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COMMENTARY

Digital environments and human agency in the 
age of AI: How algorithmic logic compresses or 
restores authentic being 
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Abstract
Contemporary AI-mediated platforms systematically narrow the conditions under 
which authentic agency can be expressed—a process Commentary terms stage 
compression, operating at two levels: synchronically, constraining the range 
of identities available in any given interaction; diachronically, foreclosing the 
developmental windows within which genuine identity exploration can unfold. 
Existing health psychology frameworks address downstream symptoms without 
theorising these structural conditions. This Commentary identifies this gap and 
sketches Dual Agency Theory for Authentic Being (DAT) as one possible direction: 
drawing on structuration theory, relational autonomy frameworks, and self-
determination theory, DAT proposes that self-directed and other-directed agency 
are mutually constitutive. Platform success, on this account, should be measured not 
by engagement metrics but by whether users develop stronger capacities for self-
regulation and genuine social connectedness.
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1. Introduction 
The mental health literature has documented a growing crisis in the wellbeing of young 
people with considerable rigour. What it has not provided is an adequate structural 
account of why. Prevailing frameworks—from social media screen-time studies to 
neurodevelopmental risk models—treat digital environments as exposure variables 
that act upon psychologically bounded individuals. While multiple structural factors 
contribute to this crisis—including socioeconomic inequality, educational access, 
and cultural change—one dimension that health psychology has not yet adequately 
theorised concerns the design logic of AI-mediated environments themselves. This 
framing misses something fundamental: contemporary AI-mediated environments do 
not merely influence how people feel; they systematically reshape the conditions under 
which human agency can be exercised at all—generating documented concerns about 
the stability of selfhood and authentic presence in AI-mediated life.1

2. Stage compression: The narrowing of identity and agency in 
digital environments
Health psychology has established that perceived control and autonomy are foundational 
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to wellbeing. Self-determination theory identifies 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness as universal 
psychological needs.2 These frameworks assume, implicitly, 
that environments are at least neutral with respect to users’ 
capacity to act. Contemporary AI-mediated platforms do 
not meet this assumption. Recommendation algorithms, 
engagement-optimisation systems, and AI-curated social 
feeds progressively determine the parameters within which 
users can configure their own attention, identity, and 
relational presence. Science and technology studies has 
long established that technical artefacts encode power and 
politics:3 platform design does not merely respond to social 
patterns but actively constitutes the conditions for agency 
and selfhood. Recent reviews of AI integration in nursing 
document parallel concerns—including the potential loss 
of professional autonomy and human-centric decision-
making under algorithmic management4—conditions 
under which genuine other-directed care becomes 
structurally compromised. I term this stage compression—
an intentionally polysemous construct with two empirically 
distinguishable dimensions. Synchronically, it denotes 
context collapse5: algorithmic feeds flatten previously 
segregated audiences into a single interactional frame, 
narrowing, in any given interaction, the range of identities 
available for performance (Goffman). Diachronically, 
it denotes the foreclosure of developmental windows 
(Erikson) within which identity exploration ordinarily 
unfolds, as engagement-optimised design forecloses 
the low-stakes, reversible experimentation that identity 
formation requires. The two dimensions are empirically 
separable—a platform could compress one without 
the other—and are hypothesised, not asserted, to be 
mutually reinforcing over time. Stage compression is not 
claimed wherever digital mediation occurs: the construct 
is bounded to environments combining algorithmic 
curation, engagement optimisation, and cross-context 
audience merging, and should attenuate in environments 
lacking any of these three features. Operationalisation 
follows from the two dimensions: synchronic compression 
as within-platform variance in self-presentation across 
otherwise-distinct audiences; diachronic compression as 
reduced identity-repertoire exploration across a person’s 
developmental or professional life course. Because both 
operate below the threshold of individual awareness, 
frameworks that measure individual orientations cannot 
fully diagnose it—a gap that motivates the direction 
sketched below.

3. Where existing frameworks fall short
Psychological authenticity research operationalises 
authenticity as a stable individual difference—an 
orientation toward self-awareness, unbiased processing, 

and behavioural consistency.6 These contributions are 
important, but they are built to detect stable individual 
variation, not the within-person, cross-context variation 
that stage compression’s synchronic dimension predicts: a 
trait-authenticity score is designed to stay constant precisely 
where stage compression should make it move. A person 
high in dispositional authenticity will still experience 
systematic stage compression within environments that 
actively constrain the range of identities available for 
enactment. On the other hand, existing burnout literature 
identifies structural contributors to role strain—including 
workload, reduced autonomy, and erosion of community. 
Yet what remains untheorised is a more fundamental 
level: not the depletion of resources or competence, but 
the compression of the very capacity for self-directed 
being that makes resource depletion chronic and recovery 
structurally unstable. What is needed is a framework that 
theorises authentic being as a structural capacity—one that 
design can compress, and in principle restore.

4. A new framework to consider: Dual 
agency and its mutual constitution
As one possible response to this gap, Dual Agency Theory 
for Authentic Being (DAT) is sketched here: a framework 
proposing that authentic being is not a fixed disposition 
but an ongoing enacted capacity, sustained by structural 
conditions for genuine self-configuration, relational 
presence, and the capacity to be moved by another’s 
reality—and that self-directed and other-directed agency 
are not separable but share a common structural cause 
in the environmental compression described above. DAT 
proposes that two directions of human agency operate 
simultaneously and cannot be understood in isolation. 
The first is self-directed agency: the capacity to configure 
and enact one’s own identity, meaning, and relational 
presence. The second is other-directed agency: the capacity 
to genuinely witness another and allow their authentic 
presence to emerge—the condition that makes meaningful 
relational engagement possible. DAT’s working hypothesis 
is that the two directions are inseparable: authentic care 
for others becomes possible only when one’s own authentic 
being is sustained. Such a framework would draw on and 
depart from three established traditions: structuration 
theory’s account of agency as simultaneously enabling 
and constrained,7 relational autonomy frameworks in 
professional ethics,8 and self-determination theory’s 
account of how autonomy support enables authentic 
engagement in others.2 Its central departure is to theorise 
self-directed and other-directed agency not as separable 
but as mutually constitutive at the structural level. DAT 
is scoped here to relationally-structured professional 
roles—nursing, teaching, caregiving—where institutional 
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design (rosters, documentation burden, algorithmic 
triage) shapes practitioners’ capacity for both directions of 
agency at once; it is not advanced as a universal account 
of all interpersonal relationships. Within that scope, 
DAT generates a prediction that distinguishes it from 
frameworks treating the two directions as independent: 
interventions that expand practitioners’ self-directed 
agency (e.g., configurational control over scheduling or 
documentation workflows) should produce measurable 
downstream change in other-directed agency (patient-
rated presence, relational quality), net of workload and 
staffing controls. DAT would be disconfirmed by evidence 
that the two directions of agency vary independently 
within the same structurally compressed environment.

5. Restoration of authentic being by design
If stage compression is a structural condition produced 
by design, then it is also, in principle, addressable through 
design. Table 1 sketches what such a reorientation might 
look like in practice. At the interface level, for instance, 
the first design orientation could be implemented 
through user-adjustable interaction parameters; the third 
through platforms surfacing offline social engagement 
metrics rather than tracking online dwell time. If stage 
compression forecloses the possibility of genuine human 
contact by design, that design choice is not ethically 
neutral: technologically mediated communication 
measurably attenuates the inter-brain neural synchrony 
that characterises live interaction.9 Emerging governance 
scholarship has reframed what platform success means: 
not whether users retain the capacity for connection, 
but whether systems actively produce the conditions 
for it.10 For health psychology, this carries a concrete 
implication—platform success should be measured not by 
usage duration or compliance rates, but by whether users 
develop stronger capacities for self-regulation and deeper 
senses of self and social connectedness. In this sense, 
well-designed AI-mediated platforms function as online-
to-offline gateways for relational wellbeing: their value 
lies not in how long users remain within them, but in the 
frequency and quality of genuine human encounters they 
make possible beyond them.

6. Scope and counter-considerations
This argument should not be overstated; three 
considerations bound its scope. First, evidence on 
AI-mediated interaction is not uniformly consistent 
with compression: a randomised trial of a culturally-
adapted CBT chatbot among Chinese university students 
produced significant short-term reductions in loneliness 
and depression11, an outcome DAT would predict only 
under specific, bounded design conditions (Table 1), not 

as a general property of AI mediation. Second, individual 
differences moderate exposure: users higher in dispositional 
authenticity6 or with stronger pre-existing offline networks 
likely experience identical platform architecture differently, 
an interaction this Commentary’s structural focus does 
not itself model. Third, authentic being is not a culturally 
uniform construct: independent and interdependent 
self-construals12 weight self-directed and other-directed 
agency differently, which may mean DAT’s inseparability 
claim holds more readily in relationally-oriented cultural 
contexts than in the individualist settings from which 
its structuration-theory and self-determination-theory 
lineage originates. Each qualification identifies a condition 
under which the central claims should weaken or reverse, 
and each generates a research question below.

Table 1. Two design logics: engagement-optimised design 
versus design for genuine human encounter

Engagement-optimised design 
logic

Design for genuine human 
encounter

Eliminates unpredictability 
through algorithmic 
optimisation; produces echo 
rather than genuine encounter

Preserves genuine otherness 
as a structural feature; enables 
encounters that can authentically 
surprise and change the user

Locks users into a narrow band 
of high-arousal emotional 
states through variable reward; 
diminishes conditions for 
embodied attunement

Supports a range of relational 
modes; users retain authority 
over how they are present in each 
encounter

Converts others into preference-
confirmation objects; measures 
success by retention and return 
frequency

Functions as a gateway to 
genuine human encounter; 
measures success by the real-
world connections it enables 
beyond the platform

Notes: The table presents two ideal-typical design logics as heuristic 
contrasts across three independent dimensions. Real-world platforms 
may exhibit different combinations of these orientations—aligned with 
DAT-oriented design on some dimensions while retaining engagement-
optimised features on others. Each dimension represents a distinct 
design choice, not a single underlying scale.

7. Research agenda
These propositions generate concrete priorities for 
health psychology. How do different AI integration 
architectures affect the dual agency trajectories of frontline 
healthcare workers over time? Can stage compression be 
operationalised as a health-relevant construct, distinct 
from burnout and depressive symptomatology, with 
its own measurement indicators? Potential indicators 
might include cross-contextual role identity flexibility 
and discrepancies between intended and enacted self-
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presentation in digital environments. What design 
features most reliably support configurational authority 
for practitioners and patients alike? These questions 
are especially pressing in caregiving contexts, where AI 
integration directly threatens the conditions under which 
genuine therapeutic presence is possible. 

A further priority is developing expert consensus, 
situated within the Ottawa Charter’s framework of 
supportive environments for health, on what constitutes 
human-agency-preserving AI in healthcare settings—a 
translational agenda beyond this Commentary’s scope.

Acknowledgments
None.

Funding
None.

Conflict of interest
The author declares no conflicts of interest.

Author contributions
This is a single-authored article.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Availability of data
This Commentary does not report primary research data. 
No dataset was generated or analysed.

Further disclosure
Claude (Anthropic, claude-sonnet-4-6) was used for 
language editing and manuscript structuring assistance. 
AI was not involved in theoretical development, data 
interpretation, or conclusion drawing. All AI-assisted 
content was manually reviewed and verified by the author.

References
1.	 Alkhalifah JM, Bedaiwi AM, Shaikh N, Seddiq W, Meo 

SA. Existential anxiety about artificial intelligence (AI)- is 
it the end of humanity era or a new chapter in the human 
revolution: questionnaire-based observational study.  Front 

Psychiatry. 2024;15:1368122. 

	 doi: 10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1368122

2.	 Deci EL, Ryan RM. The “What” and “Why” of Goal 
Pursuits: Human Needs and the Self-Determination of 
Behavior. Psychol Inq. 2000;11(4):227-268. 

	 doi: 10.1207/s15327965pli1104_01

3.	 Bucher T.  If...Then: Algorithmic Power and Politics. New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press; 2018.

4.	 Katebi M, Bahreini M, Bagherzadeh R, Pouladi S. Artificial 
Intelligence and Nursing Management: Opportunities, 
Challenges, and Ethical Considerations—A Scoping 
Review. J Nurs Manag. 2025;2025(1):2797535. 

	 doi: 10.1155/jonm/2797535

5.	 Marwick AE, Boyd D. I tweet honestly, I tweet passionately: 
Twitter users, context collapse, and the imagined 
audience. New Media Soc. 2011;13(1):114-133. 

	 doi: 10.1177/1461444810365313

6.	 Wood AM, Linley PA, Maltby J, Baliousis M, Joseph S. 
The authentic personality: A theoretical and empirical 
conceptualization and the development of the Authenticity 
Scale. J Couns Psychol. 2008;55(3):385-399. 

	 doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.55.3.385

7.	 Giddens A.  The Constitution of Society. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press; 1984.

8.	 Mackenzie C, Stoljar N, eds. Relational Autonomy: Feminist 
Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the Social Self. New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press; 2000.

9.	 Schwartz L, Levy J, Endevelt-Shapira Y, et al. 
Technologically-assisted communication attenuates inter-
brain synchrony. NeuroImage. 2022;264:119677. 

	 doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2022.119677

10.	 Soltanzadeh S. A metaphysical account of agency for 
technology governance. AI Soc. 2025;40(3):1723-1734. 

	 doi: 10.1007/s00146-024-01941-z

11.	 Wang Y, Li X, Zhang Q, Yeung D, Wu Y. Effect of a cognitive 
behavioral therapy-based AI chatbot on depression and 
loneliness in Chinese university students: randomized 
controlled trial with financial stress moderation.  JMIR 
Mhealth Uhealth. 2025;13:e63806. 

	 doi: 10.2196/63806

12.	 Markus HR, Kitayama S. Culture and the self: implications 
for cognition, emotion, and motivation.  Psychol Rev. 
1991;98(2):224-253. 

	 doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224

https://doi.org/10.36922/HPR026320194
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1368122
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1368122
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli1104_01
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli1104_01
https://doi.org/10.1155/jonm/2797535
https://doi.org/10.1155/jonm/2797535
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444810365313
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444810365313
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.55.3.385
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.55.3.385
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2022.119677
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2022.119677
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00146-024-01941-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00146-024-01941-z
https://doi.org/10.2196/63806
https://doi.org/10.2196/63806
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224

