI changed in nature. Ricardo started venting about his cooling marriage. The AI responded with structure, validation, reasonable suggestions. It was fast, available, and — crucially — didn't make Ricardo feel judged.

The problem is that it became a cycle: every time he felt the impulse to talk to his wife about something uncomfortable, he'd “warm up” the conversation with the AI first. And almost always, by the end of that digital venting, the emotional urgency had already dropped enough for him to decide to “leave it for later” with his actual wife.

The AI didn't steal Ricardo's marriage. It unwittingly offered a painkiller so effective that he stopped feeling the pain that would have pushed him to act.

Why this happens: the escape-valve mechanism

All human behavior follows, on some level, the path of least emotional resistance. If there's an option that reduces immediate discomfort faster and more safely than the “correct” (and harder) option, the brain will, most of the time, choose the first one.

Talking to an AI about a relationship problem is, emotionally, safer than talking to the person involved in the problem. There's no risk of an argument, of awkward silence, of the other person reacting badly. It's important to understand: this isn't a character flaw. It's basic neuroscience of social-risk aversion, something the human brain developed over thousands of years because, evolutionarily, the risk of social rejection was always costly.

The problem is that, by repeatedly using the escape valve, the pressure that should push you toward the difficult — and necessary — conversation gets drained before it ever gets there.

What this doesn't mean

Before moving on, an important pause: none of this means that talking to an AI about your feelings is, in itself, harmful. Quite the opposite — we'll explore in detail, later in this book, how AI can be a powerful tool for emotional rehearsal. The problem isn't the tool. It's the pattern: using the tool as a final destination instead of a springboard.

EXERCISE 1.1 — Density Map

List the five people you text with the most on your phone. Next to each name, write down the last time you had a conversation of more than 20 minutes, face-to-face or by voice/video call, about something that really mattered. If the answer is “I don't remember,” that's your starting point.

Chapter summary


●  Digital hyperconnection creates the illusion of social closeness without delivering real depth.

●  The more contact options we have, the less pressure we feel to invest deeply in any one of them.

●  Using AI as an emotional “escape valve” can relieve the urgency of having difficult, necessary conversations with real people — indefinitely postponing what matters most.

●  The problem is never the tool's existence, but the pattern of use: final destination versus springboard.


Your next step: before moving on to Chapter 2, complete Exercise 1.1. It will serve as the comparison baseline for the full diagnosis we'll build throughout Part 1.
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When the Algorithm Becomes Cupid

If there's a territory where artificial intelligence has, for years, already taken on a central and rarely questioned role in people's love lives, it's dating apps. Before we talk about chatbots and conversational assistants, we need to understand the first large-scale experiment in “AI deciding who you meet”: the matching algorithm.

The illusion of infinite choice

Imagine walking into a giant party, with thousands of people, and receiving a magic badge: every time you look at someone, a number appears above their head, showing your “compatibility.” Sounds like an efficiency dream, right? Except there's a rarely discussed side effect: when you feel infinite choice, each specific choice becomes worth less.

This phenomenon has a name in behavioral psychology: the paradox of choice. The more options you have available, the harder it becomes to commit to any one of them — because there's always the suspicion that the next option might be better. Dating apps, by turning people into swipeable cards, compressed this paradox to a level unprecedented in human history.

Camila's story and the “storeshelf effect”

Camila, 29, described her experience with dating apps in a way that stuck with me: “I feel like I'm always in a store window, and people on the other side only look for two seconds before deciding whether to come in.” In four years using the main apps on the market, she had hundreds of “matches,” dozens of initial conversations — and only three relationships that made it past two dates.

What Camila described, without knowing the technical term, is the storeshelf effect: when the first impression (a photo, a bio line) becomes the dominant decision filter, the algorithm — and the human behavior it reinforces — favors quick, superficial, reversible decisions. No one “buys” (decides to invest) before browsing dozens of other windows.

Artificial scarcity and the dopamine trigger

An important part of these apps' design rests on a well-documented principle in behavioral neuroscience: variable, unpredictable rewards generate sharper dopamine spikes than predictable rewards. It's the same mechanism behind slot machines. You don't know whether the next profile will be a “match” or not — and that uncertainty, paradoxically, is what holds your attention.

That means the very act of using the app becomes, for the brain, more rewarding than the conversation that eventually results from it. After getting the “match” — the dopamine spike — many people lose real interest in the conversation that follows, because the neurochemical goal has already been partly achieved.

It's not all bad news

It's important to say, honestly: dating apps are also responsible for millions of genuine, lasting relationships — including marriages and families built on connections that would never have happened without this discovery tool. Technology, again, isn't the villain here. The problem is using the discovery tool as if it were the bond-building tool — which it was never designed to be.

The antidote: intentional friction

If the problem is excess zero-friction, the antidote starts by deliberately reintroducing friction. That can mean: limiting the number of simultaneous conversations you keep on apps, committing to arranging an in-person meeting after a specific number of messages exchanged, or simply turning off “new profiles” notifications that exist only to pull you back into
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