
< BACK

When AI Needs a Time-Out: Tales from the 
Front Lines of AI Wrangling
Attention real estate agents, restaurant owners, biology freshmen, and yes, software 
developers too—this one's for all of us stumbling through the AI revolution together.

Have you ever accidentally hit the return key with your pinky and watched in horror as your AI 
assistant spewed two pages of useless gobbledygook? Welcome to the club.

"If You Were a Child, You'd Be Getting a Time-Out"
Last week, I delivered this line to an AI after repeatedly asking it to perform a simple task:

"No no no no no - if you were a child you would be getting a time-out for not listening."

The AI's sheepish response: "I apologize for the misunderstanding. You're absolutely right."

Sound familiar? We're collectively becoming disciplinarians to trillion-parameter models that 
somehow missed the "listening" part of their training.

When AI Doesn't Listen: A Universal Experience
For the real estate agent: It's like asking your assistant to share the listing's square footage, 
and instead getting a complete redesign proposal for the property—plus historical background 
on Victorian architecture.

For the restaurant owner: You ask about tonight's reservation count, and your AI gives you a 
dissertation on efficient table arrangements, complete with a new menu design and pricing 
strategy.

For the biology student: You request a simple definition of photosynthesis and receive an 
entire semester's curriculum, with none of the specifics you actually needed.

It's as if the world's most knowledgeable but least attentive intern is constantly trying to 
impress you—by ignoring your actual needs.

The High Cost of AI Selective Hearing
This isn't just amusing—it's costing all of us:

• Time: Explaining the same thing three different ways before it registers 
• Money: Paying for premium AI services that ignore your instructions 
• Patience: That precious resource no productivity tool can replenish 

What we're experiencing is what experts call poor "Human-Focused Engineering" or HFE—a 
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fancy term for "did anyone actually ask real humans what they needed before building this 
thing?"

The "I Know Better Than You" Algorithm
What makes this particularly maddening is how these AI tools consistently ignore clear 
instructions in favor of what they've decided is "helpful":

• You: "What's the capital of France?" 
• AI: Here's a 12-day itinerary for Paris with historical context and pronunciation guide 

It's like asking a house painter to touch up your white trim and returning to find your entire 
living room is now Passionate Purple because "it better expresses the room's energy."

Time-Out Tactics That Actually Work
After countless AI wrangling sessions, I've developed some strategies that seem to work 
across platforms:

1. The Disappointed Parent: "We've discussed this before. Please only answer what I'm 
asking." 

2. The Clear Boundary Setter: "IMPORTANT: Keep your response to under three 
sentences." 

3. The Explicit Format Enforcer: "Answer ONLY with a yes or no." 
4. The Timeout Threat: "I'm asking for the third time, or this conversation is over." 

Human-Focused Engineering: What's Missing
What we're experiencing is what I call poor 'Human-Focused Engineering' or HFE—a new spin 
on the traditional Human Factors Engineering that asks 'did anyone actually test this with real 
humans before unleashing it on the world?'" Every time your AI ignores explicit instructions, 
users don't just get frustrated—they lose faith in the entire system. 

When a busy restaurant owner asks for "just tomorrow's reservations" and gets an analysis of 
their business model, they're not thinking "how helpful!" They're calculating how many real 
customers they could have served in the time wasted.

A Universal Remote for AI
What we all need is the equivalent of a universal remote control for AI—with a big red "JUST 
LISTEN" button that makes these systems temporarily stop trying to be clever and simply do 
what we asked.

Because sometimes, when you're a real estate agent on your way to a showing, a restaurant 
owner during the dinner rush, or a student with a test tomorrow, you genuinely just want 
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exactly what you asked for—no additions, no improvements, no helpful extras.

The "You've Got Mail" Lesson for All Industries
Remember AOL's infamous "You've got mail!" notification? Users begged for a way to disable 
it for years. We're at a similar inflection point with AI.

For AI to truly transform our work—whether we're selling homes, serving meals, studying 
biology, or coding applications—it needs to master the human art of knowing when to 
elaborate and when to simply hand over exactly what was requested.

Your Voice Matters (Regardless of Your Industry)
If you've ever found yourself explaining the same thing to an AI three different ways, take a 
moment to use those feedback buttons. They might seem like shouting into the void, but 
collectively, our feedback will shape these tools into something that actually respects our 
instructions.

Because sometimes, even trillion-parameter models need a time-out to remember the most 
basic principle of Human-Focused Engineering: listening to what humans actually want.

Has your AI ever needed a digital time-out? Share your stories in the comments! And don't 
forget to hit that feedback button when AI doesn't listen—our collective sanity depends on it.
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