
Why It Makes Things Up

When an AI invents a fact, people in the field call it a "hallucination." It is a strange word for a piece of software, but it stuck because the behavior feels like one: the AI produces something detailed, specific, and completely untrue, with no apparent awareness that it did anything wrong.

To stop being surprised by this, you need one mental model. An AI chatbot is, at its core, a very sophisticated guesser of what words come next. You give it some text; it predicts the most plausible continuation, word by word, based on patterns it absorbed from an enormous amount of writing. That is the whole job. It is astonishingly good at it - good enough to write code, explain tax rules, and draft a wedding toast. But notice what that job does not include: checking whether the plausible-sounding thing it is about to say is actually true.

Plausible is not the same as true

This is the crux. The AI is optimized to produce text that sounds right. Most of the time, text that sounds right also is right, because correct information is common in what it learned from. So it gets a huge amount correct, and you start to trust it. Then it hits a gap - a question where it does not have a solid pattern to draw on - and it does the only thing it knows how to do: it generates the most plausible-sounding answer anyway.

The result is fluent and wrong at the same time. Ask it for a book on a niche topic and it may give you a real-sounding title by a real author that does not exist. Ask for a legal citation and it can produce a case name, a court, and a year, all formatted perfectly, all invented. The famous real-world example: in 2023, lawyers submitted a court brief full of fake cases an AI had generated, complete with fake quotes. The cases looked exactly like real ones. They were not, and the lawyers were sanctioned.

The reason it looks so convincing is the same reason the true answers look convincing - it is using the identical machinery for both. A fake citation is built from the same patterns as a real one. There is no separate "truth mode" that kicks in for facts.

There is no inner fact-checker

Here is the part that trips people up most. When the AI tells you something false, it is not lying, because lying requires knowing the truth and choosing to hide it. The AI does not have a stored database of verified facts it consults and then decides whether to share. It has patterns. When you ask a question, it is not looking something up - it is composing an answer that fits the shape of a good answer.

So "Are you sure?" is a weak defense. If you push back, the AI will often apologize and either change its answer or double down - not because it re-checked against reality, but because your pushback changed the pattern of plausible next words. Sometimes it corrects a genuine mistake. Sometimes it "corrects" something that was right. You cannot tell which from the tone, because the tone is always confident.

This also explains why confidence carries no information. A human expert usually signals uncertainty - they hedge, they slow down, they say "I'd want to double-check that." The AI's fluency is constant. It is not connected to how solid the underlying answer is. A wild guess and a rock-solid fact come out in the same even voice.

What this means for you

None of this makes AI useless - far from it. It means you should hold its output the way you would hold a confident first draft from a sharp but unreliable colleague: a great starting point, worth real attention, and never something you forward without reading.

A few practical takeaways follow directly from the mental model:


	Trust drops as the question gets more specific and more obscure. Common, well-trodden topics are mostly fine. Exact names, dates, numbers, quotes, and citations are where invention creeps in.

	More detail is not more reliable. A made-up answer can be richly detailed. Specificity is not evidence of truth - sometimes it is the opposite, a sign the model is filling a gap.

	Confidence is not a signal. Stop reading the tone as reassurance. It is the same tone for everything.



Some tools now reduce this by actually searching the web or your documents and quoting what they find, which helps a lot - but even then they can misread or misattribute a source. The underlying tendency to produce plausible text never fully goes away.

Once you internalize why it makes things up, the fix becomes obvious: do not ask the AI to be the source of truth. Ask it to do the work, and keep the truth-checking on your side. That is the next phase.



Verification Habits

You do not need to verify everything the AI tells you. That would defeat the point of using it. What you need is a quick instinct for which answers to check, and a few habits that make checking fast. The goal is to spend your skepticism where it pays off - on the claims that would actually hurt if they were wrong.

The one question that sorts everything

Before you act on an AI answer, ask yourself: what happens if this is wrong?

If the answer is "nothing much" - it is a brainstorm, a first draft, a rough explanation to get you oriented - then use it freely and move on. If the answer is "I'd send a wrong number to my boss," "I'd take the wrong medication," "I'd cite a case that does not exist," or "I'd make a decision I can't undo," then you check before you act. That single question does most of the sorting for you.

Everything below is about making the "I need to check" path cheap.

Ask for sources - and actually open them

When something matters, ask the AI where it got the claim: "What's your source for that?" or "Cite where this comes from."

This helps in two ways. First, some tools will search the web and link real pages, which you can open and read yourself. Second - and this is the underrated part - asking for a source is a stress test. If the AI starts producing a vague non-answer, or a link that does not resolve, or a citation you cannot find when you search for it, that is a strong signal the underlying claim was shaky.

The non-negotiable rule: a citation is not verification until you open it. The AI can produce a real-looking source for a false claim, and it can also cite a real source that does not actually say what the AI claims it says. Click through. Read the relevant bit. Confirm the source exists and supports the point.

Cross-check the claims that matter

For important facts, do not take one answer as the answer. Quick ways to cross-check:


	Search it yourself. Paste the specific claim - the number, the name, the quote - into a regular search engine. Real facts surface from independent places. Invented ones tend to trace back to nothing, or only to AI-generated content.

	Ask twice, fresh. Open a new conversation and ask the same question differently. If you get two materially different answers, neither is trustworthy yet.

	Check against a known authority. For a medical, legal, financial, or safety question, confirm against an official or primary source - the actual law, the drug label, the company's own page, a professional you can ask.



You are not running a full investigation. You are spending sixty seconds to confirm the load-bearing facts before you rely on them.

Prefer it for things you can verify

Here is a habit that quietly removes most of the risk: lean on AI hardest for tasks where checking the result is quick.

Some work is self-verifying. If you ask it to write a snippet of code, you can run the code. If you ask it to summarize a document you have, you can compare the summary to the document. If you ask it to reformat a list, you can see whether the list is right. In these cases the AI's tendency to invent is held in check by reality - you will catch a mistake immediately.

Compare that to asking it for a fact you have no way to check - a statistic about an industry you do not know, the details of a study you will never read. There, you are flying blind, fully exposed to whatever it made up. When you can, reshape the task toward the verifiable version. Instead of "What does the law say about X?", give it the actual text and ask "Where in this does it address X?" - now you can check its answer against the words in front of you.

Use it to draft, not to decide

The cleanest line to draw: let AI do the work, but keep the judgment.

Drafting, explaining, brainstorming, summarizing, reformatting, getting unstuck - this is where AI shines, and where a mistake costs you a quick edit, not a bad outcome. Deciding - what to tell a customer, which option to choose, whether a claim is true enough to publish, what advice to follow - stays with you, informed by the draft but not dictated by it.

A useful test before you send or act on anything AI touched: Would I be comfortable if someone asked "how do you know this is right?" If your real answer is "the AI said so," you are not done yet.

A thirty-second checklist

For anything that matters, run this before you act:

1. What happens if this is wrong?  (Low stakes → ship it. High stakes → continue.)
2. Did I ask for a source - and open it to confirm it says what was claimed?
3. Did I cross-check the load-bearing fact against something independent?
4. Could I explain how I know this is right without saying "the AI told me"?


None of this is heavy. It is a handful of seconds spent on the small fraction of answers where being wrong is expensive. That is the whole trick: not distrusting everything, but knowing exactly where to look - which is what the next phase maps out.



Where It Fails

The good news about AI mistakes is that they are not random. They cluster in a handful of predictable places. Once you know the danger zones, you do not have to be suspicious of everything - you raise your guard automatically when a question lands in one of them. Here are the five that catch people most often.

1. Exact arithmetic and precise numbers

The AI is a text predictor, not a calculator. It is fine at the concept of math and often right on small, common sums, but it can confidently botch a multi-step calculation, a percentage, a unit conversion, or a running total - and present the wrong number as cleanly as a right one.

Many modern tools paper over this by quietly running a real calculator or writing code in the background, which helps a lot when it triggers. But it does not always trigger, and you cannot see whether it did. So treat any number that matters - a budget figure, a dosage, a tax amount, a measurement - as unverified until you have checked it with an actual calculator or spreadsheet. Do not let math ride on the AI's word.

2. Recent events

An AI's core knowledge comes from data collected up to a certain point in time, often called its "knowledge cutoff." Anything after that - last week's news, a price that changed yesterday, who currently holds a position, the latest version of a product - is outside what it learned. Worse, it will frequently answer anyway, with details that were true a while ago or never true at all.

Tools that can search the web get around this when they actually search, and they often will for plainly current questions. But "what's the latest" answers are exactly where you want to confirm the tool pulled live results and check the dates on what it found. For anything time-sensitive, assume the AI is behind unless it shows you a current, dated source.

3. Niche and specialized facts

The more obscure the topic, the thinner the AI's patterns, and the more it fills gaps with invention. Broad, common subjects are well covered. But narrow ones - a small company's history, a specific regulation in one region, the plot of an obscure book, the spec of an uncommon part, details of a small town - are where confident fabrication thrives.

The trap is that niche answers often look more authoritative, not less, because the AI dresses the gap in specific-sounding detail. A made-up street address, a precise-sounding founding date, an exact quote - specificity is not proof. When you are asking about something genuinely specialized, default to checking against a primary or expert source.

4. Your private data

The AI does not know your company, your customers, your files, or your account unless you put that information in front of it. Ask about "our Q3 numbers" or "this client's contract" without supplying the documents, and it has nothing real to draw on - so it may produce a plausible-sounding answer built from general patterns instead of your actual facts.

The fix is in your hands: give it the real material. Paste the document, attach the file, connect the right source. Then its answer is grounded in something checkable, and you can confirm it against the text you provided. A blunt rule: if the AI is talking about your specific data but you never gave it that data, it is guessing.

5. Overconfident citations

This one deserves its own warning because it is the most damaging and the most convincing. AI is unusually good at producing references that look real - formatted book titles, author names, study citations, case numbers, URLs - for claims it cannot actually back up. The format is impeccable; the source may not exist, or may not say what the AI claims.

The rule from the last phase applies hardest here: a citation means nothing until you open it and confirm it both exists and supports the point. Do not paste an AI-generated reference into anything that matters without clicking through. This is precisely the failure that got real lawyers sanctioned for filing briefs full of invented cases. The references looked perfect right up until someone checked.

The pattern behind all five




	Danger zone
	Why it fails
	Your default move





	Exact arithmetic
	It predicts text, not calculations
	Recompute it yourself



	Recent events
	Knowledge has a cutoff date
	Demand a current, dated source



	Niche facts
	Thin patterns, filled by invention
	Check a primary or expert source



	Your private data
	It does not have your data
	Supply the real documents



	Citations
	It can fabricate perfect-looking sources
	Open every reference and confirm





Notice the common thread: every danger zone is a place where the AI is asked for something it cannot get from "what sounds plausible" alone - a precise computation, a current fact, a rare detail, your specific reality, a real and accurate source. That is the same root cause from the first phase, showing up in five recognizable disguises.

So you do not need a rule for every situation. You need one instinct: when a question lands in a place the AI cannot actually know - the exact, the recent, the obscure, the personal, the cited - slow down and verify. Everywhere else, let it run, enjoy the speed, and keep the final judgment where it belongs: with you.
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