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What do people do? 

What do they need? Why?



Can we make something

 that helps?



How are they using 

that thing we made?



How am I using things 

that other people made?





… how do we respond?



This is not the dystopia I was 
promised



This is not the dystopia I was 
promised



This is not the dystopia I was 
promised



This is not the dystopia I was 
promised



This is not the dystopia

 I was promised



«Customise your 
cookie preferences»



Futurism and dystopia as fetish



Futurism and dystopia as fetish





— techwear is the synthetic armour with which

 we engage the collapsing anthroposcene. 


It also looks good most of the time. 

tchwear.com



«the collapsing anthropocene»





The climate crisis



what can I do to avert this 
existential threat?

😱





digiconomist.net

To mine 1 bitcoin

http://digiconomist.net


You can’t be a bitcoin trillionaire

if you’re on fire





Has «dystopia» become 
meaningless?



— Usually it’s because 
insanely wealthy people are 
using technology to rob you 
of your personal agency.

Ryan Broderick



– Racist soap dispensers



The right to remain silent — Dan Hon





— It’s not surprising that an 
algorithm might detect which 
women were likely to be 
pregnant. (Such lists are 
already collected and traded)

Zeynep Tufekci





— [it will] take 10 years before 
anyone demonstrates real 
mastery [of rendering information 
in more usable ways]

Stowe Boyd in 2011



So how did that work out?





I miss 2016



Tech accelerated 🚀



Everybody got  🔈



Mainstream media panicked



«Can you believe this 💩» 

became currency



Attention got weaponised



Psychology





Academic psychology

RAWEST MEME GAME SINCE YOUR MOM
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Hypothesis, test, observe, 
rework, repeat



Top      old white guys 
from psychology



William James



— To how many things can we 
attend at once?

William James, 1890



— There is no such thing as 
voluntary attention sustained for 

more than a few seconds at a time

William James, 1890





— Software, in a futile bid to be 
“helpful”, has become a thing 

we have to slap, multiple times a 
day, and cry “stop that!”

Amy Hoy



 — Millions of items of the outward order 
are present to my senses which never 

properly enter into my experience. Why? 
Because they have no interest for me. My 
experience is what I agree to attend to. 

William James, 1890



aww, bless  :)



James:

- crazy intuitive

- bit of a blind spot



Martin Seligman



Learned helplessness





Seligman redux:

maybe you learn agency?



Influential in psychology of 
depression, anxiety, trauma …



Relevance today?



Frankie’s mum



How does this relate today?



— Why am I spending time googling 
how to log out of a web service in 
my mobile browser (LinkedIn, Yahoo, 
etc) and how to turn off swipe to 
type in iOS that one day just started 
making itself felt?

Dan Hon



— I gave up — and I have been coding since I 
was a tween, have a degree in computer 
programming, have worked in the software 
industry, and have been reading and writing 
about privacy and technology for my whole 
adult life. My impression is that friends with 
similar professional profiles have given up, too.

Zeynep Tufekci



These are capable people …



When we are tired and busy 

and feeling helpless 


tech is taking advantage of us 



Creepiness disguised as 
convenience





— The only leading secure messenger 
that harvests “data linked to you,” 
including your device ID, for 
“developer’s advertising and 
marketing.” It also collects your 
contact info, user ID and device ID for 
ominously vague “other purposes“

forbes.com



Convenient for you 

is not consent from someone else



Placebo agency





How are we coping?







— Has anyone thought to 
cancel the Taliban takeover by 
digging up all its old tweets?





— Social media is 99,9% mouth

Eric Johnson







Seligman:

- unkind to dogs

- right about the internet

- still alive 



B.F. Skinner

and friends



Behaviour and reward





Intermittent variable reward



Photo: Paul Hudson, Flickr





Metafilter, Hacker News, etc



Not all tweets/TikToks/posts

 are going to be gold



🥝🍬🍬 🍓🍬

🎉





Skinner et al:

- unkind to animals

- reductionist

- Thorndike was a eugenicist

- totally called it on rats/levers



Hermann 
Ebbinghaus



Spaced retrieval



— For over a century, it has been 
recognized that learning and/or memory 
is enhanced when information is 
distributed over time, when compared 
with the same amount of information 
massed together in time 

Ebbinghaus, 1885



You know what we’re 
really good at?





You, aged 98:

My only regret is my dismal 

Candy Crush high score





Participants seem to be habituated to dialogs 
— presumably due to ubiquitous EULAs — and 
blindly accept terms, the more the presentation 
resembles a EULA



GDPR





Deny all Accept and move on



«Because GDPR»



We practice outrage





Edith Zimmerman



Inaction is also a habit



Humans are bad at

apprehending time



Ebbinghouse

- basic premise

- devastating consequences



Gustav Fechner



«Mere exposure» effect



Advertising is RELENTLESS

also IRL





«Can you believe this 💩»



When you share a thing, 
you are repping it



Fechner:

- nailed it on advertising

- in before Overton

- Stockholm syndrome for 
network effects



Epictetus



— If someone tried to take control of your 
body, and make you a slave, you would 
fight for freedom. Yet how easily you hand 
over your mind to anyone who insults you. 
When you dwell on their words and let 
them dominate your thoughts, you make 
them your master. 

Epictetus, c. 100 CE





People aren’t evil, they just 
want to get their bonus

Fabio Pereira, yesterday



These are business decisions



— Surveillance capitalism, a new 
economic order that claims human 
experience as free raw material 

for hidden commercial practices of 
extraction, prediction and sales.” 

Shoshana Zuboff



Leah Elliott, contrachrome.com

http://contrachrome.com


— There is no question now that 
Facebook don’t care if their product 
kills you or is used to overthrow your 
government, but they will act swiftly 
and brutally if you ask them to pay for 
the content shared on their site.

Ryan Broderick



These are also 

design decisions



Everybody wanted their bonus, 
but this much?



No organisation is this inept



Someone proposed it

Someone said okay


Someone designed and built it





If we as designers participate 
in this, what does it say 


about us?



What is it doing 

to our own work?



How can I help users

 if I feel helpless?



How can I be patient and kind

 in my work


if I’ve been rage-tweeting?



Where is my empathy?

Where is my mindfulness?



How is ubiquitous advertising

affecting my design work?









Ad-blockers







Kate Rose









7 day weeks







Dig all the way down





🇳🇴



Vote





If you’re in this room,

you have agency



Remember to specify 
«should not»



Use white-hat bad actors





Diverse input = diverse output



Try to notice

 learned helplessness



Rehearse things that you 
believe to be good





— Don’t waste your time by 
giving them any more attention



Act for the utopia you want




