Designing for Addiction—

What Goes On Behind Our Screens and What to Do About It
FALIEA E LR —

FHEBR R A A AR R 8

By Filippo Spike Morelli 3
%

- EIURSL - EE Al X
B PE

Chinese Translation by Xianshi Guan

There are many articles
about technology and
ethics and the impact
of the tech revolution
which we have been
witnessing over the last
two decades. I would like
to take however a much
more specific look at the
phenomenon of mobile
phones and  growth
tactics businesses have
been recently employing
because 1 believe this
combination is a game
changer.

I'm talking about
the approaches and uses
of mobile technology

that companies such as

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Candy Crush, and their likes,
are taking in their relentless march to acquire new users and
dominate their respective markets. If we consider that some
recent studies have reported that the average age in developed
countries when children begin to use a smartphone can be

as low as six, this becomes really important.

28| EBIERE “O0—"ENS

PRETRHL BB Y &
R% » BF204ERT - FfM
ASE Y S ENG L NN
B o ROUBER ARS8
FURF AR B R SRS 45 &
Frigpk s G » HEAHE
B LI R O AR R 7
A -

FeFTEt A2 A Ik A
=~ HERT - B/ oy =4k
instagram ~ J5 g 4 [ IFEL

ChHERMED EBEAE
HERHF 5 TR
DI I SN - DL HUEHT
o AR BHEV TS R
#FH - vy - fE 2
BRI » SLERAGE R
R TR P ERR 6
% o HFtiEtE A TR E T

SR TA > NI ESAE SN E R -
BAELFT - AR - FeRREES
AT AE - BEES CERETHE) EHURE
i EORE E IR SRR > FMTHIIREE 5
HT BRI - HK > SEUHTFH PRS2 A0



Two important shifts have taken place in the last five years:
technology has become for many people ubiquitous - mobile has taken
over from the “PC”, meaning that it’s a lot easier to be constantly
connected with a device, our eyes staring into a screen; second, the
competition for new users is so high that design has gone much deeper
into psychology and the human mind.

Twenty years ago, if a company wanted more customers what they
did was to pour millions into fancy marketing campaigns to convince
people to buy their product. This worked when there were only a few
products available and costs of switching to something else was relatively
high. Marketers have always understood the power of psychology and
used it to their own advantage, but now those tactics are being used in
the products themselves, not just in advertising them.

What this means is that the ways you interact with an application,
from the first time you open it, are designed to bring you back into the
application, often by tapping into your subconscious, littering your
experience with cues which hook you.

To fight off competition, companies have started to employ all
sorts of tactics, many of which are actually grounded in psychology
and nothing less than addiction. Yes, addiction! The imperative for
a product development team today is to make their application as
addictive as possible and find ways to lure people in, often with free
incentives, and then keep them hooked. Just like a drug dealer would.

It should therefore come as no surprise that, over the last few
years, one of the most renowned books in the startup world is indeed
called “Hooked - How to Build Habit-Forming Products”. Despite the
premise that these techniques can be used for the good, for example to
help patients take their medicines on time with the aid of a well crafted
mobile app, for the most part it is used by the entertainment industry,
trying to keep people watching and playing.

Let’s take a very simple example: notifications and badge counters.
If you own a phone you know that most social apps will show a little
number at the top corner of the app icon with a counter of how many
unread messages you have and display a notification on the screen or
play a sound when you receive a new message. On the surface, they are
innocuous tools that let you know that something new is awaiting you,
supposedly giving you access to what you wanted. In practice, however,
they are less to serve a need you have and more to make sure that you
get back into the app as many times as possible because, and here’s the
important part, your attention is what often makes money for these
companies.

Another example is Youtube’s new “auto play” feature. It used to be
that if you reached the end of a video you then had to click on another
video to start watching. This meant you had to make a conscious choice

to continue watching and decide what to watch. In many cases this was
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Your attention is what often

makes money for these companies.
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not immediate, maybe because you came to Youtube to just
watch one specific video someone sent you.

To Youtube this meant losing users who would leave the
platform after having finished watching the video they came
for. How could they keep people hooked? Simple, just start
playing something else. This exemplifies two important

principles:

1. Curiosity and fear of missing out

2. Defaulting on a choice someone else made for us

First, if the video is any good, it will pique our curiosity
and just in case we might be missing on something cool,
we'll finish watching it. Of course because the next one will
start to play at the end, were now stuck into an endless
loop, often wasting hours watching mindless trash when
all we came on the platform for was a simple two minutes
video maybe.

The second point is even more hideous and has to do
with how we often operate mindlessly going with the flow
of choices made for us. Remember, making intentional
choices is expensive; it requires us to take control of our
actions and be aware of what’s going on. It's much easier to
just go along with decisions that have already been made for
us. This is the power of defaults.

If design is a huge part of the impact of modern
technology, the other big ingredient to this poisonous
cocktail is the price: $0 or Free.

Most of the new businesses that are hoping to grow are
offering their products for free, monetizing with advertising,
which means your attention. We are “the product”. In light
of this, it’s easy to see why grabbing people’s attention is
so critical: the more people use an app, the more ads will
be seen. And if this seems absurd, never underestimate the
power of free. There are countless studies that have shown
the incredible power of free, even when the difference is just
1 cent.

One of the most famous examples is a chocolate
experiment first run by the researchers of Massachusetts
Institute of Technology and since replicated many times.
The experiment goes like this. A table is arranged with two
bowls of chocolate candies: one bowl is full of Lindt, a high
quality brand of chocolate widely recognized and loved; the
other is full of Hershey’s, equally common and known to be
a cheap brand and of far lower quality than Lindt.

In the first part of the experiment Lindt truffles were

offered for 14¢, which is a bargain considering that the
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normal price is more than twice as much, and
Hershey’s at 1¢. Those passersby exposed to this
arrangement bought Lindt truffles, recognizing
the incredible deal.

In the second phase of the experiment both
prices were reduced by 1¢, taking the Lindt
down to 13¢ and the Hershey’s to 0! Now a
logical mind would still prefer the Lindt since
it is technically even a more advantageous deal.
But what happens, if you havent guessed, is the
complete opposite: almost nobody bought the
Lindt truffles; everybody walked away with a
Hershey’s. That is the power of free, completely
flipping an otherwise obvious outcome.

As of July 2016, Pokemon Go, a mobile game
based on Nintendos Pokemon franchise, has
pushed the boundaries even further. The game
uses Augmented Reality (AR) to bring digital
creatures from the world of Pokemon into the real
world. AR has existed for several years, but never
made it to the mainstream before the release of
this game. The basic idea is rather simple: a user
looks at the world through the phone, which
paints objects on top of what is seen through the
camera. Just imagine you're taking a picture and
something is added to it digitally, as if you were
retouching the image, but live as you take it.

Mind blowing, yes. The dynamics of the
game are rather simple: you walk around town,
staring into your phone, and when you see one
of the little creatures you have an opportunity to
catch it. You can also find gyms or stops where
you can grow your skills and train your monsters.
The way the game is designed employs all the best
practices in luring people in and keeping them
addicted, which, coupled with the huge Pokemon
fan base, has created an instant success.

But what are the implications of such a game?

On one hand, more of the same: lots of
people walking around staring into their phones,
which was already happening with Facebook.
There is a key difference however: because the
little monsters are placed around the world semi-
randomly by a machine, some of them are ending
up in the wrong places: in some cases, they lead

young kids into dangerous construction sites,
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Teachers, parents and guardians
today compete for the attention
of their kids with hordes of well
paid  software  designers  and
psychologists whose sole job  is
to grab and hold onto the kid’s

attention.
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abandoned places at risk of collapsing, or railroad tracks; in
others, gyms and stops showed up in unsuitable locations,
such as the Holocaust Museum or the Buddha Hall of the
City Of Ten Thousand Buddhas.

But there is a much greater and subtler question that
this type of technology poses: what’s reality? Imagine a ten
year old that is used to playing with Pokemon puppets now
getting hooked on Pokemon Go and seeing those very same
puppets everywhere in the world. How is he to tell what’s real
and whats not? From a Buddhist perspective, on the surface
at least, this may seem appealing, as it points to reality being
made up from the mind and bound purely by our perceptions.
However, it is playing with fire, especially at that young age,
as the lack of context and understanding can easily result in a
dangerous, distorted view of the world.

With all of this in mind, when we see a 13 year old’s face
stuck in his or her phone, not responding to our exhortation
to do their homework or be present at the family dinner, it
should be obvious that it’s not so simple as to blaming them
for being obsessed with their gadgets. While this doesn’t mean
that they get a free pass, the odds are very much stacked
against them: teachers, parents and guardians today compete
for the attention of their kids with hordes of well paid software
designers and psychologists whose sole job is to grab and hold
onto the kid’s attention, knowing, in most cases, better than
the kids themselves what they will or won'’t respond to.

Less than a decade ago it was possible to counter this by
getting people off of their computers or TV and taking them
outdoors, but with mobile phones, that’s no longer working.
This is another reason why this is such a huge shift: there’s
nowhere we can hide, there’s no way to avoid the problem, we
must face it directly.

This is very much the first step in regaining some
control: understanding what were up against and avoiding
imply blaming technology as a whole. This is not just about
technology. In fact, to a large extent it is not; it's about the
unconscious mind and habituation.

So what can we do, especially for our kids?

Resist giving kids phones at an early age. With parents
increasingly busy even when at home as work also bleeds into
our houses, it’s very tempting to just hand over a phone to kids
to entertain them. It’s also tempting to use mobile phones as
a way to stay in touch all the time and keep an eye on them,
as it’s possible to use GPS locations to ensure your child is

staying within certain areas of the city for example. As much
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Understanding  what  were  up
against and avoiding imply blaming
technology as a whole. This is not
Jjust about technology. In fact, to a
large extent it is not; its about the

unconscious mind and habituation.

BT RRA @G A A
M R A BA IR o A
AR RERK
AR E - BIFMHEMAE A
R &AM 6 B BRAR Y M o




. . ] as these can be interesting uses
The other important insight we gain

) . . of technology, the disadvantages
from the science of habits here is we &y &

are far too great during those

cannot simply get rid of a bad habit,

formative years.
we can only transform it. We can see Y

Gain a deeper

this is very much in line with the d d fh hab
. . 5 C an . understanding o ow habits
Sixth Patriarch’s teaching ‘Affliction g

is Bodhi”.

work. The large majority of our
decisions in a day, adults or kids,

are made on a habitual basis, so

WH I b AT % — R
TR ALY AA K
Wik o REEHEAL > BE
e aRFaE TElE

BpEiR ] o

understanding how that works
is incredibly empowering. At its
core, habits are made up of three
components: a cue, an action and

a reward. For example, a kid may

come back from school and feel
tired, wanting a break from “all
that thinking”, so he/she picks
up a tablet or phone to watch something. The reward he/she gets is to
relax and get a break from school.

Once we understand that, we can start to intervene in a number of
ways. First, because we know the cue and we know how design choices
can lead us to watch videos for hours, we can begin to see the danger in
even starting. Second, by knowing what reward we're actually seeking,
we can start to experiment with different actions. For example, if a
kid enjoyed playing music, have an instrument readily available. Or
art materials? Would a coloring book as opposed to a video be equally
engaging and rewarding in terms of taking their minds off school?

Transform the bad habits. The other important insight we gain
from the science of habits here is we cannot simply get rid of a bad
habit, we can only transform it. We can see this is very much in line with
the Sixth Patriarch’s teaching “Affliction is Bodhi”. Thinking in terms
of getting rid of bad habirs sets us up to fight what we dislike, and it is
a sure path to failure. Rather, the focus should be on transforming the
bad habit by leveraging our understanding of it and experimenting with
alternative actions.

Meditate. None of the above is possible unless we become more
aware of what’s going on in our mind and manage to be more mindful
about our choices. The most important tool we can use to regain control
is meditation. Meditation and reminders to be more present and slowing
things down is key to building awareness of one’s tendencies and moving
toward a better future where we can live more fully on our own terms,

rather than be constantly subjected to the choices of others. g
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