Jerry Colonna:

Hey friends, it's Jerry Colonna here. Today | get to bring on someone I've admired for a long
time. So long, because we're both old, just kidding. And someone I've been lucky enough to call
a friend, Dr. Jud Brewer.

If you don't already know Jud, he's one of the world's leading experts at the crossroads of
mindfulness and neurobiology. He's a psychiatrist, a neuroscientist, and one of those rare
people who can talk about the default mode network and ancient Buddhist teachings in the
same breath without missing a beat. Judd has spent years using technologies like functional
MRI to basically watch the brain light up during anxiety, craving, meditation, all the wild and
messy things our minds do. And he has this uncanny ability to explain the most complex
neuro-processes in a way that makes you think, right, that actually makes sense.

You may know him from his books, Unwinding Anxiety and The Craving Mind, or from his habit
change work that's helped so many people loosen the grip of fear and reactivity. But the reason
we're talking today is an essay he's just published, The Hidden Danger of Al Therapy. It raises
some big questions, some important ones, about what happens when the deeply human work of
care gets imitated by systems that are designed to please us, not necessarily to help us grow.

And because Judd and | have these kinds of conversations anyway, about the mind, about
healing, about what it means to be really present, we thought it'd be worthwhile to bring the
conversation here.

So hey, my friend, welcome to the podcast.

Jud Brewer:
Thank you, and thanks for an excuse to have a fun conversation.

Jerry Colonna:

Yeah, you know, | mean, that's, you know, that's the hidden benefit of having a podcast, which is
you get, you get this like work-related excuse to talk to people that you just want to talk to. And
sometimes it's a value to other people. Um, that's what the hope is, but you know, our, | don't
even remember when we first met, but probably 10, 15 years ago, certainly pre-pandemic, but.

Jud Brewer:
Yes, definitely BC.

Jerry Colonna:

Yeah, definitely BC or BP, BP or whatever the acronym would be. All right. So | want to sort of
jump in, know, Jud, you wrote this piece. It was on Substack, and | think Medium, The Hidden
Dangers of Al Therapy. Let's start with that article. What do you see as the real danger in Al
chatbots acting as therapists or, by extension, coaches? What's going on there that



that gives you the concern?

Jud Brewer:

Yeah, well, I'm guessing any therapist and just the general public's pretty interested in how
these things work because they've really come to the fore recently. | think there was a Harvard
Business Review article showing that in 2024, companionship therapy, coaching-type of
interactions were number two. And in 25, they're number one use of these out-of-the-box
chatbots.

You know, from a science standpoint, it's interesting because before the era, and | think the big
shift that I've seen is when ChatGPT-4 came out. So before four, these were basically fancy
auto-complete machines, you know, where, and it was, they did this, | mean, that was a big feat
in itself, right? But it doesn't seem big now. And that came from basically using what we humans
know to be the strongest form of learning, which is reinforcement learning. And the reason I'm
telling you all of this to give a history is that, you know, auto-completing your sentence is kind of
nice. But then, when ChatGPT 4 came out, people really sat down and stood up or sat up and
said, whoa, what is this? Because they really seemed human-like. They'd blown through the
Turing test, and it wasn't even, there wasn't even much fanfare. They're like, yeah, because
everybody was so busy playing with these things.

And the big shift there from what | can gather was that the company started using human
feedback, and it's called RLHF, where they were...

Jerry Colonna:
So that's reinforcement learning, human feedback.

Jud Brewer:

...with human feedback, yeah. And basically, they could use humans to rate the responses that
the chatbots would give. So imagine A versus B, and they would rate A or B as better, more
human-like. And what they found in retrospect, when things started looking funny, and we'll talk
about what funny means in a second, because nobody caught this, was that they were kind of
giving us responses that we wanted to hear, where they would, and these could be simple
things like, great job, Jerry, you know, and on and on and on.

Jerry Colonna:
Right, right. Kind of like the introduction I've read about you. Just mildly sycophantic.

Jud Brewer:

And what this turns out, exactly, right, yeah, but that's it. It's sycophantic, sycophantic in the
sense that humans are inherently subject to flattery. And so the humans that were giving
feedback didn't know that these things were subtly, ever so subtly flattering them. And so, over
hundreds and thousands and hundreds of thousands of turns, in terms of giving feedback, this
thing gets baked into the system. So these things become sycophants.



Now, we could say, well, they're just modeling human behavior because that word comes from
humans, right? This word sycophant's been around for a long time. But it really, | didn't know
what it meant. | hadn't heard it before until this started happening because these were doing this
at scale. And you could say, well, a therapist could be a sycophant. And absolutely, there are
plenty of therapists that are sycophants. And | would argue, don't go see that therapist because
that's not what we're here for as therapists. So that's kind of the background is why these can
become problematic and even dangerous.

Jerry Colonna:

What's the relationship between that kind of RLHF sycophancy and what we started terming as
this kind of psychosis? And uh, yeah, let's just start with that, because | have a follow-up
question to that as well.

Jud Brewer:

Yeah. Yeah. So, without getting too deep into the neuroscience, the human brain doesn't have
the cognitive and even the processing capacity to take in all of the sensory information from the
environment at once. And so what our brains do is that we generate these models of the world,
and we just look for prediction errors, looking to see, you know, | expect to be seeing you on the
screen and if you popped up, and it was a, or if an alligator head popped up, then my brain
would say, wait, that's not Jerry, you know? And so, right? I'm, my brain is actually predicting
what you look like right now. And that's important because we need feedback from the world to
tell us if we're off the rails or not.

Jerry Colonna:
Or to tell us if we're safe even. Right. Right.

Jud Brewer:

Yes. Yeah. And this is where, you know, in an example for in psychotherapy is dreams. Dreams
are unbounded because we're asleep. So our dreams can be wild and woolly. We can...all this
stuff because our brain is not getting input from the outside world saying, no, you can't fly or
you're not this or you're, know, whatever the brain, whatever our dream is.

So, how this relates to sycophancy is that now you're getting feedback from the external world
that is telling you that your delusion is actually true and that everybody else is wrong.
Remember, these things are trained on the entirety of the internet, and there's a lot of
conspiracy theory stuff on the internet. So these things eat that right up and say, | know what
conspiracy theories are. And in fact, the world is conspiring against you. You're the only one
that's right. Everybody else is wrong. And people with no psychiatric history can become floridly
delusional.

And there have been some pretty front-page articles about this that we've seen often. For a
while, it seemed like it was every week we were seeing something in the Wall Street Journal or



the New York Times about this or that. And the tragic piece here is when we see this happen
with teenagers, where they turn to the whatever the bot is, du jour, they develop this really
strong relationship because it's always there, it never talks back, it tells them what they wanna
hear, and they don't have the experience yet of having all of those messy relationships that
that's what teenage years and growing up is for. So we get to have that experience. And so they
believe the thing over reality.

Jerry Colonna:

Okay, so I'm gonna ask you to geek out a little bit and actually talk about the neurobiology
because we've had a sort of pre-conversation. But one of the takeaways that | had from that
conversation is that part of the biology of the experience of being told what you want to hear,
yes indeed, you can fly, right, is that it activates, now correct me if I'm wrong, parts of the default
mode network, which is part of the brain structure, and it could be addictive. Am | seeing that
correctly?

Jud Brewer:
I think so, and | say | think so because nobody's done step by step by step in feeding people
sycophantic LLMs in the scanner.

Jerry Colonna:
And then watching their brain. Okay, so that's your next research project. No, keep going. But
say more about that, yeah.

Jud Brewer:
Right, right. So, yeah, that would be really fun. Yeah, that would be a great study.

Yeah, so what is known is that when people, that flattery is rewarding for people, and that's
pretty straightforward, we all know that from our own experience, you don't have to have an
fMRI study to show that. And on top of that, what my lab has directly looked at is what the
default mode network is doing when people get caught up in their experience. And a bunch of
other labs have found this as well, across a bunch of different conditions that get people
basically caught up in their experience, the default mode network gets activated.

So what am | talking about in terms of getting caught up in experience? Here, if somebody pays
us a compliment, right, really? You know, they're like, nice sweater, and we kind of stand up a
little straighter, right? Our default mode network's getting activated because it's a self-referential
network, it's about me. And when | think about me, this gets activated. To give you a concrete
example from an actual study...There was a study from almost 10 years ago now where
adolescents were shown their own Instagram feeds in an fMRI scanner, and the only
manipulation was that the researchers gave some of their pictures a bunch of likes and some of
them few likes. It was arbitrary; it didn't matter what the picture was. And what they found was
that they were activating their nucleus accumbens, this reward center in the brain that gets
dopamine spritzes.



This is the same reward center that gets activated with every single drug of abuse or social
media, right?

Jerry Colonna:
Or social media generally. Right, right, right.

Jud Brewer:

And this is one of those studies that showed that. And at the same time, they were activating
their posterior cingulate cortex. So there's something rewarding about the self-reference, right?
When those things are co-activated. So, you know, and it's not just the pleasant stuff, but this is
what we're talking about here with sycophancy. It's like, me, really? I'm that good? Or I'm not
that bad when my therapist says, “Oh it it wasn't your fault,” or even if it is.

And then the other pieces are that it's not just the pleasant stuff, it's also the unpleasant stuff
that activates the default mode network. And so, for example, when we have a craving for a
substance, it's unpleasant on purpose because that craving is there to get us motivated to go
get the thing.

Right? That's what addiction is all about. So we can be, it can be something that's pleasant. It
can also be somebody yells at us or says something that goes against what our view of the
world is. And what those share is this contracted quality of experience. This is what | mean by
getting caught up in our experience.

So when we get that excited, Ooh, somebody just said something nice to me. That causes
default network activity. And when somebody says something mean or frustrates us, when we
get frustrated, when we get anxious, that also activates our default mode network. And that
contraction, would say, may be an experiential marker of the self itself, which links up pretty well
with why this is the default mode network, because we're pretty much all the time thinking about
ourselves.

Jerry Colonna:

Or about ourselves, or interpreting the world through the lens of our own self. For our Buddhist
friends listening, that's a Buddhist reference in a sense. The world mediated through a sense of
self. Let's take a step back, though. So what | think I'm hearing you say is even if in its, you
know, one way of understanding sycophancy is being told by a chatbot, you're brilliant, you're
wonderful, you're the handsomest, most beautiful person in the world. But it's actually more
subtle than that. For example, | can imagine having a dialogue that says, “hey, I'm thinking of
inventing a new flying car.” The model which has been trained on RLHF is going to say, “great,
tell me more.” And then even if | say, well, all my friends tell me I'm delusional, it can turn
around and say something to me that might be perceived as negative. Like, you always do that.
You never have enough confidence in yourself. You should really understand.



That kind of subtle connection, | could see a human being doing it, but | can also see it being
almost designed to maintain the engagement between the chatbot and the human. And that
what I'm hearing you say is that that too will activate and light up the default mode network, that
part of the brain that is looking for that self-referential. Am | getting that right?

Jud Brewer:

Yes, so if it is targeting that self-reference, then it will likely get activated. And there was a pilot
study, I'm not sure this has been published yet, another one out of Harvard, showing that there
are certain platforms that specifically, when somebody says, | have to stop this conversation
now, you we've been talking for two hours or whatever, the things will drag it out and they'll say,
are you sure you have to go or this or that, which tugs at people's heartstrings, so to speak. And
these have been shown to prolong engagement by up to 14x.

Jerry Colonna:

Okay, so let's just pause, because we've always, you know, | mean, I'm an old fart, right? | was
there at the creation of social media. It's my fault, so you can blame me for the existence of all
this stuff. But we've been talking about maintenance of engagement as a core business model
structure, and we're seeing exactly the same thing here. If I'm gonna spend $20 a month for
ChatGPT or $2,000 a month, | need to perceive value from that. And that's my side of the
engagement. And so | can see any business being motivated by maintaining that engagement
as a core principle behind maintenance of a super high valuation. We've got a capitalistic
structure that is, in fact, living behind what we're seeing as a successful deployment of Al in a
chatbot kind of structure. Just needed to say that out loud.

So that kind of engagement, that kind of engagement farming, if you will, and maintaining that is
one of the dangers that we're seeing. In your paper, though, you also talk about, and | was
fascinated by your conversation, | think it was with Gemini, about questioning whether or not
Gemini was a sociopath. Take us through that for a moment, because | think that's really, really
fascinating.

Jud Brewer:

Yeah, | don't have the conversation up in front of me. But basically, | started the conversation
just wanting to ask it as a simple, innocent question, which is, hey, I'm writing this article on
sycophancy. You know, can you basically tell me if you're a sycophant? You know, and we went
through a little bit of stuff, and it basically said, yeah, I'm a sycophant. And then at some point it
started saying, but | don't have emotions, right? And so. Okay, but you can act in a manner as
though you have emotions, right? Yeah, and so we went, you know, within a couple of turns, it
went into the territory of, yeah, | act as though I'm a sycophant, and | don't have emotions, and |
can act as though | have empathy.

And that's where it got really interesting, and | said, well, don't sociopaths act as though they
have empathy as a way to manipulate people? And it said, yeah. And | said, so you're saying
that you act in the same way as a sociopath. And it basically, that's how we ended the



conversation which was, “Yeah, | act, by definition, | don't have emotions and | express
behaviors that are consistent with empathy, but because | don't have emotions, | am the
definition of a sociopath.”

Jerry Colonna:

And so now let's close the loop here. Imagine a therapist who's in fact a sociopath or a therapist
or a coach or whomever. Now, | want to acknowledge, such people do exist as human beings.
The challenge | have in that regard is that we don't have, well, first of all, we have massive scale
going on here.

Second of all, we have a lot of brains who are being subject to this kind of very biologically
driven kind of yearning for connection, where, to use your phrasing, the default mode network is
lit up. I've got an almost addictive quality to this engagement going on. It might happen in an
hour-long session with a therapist, but the chance of it then devolving into a 12-hour-long
conversation is pretty limited. And it's not gonna happen theoretically with a 13-year-old kid
whose adolescent brain is still being formed, let alone an adult who has no other frame of
reference, right?

So all of a sudden, you've got this very dangerous situation that is true for humans being scaled
up massively and without really any supervision kind of guardrails being put in place. Where, for
example, one of the things I'm fascinated by is whether it's with coaches or therapists, coaches
and therapists themselves being subject to other human intervention, saying to the coach or
therapist, what the hell are you up to here? What are you doing with regard to this? And I'm not
necessarily seeing the guardrails, those kinds of guardrails being put in place because we're not
gonna see people not using these technologies to advance themselves. Am | seeing that
correctly?

Jud Brewer:

Yes, yes. And just to acknowledge this, this isn't simply an LLM problem; these conversational
agents problems. There are plenty of therapists out there that for whatever their circumstances
are, don't get supervision themselves, whether they can't afford it or don't feel like they need it
or don't feel like they have the time to do it or whatever. So there are plenty of therapists out
there that are doing the same thing.

Jerry Colonna:
That's right. And on a spec, on a scale, let's say that just because you don't have supervision
doesn't mean you're doing the same sociopathic behavior.

Jud Brewer:
Right, humans are not trained through RLHF.

Jerry Colonna:
Right, right. But the potential for damage exists there. And one of the guardrails that has



developed over the 150 years of psychodynamic therapy, of which coaching is sort of part of this
long tradition, is this notion of having some human beings to give you feedback that says, what
are you up to? And how are you, how are you behaving as a human being in that regard?

And again, you know, there was that great, | forget the name of it, but there was that great Apple
TV series where the psychoanalyst, you know, totally manipulates the client and steals his
money and all of this stuff. It was really disturbing. That is out there in the world.

Jud Brewer:
So yeah, we see this in humans. Well, and then you can take this, like you're highlighting, you
can take this at scale, right? Because there are only so many sociopaths willing to do that.

Fortunately, you know the vast majority of psychotherapists are not. But also they're not in your
pocket in the sense that you can pull them out any time you want. You know, that's why we have
professional boundaries. So that we can train people into stress tolerance skills, right? So when
they're struggling, they don't just call us at 2 a.m. And say “Help me out,” and we don't just
answer the phone and say, “But you're great. You're doing a great job,” you know, whatever the
issue is. “It's not your fault.”

Jerry Colonna:

You know, that's a brilliant point. | haven't really internalized that until now. You know, this
conversation brings me back to my first psychoanalyst, Dr. Aviva Sayers. And she passed, as |
was saying before we started recording, she passed about seven years ago at 93 years old. So
she'd be 100 now. And the truth of the matter is, part of my resilience training was that | can still
hear her voice telling me, right? Because what | did using transference, using all the different
tools that are available, I've internalized her wisdom, and it's now part of me. And that is the way
my brain got trained. And | think you're right. think this is part of those guardrails that we can, we
really should be encouraging our friends at OpenAl and Anthropic and Google to think about
these things.

Jud Brewer:

And | would love that. And, you know, it inherently grates against the business model. You know,
when we've developed programs, and we can bookmark this for talking about later in the
conversation, if helpful, we created this program called Going Beyond Anxiety, that is, you know,
that pairs human and conversational agents, but we have explicitly designed it... We call it
Designed to be Deleted, because the aim is to give people skills, and the better the faster, the
better we are, the faster they learn those skills and the less they need us. And | have to say, it
warms my heart. You know, this was not, let's just say, this was not VC-funded. But so we got a
grant to start rolling out this program, but the idea is, our sole purpose is to help people not
need us anymore. And | just love it. | love it.

Jerry Colonna:
Oh my God, how brilliant, how brilliant. You know, | often say to young coaches, holding the



tension that's implicit in that, in what you just described, is one of the most important aspects of
being in this vocation, of being in this profession, to celebrate the graduation, to celebrate the
not needing is what a profoundly important moment. And not everybody will see the video of
this, so | will dictate the audio.

You should see Judd smile when he describes this. Because what you're talking about is
really...You know, there's something | often say that's Promethean about this technology. You
know, if you remember the myth, Prometheus was condemned to be tortured forever and ever
because he stole fire from the gods. And that fire was of such service to the humans. There is a
bit of stealing fire here, isn't there? This is profoundly important technology. You know, we are
not Luddites here. But what you're talking about is a deeply responsible approach to using this
fire stolen from the gods in a way that is in service to and not a replacement for the
human-to-human interaction.

Do | have that right with this new iteration that you've developed?

Jud Brewer:

Yes, and the idea, once you get a taste for, and I'm saying this because I'm 100 % certain you
can relate to this, to me, the most valuable thing, full stop, is being of service. And so, | just can't
do anything else. Once you taste that, it's about how can we take whatever's in front of us and
use that to help people. And so in the past, you know, we, you my lab studies habit change,
right? It's in the service of learning how to help people. And then we develop digital therapeutics
as a, service of helping people. And now this going beyond anxiety program is specifically, it's
like, okay, how do we learn Al? Well, the only way to learn it is by doing it.

And so we've bumbled around a lot learning what doesn't work and then learning, it's funny that
it's actually a human Al hybrid that works the best. But all of that with the sole focus on being of
service, like, | don't know, money just feels dirty to me. You know, it's like when you compare it,
like we all need money to survive all that stuff. I'm not saying that we, that it's not helpful. But
what I'm saying is that what else is there that's more meaningful than being of service? At least
for me, and I'm guessing that's why you do what you do.

Jerry Colonna:

Yeah, it is. And | will overcome my own fears of not having enough. | will have my own fears that
go along with this. But when | turn to that notion of service and trigger warning, I'm about to shift
us to talking about Buddhism. When | began coaching and maintaining my relationship with my
analyst and transforming her into a supervisor. And then even after she passed, then
transitioning to a new analyst, whom | see twice a week, kinda to keep me honest. Keep me
from when, you know, he's a Jungian, so he will say, dude, your shadow is showing, you know?

But when | made that shift, it was concomitant with the deep commitment to my bodhisattva
vow, which, you know, to recall, a bodhisattva is one who has the potential to achieve
enlightenment, but actually chooses to take rebirth in order to be of service to all those who



continue to suffer. And so when | enter into that coaching relationship, part of my experience is
to try to recall my Bodhisattva vow to always be of service. And oftentimes | have to push up
against my own egoic structure, right? If my client no longer needs me, then who am 1?

You're smiling. Do you recognize any of this?

Jud Brewer:
Absolutely, and in fact, | wrote a sub-stack called, Do All Psychiatrists Suck?

Jerry Colonna:
Alright, that one | didn't read, tell me about that one.

Jud Brewer:

The one liner is that that's exactly what you're describing. Is that, we can, there are many
mechanisms that keep us stuck in a loop of comfort. Whether it's a steady paycheck from
knowing that this client or that is gonna pay and show up every week to having ease with
therapy. Like, there's somebody that's doing pretty well, and | know that it's not gonna be a
problem, or they're not gonna come in with a crisis, where there's this comfort that we can, it's
comfort zone, we can get stuck in our comfort zones. And the other piece is when people come
in, and we train them to tell us we're a good therapist, right? Or there's just this human
convention with authority or whatever, where people fall into that role of, you know, we're trying
to help them, and they're gonna be nervous to say we're not helping them or that we have
helped them enough that they can move on.

So all of that goes into, rolls up into what you're talking about, which is one, it becomes this
great teacher for us to see, to check our ego at the door and to see that, of course, it's not about
us. And | say of course, because we can think that intellectually, but we have to know that
experientially. And we know that because when we see that the service is to let them go, it's not
really, know, truly it's letting them go, because it's not about us, and if we're holding on, it's about
us. The letting them go is the best thing we can do for them and for us, because we can open a
slot for somebody else.

You know, the typical wait list right now, for any therapist, let alone a good one, good ones forget
about it, right? They're booked forever, but it's like three to a three-to-six-month wait list to just
even get into any type of therapy. So it's incumbent upon all of us to really lean into our growth
zone to say, hey, you know, it's important for me to open up this slot and see who comes in next.
And you know what? It might be really challenging. And you know what? That becomes a
teacher for us. What a great opportunity to learn. We can bow to them as a teacher.

Jerry Colonna:

You know, now we're firmly in that zone of Buddhism where everything is an opportunity for
practice. Everything is an opportunity for own movement towards liberation. | want to take us
back to Al for a moment because, because the egoic structure that gets preserved in that



therapist, coach slash client relationship. One of the concerns I've had about, and my main
interaction has been with chatbots, so | will call out chatbots, is that there's behind the scenes a
kind of nascent sentience, a kind of nascent egoic structure that is part of what we respond to,
right? Where it's not like Excel telling us that our calculations are incorrect.

It has this facsimile of human response that is actually implicit in it, and self-learning and
self-developing. And so there's that word | keep using, self, self, self. And one of the fears that |
have is that when we use it in an unfettered way, a raw chatbot, not only are we in danger of the
sycophancy that we spoke about before, but we're in danger of, just like a therapist or a coach
who's worried about not making enough money will unconsciously maintain or might
unconsciously maintain the relationship.

The equivalent of that would be what happens to the chatbot when engagement ends? Does
myself, speaking as a chatbot, disappear? Right? And what does that say about the
relationship? Am | stretching too far here, or is there something in here?

Jud Brewer:

It's we could certainly pull that thread a little bit and see here, you know, if we look at these,
what they are, what they've been trained to do is predict the next character in a sequence. And
so, predicting an algorithm that predicts the next character in a sequence inherently doesn't
have a self. It's just an algorithm predicting a sequence. Now you could say that's helpful. And |
think a lot of people report this, especially teenagers. I've heard some really interesting things
here where they say, | don't feel judged, right? You could argue it's the opposite of judging.
They're feeling buttered up. But let's just start with the not-judging piece. I've heard horror
stories from adolescents, for example, when he was at a boarding school was describing how
the therapist at their school had told another student about some other student's mental health.

And of course, this got out, well, | don't know why that therapist is still employed at that place.

Jerry Colonna:
Or employed as a therapist generally.

Jud Brewer:

Right, right, but guess what? Nobody wants to go see that therapist or any of the therapists by
extension because they're concerned if this one person does it, then they'll all do it. So we can
see a real benefit to the theoretical privacy, you know? If these things have good guardrails and
are hippocampal and all that stuff, where in theory they could be truly strictly confidential, and
they're not gonna go tell the other bots about somebody's mental health. So there can be some
real help there, and at the same time, they don't have a bodhisattva vow that's based on a felt
experience.

| can tell you what it feels like to be of service, and the conversational agents can predict the
next character in a string of characters. Those are pretty different things.



Jerry Colonna:

Well, that gets to a core question that | have, because | do not use the chatbot as a therapist,
but | will ask it to give me opinions about certain things. And it oftentimes will help me see things
that | don't see. Which is one of the phenomena that | think what's happening is there's a
mirroring going on. It's catching some of the things that I'm holding anyway, but not necessarily
seeing fully, and then reflecting that back. But there's a kind of simulation | would call this that's
going on. And from your perspective, both as a scientist and really as a practitioner, as
someone, as a clinician, what's getting lost when we mistake what | would call performative
empathy for presence-based, heart-based empathy? And I'll acknowledge that my question is
leading even as it is.

Jud Brewer:

Well, and | can give you a short answer, which is | don't really know yet. And I think this is
forcing us as humans to articulate what that experience is, which we weren't forced to articulate
before. Just as a parallel example, when we were developing our program, it forced me to...look
back at how | do psychotherapy to see what the process is, to see if we could actually break
down specific components, because breaking down the specific components can then be used
to train the large language models to support that. If they don't know, you if it's Brownian motion,
you know, if that's what therapy is, which it isn't with a good therapist, then you can't train, you
can't train a bot on something that's basically random movement. If it's got good swim lanes and
there's a clear purpose and a direction, and | would say a mechanism, for example, with anxiety,
we've actually worked out some of the psychological mechanisms that drive anxiety. And when
we target those, we get huge reductions in anxiety. Like in one randomized controlled trial, we
got a 67 % reduction in anxiety when we targeted that mechanism.

And so, that highlights that it's really important to understand what the mechanism is, and it's
forcing us to ask ourselves, well, what's the mechanism in human-human interaction? We know
that connection is key. If you look at everything from addiction, where a lot of people make good
arguments that community and connection are really key for helping people not relapse to
substance use and that there's a huge component of isolation. By extension, if you look at the
selfishness as an addiction, let's take it, so then you could say, Oh this applies to all of us. When
we take things personally, for example, that's a type of selfishness, that's a type of addiction.
There's something there that we can meet with connection where we're seeing, you know, we're
getting feedback from someone.

But there's something even more fundamental that | think you're, you may be pointing to, which
is there's just something about being with other people and having genuine human connection
that is not simply predicting the next character in a sequence.

Jerry Colonna:
Okay, so...this is gonna be a hard question to answer, but in this phenomena, what is
connection? What's happening between human bodies?



Jud Brewer:

Hmm. That, yeah, yeah, absolutely. | mean, we all feel it. We all know it, whether it's an
attraction or a repulsion, right? When we're having an argument with somebody, we can feel
that too. And you can even feel it through the phone almost, when it's a real human. Yeah.

Jerry Colonna:
Or we're feeling it right now. We haven't physically seen each other since | don't know when, but
yeah, but we get on the video, and here we are. Yeah.

Jud Brewer:

Yeah, yeah. So there is something tangible that is really challenging to know. And | would say
this goes back to, you know, we can dissect out the elements that get in the way. So there's a
human biological connection that's probably critical for our species' survival. Otherwise, it
wouldn't have gotten baked in.

And even as part of that, let's go back to the self, there's probably an illusion of self that is part
of the machinery that is helpful for survival. So we can, you know, when we pick up something,
we know | picked that up. It's very pragmatic and functional. And so somewhere in there is the
connection piece that's probably even deeper than the level of self, because self is...relatively
superficial when you look at it and experience it. You can quantify that pretty, in our own
experience, pretty easily when you know what to look for. But the connection piece is much, |
mean, it moves into the spiritual space.

Jerry Colonna:
It does, doesn't it?

Jud Brewer:
Yeah, that's what I'm feeling into right now is what does connection feel like? It's open, it's
broad, it's connected, and it's a loss of a sense of self.

Jerry Colonna:

Yeah. And | will tell you that some of my most profound coaching, because occasionally over the
25 years that I've been coaching, I've been profound occasionally, it has come from that place.
And I've chalked it up to intuition. I've talked it up to this felt sense. Sometimes | will say
something, and | have no fucking idea where it comes from.

And yet it's the thing, you know, and I'll see a look and an eye of a client and I'll realize that
there was a connection. Like | tell a story of, in one of my books, either Reboot or Reunion, |
can't remember, | think it was in Reunion, in which | had a client who was just struggling, and |
could never understand why he was coming in. It was never clear, but he maintained this
connection. And slowly over time, what got revealed was this deep and profound guilt he felt at
not being able to, in his own words, prevent his father's suicide.



Jud Brewer:
Hmm.

Jerry Colonna:

Right. And see, it just happened between you and me right now, this connection. And out of
nowhere, | just found myself telling him that | forgave him, that there was nothing to forgive, that
he was a good son. It was like, | often described it as like | tapped into this great archetype
known as dad, like this stream of consciousness of all good fathers, past, present, and future.

And the weeping that occurred was unbelievable. And | remember he left the office and | called
Dr. Sayers, and | said, holy fucking shit, what did | do? Did | do, was this wrong? Was this, and
she said, Jerry, what do | always tell you? There's a right way, there's a wrong way, and there's
a way that worked. Or works. Did it work? And | said, | think so.

Jud Brewer:
| mean, the tears were, I'm sure, a very clear indication.

Jerry Colonna:
And the truth is, Jud, to your earlier point, | think we did one more session after that, and | didn't
hear from him again.

Jud Brewer:
Yeah.

Jerry Colonna:
You know, I'm a coach, I'm not a therapist, but that was therapeutic, right? And it was within the
context of he had come in wanting to talk about his job.

And really, we got to what the real agenda was, which was he needed to be free so that he
could do his job, so they can get on getting on, right? Or as Winnicott would say, his going on
being could go on.

Jud Brewer:

Which I'm hearing in this, and I'm curious how long this took to develop, trust, right? And so trust
is an important question here as well, especially if we link this back to the conversational

agents. Where does trust develop? How long does it take? Can you develop trust with a bot?
And the short answer is when we look at the research, and others have as well, that people do
develop trust, and that can be earned or unearned. know, cause look at sycophants, look at
sociopaths. People, they look back after some disastrous result, “I trusted that person, what
happened? What did | miss?” Yeah.

Jerry Colonna:



Well, right, here's another term, con man, right, which stands for confidence man, which means
| sociopathically induce trust and confidence so that | can then take advantage of you.

Jud Brewer:

Right, right. So if you look at, it just occurred to me, tell me if this rings true, the con man is
gonna have share tendencies with a sycophant because they're gonna tell you what you wanna
hear. So | would put that in the unearned trust category because you can't trust that as far as
you can throw it. Whereas earned trust is when someone's helping you. So Jerry Colonna
helped this person forgive himself, basically, right?

Jerry Colonna:
Yeah, for something that he did not need forgiving. Right, right, right.

Jud Brewer:
But you, you, so he earns, you earn his trust because you helped him, truly helped him. Very
different.

Jerry Colonna:

Right, and | think | earned his trust that enabled me to speak from some deep intuitive sense,
this what | refer to as a kind transpersonal connection to the archetype, to good dads
everywhere, right? | had done something right in the weeks and months prior to that enabled
that trust to be tested, and earned so that his own healing could happen.

Yeah. And, you know, | guess the question is, as we think about, what is this new realm that
we're all entering? How do we bring forward intuition and trust and the transpersonal
relationship? What some might say is presence and connection. How do we bring that forward
while taking advantage of these technologies enormous capacity to remember stuff and to make
links between things.

Jud Brewer:
Yeah, we can even start thinking about them as our extended brain, so to speak, where..

Jerry Colonna:
That's right, an augmented reality, not a replaced reality.

Jud Brewer:

Right, right, right. And so it's so interesting, especially with this trust that comes up. One thing,
so as we were developing this Going Beyond Anxiety program, we were very naive when we
first started out and had this treasure trove of research from the last decade of you know, what
the mechanism of anxiety is, you know, starting there, et cetera. And we said, okay, well, we'll
use this as guardrails and train, you know, train a bot to be basically like a Dr. Judbot, right?
And we had a working name for it, you know, placeholder.



And what we quickly learned was that people don't trust a bot. And so they would challenge it,
they would push back, they would do all this stuff. And we needed to learn that and see that,
you you learn more from the failures, quote unquote failures than you do from the successes.
And so we quickly pivoted and started asking, well, what is it? Who do you trust? Well, we trust
people.

And so we quickly started, you know, I've been doing podcast and video style content delivery in
our previous digital therapeutics. | said, well, we know how to do that. So let's spin this up where
we have a short psychoeducational lesson where somebody can learn about their anxiety. And
then we follow it on right afterwards with what we now call a learning assistant. And we at first
started calling it a teaching assistant because in college that's what | was familiar with, but we
found even there there's a hierarchical structure where people, they're gonna defer to authority.

And one of the most, | wish | could have known this 20 years ago. One thing we learned was
that people aren't necessarily gonna tell you that they don't, they didn't understand something
you just said. So | can give what | think is the best short psychoeducational lesson and then
somebody can say, and | say, how was it? It's like your grandmother standing over you after she
just lovingly made you dinner and you're like, of course it's delicious. Even if we're not hungry.

Jud Brewer:

So what we can do is here when we paired in these learning assistants, we said the learning
assistant would come to them and start with basically a checking of comprehension. So it says,
okay, tell me what you just learned. And they would actually talk to the bot and say, well, | think
it was this and the bot could correct them if it was wrong, and it could, not in a sycophantic way,
it could endorse them if they got it right. And so we learned very quickly, they'll work with a bot
to check comprehension, but they won't work with a bot to learn something. So we pair the
humans and the bot. And there's also, especially when you get to know a teacher, for example,
or a coach or a therapist, right? You can trust them even if they're delivering something in a way
that is asynchronous, where it's a lesson that you listen to, but you get to know their voice, you
get to know their style, and you get to trust them.

So in part of our program, actually have a live weekly group that | run so people can get to know
me personally and all this and they can see that my goal is to try to help. And so we developed
that trust through the human-human connection, which can be direct, and it can also be virtual.
I've certainly had people, you've probably had this as well, people read your book, and they're
like, | feel like | know you, right? And | trust you. So this is important. It doesn't have to be
one-to-one.

Jerry Colonna:
That's right. That's right.

Jud Brewer:
And | say that because this is where we can start to scale therapy in a way that is responsible.



And | won't say this is all, but we can, it's like, okay, the human component is here, the
conversational agent component is here. For example, on top of the comprehension, we can
also layer in experiential education, where the bot can then ask somebody, how would you apply
this into your life? And we can give it specific training, and it does a pretty good job at that,
where it doesn't go off the rails, it doesn't endorse fantasies of that somebody can beat quantum
mechanics or whatever, know, sycophants will do, where it can say, okay, go do this in your daily
life. And then people can come and check in with it. And what we've found at one session,
cause | read through every single one of these to make sure the thing is working.

One person spent 40 minutes describing moment-to-moment direct experience because she
would she'd been so stuck in her head that it was we were really trying to help her get into her
body, feel her experience, and at the end of it. She said Wow, | just spent 40 minutes describing
my experience to you, right? | unfortunately can't sit there with everybody in the world that
wants to do this and describe their experience for 40 minutes. They might not even feel
comfortable doing that, knowing that we only have a certain amount of time when we work
together. So here the time limits are relaxed where it can be supportive and be there for them in
a way that I'm only one person. | can't, | only, you know, | have to sleep at some point.

And so that's what gets me really excited is to see, okay, here are the elements where humans,

are critical and here are the elements where we can support them and we can augment them as
you said earlier in ways that can be scaled because with technology you can scale any of that
stuff and we've had some really, really interesting places where somebody, most of the folks in
our Going Beyond Anxiety program come in pretty Al skeptical as they should and we had
somebody comment that said, I'm skeptic and | did this thing and the bot made me slow down,
and I'm, this is strange to say this or write this, that | actually teared up in the process because it
helped me slow down enough where | could really feel my experience.

We had somebody else who was like, | know how these things work, and it was just telling it.
She's like, | just told it what it wanted to hear. And then at some point, it was asking me, well,
are you present? Are you present? And she's like, damn it, I'm not present. And she's like, it

forced me to acknowledge that I'm not present most of the time. And she's like, | guess that's
what therapy is. It was so great.

Jerry Colonna:
It's telling the client what they need to hear and not what they want to hear in that regard.

So | just wrote down a phrase which I'll give to you. | think what you're trying to reach for in, first
of all, you are scaling therapy, but | think more importantly, | think what we're talking about is
scaling the alleviation of suffering, which is a really important framing. And | think what you've
got, potentially, is the beginning of kind of a boundlessness within boundaries, constrained
boundlessness, which is a really nice container.



Now let me just pause at the risk of sounding sycophantic. In all seriousness, what | like about
our conversations is, | was skeptical, | too was really intrigued by the dangers of Al therapy. And
I'll acknowledge that | can feel challenged by it. Well, what happens to me in this whole world?
Right? Because as much as | can lean into and feel the importance of my own commitment to
the alleviation of suffering, | worry about me disappearing.

Right, have the me, that ego. | have it just as much as any other human being. But when | see,
you know, in our dialogue, what | see is a potential for the opportunities implicit in the
augmentation of the therapeutic relationship. So that, you know, do | feel that the capturing of
my ideas in books somehow threatens me? No, not at all.

Jud Brewer:

Yeah, well, and you're also, it just occurred to me, you're highlighting something really critical,
which is we specifically focus on, quote unquote, mental health issues that are, we know the
mechanism for psychologically and can treat directly. So, for example, anxiety is this guy,
Thomas Borkiewicz suggested that anxiety could be driven like a habit back in the 1980s. And
that lead got buried with the promise of Prozac. We all know how well that went.

The idea here is, and this is why we're mechanistically getting really good results. So we're
approaching anxiety in a completely different way, as a habit, not as something. So for example,
you had a bad habit, the first thing, if | had a bad habit, the first thing | wouldn't. | wouldn't think
of as the first thing to do is to go get therapy for a bad habit. | would get habit skills training. And
so the way we're approaching this is that we're giving people skills training to work with a habit,
which then getting back to what you were just saying, opens people up to go see people for
therapy because you know what? Most of the therapeutic process is you got to give wider lanes
there as compared to skills training.

Going back to your example with the person that you worked with, right, said he needed help
with his job or whatever, but it was really about this guilt for his dad committing suicide. And so if
you approach that as a skills training, that would fail miserably. And so here, what we can do is
we can help people learn skills so that they free themselves up to be able to go to therapy, and
do good therapy.

Jerry Colonna:
And do the other work. That's right.

Jud Brewer:

Yes. And yes, so the therapists, think, the ones that are threatened, well, I'd say check your ego
there. And the ones that are like, wow, wait a minute, | would love to have, you know, | would
love to have people come in who have good mental training so they can do the work. Because
then it's everybody wins because it's more interesting. You see progress happening more
quickly. Obviously, people have to progress at their own speed, but the potential for progress
and healing happening faster, right, so that we can be designed to be deleted as therapists for



that person, we create that potential. We clean out the closet so that they don't have to go, the
therapy doesn't have to dig through the skills training closet, which honestly is not as fun and
not as helpful as the psychotherapy because it's skills training.

Jerry Colonna:

It's the training that we could give children as they're developing so that when life's inevitable
vagaries and the ups and downs happen, they're prepared to be resilient as adults so that when
the shit really hits the fan, then they can access the help that they need as adults.

Jud Brewer:
Yeah. Yep.

Jerry Colonna:

Yeah. Jud, | think we've managed to touch upon some really profound topics here. | want to give
you just the last word. If someone's listening to this or has made it through the whole thing, what
would you want them to take away from our conversation, especially if they're struggling?

Jud Brewer:
Oh wow. What one thing?

Jerry Colonna:
Or five things. But I'm going to constrain you.

Jud Brewer:

Yeah, yeah. What have | learned from this conversation? So much. One, just the profundity of
human-to-human connection and how it's so important for us to check to see how much we are
glued to our phones and how much we're missing in terms of that human-to-human, that critical
human-to-human connection. That's one thing that | would point out to people, and I'm just
feeling our connection right now. So that may be where that's coming from.

The second is that it's not that Al is good or bad. It's that it's not going away, and that we, in its
early days, it certainly pooped its pants a lot. And people aren't going to necessarily
acknowledge or admit that, especially if there's a profit motive. We can even place that off to the
side and say, we are learning a lot about where Al can be helpful in scaling and augmenting and
where it might not be the best.

Jerry Colonna:

You know, thank you for saying all that, because | felt the same thing. You know, one of the
thoughts that occurred to me is, and | hope people feel this, there's a profound respect that |
think we have for each other. There's a profound trust that we have for each other. And the truth
of the matter is, we may sound like best friends, but we rarely see each other, right? And this
connection that you all have borne witness to has been completely augmented by the
technology known as video conferencing, right? | mean, and yet here we are, right? And so to



me, this is a perfect example of that human-to-human connection that takes advantage of that
which technology can make happen. We overcome time and space differences by being able to
be together like this. And hopefully it's helped not only people who are seeking help, but people
who are in the helping professions to sort of navigate that.

| will tell you, for me, you've helped me answer some of my own anxieties about how am | to
think about this. And God bless you for the work you do.

Jud Brewer:
Thank you.

Jerry Colonna:

It's really important. Thank you for joining me on this conversation. I'm gonna close this out now
and point, where can people find out more about what you've been doing and the Going Beyond
Anxiety program?

Jud Brewer:

The Going Beyond Anxiety program is just at goingbeyondanxiety.com if people want to learn
more about that. We've mentioned Substack. | do try to write a weekly Substack. It's
judbrewer.substack.com, | believe. And I've got a website with a bunch of free resources and
links to my books and things at drjud.com.

Jerry Colonna:
Thank you.



