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Disclaimers

• The occurrence of any of these features does not prove that a 
text was written by AI

• Many of these features are not bad or wrong per se



Universitätsbibliothek Zürich 23.04.2026 3
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Excessive Use of Style Words
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Kobak, D., González-Márquez, R., Horvát, E.-Á., & Lause, J. (2025). Delving into LLM-assisted writing in biomedical publications through excess vocabulary. Science Advances, 11(27), eadt3813. https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.adt3813

Liang, W., Zhang, Y., Wu, Z., Lepp, H., Ji, W., Zhao, X., Cao, H., Liu, S., He, S., Huang, Z., Yang, D., Potts, C., Manning, C. D., & Zou, J. Y. (2024). Mapping the Increasing Use of LLMs in Scientific Papers (Version 1). arXiv. https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2404.01268
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Avoidance of Basic Verbs
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• Substitution of «is»/«are» by
• Serve(s) as
• Stand(s) as
• Mark(s)
• Represent(s) a

• Substitution of «has»/«have» by
• Feature(s)
• Offer(s)
• Exhibit(s)
• Boast(s)

• Sometimes more elaborate constuctions: «ventured into politics 
as a candidate» instead of «was a candidate» or «holds the 
distinction of being the first» instead of «is the first»

• Often observed in AI-based editing, where texts are improved in 
this way:

Geng, M., & Trotta, R. (2024). Is ChatGPT Transforming Academics’ Writing Style? (Version 2). arXiv. https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2404.08627

https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2404.08627
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Word Choice

• Words gesturing at complexity
• Tapestry
• Landscape
• Intricate
• Interwoven
• Intersection

• Words gesturing at subtlety
• Shadow
• Whisper
• Humming
• Liminal
• Phantom
• Echo

• «I wanted an extremely funny episode of “The Simpsons,” 
with lots of jokes. It [ChatGPT] did not deliver jokes. Instead, its 
screenplay consisted of the Simpsons tickling one another. First 
Homer tickles Bart, and Bart laughs, and then Bart tickles Lisa, 
and Lisa laughs, and then Lisa tickles Marge.» (Sam Kriss)
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Kriss, S. (2025, December 3). Why Does A.I. Write Like … That? The New York Times Magazine. https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html


Universitätsbibliothek Zürich 23.04.2026 7

Formatting2
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Em Dash in Non-Literary Text

• Punctuation mark «used to set off a chunk of text within a 
sentence», e.g. an interruption in a thought or when a comma is 
too week, but a full stop too strong

 «Perhaps you start a thought and—because thoughts 
don’t always move in perfectly straight lines—find that 
you need to modify the thought with another thought 
before you finish it.» (Brian Phillips)

• Mostly used in literary prose, e.g. books, essays

• Strong counter-movement by writers to defend the em dash

• «Within the A.I.’s training data, the em dash is more likely to 
appear in texts that have been marked as well-formed, high-
quality prose. A.I. works by statistics. If this punctuation mark 
appears with increased frequency in high-quality writing, then 
one way to produce your own high-quality writing is to 
absolutely drench it with the punctuation mark in question.» 
(Sam Kriss)
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Kriss, S. (2025, December 3). Why Does A.I. Write Like … That? The New York Times Magazine. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html

Phillips, B. (2025, August 20). Stop AI-Shaming Our Precious, Kindly Em Dashes—Please. The Ringer. 

https://www.theringer.com/2025/08/20/pop-culture/em-dash-use-ai-artificial-intelligence-chatgpt-google-gemini
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Boldface in Running Text

• Excessive, mechanical use of boldface to emphasise words or phrases

«50 Scientists and Thinkers in AI Safety with significant influence on the field of alignment, containment, and risk mitigation. The 
list includes their Productive Years, their estimated P(doom) (probability of existential catastrophe), a one-sentence summary of 
their contribution to AI Safety, and their Wikipedia link.» (suggested revision to P(doom) Wikipedia page)

• Training data: A lot of instructional, marketing, and blog-style content online uses aggressive emphasis: bolded takeaways, bolded 
definitions, bolded transitions

• LLMs have absorbed that pattern and generalised it, even when inappropriate for continuous, essay-style text
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Wikipedia:Signs of AI writing. (n.d.). Wikipedia. Retrieved 6 February 2026, from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing
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Bullet Points with Bold Titles

• Every bullet points starts with a term or short phrase in bold, follwed by a colon and a longer sentence as explanation or 
concretisation

• Scalability: The system is designed to scale easily across different use cases.
• Flexibility: The architecture allows adaptation to different requirements.
• Efficiency: The process minimizes resource usage.

• The bolded phrase is often just reworded in the sentence that follows, which adds little value (label-expansion duplication).
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Stockton, B. (2025, August 7). Don’t Write Like AI: 10 Takeaways from Wikipedia’s Signs of AI Writing. AI Writers Room. https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/

https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/
https://www.blakestockton.com/takeaways-from-wikipedias-signs-of-ai-writing-2/


Universitätsbibliothek Zürich

Emojis

Emojis as Emotional Mimicry
• Chatbots use emojis such as  to simulate friendliness and 

enhance relatability, as a substitute for tone and facial 
expressions

• It creates the illusion that intention and emotion lie behind the 
smile, while in fact it’s just code

• This can lead to a degradation of the meaning of emojis and 
humans may need new signals to reassert authenthicity

• Chatbots could use emojis to emotionally manipulate humans, 
without being accountable
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Emojis to Decorate Section Headings or Bullet Points
• Training data from marketing and social media

• Attempt to compensate for a lack of meaning or focus

• Visual cluttering

Thakur, D. (2025, June 6). Why ChatGPT Uses Emojis (and What That Says About Us). Behavioral Decisions Insights. https://www.becisions.com/post/why-chatgpt-uses-emojis-and-what-that-says-about-us

Véliz, C. (2023). Chatbots shouldn’t use emojis. Nature, 615(7952), 375–375. https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-023-00758-y
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Unusual Use of Tables

• Unnecessary small tables that could be better represented as 
prose

• Large summary tables
• Forced symmetry: every cell has to be filled
• Hallucinations

• Forced comparisons
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Wikipedia:Signs of AI writing. (n.d.). Wikipedia. Retrieved 9 April 2026, from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing
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Rhetorical & Argumentative Patterns3
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Negative Parallelisms

• Constructions such as
• «Not just X, but Y»
• «It’s not only about X, but also Y»

• Sometimes the first property is also explicitely negated:
• «Not X, but Y»
• «It’s not X. Rather, …»

• Such constructions make a text appear balanced and 
thoughtful
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Kriss, S. (2025, December 3). Why Does A.I. Write Like … That? The New York Times Magazine. https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/03/magazine/chatbot-writing-style.html
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Rule of Three

• Adjective, adjective, adjective

«I detest the em dash with a red hot passion: It is loud, obnoxious, and intrusive.»

• Noun, noun, noun

«It emphasizes empathy, care, and well-being in library services.»

• Short phrase, short phrase, short phrase

«In the past year, I’ve grown a team from 3 to 15, increased revenue by 250%, and 
launched in 3 international markets.»

• Three bullet points

Gran Canaria
• Dunes of Maspalomas, green mountain regions, urban amenities
• Good balance between beach, culture and night life
• Very touristy, but multifaceted
Suitable for: Beach holidays, city trips, varied holidays

• Variation: No X. No Y. Just Z.

«No family. No calls. Just silence.»

23.04.2026 15
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Attribution to a Vague Authority

• Instead of citing a reference, claims are sometimes based on an unspecified source:
• Industry reports
• Observers have cited
• Experts agree
• Some critics argue
• Has been described in literature
• Several publications showed
• According to sources

• Without RAG, chatbots rely on information from their training data

• Chatbots also tend to exaggerate the quantity of sources or generalise claims from one source
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Wikipedia:Signs of AI writing. (n.d.). Wikipedia. Retrieved 6 February 2026, from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing
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Superficial Analyses

• Chatbots have a tendency to value or analyse any given information, but often with little additional insight

«Consumers benefit from flexibility to use their preferred mobile at participating merchants, improving convenience.»

• Analyses are often related to significance, recognition or impact

• Frequently done by addition of participle phrases
• Highlighting
• Illustrating
• Featuring
• Demonstrating
• Showcasing
• Presenting
• Depicting
• Revealing
• Exemplifying
• Underscoring
• Fostering
• Reflecting
• Ensuring
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Wikipedia:Signs of AI writing. (n.d.). Wikipedia. Retrieved 9 April 2026, from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Signs_of_AI_writing
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Consequences4
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What is the Issue with AI-Generated Texts?

• LLMs optimise a text for linguistic plausibility and (perceived) coherence, not epistemic accuracy or argumentative necessity

• Form outruns content → rhetorical elaboration exceeds conceptual depth
• Triads may distribute one/two concepts across three phrasings
• Structured contasts may restate the same idea
• More adjectives/descriptors do not necessarily mean more information

• Lack of situated intent
• Safe, generalised phrasing
• Overuse of hedging to avoid categorical claims
• Overbalanced contrasts
• Excessive clarification

• Texts become boring and unattractive to read
• Surface signals of sophistication → writing that feels polished yet oddly hollow
• Distributional averaging: blended, median style and smoothing of extremes
• Lack of uneven traces (e.g. hesitations, reformulations, asymmetries) that are left by human reasoning
• No constraint to be cognitively economic → drift towards a statistically complete and rhetorically rounded output
• Empty metaphores: either redundant or nonsensical
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AI-Generated Writing is Stylistically more Uniform than Human-Written Text
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O’Sullivan, J. (2025). Stylometric comparisons of human versus AI-generated creative writing. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 12(1), 1708. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05986-3
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What is the Issue with AI-Generated Texts?

• LLMs optimise a text for linguistic plausibility and (perceived) coherence, not epistemic accuracy or argumentative necessity

• Form outruns content → rhetorical elaboration exceeds conceptual depth
• Triads may distribute one/two concepts across three phrasings
• Structured contasts may restate the same idea
• More adjectives/descriptors do not necessarily mean more information

• Lack of situated intent
• Safe, generalised phrasing
• Overuse of hedging to avoid categorical claims
• Overbalanced contrasts
• Excessive clarification

• Texts become boring and unattractive to read
• Surface signals of sophistication → writing that feels polished yet oddly hollow
• Distributional averaging: blended, median style and smoothing of extremes
• Lack of uneven traces (e.g. hesitations, reformulations, asymmetries) that are left by human reasoning
• No constraint to be cognitively economic → drift towards a statistically complete and rhetorically rounded output
• Empty metaphores: either redundant or nonsensical
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AI-Dominated Information Cycle: What is the Role of the Human?

AI reviews

AI reads

AI writes
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Naddaf, M. (2026). More than half of researchers now use AI for peer review—Often against guidance. Nature, 649(8096), 273–274. https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-025-04066-5

https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-025-04066-5
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What is the Issue with AI-Generated Texts?

• LLMs optimise a text for linguistic plausibility and (perceived) coherence, not epistemic accuracy or argumentative necessity

• Form outruns content → rhetorical elaboration exceeds conceptual depth
• Triads may distribute one/two concepts across three phrasings
• Structured contasts may restate the same idea
• More adjectives/descriptors do not necessarily mean more information

• Lack of situated intent
• Safe, generalised phrasing
• Overuse of hedging to avoid categorical claims
• Overbalanced contrasts
• Excessive clarification

• Texts become boring and unattractive to read
• Surface signals of sophistication → writing that feels polished yet oddly hollow
• Distributional averaging: blended, median style and smoothing of extremes
• Lack of uneven traces (e.g. hesitations, reformulations, asymmetries) that are left by human reasoning
• No constraint to be cognitively economic → drift towards a statistically complete and rhetorically rounded output
• Empty metaphores: either redundant or nonsensical

• The more we are exposed to AI-generated writing, the more we unconsciously pick up its peculiarities
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Best Practices for AI in Scientific Writing: Keep Intellectual Control

Start with a Draft

Define content and 
structure of the text

Focus on One Aspect

Edit one thing at a time: 
phrasing a concept, connecting 

two sections, fixing grammar etc.

Request Multiple 
Suggestions

Select and combine 
the best aspects

Evaluate Every Output

Accuracy, bias, language

Decide When to Stop

AI will always suggest 
«improvements»
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Contact Information

Dr. sc. ETH Marco E. Weber
Liaison Librarian Natural Sciences
UB Natural Sciences & UB Plant Sciences
marco.weber@ub.uzh.ch 
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https://shorturl.at/Fbss6 
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