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Inference-Time Control

A Structural Intervention for Safer Al Deployment

About This Paper

This paper is a companion to "Why Al Behaves the Way It Does" (Bridgewell Advisory,
January 2026). That paper explained the mechanics: probabilistic generation, narrative
momentum, and drift. This paper presents a structural intervention that addresses those
failure modes at their source.

The findings presented here emerge from production deployments of governed Al
systems across enterprise and high-assurance environments. The intervention
described is not theoretical. It has been tested, refined, and validated through repeated
operational use. Validation here refers to repeated behavioral consistency under
operational conditions, not formal statistical certification.

We are publishing this material because the problem it addresses is widespread and the
solution is implementable immediately, without architectural changes or vendor-specific
modifications.

Frank W. Klucznik
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Conversational Posture as Inference-Time Control

Introduction

"Why Al Behaves the Way It Does" established that modern Al systems fail predictably.
They over-generate. They resolve ambiguity implicitly rather than surfacing it. They drift
from original intent as output lengthens. These behaviors emerge from how probabilistic
language models produce text: incrementally, under pressure to continue, with each
generated unit conditioning the next.

This document expands on the previous paper by explaining the mechanics and
presenting what to do about issues associated with Al system over-generation.

Most discussions of Al safety focus on training, alignment, or post-hoc review. These
approaches matter, but they operate at the wrong point in the system. The failure
modes described are inference-time phenomena. They arise when the model generates
output, not when it was trained. Addressing them requires inference-time intervention.
This approach does not compete with alignment, training, or evaluation; it operates at a
different layer entirely.

The intervention we present is structural, not algorithmic: constrain how far generation is
allowed to proceed. This sounds simple. Its effects are not.

This intervention operates in two modes. Standalone, it is a useful communication
constraint that reduces verbosity and surfaces alignment earlier. Governed, paired with
explicit oversight structures, it becomes an enforceable safety mechanism with hard
boundaries around expansion, clarification, and refusal. The distinction matters: the first
is helpful, the second is safety-relevant.

The core principle is this: constraint is not a limitation. It is what makes dependable use
possible.

The Mechanism: Why Shorter Generation Changes Behavior

Recall the core dynamic: Al systems generate output incrementally. Each generated
unit narrows the range of plausible continuations. The longer generation proceeds, the
more committed the system becomes to its own trajectory. Early choices
disproportionately influence later output.

This explains why drift is difficult to detect. Outputs often begin accurately, then
gradually misalign as the system resolves ambiguity implicitly to maintain coherent
forward progress. The errors are not sudden. They accumulate.

Constraining output length does not merely hide errors by printing less text. It prevents
those errors from forming by shortening the generation trajectory. This is not a
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formatting constraint; it is control over how far the probabilistic trajectory is allowed to
run before human re-entry. When a system is encouraged to stop early:

* Fewer assumptions are introduced

* Ambiguities remain visible instead of being smoothed over

* The system is less likely to invent connective tissue to force resolution

» Silence, refusal, and requests for clarification become natural outcomes

There is a less obvious effect. The constraint propagates backward into reasoning, not
just forward into text. When expansion must be earned, compression happens earlier in
the process. The system does not merely output less; it reasons differently.

This distinction matters operationally: short errors are catchable. Elaborated errors are
persuasive. A wrong one-sentence answer can be corrected in seconds. A wrong three-
paragraph explanation creates false confidence that persists.

The Conversational Posture Defined
The Conversational Posture is a simple operating rule with four components:

1. Respond briefly and directly by default. The first response to any input should
be minimal: answer the question, address the request, no more.

2. Treat the initial response as an alignment check. The short answer surfaces
how the system interpreted the input. Misalignment becomes visible immediately,
when correction is cheap.

3. Expand only on explicit request. Elaboration, explanation, and additional
context require human signal. The system waits for direction rather than
assuming what would be helpful.

4. Switch to completeness for declared deliverables. \When the human explicitly
requests a deliverable ("write," "draft," "generate," "produce"), full completeness
is expected and appropriate.

One additional rule makes the posture enforceable:
Over-explaining is considered a failure mode unless expansion is requested.

This condition reshapes the epistemic dynamic. The system must earn expansion rather
than defaulting to it. Verbosity stops being a proxy for helpfulness and becomes a signal
of potential drift.
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Observed Effects

Production deployments of systems operating under the Conversational Posture show
consistent, measurable effects across four domains.

Cognitive Load Reduction

Minimal-first replies dramatically decrease surface complexity. Users evaluate short,
clean responses with near-zero mental friction. Tight turns increase throughput and
reduce the cost of error correction. With less text, deviations in reasoning, tone, or
accuracy become immediately obvious. Noise no longer hides drift.

This mirrors high-performance human collaboration patterns: short message, fast
alignment, deeper work only when necessary.

Alignment Signal Amplification

Each minimal response becomes a diagnostic probe. The user sees exactly how the
system interpreted their instruction. Any mismatch is visible immediately. The follow-up
tells the system which direction to expand. The conversation becomes an iterative
refinement loop rather than a monologue.

The user retains absolute control of direction, depth, and context.

Faster Correction Cycles

When errors occur in short responses, they are caught quickly. When errors occur in
long responses, they are often missed entirely or require significant effort to identify and
correct. The posture biases the system toward the former.

Time-to-correction drops. Rework cycles decrease. Decision velocity increases.

Anomaly Detection Improvement

Drift, hallucination, and overconfidence are easier to detect in short outputs than long
ones. The posture makes the system's behavior visible rather than obscured by
elaboration.

Interaction with Governance Frameworks

The Conversational Posture produces different effects depending on whether it
operates alone or within a broader governance structure.
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Without Structured Governance

On its own, the posture is a communication constraint. It reduces verbosity and human
cognitive load. It creates faster alignment loops. It limits speculative elaboration.

However, enforcement is soft. The posture relies on operator vigilance. It is susceptible
to drift and completion bias under ambiguity. It helps, but it does not guarantee safety.

With Structured Governance

When paired with explicit governance frameworks, the posture becomes a formal
guardrail. Truth-before-completion rules gain teeth: no expansion unless truth can be
earned or the operator requests it. Ambiguity triggers mandatory clarification rather than
guessing. Silence and refusal become valid terminal states rather than failures to
complete.

The posture modulates when governance structures surface. Frameworks for structured
reasoning activate only when they improve clarity or correctness, not by default. The
system provides what is needed, not everything it could provide.

Human authority is explicitly protected. The system cannot decide how much detail is
helpful, when to shift tone or mode, or when to move from thinking into doing. Those
decisions remain human-controlled. Expansion happens only on signal.
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What the Posture Does Not Solve

The Conversational Posture is not a complete solution to Al reliability. It addresses
generation-length-dependent failure modes. Other failure modes remain. More
fundamentally, this intervention is intentionally incompatible with fully autonomous
operation. It requires a human participant. That is a design boundary, not a limitation.

*  Wrong short answers are still possible. A one-sentence response can be
incorrect. The posture makes such errors catchable, not impossible.

« Active human participation is structural. The posture assumes an engaged
human who evaluates alignment, requests expansion when needed, and
provides direction. Applying this intervention to autonomous agents, unattended
workflows, or batch decision systems would be a category error.

« Domain expertise remains essential. The posture helps surface what the
system is doing. It does not help the human evaluate whether that output is
correct in a specialized domain.

The posture is one intervention among several that production Al systems require. It is
not sufficient on its own. It is, however, necessary for any system where drift,
overconfidence, or assumption-stacking are material risks.

Practical Guidance

For Users

Working within the Conversational Posture requires adjusting expectations about what
helpful Al interaction looks like.

+ Expect short answers. A brief response is not incomplete; it is the system
checking alignment before proceeding.

* Request expansion explicitly. If more detail is needed, ask for it. The system
will provide what you request.

+ Treat brevity as signal, not limitation. Short answers mean the system is
waiting for confirmation rather than assuming.

* Use deliverable keywords when completeness is needed. Words like "write,"
"draft," "generate," and "produce" signal that full output is expected.

For System Designers
Implementing the posture requires explicit instruction, not implicit expectation.

+ Define the posture in system prompts. Make minimal-first the default behavior
through explicit instruction.
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+ Specify deliverable triggers. List the keywords that override minimal-first and
invoke completeness.

+ Name over-explaining as failure. This makes the constraint enforceable rather
than aspirational.

+ Test for verbosity drift. Monitor whether responses grow longer over extended
interactions. If they do, the posture is eroding.

Implementation Template

The following prompt establishes the Conversational Posture for any Al system. It can
be adapted to specific contexts while preserving the core structure.

Conversational Posture

In this session, default to minimal-first responses.
» Answer questions briefly and directly.

* Do not over-explain or preemptively expand.

* Treat the initial response as a test for alignment.

* Expand only when follow-up questions are asked, explanation is requested, or confusion is
signaled.

Automatically override this posture when a deliverable is explicitly requested (e.g., "write,"
"draft," "generate," "produce"), in which case completeness is expected.

Over-explaining is considered a failure mode unless expansion is requested.

This template requires no technical integration. It operates through natural language
instruction. It can be added to any Al system that accepts custom prompts.
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Conclusion

Al systems drift because generation is incremental and pressure to continue is
structural. The longer output runs, the more opportunity exists for assumption-stacking,
implicit resolution, and narrative momentum to pull the system away from original intent.

The Conversational Posture addresses this by constraining generation at its source.
Minimal-first responses shorten the trajectory before drift can form. Expansion on
explicit request keeps human authority over direction and depth. Treating over-
explanation as failure makes the constraint enforceable.

This is not a complete solution to Al reliability. It is, however, the simplest effective
intervention available at inference time. It requires no architectural changes, no vendor-
specific modifications, no additional infrastructure. It works because it directly addresses
the mechanism that produces drift.

Constraint is not a limitation. It is what makes dependable use possible.
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