
The Awareness Trap: Article 14, 

automation bias, and the gap between 

compliance and protection under the EU 

AI Act 

Did the EU AI Act build a legal requirement around a psychological capability that humans 

do not have? 

Article 14 is a design standard. It requires providers to build high-risk AI systems so that 

natural persons overseeing them can understand the system's capacities and limitations, 

monitor its operation, detect anomalies and unexpected performance, remain aware of their 

tendency to over-rely on the output, interpret its outputs correctly, and decide to disregard, 

reverse, or stop the system where needed. The obligation is on the provider to enable these 

capabilities, specifically through what the Act calls "appropriate human-machine interface 

tools." Article 26 requires the deployer to assign people with the necessary competence, 

training, authority, and support. 

The word that carries the weight is "remain." It implies a continuous operative state during 

use, an ongoing awareness maintained while the person monitors, interprets, and decides. 

Neither a training certificate nor a signed acknowledgement satisfies it. "Remain aware" 

describes something that must be happening in real time, at the moment of decision, in the 

mind of the person sitting in front of the system. A defender would argue that Article 14 only 

requires the system to enable awareness rather than guarantee it. But enablement 

presupposes the possibility of the thing being enabled. The system cannot enable what the 

human cannot sustain. 

Laux and Ruschemeier, writing in the European Journal of Risk Regulation, examined 

whether awareness of automation bias changes the behaviour it describes. The finding is 

specific: knowing you are prone to over-reliance does not reliably prevent you from over-

relying. The bias operates below deliberate thought. It shapes what you pay attention to 

before conscious judgement begins. 

But the regulation asks for more than awareness of the bias. It asks for five distinct cognitive 

acts performed simultaneously during routine use: understanding the system's capacities 

and limitations, sustaining vigilance over time, detecting a specific anomaly in a specific 

output, interpreting that anomaly correctly in context, and overriding the system's 

recommendation under time pressure and institutional exposure. Each of these draws on a 

different kind of attention, and each degrades under the conditions that routine AI 

deployment produces. 

The Chain That Breaks at Every Link 



The literature on automation complacency and the loss of situational awareness that follows 

prolonged reliance on automated systems is consistent on this point: the more reliable a 

system becomes, the faster the human operator's attention withdraws from its outputs. The 

Act's own safety requirements, which push providers toward higher accuracy and reliability, 

accelerate the very withdrawal they are supposed to prevent.  

A specific error in a specific output sits inside text that is fluent, confident, and formatted to 

look authoritative whether it is correct or wrong. The overseer is scanning for the exception 

inside a stream of output that almost always looks the same whether it is right or wrong. The 

better the system performs, the harder the exception is to spot. 

Interpretation requires independent judgement that the interaction is designed to suppress. 

By the time the output appears, the system has already framed the problem, selected the 

relevant information, and presented a recommendation. The human oversight role is to 

reconstruct the reasoning independently and assess whether the conclusion follows. In 

practice, the output appears fully formed, and the effort required to take the output apart and 

test it exceeds the effort of accepting it. Article 14 specifically requires providers to build 

"appropriate human-machine interface tools" to enable oversight. The interface is the 

mechanism through which the Act's design obligation is discharged. It is also the mechanism 

through which the bias operates.  

Override is an executive act performed under conditions that penalise it. A person who 

overrides the system's recommendation must justify the override, absorb the professional 

risk of being wrong, and do so quickly enough that the workflow does not stall. In many 

organisational contexts, agreeing with the AI is fast and carries no professional risk. 

Disagreeing takes time, requires documentation, and carries career exposure if the human 

turns out to be wrong and the system was right. The regulation assumes the authority to 

override exists, but the working environment determines whether anyone uses it. 

The Act separates these capabilities across its own clauses. The compliance framework 

treats them as a package that training delivers. A person is trained, documented, and 

designated, and the file is closed. What the training cannot deliver is the ongoing cognitive 

performance the Act assumes will follow from it. Experienced practitioners in medicine, 

aviation, and financial services are not exempt. Their patterns of automation complacency 

are specific to expertise: the system's output aligns with professional expectation, which 

makes the expert faster to accept it and slower to question it. 

Where the Obligation Falls Apart 

Article 14 assigns the design obligation to the provider. Article 26 assigns oversight staffing 

to the deployer. Article 14 is one of the few places in the Act that attempts to regulate the 

psychological state of the end user, yet it places that obligation on the upstream provider 

who will never meet the person sitting in front of the system. Automation bias appears at the 

deployer's end of the chain, when a staff member sits in front of the system, under time 

pressure, with a full inbox and a recommendation to approve. The deployer controls most of 

the conditions that produce the bias, from workload and fatigue to interface configuration and 

accountability structures. The provider controls few of them. The law places the awareness 

duty on the party with less influence over the environment that produces the problem. 



A defender of the Act would argue that this split is deliberate: the provider designs for 

awareness, the deployer staffs for it, and between them the organisation creates a 

distributed oversight function that compensates for individual cognitive failure. Shift 

handovers, supervisory reviews, checklists, and adversarial protocols can catch what a 

single operator misses. 

That defence collapses at the moment someone sits in front of the screen. Automation bias 

operates at the point of decision. By the time anyone else reviews the output, the bias has 

already shaped what was recorded as "the human decision." The supervisor sees a record 

of a human having approved the recommendation. The reviewer encounters a biased output 

and treats it as a considered judgement. Distributed cognition cannot substitute for individual 

detection because the bias has determined the outcome before anyone else sees it. 

Compliance Without Protection 

An organisation can satisfy Article 14 completely. It can train its oversight staff, document 

their awareness of automation bias, assign competent people with authority and support, 

and file the evidence. The audit trail will look thorough. And the people who were trained, 

who signed the documentation, who were assigned the role, will still approve the system's 

recommendation in the time it takes to scan the first few lines, because the output reads as 

fluent and complete, and because the effort of questioning it exceeds the effort of accepting 

it. 

The regulation has been met and the risk remains untouched. 

The Act's defenders would argue, with some force, that this is how risk regulation works. 

Aviation does not assume pilots will never suffer vigilance decrement. Nuclear safety does 

not assume operators will never miss a reading. Every serious high-risk regulatory regime 

accepts that the person on shift today may miss something and that the correction 

machinery learns for tomorrow. Article 14 aims to prevent or minimise harm. Articles 72 and 

73 require post-market monitoring, incident reporting, and corrective action across the 

lifecycle. The combination of mandated design, mandated staffing, and mandated iteration is 

supposed to reduce risk enough to justify high-risk deployment, and reduce it faster than 

unregulated markets would. 

That defence is coherent, and the drafters earned it. They knew the psychology. They wrote 

the law anyway, because the alternative, banning high-risk uses or requiring perfect real-

time human veto, was politically and economically impossible. The Act is the best available 

response to a known human limitation, constructed with full knowledge of the science, 

designed to live inside the gap between what oversight can achieve and what the risk 

requires. 

The gap is still there when the regulation is in place. 

If the regulation was built with full knowledge of the psychological science, and the post-

market machinery is the designed response to the limitation, then the five capabilities listed 

in Article 14 are not requirements in any operative sense. They are aspirational descriptions 

of a condition that the post-market machinery is designed to compensate for when it fails. 



Article 14 is a design performance standard for providers. It is also, simultaneously, an 

aspirational human performance standard that the science says cannot be reliably met. It 

records that they should remain aware, so that when they do not, the post-market machinery 

has something to work from. 

The post-market machinery protects the population. It does not protect the individual. The 

person whose hiring decision was shaped by a biased recommendation, whose credit 

application was assessed by an overseer who approved it in the time it took to read the first 

three lines, whose medical referral was accepted without independent reconstruction of the 

reasoning, that person has already been affected. It does not reach backwards. 

The awareness trap is that understanding the psychology did not produce a regulation that 

overcomes it. The five capabilities the Act requires, understanding limitations, sustained 

vigilance, anomaly detection, correct interpretation, and override under pressure, weaken 

under the very conditions the Act produces. 

Enforcement will confirm what the structure already shows. Proving that automation bias 

caused a specific oversight failure requires showing that independent judgement would have 

produced a different outcome. A single decision cannot demonstrate that. Reconstructing the 

counterfactual requires multiple data points and experimental re-enactment that is, as Laux 

and Ruschemeier put it, "prohibitively costly." The bias is present, the harm may be real, and 

the causal link between them is nearly impossible to establish in any individual case. 

What the compliance record tracks is the fact that awareness was attempted. The training 

log, the signed acknowledgement, the documented competence of the designated person: 

these are records of institutional effort. They are not records of cognitive performance. When 

the enforcement case comes, the question will be whether the organisation can demonstrate 

it tried. Whether the trying changed anything for the person whose decision was shaped by 

the bias will sit outside the scope of the audit. 

This is the most honest piece of AI legislation in the world. It acknowledges the bias, names 

it, requires training against it, and then builds a reporting and iteration process for the 

failures that the training cannot prevent. The same pattern operates at the market level, 

where governance products satisfy the demand for a defensible record while the underlying 

risk continues. The regulatory level reproduces it. 

And the person sitting in front of the system tomorrow morning, trained and documented and 

designated, will still approve the recommendation. The regulation was built around a 

limitation it can name and cannot remove. The awareness trap is the space between the 

naming and the limitation. The Act lives there.  

 

REFERENCES 

Laux, J. and Ruschemeier, H. (2024) 'Overcoming Automation Bias in the AI Act', European 

Journal of Risk Regulation. 



EU Artificial Intelligence Act, Regulation (EU) 2024/1689 of the European Parliament and of 

the Council of 13 June 2024 laying down harmonised rules on artificial intelligence. Official 

Journal of the European Union. Articles 14, 26, 72, 73. 

Parasuraman, R. and Manzey, D.H. (2010) 'Complacency and Bias in Human Use of 

Automation: An Attentional Integration', Human Factors, 52(3), pp. 381–410. 

Goddard, K., Roudsari, A. and Wyatt, J.C. (2012) 'Automation Bias: A Systematic Review of 

Frequency, Effect Mediators, and Mitigators', Journal of the American Medical Informatics 

Association, 19(1), pp. 121–127. 

 

CITATION 

Foster-Fletcher, R. (2026) 'The Awareness Trap: Article 14, automation bias, and the gap 

between compliance and protection under the EU AI Act', MKAI Examination 01. Published 

March 2026. Available at: mkai.org/examinations. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Richard Foster-Fletcher is Chair of MKAI and founder of Reality & Reason. He is an 

independent analyst and researcher examining what AI does to organisations rather than for 

them. His work covers model behaviour, governance consequences, vendor dynamics, 

regulatory shifts, and the structural effects of AI on institutional decision-making. He 

publishes the weekly newsletter What Still Matters and is the author of the Corporate 

Disclosure Prose Drift study submitted to SSRN. 

 

ABOUT MKAI 

MKAI is the research archive for institutional AI. It publishes citable records on how AI 

changes accountability, capability, and trust inside real organisations. MKAI is operated by 

Reality & Reason. Governance instruments and the maintained Register are published at 

realityandreason.org. 

 

ARCHIVE RECORD 

MKAI Examination 01 Published: March 2026 Author: Richard Foster-Fletcher, Chair of 

MKAI Scope: Human oversight provisions of the EU AI Act (Articles 14 and 26), examined 

against the psychological evidence on automation bias. Status: Published. 

 


