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Variable 
Rewards

“The way to maximise the 
number of times the rat 
pulled the lever was to vary 
the rewards it received. If it 
didn’t know whether it was 
going to get one pellet, or 
none, or several when it 
pulled the lever, then it 
pulled the lever over and 
over again. It became 
psychologically hooked.”



BJ Fogg



The experiment was 
significant… for what it 
implied: that computer 
applications could be 
methodically designed 
to exploit the rules of 
psychology in order to 
get people to do things 
they might not 
otherwise do.



Behavioral 
Design



The battle for 
your attention

Unconscious impulses are transformed 
into social obligations, which compel 
attention, which is sold for cash.



Unconscious impulses are transformed 
into social obligations, which compel 
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The battle for 
your attention





Confirmation bias 

The tendency to search 
for, interpret, focus on 
and remember 
information in a way 
that confirms one's 
preconceptions



Cheerleader effect 

The tendency for 
people to appear more 
attractive in a group 
than in isolation



Scarcity bias 

We unconsciously 
assume things that are 
scarce are valuable 
and things that are 
abundant are not



Default effect 

When given a choice 
between several 
options, the tendency 
to favor the default 
one



The IKEA effect 

Consumers place a 
disproportionately 
high value on products 
they partially created









The Emotional Hit





Fogg introduced me to one of his 
former students, Noelle Moseley, who 
now consults for technology 
companies. She told me that she had 
recently interviewed heavy users of 
Instagram: young women who 
cultivated different personas on 
different social networks.  

Their aim was to get as many followers 
as possible – that was their definition 
of success. Every new follow and every 
comment delivered an emotional hit. 



But a life spent chasing hits didn’t feel 
good. Moseley’s respondents spent all 
their hours thinking about how to 
organise their lives in order to take 
pictures they could post to each 
persona, which meant they weren’t 
able to enjoy whatever they were doing, 
which made them stressed and 
unhappy. “It was like a sickness,” said 
Moseley.





Eyal has added his own 
twists to Fogg’s model of 
behavioural change. “BJ 
thinks of triggers as 
external factors,” Eyal told 
me. “My argument is that 
the triggers are internal.” 
An app succeeds, he says, 
when it meets the user’s 
most basic emotional needs 
even before she has become 
consciously aware of them.



“When you’re feeling 
uncertain, before you ask 
why you’re uncertain, you 
Google. When you’re lonely, 
before you’re even 
conscious of feeling it, you 
go to Facebook. Before you 
know you’re bored, you’re 
on YouTube. Nothing tells 
you to do these things. The 
users trigger themselves.”



What can 
be done?





The short-term, dopamine-
driven feedback loops that 
we have created are 
destroying how society 
works: no civil discourse, 
no cooperation, 
misinformation, mistruth. 
And it’s not an American 
problem. This is not about 
Russian ads. This is a 
global problem. 
– CHAMATH PALIHAPITIYA





I think that a lot of design 
now is trying to turn all of 
us into obsessive-
compulsives by making it 
so the loops are never 
closed… 
– TIM WU, COLUMBIA LAW SCHOOL  
   TECHNOLOGY SCHOLAR





“…students with vision below 
[20/20] is at an all-time high 
of 25.3 percent. Worse still, 
just over 67 percent of high 
school students and more 
than 34 percent of elementary 
students didn't meet the bar. 
The government is 
attributing the trend to 
‘increased time spent staring 
at [smartphone] screens...and 
mobile games.’”





“New research in 
biomechanics suggests that 
young people are developing 
hornlike spikes at the back 
of their skulls — bone spurs 
caused by the forward tilt of 
the head, which shifts 
weight from the spine to the 
muscles at the back of the 
head, causing bone growth 
in the connecting tendons 
and ligaments.’”





Use of social media and 
television in adolescents 
may enhance symptoms of 
depression and should 
therefore be taken into 
account when developing 
preventive methods.







“…one thing I have learned 
is that if you tell people 
‘this is bad for you’, they 
won’t listen… if you tell 
people ‘this is how you’re 
being manipulated,’ no one 
wants to feel manipulated.” 
– TRISTAN HARRIS, EX. DIRECTOR, CENTER 
   FOR HUMANE TECHNOLOGY



Take back control



You set the 
boundaries



The curation 
problem



James Bridle
The nightmare videos of childrens’ YouTube









Tech & Our Kids





Avoid digital media use (except 
video-chatting) in children 
younger than 18 to 24 months 

Do not feel pressured to 
introduce technology early 

For children 2 to 5 years of age, 
limit screen use to 1 hour per day 
of high-quality programming 

Avoid using media as the only 
way to calm your child. 



Develop, consistently follow, and 
routinely revisit a Family Media Use 
plan 

Recommend that children not sleep 
with devices in their bedrooms…  

Designate media-free times together 
and media-free locations in homes. 
Promote activities … such as reading, 
teaching, talking, and playing together. 

Develop a network of trusted adults



waituntil8th.org



“What are they selling?”



Where do 
devices go?





Wrap it up



humanetech.com



Take back control
Delete an app 
Watch your use 
Track app usage 
Remove notifications 
Ride to work in silence 
Have a no TV night 
Have a no phone day 
Track app usage 
Live in experiences 
Tech free dinners 
No devices in bedrooms 
A tech fast 
One TV in the house 
Write down your family tech rules



Thanks!
johnkeese.com 
@johnkeese
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