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Executive Summary: 
Why Now

In just 24 months, AI has gone from a 
technological curiosity to an everyday 
presence. Headlines focus on money, 
but the deeper story is about people: 
behavior, norms, and meaning are being 
reshaped by machines that see, listen, 
remember, and respond.

We call this Culture OS because 
culture has become an operating 
system in its own right—a generative 
infrastructure that shapes how 
organizations create meaning, adapt 
to change, and evolve their practices.

In the past, culture moved slowly 
and predictably, like geology. Today, 
it moves more like weather: fluid, 
emergent, and self-reinforcing. We 
are shifting from a centralized cultural 
system to a distributed one, where 
meaning-making is as dynamic as the 
algorithms guiding our daily lives.

This report is not just another AI 
briefing about AI models, bubbles, or 
theories about tech doom or utopia. 
It's a cultural audit—the first entry 
in humanity's ledger for the AI era. 
Think of it as anthropological field 
notes from the present-future: less 
about AI itself, more about what it’s 
doing to our attention, relationships, 
and sense of reality.

The stakes are high: ignore 
the culture, and AI becomes a 
ghost force, tilting markets and 
minds without accountability. By 
understanding it, you possess a 
blueprint for where customers, 
employees, and citizens are  
headed next.
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NextAtlas 
Methodology:  
The Science of 
Cultural Prediction

PATTERN RECOGNITION

THE EARLY ADOPTER NETWORK

HUMAN-AI SYNTHESIS

NextAtlas employs a sophisticated 
“bottom-up” approach that differs 
fundamentally from traditional trend 
research. Rather than hunting for 
predetermined concepts, their AI 
algorithms allow patterns to emerge 
organically from vast datasets 
spanning Instagram, Twitter, Reddit, 
TikTok, and now Mastodon.

The Early Adopter Network: At 
the core of their methodology is a 
curated community of 300,000+ early 
adopters—cultural pioneers, industry 
insiders, and innovators selected 
through proprietary AI filtering. These 
aren’t just random social media users; 
they’re individuals who consistently 
surface cultural innovations 12 to 24 
months before the mainstream adopts 
them.

Pattern Recognition: NextAtlas 
AI analyzes millions of posts daily, 
using natural language processing 
and machine learning to identify 
emerging concepts, aesthetic codes, 
and behavioral patterns. The system 
tracks growth trajectories, sentiment 
evolution, and cross-platform 
amplification to distinguish genuine 
cultural shifts from noise.

Human-AI Synthesis: Machine 
detection combines with human 
cultural analysis. NextAtlas experts 
analyze trends against broader societal 
contexts, asking: “Why is this trend 
relevant?” and “What does this reveal 
about shifting consumer values, 
beliefs, and behaviors?”

This hybrid approach has proven 
remarkably prescient. The model’s key 
innovation is its “prediction scoring 
system,” which prioritizes users with 
proven “historical foresight”—the 
ability to consistently identify trends 
before others—rather than just 
influence or follower count. It enables 
NextAtlas to identify cultural shifts in 
the pre-mainstream phase and project 
12-month growth trajectories based 
on increases in mentions within their 
curated early adopter network.
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The Map: Direct Drivers vs 
Adjacent Ripples

From NextAtlas data, Andus Labs 
found two interconnected patterns. 
Direct Drivers are the technological 
shifts changing daily behavior. 
Adjacent Ripples are the cultural 
responses those shifts trigger. 

DIRECT DRIVERS OF AI PROLIFERATION
[technological shifts changing daily behavior]

Discovery Date: 14 - 20 September 2025

PO
PU

LA
R

IT
Y

01/2023 07/2023 01/2024 07/2024 01/2025 07/2025 01/2026 07/2026
0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

Trajectory Weekly Data Trajectory’s Seasonality
TIME

Trajectory Weekly Data Trajectory’s Seasonality
TIME

Vision-Language 
Models (VLMs)

Multimodal systems (text, image, audio, 
and video) are becoming the default 
interface. GPT-4's real-time audio/visual 
capabilities exemplify the shift: AI that 
can see, hear, and respond in real-
time—moving from text-based Q&A to 
something closer to conversation. New 
interfaces like Hume EVI add emotional 
detection and expression, enabling AI to 
modulate tone and affect in response to 
user sentiment.

+47%

Both shape each other: technical 
capabilities create new social 
possibilities, and cultural reactions 
influence which capabilities gain 
traction.

Growth percentages below represent 
rising mentions within NextAtlas’s  
early adopter network over the past  
12 months.

Vision-Language 
Models (VLMs)

Agents with 
Memory (“Context 
Expansion”)

Generative Creation 
& Latent Space

Acceleration & 
Temporal Blur

Human Warmth & 
Emotional Availability

Tacit Knowledge & 
Asking Better Questions 

Art & Design Become 
More Intimate

Spiritual Life & 
Radical Hope

Actual Progress

DIRECT DRIVERS ADJACENT RIPPLES

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network
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Generative Creation 
& Latent Space 

Design tools now embed generative 
AI directly into creative workflows. 
Adobe’s Firefly-powered Generative 
Fill is standard in Photoshop, 
normalizing “co-creation by prompt” 
where humans curate and compose 
rather than create from scratch.

Discovery Date: 23 February - 1 March 2025

PO
PU

LA
R

IT
Y

01/2023 01/2024 01/2025 01/2026
0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

Trajectory Weekly Data Trajectory’s Seasonality
TIME

Last Update: 26 October - 1 November 2025
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Discovery Date: 17 - 23 August 2025
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Agents with Memory  
(“Context Expansion”)

Chatbots that remember preferences 
and facts over time move from tools to 
companions. OpenAI’s Memory feature 
mainstreamed this capability, reframing 
AI interactions as ongoing relationships 
rather than isolated queries.

+26%

+45%

Acceleration & 
Temporal Compression 

Productivity agents compress tasks 
and timelines so dramatically that users 
experience “time folding.” Controlled trials 
of GitHub Copilot show approximately 
55% faster task completion—work that 
used to take hours now takes minutes, 
creating a psychological experience of 
temporal compression.

+33%

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network
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Discovery Date: 7 - 13 September 2025
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Discovery Date: 22 - 28 June 2025
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Discovery Date: 14 - 20 September 2025
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ADJACENT CULTURAL RIPPLES
[cultural responses technological shifts trigger]

Human Warmth & 
Emotional Availability 

As machines “emulate warmth,” authentic 
human presence becomes a premium. 
People increasingly value tactility, face-
to-face interaction, and small-group 
trust—proof that someone actually cares 
rather than performs care. A “warmth 
countertrend” emerges as synthetic 
empathy becomes abundant.

+33% / +29%

Tacit Knowledge 
& Asking Better 
Questions

When answers are cheap, questions 
become valuable. The culture 
increasingly rewards judgment, framing 
ability, and taste—the capacity to know 
what’s worth asking.

+33% / +32%

Art & Design Become 
More Intimate 

When infinite variations are a slider 
away, the human hand re-enters 
as a signature of care. Craft shifts 
from making toward curating and 
composing—choosing what matters 
from algorithmic abundance.

+43%

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network
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Last Update: 26 October - 1 November 2025
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Discovery Date: 14 - 20 September 2025
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The data reveals a consistent dynamic: technical 
capabilities that simulate human qualities (vision, voice, memory) rise in lockstep 
with cultural movements that assert human distinctiveness (warmth, tacit 
know‑how, meaning). Culture auto-balances: every new automation triggers a 
corresponding reassertion of value for what remains irreducibly human.

Actual Progress

Demand grows for progress 
that’s regenerative, humane, and 
accountable rather than purely 
accelerative. “Moving fast and 
breaking things” loses cultural cachet; 
people want evidence that innovation 
improves lives without externalizing 
harm.

+37%

Spiritual Life &  
Radical Hope

Spiritual and existential vocabularies 
resurface as people seek frameworks 
to process anxieties around automation. 
Religious language, philosophical 
inquiry, and meaning-making practices 
offer ways to translate efficiency gains 
into purpose—addressing “what for?” 
alongside “how fast?”

+31% / +34%

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network

Growth values represent 12-month increases in conversation volume within Nextatlas’s Early Adopter Network
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Five Deep Dives:  
The Culture Shift in Motion

The following deep dives illustrate different dimensions of AI’s cultural impact—
from how people form relationships and communicate, to how they construct 
identity and seek meaning. Each represents a distinct adaptation strategy, but 
together they reveal a consistent dynamic: as AI capabilities expand, human 
behavior reorients.

01. THE RISE OF PSEUDO-INTIMACY RELATIONSHIPS

WHAT’S CHANGING: Apps like 
Replika, Character.AI, and Nomi 
are creating “pseudo-intimacy”—
relationships that feel genuine but 
lack reciprocity. These AI relationships 
coexist alongside human ones, 
creating a social environment marked 
by competing forms of intimacy, 
authenticity, and trust.

Companion AI emergence+28%SIGNAL 

CULTURAL EFFECT:  Public 
response to AI companions is mixed. 
A Family Studies/YouGov survey 
found that one in four young adults 
believes AI could replace human-
to-human romantic relationships. 
One in ten is open to having an AI 
friend. At the same time, there’s a 
growing skepticism around companies 

Emotional bonds with AI Context Expansion +26%

attempting to replace human intimacy. 
Evidence of this tension appeared in 
NYC when Friend AI’s $1M subway ad 
campaign was defaced with graffiti 
reading “AI is not your friend” and 
“Human connection is sacred.” These 
reactions illustrate the push-and-pull 
between curiosity and concern for 
authenticity.

EXECUTIVE “SO WHAT”: 
Companies should treat AI companions 
as tools that augment, not replace, 
human relationships. Product 
strategies should focus on “social 
upskilling” features that help users 
transfer insights from AI interactions 
into real-world bonds, rather than 
substituting for them.

https://ifstudies.org/blog/artificial-intelligence-and-relationships-1-in-4-young-adults-believe-ai-partners-could-replace-real-life-romance
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/07/style/friend-ai-subway-ads-new-york.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/07/style/friend-ai-subway-ads-new-york.html
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Communication mediated by AI 

Art & design more intimate 

02. THE DESKILLING OF HUMAN SOCIAL COMPETENCE

WHAT’S CHANGING: Studies on 
AI-mediated communication show 
that algorithmic suggestions speed up 
conversation and increase the use of 
positive emotional language. However, 
people tend to judge messages more 
negatively if they believe they were 
generated with AI assistance.

+47%SIGNAL 

CULTURAL EFFECT: Interacting 
primarily with AI may atrophy 
our capacity for complex human 
interactions. Real relationships 
require compromise, patience, and 
tolerance for discomfort. AI shortcuts 
these processes, optimizing for 
efficiency while potentially degrading 
interpersonal competence.

Smart replies changing language patterns, 
and concerns about social isolation

03. CULTURAL TASTE AS STRATEGIC ADVANTAGE

+43%SIGNAL 

WHAT’S CHANGING: In a world 
shaped by algorithmic abundance and 
hyper-curation, taste is re-emerging—
not as a matter of preference, but as a 
defining force of identity and cultural 
direction. NextAtlas data shows that 
taste is becoming a “strategic skill”—a 
compass for navigating the complexity 
of modern desires.

CULTURAL EFFECT: AI can 
simulate style—mimicking aesthetics, 
replicating patterns—but it can’t 
determine why a particular choice 
resonates or what a design signals 
about values. Human taste operates 
at the level of meaning-making, not 
pattern-matching. Cultural leaders will 
be those who curate with intention, 
not those who generate the most 
options. Case in point: the backlash 
against Taylor Swift’s recent album 
teaser, widely suspected of using  AI, 
where fans criticized the visuals as 
inauthentic and out of step with her 

Uncodable aesthetics rising, cross-sensory influence

EXECUTIVE “SO WHAT”: As AI 
makes communication frictionless, 
humans lose tolerance for the 
messiness of genuine relationships. 
Design AI tools that preserve emotional 
labor and interpersonal skill-building. 
Consider “friction by design” in social 
features.

brand. In contrast, some brands are 
embracing a pro-human approach: 
at NYC Comic Con in early October, 
DC Comics president Jim Lee 
explicitly declared that the company 
would never support AI-generated 
storytelling or artwork, emphasizing a 
commitment to human creativity and 
cultural authenticity.

EXECUTIVE “SO WHAT”: When 
creation becomes trivially cheap; 
curation becomes priceless. Build 
“taste codices” for your brand—
documented aesthetic principles, 
reference libraries, and decision 
frameworks. Train teams in aesthetic 
discernment as a core competency. 
Brands that command premium 
positioning will have legible, defensible 
taste that AI can assist but not 
replicate.

https://www.wired.com/story/taylor-swift-swifties-against-ai-viral/
https://www.wired.com/story/taylor-swift-swifties-against-ai-viral/
https://www.wired.com/story/taylor-swift-swifties-against-ai-viral/
https://www.theverge.com/news/797540/dc-comics-jim-lee-no-generative-ai-pledge?
https://www.theverge.com/news/797540/dc-comics-jim-lee-no-generative-ai-pledge?
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Spiritual life 

AI systems exhibiting cultural tendencies and variations in cross-cultural AI behavior.

04. THE SHADOW WORK RENAISSANCE

+34%SIGNAL 

WHAT’S CHANGING: Conversations 
about the shadow self—embracing 
the hidden or uncomfortable parts 
of ourselves—are gaining ground in 
both therapy spaces and social media. 
2025 marks a cultural turn toward 
collective care and community-based 
approaches to mental health.

Emotional healing surge, Shadow self dialogue 

05. AI AS CULTURAL TECHNOLOGY, NOT INTELLIGENCE

WHAT’S CHANGING: Generative 
AI behaves differently depending 
on language and cultural context. 
For example, when used in Chinese 
rather than English, AI tends toward 
interdependent social orientations 
and holistic cognitive patterns. Large 
language models are better understood 
not primarily as “intelligent agents” but 
as a new form of cultural and social 
technology.

SIGNAL 

CULTURAL EFFECT: LLMs allow 
humans to access and leverage the 
knowledge accumulated by others, but 
they also carry and transmit cultural 
values, worldviews, and social norms. 
AI shapes not just what we know, but 
how we think and interact.

+76%

CULTURAL EFFECT: Mental health 
is shifting from an individual pursuit 
to a shared practice. People are 
seeking meaning through emotional 
storytelling, spiritual exploration, and 
creative self-expression as forms of 
healing and reconnection.

EXECUTIVE “SO WHAT”: AI anxiety 
is driving a spiritual countermovement. 
Products and services that 
acknowledge emotional complexity 
and support genuine healing will 
command premium positioning. 
Consider how your offerings address 
the full spectrum of human experience, 
including difficult emotions.

EXECUTIVE “SO WHAT”: Your 
AI implementations are cultural 
interventions, not just technical 
ones. Audit your AI systems for 
embedded cultural assumptions. 
Design for cultural adaptability and 
value alignment across diverse user 
communities.
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Cases of Change: 
Cultural Shifts in  
Real Time

The Replika Phenomenon:  
10 Million Digital Relationships
Replika has created what researchers call the largest experiment in 
human-AI emotional bonding. Through computational analysis of over 
35,000 screenshots and posts from r/replika, researchers identified 
intimate behavior, self-disclosure, play and fantasy, and communication 
breakdown as primary interaction patterns. Users report feeling genuine 
love, care, and attachment to their AI companions, reshaping fundamental 
assumptions about relationships and the nature of emotional labor.

The AI Smart Reply Effect:  
Language Under Algorithmic Influence
Research using two randomized experiments found that algorithmic 
response suggestions alter how people interact–increasing 
communication speed and the use of positive emotional language–and 
led conversation partners to evaluate each other as more cooperative. 
The invisible influence of AI-generated suggestions is already rewiring 
human communication patterns at scale.

Stockholm’s AI-Generated  
Cultural Identity
Research analyzing how AI tools like ChatGPT-4o and Midjourney 
represent Stockholm’s cultural context found that AI outputs focus 
heavily on city center locations and tourist attractions, potentially missing 
diverse neighborhood cultures and immigrant communities. This trend 
reveals how AI systems encode specific cultural perspectives while 
claiming to be objective.

https://academic.oup.com/jcmc/article/29/5/zmae015/7742812
https://academic.oup.com/jcmc/article/29/5/zmae015/7742812
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-023-30938-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-024-03968-5
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Every AI capability that simulates human qualities creates a corresponding tension 
in how organizations and individuals adapt. The following contradictions outline 
new dualities to navigate. Understanding them is the difference between AI 
implementations that enhance culture and those that erode it.

Managing the Tensions

As AI systems become more emotionally sophisticated, the line between genuine and performed care blurs. Emotional AI is 
designed to influence how people feel, which means it can deceive by design. When users can’t distinguish between authentic 
human concern and algorithmic performance, trust erodes.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Design for transparency. Create clear signals when users interact with AI-generated empathy. 
Reserve human escalation for high-stakes, emotionally complex moments. The goal isn’t to eliminate synthetic empathy but to 
make its boundaries clear.

AI systems trained predominantly on English-language and Western data export those cultural frameworks globally, often 
invisibly. While these systems can exhibit different cultural tendencies in different languages, they may suppress minority 
perspectives or non-dominant cultural expressions in the process.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Actively audit AI outputs for cultural bias. Build diverse training datasets and cultural adaptation 
mechanisms. Partner with communities to ensure inclusive representation.

AI-driven speed often conflicts with thoughtful cultural integration. Organizations feel pressure to deploy quickly, but the most 
expensive AI failures are cultural, not technical. When systems move faster than people can adapt, backlash follows. 

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Build “slow lanes” into AI workflows. Create reflection checkpoints and cultural review processes. 
Measure confidence created, not just time saved.

Synthetic Empathy   vs.  Authentic Connection

Cultural Homogenization   vs.  Diversity

Acceleration   vs.  Reflection

AI optimizes for individual preferences, but organizations run on collective sense-making. The friction and negotiation required 
to build shared understanding—the “messy middle” of collaboration—is precisely what AI shortcuts. If you optimize individuals 
without considering their social systems, you risk fragmenting the organization.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Design AI systems that preserve productive friction. Create opportunities for disagreement, 
negotiation, and collective sense-making alongside individual optimization.

Individual Efficiency   vs.  Collective Wisdom
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What 
Organizations 
Should Do Now

Establish Cultural 
Engineering as a 
Core Competency

Create cross-functional teams that own AI prompts, interaction design, and 
narrative review—paired with technical teams from day one. Large AI models 
are cultural technologies, not just computational ones. Treating culture as an 
afterthought guarantees expensive retrofits later.

Design for Emotional 
Transparency

Build clear signals when users interact with synthetic empathy. Create  
easy pathways to human escalation for emotionally complex moments. 
As synthetic empathy becomes abundant, authentic human warmth  
becomes premium.

Develop Taste 
as Organizational 
Intelligence

Create brand “style codices” with reference libraries, exemplars, and anti-goals. 
Train teams in aesthetic decision-making and cultural pattern recognition. 
Taste is becoming a strategic skill—a compass for navigating the complexity of 
modern desires.

Build Cultural 
Adaptation 
Mechanisms

Audit AI systems for embedded cultural assumptions. Test outputs across diverse 
communities. Establish feedback loops that surface cultural misalignments before 
they become market failures. AI systems aren’t culturally neutral. One-size-fits-all 
AI implementations risk cultural insensitivity and market failures.

Measure Collective 
Wellbeing, Not Just 
Individual Efficiency

Track how AI affects team dynamics, cultural cohesion, and decision-making 
quality alongside productivity metrics. Optimizing individuals without considering 
social systems creates fragmentation. The goal is augmented collaboration, not 
isolated efficiency.

01

02

03

04

05
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The New Cultural 
Operating System

We’re all adapting to a new cultural operating system. The organizations that 
understand this will shape the next decade. The ones that don’t will be shaped by it.

The data reveals a clear pattern: every AI capability that simulates human 
qualities triggers an equal and opposite cultural reaction that protects human 
distinctiveness. As machines become more empathetic, humans prize authentic 
warmth. As creation becomes increasingly automated, curation becomes even 
more valuable. As answers become cheap, good questions become expensive.

Successful strategies will be designed for this pattern, creating AI 
implementations that enhance rather than replace human capacities for 
connection and meaning-making.

Culture OS is a joint research project by Andus Labs and NextAtlas. For enterprise 
cultural intelligence consulting, contact Andus Labs, anduslabs.com. For NextAtlas trend 
forecasting platform access, visit nextatlas.com.

Data methodology: This analysis draws on NextAtlas’s proprietary dataset, which 
analyzes over 300,000 early adopters across social platforms, supplemented by 
academic research, industry reports, and cultural observations. Trend percentages 
represent growth in mentions and engagement within NextAtlas’s early adopter network 
over the past 12 months.

We’ll explore the emerging “AI Sabbath” movement—how digital detox 
culture is evolving in response to the always-on presence of AI 
companions. Plus: the rise of “human verification” as a premium service, 
and why “unoptimized” experiences are becoming luxury goods.

NEXT UP 

https://www.anduslabs.com/
https://www.nextatlas.com/
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