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Here's something almost nobody admits out loud.

The topic of AI comes up — at dinner, at work, with your kids — and everyone 

around you seems to know exactly what they're talking about. And you nod 

along. Because the alternative is saying the thing you've been keeping to 

yourself.

"I don't even know where I'd start."

If that's you, this post is for you. And the first thing I want to tell you is: that  

feeling is not what you think it is. It isn't evidence of limited ability. It isn't 

evidence  that  you've  somehow  failed  to  keep  up.  It  is  a  completely 

predictable psychological response to a very specific set of conditions — and 

once you understand it, the whole thing becomes a lot less personal.

What's Actually Happening When AI Feels 
Overwhelming

There is a concept in psychology called identity threat. It describes what 

happens  when  a  situation  challenges  our  sense  of  who  we  are  —  our 

competence, our role, our standing in the world.

Think about what most adults in the second half of life have spent decades 

building. Real expertise. Hard-won capability. The ability to walk into most 

situations with genuine confidence because they have earned the right to be 

there.  They became the person other people come to for answers.  That 

identity — capable, competent, reliable — is not a small thing.



"The sense of being behind isn't evidence of 
limited ability. It's evidence of having high 

standards and a strong sense of self."

And then along comes AI. A domain where all of that accumulated expertise 

doesn't  automatically  transfer.  Where  people  half  your  age  seem 

comfortable, and you feel, for perhaps the first time in a very long time, 

genuinely behind.

That discomfort is not a sign of weakness. It is the appropriate response of 

someone who cares about being competent. The people who don't feel it 

often have less invested in their own capability.

But here is  the problem: identity threat doesn't  just  feel  uncomfortable. 

Research  on  how  identity  threat  affects  learning  shows  that  it  actively 

interferes  with  the  ability  to  acquire  new  skills.  When  our  sense  of 

competence is at stake, our brains shift into protection mode. We avoid the 

threatening domain. We dismiss it as unimportant. We tell ourselves we're 

"just not tech people" — and we repeat it until it starts to feel like a fact rather 

than a defense mechanism.

The Three Reasons AI Triggers This More Than 
Anything Else

Not all new technologies create this level of anxiety. AI is particularly prone to 

triggering identity threat for three specific reasons. I call them the three gaps 

— and importantly, not one of them is about your ability to learn.

Gap 1 — The Competence Gap

Most of us didn't grow up with AI. We built our knowledge and skills in a 

world that operated by different rules. When AI arrived, it created a 

domain  where  prior  expertise  doesn't  automatically  apply  —  not 

because that expertise is irrelevant, but because the terrain changed 

without warning and without a map.

Gap 2 — The Trust Gap

AI  is  new,  it's  imperfect,  and  the  people  explaining  it  often  have 

something to sell. Healthy skepticism about something you don't fully 

understand is not ignorance — it is good judgment. The challenge is 

when that healthy skepticism tips into complete avoidance, causing us 

to miss tools that could genuinely improve our lives.

Gap 3 — The Load Gap



Learning  something  that  changes  every  five  minutes  —  while 

simultaneously hearing that it  might transform your grandchildren's 

future,  threaten your independence,  reshape democracy,  and make 

certain jobs obsolete — is an enormous cognitive and emotional burden. 

No wonder it feels like too much. The load is genuinely heavy.

None of these gaps is about ability. They are about the conditions under 

which you are trying to learn. And here is what matters: conditions can be 

changed. Ability doesn't need to be.

The Reframe That Changes Everything

Most advice about AI anxiety goes something like this: just start. Just try it. It's 

not that scary. And while that's technically true, it skips the most important 

question: why does starting feel so hard?

The answer lies in how confidence actually works. Most of us have a deeply 

intuitive belief that confidence is what you need in order to begin. That you 

should wait until you feel ready before you try something new. But decades of 

research  on  how  adults  develop  competence  in  new  domains  point  to 

something different.

"Confidence is not the prerequisite for trying. 
It is the result of trying."

Self-efficacy — the technical term for the belief in your own ability to execute 

a task — is not a personality trait you either have or don't. It is built through 

experience. Specifically, through what researchers call mastery experiences: 

small, manageable successes that compound over time into a more durable 

sense of capability.

Which means the strategy for building AI confidence is not to understand 

more first, or to feel more ready first. It is to have one small interaction that 

goes well enough to prove to your nervous system that trying is survivable. 

Then another. Then another. Each one lowers the perceived stakes a little 

more.

That is the entire methodology behind everything we do at Meridian Learning. 

Not big leaps. Small, well-designed steps — organized around your real life, 

not abstract technology categories.

Try This Today — Your First Useful AI Interaction



Here is the action from this week's video, in written form. It takes about three 

minutes:

Go to chat.openai.com and create a free account. Then type something like 

this:

"Hi. I'm [your age] years old and I'm new to AI. Can you explain 

what you are and what you're actually useful for — in plain 

English, as if I've never used you before?"

Send it. Read what comes back. You don't have to think it's impressive. You 

don't have to trust it immediately. I just want you to have the experience of 

asking a question — and finding out that the stakes are lower than they felt.

Then write down one word: how did it feel? Keep that word somewhere.

The One Thing to Know About AI Before You 
Start

There is something important to understand before your first AI interaction, 

because it will change how you interpret what you get back: AI always sounds 

confident. Even when it's wrong.

It  doesn't  say "I  think maybe" or  "I'm not  entirely  sure" — it  generates 

responses with the same assured tone whether it's correct or completely 

fabricated.  There  is  even  a  word  for  this:  hallucination.  AI  can  produce 

information that sounds authoritative and is entirely made up.

This is not a reason to avoid AI. It is a reason to use it the way you'd use a very 

capable research assistant who is new to the job: let them do the first draft, 

the summary,  the brainstorm. Verify  anything important  from a primary 

source. Treat what AI tells you as the beginning of your thinking, not the end.

And here's a tip: you can actually ask AI to flag its own uncertainty. Try adding 

this to any question:

"What are you uncertain about in what you just told me?"

The answer will often tell you exactly what to check.

What's Next



Next week's video and blog post: What AI Actually Is — In Plain English. A 

practical mental model that changes how you interact with AI from the very 

first conversation.

If this post was useful to you, please subscribe to our channel and share with 

friends and family:

www.youtube.com/@learningwithmeridian

Thank you for reading!

Dr. Jessica

Founder, Meridian Learning

learningwithmeridian.com

https://www.youtube.com/@learningwithmeridian

