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Design for the utopia you want, 
not the dystopia you’re in

Chris Atherton 
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Content warning: psychology





100 years ago? 
Probably safer





Quick recaps for those 
not born in the 1800s





– my entire cultural upbringing

Dystopia is inevitable
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What to wear? 😱



Techwear
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https://blankarchive.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Nosucism-Techwear-Pants-1-min.jpg


ht
tp
s:
//w

w
w.
pu

sh
as

.c
om

/b
lo
gs

/p
us

ha
s/
w
hy

-2
01

9-
w
ill-

se
e-
th
e-
re
tu
rn
-o
f-t
ec

hw
ea

r



You may notice a  
gender imbalance



https://riotdivision.tech/collections/new-in/products/riot-division-women-cotton-short-sweatshirt-rd-wcss-grey

https://riotdivision.tech/collections/new-in/products/riot-division-women-cotton-short-sweatshirt-rd-wcss-grey
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https://us.wconcept.com/unisex-techwear-vest-black.html


I will not survive this 
pocketless dystopian future
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https://us.wconcept.com/unisex-techwear-vest-black.html
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single pen Third Arm utility cartridge
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–  Frugal Aesthetic, YouTube

I would just start simple, and get 
more post-apocalyptic slash 
dystopian as your aesthetic 
progresses



That’s the coming dystopia 
— what about now?



https://adversarialfashion.com/products/4th-amendment-fitted-t-shirt?variant=28985632129117

https://adversarialfashion.com/products/4th-amendment-fitted-t-shirt?variant=28985632129117
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– Kate Rose

If [surveillance technology] is able to 
be fooled by fabric, then maybe we 
shouldn’t have a system that hangs 
things of great importance on it
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How are you dressing online?





‘no tracking’  
informs browser choice





Defeat bots … by teaching them 

how to be human 🤔
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alt-text:  
More likely: Click on all the pictures 

of people who appear disloyal to 
[name of company or government]
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How did we get here? 
Where IS here?



– Shoshanna Zuboff

Surveillance capitalism
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– Oliver Stone

It’s not for profit at the beginning, 
but it becomes for profit in the 
end.



I miss the battle for eyeballs
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https://medium.com/@stoweboyd/the-false-question-of-attention-economics-1c926724fb7e


Information overload is not new 
— but the amount of information is



– Stowe Boyd

… [it will] take 10 years (the 10,000 
hour rule) before anyone demonstrates 
real mastery of [rendering information 
in more usable ways].



10 years later …
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– Frankie’s mum 

‘But how do you make it stop?’



Is this …‘mastery’?





We’re kind of exhausted



We have ruined ‘fact’



Old model

Disagree 

Find some facts 

Most persuasive / loudest wins



New model

Spray lies everywhere 

Inconsistently 

Continuously 

Achieve high public office



Have we  
‘made information more usable’ ?



Or has information made us 
more usable?



– Richard Dawkins (1976)

‘meme’: information as virus



Viruses don’t care 
who they infect



– Stewart Brand

C20th:  
Information wants to be free



2019: 
 Information will do anything 

 to GET free



What do you when  
an entire era becomes a meme?



2016



2016 the meme



«I’m so tired of 2016 the meme» 
became a meme



‘good’ memes 
become consensual reality



please can we agree on a better reality



we need action
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Nobody is coming to save us 
from big tech
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https://no.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greta_Thunberg#/media/Fil:Greta_Thunberg_4.jpg






1. Tackle global warming



2. Scrutinise technology



Technology was a stick 
Now it’s a drone



We can build it, 
but … should we?



We can use it  
without understanding it







We only think we’re 
 driving the train



Scrutiny of technology 
means scrutinising design



(not really)

90% of designers are currently 
busy making GDPR popups 







Herman Ebbinghaus
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– Ebbinghaus, 1885

‘spaced learning effect’









We can’t claim ignorance 
anymore



Long-term effects of design 



Design = form + function



https://eames.com/en/articles/eameschair

https://eames.com/en/articles/eameschair


Short-term effects

Looks nice 

Nice to sit in



Medium-term effects

Demand for nice things increases 

The economy grows 

More people in work



Long-term effects

Mass production of cheap knock-offs 

Profound economic dependence on China 

Society becomes materialistic … 

… and maybe more sedentary



Form is easy



Function is less easy,  
and less easy to agree on



Form

Fits in your pocket 

Looks … okay 

Pictures of your niece!



Obvious function

Keep up with family 

Tolerate people you know 

Share stuff



Business model

Shows you ads 

Tracks you online 

Sells your details 

Gets you to upload contacts 
without their consent



Long-term effects of 
spaced repetition

Learn to fish in your pocket 

Learn to scroll 

Learn to «check»



Other long-term 
consequences

Filter bubbles 

Elections influenced by 
malicious interests 

Democracy dies



Okay but we all know 
Facebook is a problem



Form

Fits in your pocket 

Looks fairly attractive 

Memes! Pithy one-liners!



Obvious function

Keeping up 

Showing off 

Enormous potential reach 

Nobody understands how 
to use threads / @-replies



Business model

Ads: Pay per click 

Ads: Pay per retweet 

Targeted ad content 

Selling your public tweets 
to data mining companies



Long-term effects of 
spaced repetition

Pocket, 

Scrolling,  

Checking, 

FOMO



Burrhus Frederic Skinner
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https://no.wikipedia.org/wiki/B.F._Skinner#/media/Fil:B.F._Skinner_at_Harvard_circa_1950.jpg


Not a famous psychologist
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– Skinner and others, mid C20th

‘variable rewards schedule’
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slot_machine#/media/File:Las_Vegas_slot_machines.jpg
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Consume psychology responsibly
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ONTD  
is just another lever to press







Maybe you’ll feel something





– Umair Haque

‘The hate-industrial complex’ 



Other long-term 
consequences

Rat behaviour 

Filter bubbles 

Free PR for world’s most 
powerful narcissist 

Downfall of democracy



Okay but we all know 
 Twitter is toxic



Form

Fits in your pocket 

Looks great!



Obvious function

Inspo! 

Duckface 

Live streaming 

… shopping?



Business model

Sponsored posts #spon 

Expanding Facebook’s 
stagnant user base



Long-term effects of 
spaced repetition

Pocket, 

Scrolling,  

Cocoon to hide in, 

Capture as more important 
than experience



Gustav Fechner
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gustav_Fechner#/media/File:Gustav_Fechner.jpg


– Gustav Fechner (1876)

‘mere exposure effect’



Other long-term 
consequences

Increased (unaware?) 
preference for paid content 

Buy stuff you don’t need 

A commercial space 
becomes your safe space?



we know all this 
and we … don’t care?



Is this just too big?



So let’s start with small things



Do you understand  
the actual transaction?



Are you okay with  
that transaction?



Is this encouraging a behaviour 
you want to get really good at?



What will be the opportunity 
cost of getting good at this?



Who else will be affected by 
your choices here?



Convenience for you 
is non-consensual 
data sharing for me



Where do we draw the line?



Participation  
confers legitimacy



– everyone I know, about Facebook

I’d really like to, but  
I just can’t leave





FOMO?  
Try cancelling social media



FOMO is a learned response



William James
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_James#/media/File:William_James_b1842c.jpg


– William James

‘The greatest weapon against 
stress is our ability to choose 

one thought over another.



You can choose to  
extinguish a behaviour



Notice your relationship with 
violations of trust, as a user



– Jared Diamond (2005)

‘Creeping normality’



— Stephen Carver

‘Normalisation of deviance’







‘change blindness’



— William James, 1890

[Consciousness] feels unbroken  
… the gaps are unfelt.
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http://independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/bill-gates-and-steve-jobs-raised-their-kids-techfree-and-it-shouldve-been-a-red-flag-a8017136.html
http://independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/bill-gates-and-steve-jobs-raised-their-kids-techfree-and-it-shouldve-been-a-red-flag-a8017136.html


– Alan Jacobs

If at this stage of the game, given what we know 
about how social media work and about the 
incentives of the people who make TV, you’re still 
getting your dopamine rush by recycling TV-news 
clips and shouting at people on the Internet, 
you’re about as close to beyond hope as a human 
being gets. 
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Thank it, and say goodbye 



So how do we design a utopia?



1. THINK BIG
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Don’t accept ‘no’
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Be realistic, 
not disingenuous



People will not stop  
behaving like people 

because of your product



2. WEAPONISE  
YOUR 

ATTENTION



https://mobile.twitter.com/GretaThunberg/status/1176930548146692096




Starve your enemies to death



Commit time and attention to 
the things you truly value



It’s okay to value pictures of puppies



– Nobody on their deathbed, ever

I wish I’d gotten more likes



Take time to understand all 
layers of an experience





3. DESIGN YOUR 
OWN ACTIONS 

MINDFULLY



Rehearse only actions you 
know to be good



What do you want to be good at? 
Practice that.





4. DESIGN FOR 
YOUR USERS 

JUST AS 
MINDFULLY



Design your users’ actions 
to be good ones



Commit to understanding 
 the behaviours your 

 technology encourages



Commit to understanding 
 the ethical implications 

of those behaviours



Don’t ship stuff that reinforces 
undesirable behaviours



‘must not’ is also a requirement



Remember that it probably  
will be for profit in the end



Use memes 
Don’t let them use you



5. HELP YOUR  
USERS HELP 
THEMSELVES



Use design to  
make intent transparent





‘Here is all the information’ 
is not design



‘Here’s a JSON file  
with all your data’ is not design



GDPR 2.0: 

Business model  
or I don’t sign up



6. LOOK AFTER 

YOURSELF ❤



If you don’t get through this, 
we don’t get through this





– mid 1800s ?

‘state-dependent learning’



1. Eat and drink like tonight 

2. Go into a darkened room



3. Remember to hold up your pants



Thank you $




