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Who are you?

What are you doing?

Where are you going?

Self-poietic

Substantive

Motivational
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3.  What can be done
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“All the new media … are art forms 
which have the power of imposing, 
like poetry, their own assumptions. 

The new media are not ways of 
relating us to the old ‘real’ world; 
they are the real world and they 
reshape what remains of the old 
world at will.” 

—Marshall McLuhan
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Attention



Information scarce, 
attention abundant

Information abundant, 
attention scarce



“Style used to be an 
interaction between the 
human soul and tools that 
were limiting. 

In the digital era, it will have 
to come from the soul alone.” 

—Jaron Lanier



The treadmill of 
incompetence

Time to 150M users: 

Telephone: 89 years 
TV: 38 years 

Mobile phone: 14 years 
Internet: 8 years 

Facebook: 5 years 
Instagram: <2 years
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The Attention EconomyThe ‘Attention Economy’
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– Aldous Huxley, Brave New World Revisited

“They failed to take 
into account…man’s 

almost infinite appetite 
for distractions.”
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Your Goals: Design Goals:

‘Spend more 
time with 
family’

‘Lose 20 
pounds by 
summer’

‘# of Video 
Views’

‘# of Page 
Views’

‘Time on Site’

‘Learn to 
play banjo’



Time Spent



‘Behavioral externalities’



Notifications & interruptions

Android: 

11 billion notifications 
per day  

Users check phones 
~150 times/day on avg.

Image: trendingdig.com

http://trendingdig.com


23 minutes
to regain focus

self-interrupt
interruptions train us to



‘Email apnea’ 
(Stone 2008)

HP study: workplace 
distractions 
decrease IQ by 10 
points

Psychological Wellbeing



Framing & Defaults



Intermittent Variable Rewards



#CecilTheLion

Outrage cascades… …& public shaming



Impulses vs. Intentions

ALS ‘Ice Bucket Challenge’



freedom



The “appropriate region of human liberty…
comprises, first, the inward domain of 

consciousness…liberty of thought and feeling; 
absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all 

subjects, practical or speculative” 

“…the liberty of expressing and publishing 
opinions … [rests] in great part on the same 

reasons, and is practically inseparable from it” 

“this principle requires liberty of tastes and 
pursuits; of framing the plan of our life to suit 

our own character” 
—J.S. Mill, On Liberty (1859)



These distractions are more 
than just ‘annoying’…



…they hinder us from:

Harry Frankfurt

Doing what we want to do

Being who we want to be

Wanting what we want to want



3 Types of Distraction:

Functional
‘Doing what we 

want to do’
‘Being who we 

want to be’
‘Wanting what we 

want to want’

Task/goal alignment, 
intention awareness, 

timeliness

Value/identity alignment, 
frequency, preferred 

working style (e.g. task 
fragmentation, time 
allocation), level of 

regrettedness

Effects on underlying 
capabilities, e.g. 

reflection, willpower, 
reasoning

Existential Epistemic







This is a crisis 
of self-regulation…



…and a major moral 
question of our time.



“What Orwell feared were those who would ban books. What Huxley feared was that there 
would be no reason to ban a book, for there would be no one who wanted to read one. 

Orwell feared those who would deprive us of information. Huxley feared those who would 
give us so much that we would be reduced to passivity and egoism. 

Orwell feared that the truth would be concealed from us. 
Huxley feared the truth would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance. 

Orwell feared we would become a captive culture. 
Huxley feared we would become a trivial culture… 

In 1984 ... people are controlled by inflicting pain. 
In Brave New World, they are controlled by inflicting pleasure. 

In short, Orwell feared that what we fear will ruin us. 
Huxley feared that what we desire will ruin us.” 

― Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death
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We need to change our environment 
to be on our side.



‘Infraethics’

Luciano Floridi



Infraethical Innovations 

Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics

Goals/
Incentives

Design



Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design



‘Die Grenzen 
meiner Sprache 
bedeuten die 
Grenzen 
meiner Welt.’

—Ludwig Wittgenstein



Avoid euphemisms: 
Use human words for human beings.

‘funnels’ 
‘conversions’ 

‘eyeballs’ 
‘targeting’ 

‘impressions’
?

Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design



Degree of 
Constraint

Degree of Goal Alignment

Seduce Demand Drive

Tempt Persuade Guide

Invite Suggest Direct

Evolve the language of persuasion:



Time SpentTime Well Spent

Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design

http://timewellspent.io



Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design



“As someone who shapes the lives of others, I promise to: 

 Care genuinely about their success; 

 Understand their intentions, goals, and values as completely as possible; 

 Align my projects and actions with their intentions, goals, and values; 

 Respect their dignity, attention, and freedom, and never use their own    
 weaknesses against them; 

 Measure the full effect of my projects on their lives, and not just those effects   
 that are important to me; 

 Communicate clearly, honestly, and frequently my intentions and methods; 

 Promote their ability to direct their own lives by encouraging reflection on their  
 own values, goals, and intentions.”

A ‘Hippocratic Oath’ for persuaders (v0.1)





Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design



The value you get The value you give

Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design



What’s the 
‘net positive benefit’ 
you provide to users? 

(hint: focus on their 
intention, not attention!)



Measure the 
mission



Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design

Market:

Legal:

Organizational:

investing in ‘time well spent’ companies

novel corporate structures  (e.g. B-corps)

structuring business models around 
supporting users’ intentions, not 

exploiting their attention



Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design



Transparency 
of design goals
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Design for reflection



Defend our freedom of attention.





Language Commitment 
Devices

Metrics Goals/
Incentives

Design





Thanks for your attention.
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