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Abstract 
 

The following dissertation discusses the importance of conscious technology design that 

considers behavioural addictions and acknowledges the user’s vulnerability to developing 

such behaviours, so as to prevent them. This analysis is done from a perspective of its (the 

machine) and our (the human) design.  

 

The dissertation combines the core body, which yields an objective analysis of our 

relationship with the smartphone, with some intercalated poetic fragments that voice out the 

same concerns from the subjective experience of the author. This is a statement of how, in 

any process of addiction, there is a clear, rational observation of the abuse, and an inner, 

intricate fight with the self who is stuck abusing a harmful object. The goal is to achieve a 

balance between the gravity of the situation and the lightness with which we experience it in 

our daily life – not perceiving smartphone use as an actual narcotic. It is important to stress the 

fact that, it is, indeed, an addiction that should gather concern, but at the same time it is key to 

do so in a way that engages the reader; hopefully the contrast between facts and the author’s 

personal experience facilitate relating to the experience. It should not have a dramatic nor an 

accusative tone, which would end up being counterproductive and pushing the reader away, 

missing the ultimate aim of sparking self-reflection and awareness on our relationship with 

phones.  

 

This dissertation is designed to give you an experience similar to that of scrolling through 

a feed: for the most optimal experience, please read the pdf file in single-page mode and 

preferably, in a device that allows tactile scrolling (through trackpad or touchscreen). 

 

Enjoy, 

 

Mariona 

 
Keywords: Addiction, Attention Span, Avoidance, Boredom, Boundaries, Comfort, Cyborgs, 

Dependency, Discomfort, Distraction, Dopamine Reward, Human Computer Interaction – HCI, Human 

Smartphone Interaction - HSI, Numbing, Overinformed, Omnipresence, Overwhelmed, Procrastination, 

Productivity, Symbiosis. 
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What am I addicted to? 

I am addicted to my smartphone 

I am addicted to double checking for notifications 

I am addicted to posting 

I am addicted to comparing myself 

I am addicted to scrolling 

I am addicted to distractions 

I am addicted to instant gratification 

I am addicted to having no self-control 

I am addicted to taking breaks 

I am addicted to zoning out 

I am addicted to numbing myself 
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What suffocates me, what anguishes me, is thinking that I did not choose to be 

born in the era of mobile phones, and that, considering my propensity to isolation 

and rumination, I have been handed a weapon of mass destruction. 

 

And I wonder, would I, in another time, have found a similar obsession? A 

comfort zone in the form of an object? Would my isolation, my procrastination, 

be distributed among different embodiments? The reading of a newspaper, the 

looking out of the window daydreaming, maybe sewing, exercising… 

 

How does boredom manifest itself? 

How does procrastination manifest itself? 

How does the denial of one’s dreams and aspirations manifest itself? 

How does fear of leaving the comfort zone manifest itself? 

 

Through an inoffensive gesture. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

Please scroll down. 
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Introduction: The problem 
 

As the notification on the phone goes ‘ding!’ I jump towards it like I’m summoned by a cult, 

drooling like Pavlov’s dog at the sound of the bell, because I know my share of social 

interaction is coming, and it will soothe me, and it will distract me, and maybe it will even grant 

me some sort of validation. A friend laughing at one of the memes I sent, a stranger retweeting 

my hyperventilated disapproval of Boris Johnson’s poor management of the pandemic, a lover 

sliding into my DMs or a wannabe RCA student peeking at my LinkedIn profile. And here I am, 

having meticulously calculated the things I am letting others see of me, anxious after pressing 

send, post, snap, tweet, like, follow, sign up.   

I have to respond to that interaction: it can’t go unnoticed for I have purposely strived for 

it. Why would I post a picture of the food I’ve made today if it wasn’t to make others perceive 

me as someone who takes care of herself? Why would I share a picture of myself looking at 

my feet as if I’ve lost something if it weren’t because Rosalía does it and, damn, isn’t she 

admirable.  

If you belong to my generation (somewhere in between millennial and gen Z), you are 

probably unimpressed by the statements I made, because yes, nihil novum sub sole1, you 

already know. You probably have been told, I would dare to say more than once, that ‘you [we] 

are always on our phone’. However, you probably underestimate the effects it has in your 

wellbeing. It can’t be that bad if everyone we know is using it… right? 

I got my first phone for my 11th birthday. I made a Facebook account by 12. Instagram and 

Twitter by 15, the same year I got my first smart-phone. By that time WhatsApp was widely 

spread. It comes as no surprise, then, that we have developed a habit of going to bed and 

waking up with our smartphone and using it to share information online through social media. 

These platforms were already there, but then smartphones came into play and made them 

ubiquitous. And having the world in the palm of our hands could only lead to overdosing on 

information. 

 
 

 
1 (from Latin) ‘There is nothing new under the sun’: there is nothing truly novel in existence 



Comfort Feed 8 
 

If you are given a world of possibilities in an object that is easy to use, portable, with many 

functionalities and currently inexpensive: how could you resist? And it certainly does not seem 

harmful. It is not a drug that alters your brain chemistry; it doesn’t involve any sort of violent 

injection, snorting, smoking… It’s a harmless, very convenient object. But what if it isn’t? 

When we think of addiction, we will directly picture drugs. Narcotics, like heroin and other 

opiates, cocaine, amphetamines… Alcohol, tobacco and caffeine might come next. But you 

can be addicted to something other than a substance; you might be addicted to an activity 

(gambling, sex, working…). Could you then be addicted to a feeling as well, or perhaps an 

object? 

 Are we addicted to smartphones? If so, what aspects of their design are addictive or 

detrimental? How could we design it without any addictive component, solely as a support for 

their functions?  

Or is it maybe that they have become an extension of our physical and psychological self? 

Are we in a symbiotic relationship with our smartphone? Does this relationship make us 

cyborgs? 

Are we aware of how much time we are actually wasting on them? Are we taking our time 

for granted? Are we withdrawing from our own life? 

What is it that makes us run towards our phone for comfort? What are the subjacent 

issues that lead to phone overuse? 

And lastly, how do we regain control? How might design prevent addiction and 

compulsion? And who has to take responsibility? 

These are the questions I will try to answer in the following pages, both from the research 

perspective and from my own introspection and reflection as someone in the last generation 

that remembers flip phones. 
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Figure 1. Fifteen-year-old me at a family dinner. 
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Part I: A Toxic Relationship 
 

‘And it’s not your fault; it’s me. I don’t think you’re good for me. Not even made for 
me… We are so different. I don’t know if you’re inherently evil or I just can’t get enough 
of you. And if I don’t know how to have you in my life without you taking over, maybe 
I have to go cold turkey. I know you made me very happy at the start, and there was 
novelty and the first touchscreen, and I no longer needed my iPod because you did 
everything. But… I don’t remember who I was before. I think I have been missing out. 
God, I’m spending around 6 hours a day with you! I’m not saying it is goodbye 
forever, but I’m afraid I can’t keep going… At least until you change.’ 
 

Break up note to my smartphone 
 

 

I have owned a smartphone since I am 15 years old (See  

Figure 1). Before that, I had three other phones, but I never connected them to the internet 

– except for when I accidently clicked on the Internet icon and had a mini-heart attack trying 

to close it before my parents had to pay a ridiculous bill. Surfing the web was something 

reserved to computers. 

 

I have been going to bed with an iPhone (4, 4s, 6s and XR) for the past 9 years of my life. 

I still remember when it came into my life: a marvellous device, the most precious and 

expensive piece of tech I had owned. It was like magic. And though I spend most of that first 

year merely using apps that either emulated a lighter or a beer you could pretend to chug, I 

moved from barely playing with the phone’s accelerator to need this device to exist, to survive, 

to feel safe and whole. I currently spend around 6 hours a day using it (See Figure 2) which is 

almost the same time I allocate to sleep – a vital function.  
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Figure 2. My phone use during the pandemic. 

 

 

It’s a quite distressing affirmation; nevertheless, it is true. It is the last thing I look at before 

bed, it is the first thing I look at in the morning. It makes me laugh, it lets me call my mom, 

facetime my brother, rant a little on twitter, find my way to the restaurant, after helping me 

make the reservation, it answers my questions, tells me the weather, reminds me of things, 

and plays music for me. I do not want to say any more clichés like “I could not live without it” 

because I studied a science bachelor and I would be lying - I basically need water and some 

food to function – however, I have been in my longest relationship with it, and I hadn’t even 

noticed. 
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There are other objects I have used for even longer, like the TV, or my toothbrush, or a 

computer. But none of them lived outside my house. None came into my life when already 

grown up, as something novel that I had to learn how to use, something I had never seen 

before, or even imagined, or wanted. Someone created it, and all of us adopted it. An entire 

era, gradually every generation, welcomed what would become our new normality.  

 

I have recently started to feel uncomfortable about this relationship. I feel like I want to see 

what else is out there, see the world, meet others… I feel like I need to see who I am without it. 

I need to reach out to the person I was before it altered my brain chemistry, my behaviour, my 

thought process, my perceptions, my sight and my ergonomics.  
 

 
Figure 3. Modern love (Mariona Ruiz-Peris, 2020). 

 

It’s kind of hard, because in an utterly individualistic world it feels like the only anchor I have 

had when moving countries three times, going through relationships, finishing school and 

university, starting to work… It has been quite a constant element, a familiar retreat and 

distraction space where I can focus on a thousand things contained in a small screen. The first 

thing I pick up when I feel some sort of discomfort, or loneliness. However, it has the power of 

making me feel even lonelier.  
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Everyone seems to be aware of the obsessive relationship humans have developed with 

smartphones: we spend a lot of our time using them (See Figure 3). Many authors have written 

about it; however, I still feel like the message is not being taken seriously, or the gravity of the 

situation understood.  

 

Andrew Sullivan wrote one of the eye-opening articles on the topic in 2016. In ‘I used to 

be a human being’2, Sullivan described his 15-year-long addiction to the internet, as he found 

himself perpetually entwined in what he calls the ‘stream of internet consciousness’. As a 

professional blogger, he was used to the duty of constant updating, and well accustomed to 

the joy of feedback. He was himself an early adopter of the phone, which, he goes on to 

explain, made ‘virtual living ubiquitous for the general public’. 

 

Another famous spokesperson on smartphone and social media addiction is Cal Newport, 

whose thesis is that modern digital life is defined by exhaustion, and that ‘digital minimalism’ is 

the way to escape the claws of these technologies – backed by ‘the addictiveness of their 

design and the strength of the cultural pressures supporting them - to embrace a life were we 

decide how we spend our time. 

 

All these modern prophets might be seen, sadly, as paranoids. The sceptical listener 

might fall into the false premise that, if they were that bad, someone would have regulated 

them by now. Nevertheless, as we will see, the novelty of these devices is a key factor to 

consider. It is very important as well to choose the appropriate tone to convey the message, 

which will easily be ignored if too dramatic or cause anger if too paternalistic. It has to appeal 

to the general public.  
 
The Concept of Addiction 
 

Addiction is associated, throughout the literature and the social imaginary, to drug 

abuse. The term is defined as ‘a compulsive, chronic, physiological or psychological need for 
 

 
2 Andrew Sullivan, ‘I Used to Be a Human Being’, New York Magazine, (19 September 2016) 

<https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2016/09/andrew-sullivan-my-distraction-sickness-and-
yours.html> [accessed 28 May 2020] 
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a habit-forming substance, behaviour, or activity having harmful physical, psychological, or 

social effects […]’ or, in other words, ‘a strong inclination to do, use, or indulge in something 

repeatedly’3. There is an interesting assumption made here, that lies in the fact that most 

definitions of addiction directly appeal to narcotics as the perpetrators of such syndrome or 

disease, and if we refer to the definition of narcotic it is ‘an addictive drug affecting mood or 

behaviour, especially an illegal one’4. 

 

The word narcotic comes from the Greek narkōtikos, which means ‘making stiff or 

numb’, and is derived from narkoun, ‘to benumb, make unconscious’. The root is narkē: 

‘numbness, deadness, stupor, cramp’5 . Could we potentially include certain activities into the 

scope of narcotic then? What about all the behavioural conducts and activities that aim at 

numbing our feelings and thoughts as well, and maybe do so in a non-quantifiable, 

straightforward chemical basis? I believe there are other things altering our consciousness, 

preventing us to confront our reality with full attention, perception, and engagement, flooding 

us with confusion and disconnecting us from the world: for example, technology. And this 

could be defined as our modern narcotics, which numb us through screens, scrolling, 

tapping... in what seems an innocuous way of killing time.  

 

Many drugs through history started off as medicine, only to move to an illicit use for 

recreational purposes. Other drugs were designed. There are also drugs which are widely 

accepted in our lifestyles, such as alcohol, tobacco and caffeine, and though none of them are 

inherently evil it is their abuse that can have an impact in our wellbeing, from our health to our 

personal finances. Drugs were originally located in different parts of the world, only to end up 

being distributed throughout the world thanks to global commerce. This led to people 

everywhere in the world to progressively gain access to more and more potent ways of altering 

their consciousness6. If drugs eventually escaped their initial medical application as soon as 
 

 
3 ‘Addiction’, n.d. In Merriam-Webster.com dictionary, <https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/addiction> [accessed 2 April 2020] 
4 ‘Narcotic’, n.d. In Lexico.com dictionary, <https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/narcotic> 

[accessed 2 April 2020] 
5 ‘Narcotic’, etymology, <https://www.etymnline.com/word/narcotic> [accessed 2 April 2020] 
6 Courtwright, David. T. Forces of habit: drugs and the making of the modern world. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). 
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people acknowledge their pleasurable nature and interesting effects, it comes as no surprise 

that other forms of consciousness altering with initially very different purposes would end up 

being misused for the sake of our insatiable thirst for stimulation. 

 

Behavioural (non-chemical) addictions started to be included in the study and definition 

of addiction around in the 1990s, with brief intrusions in the scientific literature that pondered 

if they should hold the same status as their chemical counterparts. Arising from a variety of 

external triggers, there is plenty of repetitive behaviours that can be regarded as addictive 

syndromes and could benefit from therapy and prevention strategies as well7. 

 

Acknowledging their importance next to chemical substances would have direct 

implications in the development of such strategies, and that is why their categorization as 

impulse control disorders is crucial8. 

 

This might seem like an exaggeration, but data reveals the truth about this particular 

repetitive behaviour: in a 2019 survey9, Americans were found to check their phones 96 times 

per day – roughly every 10 minutes. This represents a 20% increase since a 2017 similar 

survey conducted by the same company. The age group with the highest phone-checking 

score is 18 to 24 year old Americans; at the same time, they are the group that is most 

conscious of their overuse and thus those more keen on reducing their use time. 

 

Cell-phone addiction can be studied as any other addiction, such as that of a substance, 

and its parameters compared (See Figure 4). Many variables account for the development of 

a smartphone addiction. Prevalence is higher in young people, mainly females, and is heavily 

dependent on personality factors (extraversion, neuroticism, self-esteem, impulsivity, self-
 

 
7 Isaac Marks, ‘Behavioural (non-chemical) addictions’, British Journal, 85 (November 1990), pp. 

1389–1394. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.1990.tb01618.x [accessed 4 May 2020] 
8 Marc N. Potenza, ‘Should addictive disorders include non-substance-related conditions?’ 

Addiction, 101(SUPPL. 1) (August 2006), pp. 142–151. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-
0443.2006.01591.x [accessed 4 May 2020] 

9 Asurion, ‘Americans check their phones 96 times per day’, 
<https://www.asurion.com/about/press-releases/americans-check-their-phones-96-times-
a-day/ > [accessed 23 June 2020] 
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identity and self-image). Consequences primarily include sleep disturbance, anxiety and 

stress amongst others10. Some suggest it can even cause ADHD-symptoms in adults11. 

 

 
Figure 4. Symptomatology of compulsive smartphone users vs substance users (De-Sola, Fonseca 

& Rubio, 2016)12. 

 

Media and Art Representation 
 

Like any relationship to be either praised or criticized, at least some sort of 

broadcasting is expected. Our constant connection with the smartphone has become the new 

normality, to the point that songs no longer say ‘I just called to say I love you’ like Stevie sang 

us; instead we can see smartphones incursion into pop (culture) in ‘I can’t keep checking my 

phone’ by Unknown Mortal Orchestra (See Figure 5) or “Everyday Robots” by Damon Albarn. 
 

 
10 José De-Sola Gutiérrez et al., ‘Cell-Phone Addiction: A Review’, Frontiers in psychiatry, 7:175 

(October 2016), pp. 1-11. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2016.00175 [accessed 23 June 
2020] 

11 Kostadin Kushlev et al., ‘”Silence Your Phone”s: Smartphone Notifications Increase Inattention and 
Hyperactivity Symptoms’, Association for Computing Machinery, CHI’16 conference (May 
2016), https://doi.org/10.1145/2858036.2858359 [accessed 23 June 2020] 

12 José De-Sola Gutiérrez et al., ‘Cell-Phone Addiction: A Review’, Frontiers in psychiatry, 7:175 
(October 2016), p. 3. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2016.00175 [accessed 23 June 2020] 
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These artists amongst others are trying to voice the very common, shameful concern that we 

are actually dominated by our device.  
 

        
Figure 5. Lyrics of 'Can't keep checking my phone'13 by Unknown Mortal Orchestra, as seen on my 

phone (Mariona Ruiz-Peris, 2020). 

 

Some painters have included phones in their pieces, in a way that is both disturbing yet 

extremely organic (See Figure 6). Others have taken a more ironic, provocative approach (See 

Figure 7). Furthermore, many TV shows overlay pieces of smartphone-based conversation on 

their scenes, where the character is texting, so we can experience the situation as it would 

happen naturally (See Figure 8). This representation is interesting in that it conveys the sense 

of omnipresence that is inherently coupled to phone use. 

 

 
 
13 Genius, ‘Can’t Keep Checking my Phone Lyrics’, <https://genius.com/Unknown-mortal-orchestra-

cant-keep-checking-my-phone-lyrics> [accessed 4 July 2020] 
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Figure 6. 'Before Sleep' (Tony Toscani, 2018).14 

 
 

 
 
14 Tony Toscani, ‘Before Sleep’, <https://tonytoscani.com/paintings/#jp-carousel-998> [accessed 2 

July 2020] 
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Figure 7. Untitled (Joan Cornellà, 2020).15 

 
 
15 Joan Cornellà: (No caption), (@sirjoancornella, Instagram, 4 May 2020) 

<https://www.instagram.com/p/B_xSvY-Ho9Y/ > [accessed 4 May 2020] 
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Figure 8. Sequence in 'Drama' (Dani Amor, 2020)16 

 

 

 
 
16 RTVE Playz, ‘Drama’, <https://www.rtve.es/playz/drama/> [accessed 2 July 2020] 
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However, it seems often underrepresented. As much as phones are more and more 

often being portrayed in common situations on the media, we are still far from portraying it in a 

way that shows the disconnection from our surroundings. Most broadcasting keeps a fake 

reality being streamed; one where the phones don’t cause interruptions. Watching the news 

feels like an anachronic snippet of the past, whereas a more accurate representation of 

modern days would have the reporters peeking at their phone while it is their co-host’s turn to 

speak. It would represent how we have to keep ourselves occupied every second, even when 

this breaks our attention from the activity we’re carrying out. 

 

Underrepresentation is dangerous because it omits a reality that is more serious than 

we think.  

 

Though at first this overlaid texts on the screen feel somehow dystopian and even 

slightly distressing, I see an opportunity to not only connect with the reality of the audience but 

to put a mirror in front of them where they can see how unnatural, unhealthy and isolating some 

of these behaviours are. How, from the outside, it just looks like we are permanent teenagers 

who curl up in their metaphorical bed, shut their metaphorical door and cut any 

communication with their metaphorical house and family, to be left alone, not with their 

thoughts, but with a confusing mixed-media stimuli of lights, sound, text and vibration, that will 

help them bury and neglect the rising tide of feelings that would drown them (See Part II, 

Emotionally Unavailable). 

 

The Novelty 
 

Despite its widely extended use and our familiarity with it, we have to remember it has 

been here for barely a decade, with the iPhone being introduced in 200717. What this implies 

is that there has not been enough time to accommodate to its implications, mostly because 

even their creators were not aware of the impact it would have, nor time to observe the 

consequences of its introduction in society.  
 

 
 
17 Cal Newport, Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World (USA, 

Portfolio/Penguin, 2019), p.3. 
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What might be even scarier is the fact that, since their introduction, they have been 

adopted, making us dependent on them since they arrived: while in 2011 only a third of 

Americans owned a phone, that figure has come to 81% in 2020, with half of them claiming 

they could not live without one18.  

 

To finish this chapter, let us remember that in every toxic relationship there are two actors 

involved. In this case, this is a tech-human relationship between the device and the human. 

Both of them exist in the physical world, through their body or embodiment, but also have a 

brain, or software, that is contained in the first. The next two chapters talk about the duality, 

not treating them as separate members of the relationship, but considering their two bonding 

points: the software, and the hardware. 
 

  
 

 
18 Pew Research Center, ‘Mobile Fact Sheet’, <https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-

sheet/mobile/> [accessed 23 June 2020] 
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I’m too much in my head 
Or too much in my pone 
Or maybe it’s the same… 
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Part II: The Software  

Interruption, incoherence, surprise are the ordinary conditions of our life. They have 
even become real needs for many people, whose minds are no longer fed by 

anything but sudden changes and constantly renewed stimuli. We can no longer 
bear anything that lasts. We no longer know how to make boredom bear fruit. 

So the whole question comes down to this: can the human mind master what the 
human mind has made? 

Paul Valéry 

 
In the intangible realm of thought, we can talk about the fusion of two streams of 

consciousness: our brain’s inner monologue and, as Andrew Sullivan calls it, ‘the stream of 

internet consciousness’ 19 . These two fluids will blend and dissolve into each other, to 

eventually separate again, not without leaving at least the human counterpart confused and 

bewildered. 

 

Marshall McLuhan states in his book Understanding media: the extensions of man, 

that ‘the medium is the message’ 20 . The electronic era has introduced a new (active) 

environment for almost every activity: ‘we are aware only of the “content” or the old 

environment’21 of a given machine. For example, the content of TV is the movie, and TV is the 

imperceptible environment.  

 

If the smartphone is the environment, what is its content? Its content is infinite. It ranges 

from movie to health data, from game to picture, from letter to voice. The experience is integral; 

what this new environment contains in such a small dimension is overwhelming. Such as the 

TV, this is an environment of low visual orientation and high involvement. Furthermore, I would 

add that it is an environment of unbearable flow. The rate at which the flow of information 

emanates from the screen is unproportionate to the little mental interaction it requires and is 
 

 
19 Andrew Sullivan, ‘I Used to Be a Human Being’, New York Magazine, (19 September 2016) 

https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2016/09/andrew-sullivan-my-distraction-sickness-and-
yours.html [accessed 28 May 2020] 

20 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man 
(Berkeley; CA: Ginko Press, 2013), p.7. 

21 Ibid.  
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therefore impossible to handle at the speed at which we function, leaving us mentally 

exhausted. 

 

Our software does not match the speed of the smartphone’s. 

 

As McLuhan claims, ‘there is a never-explained numbness that each extension brings 

about in the individual and society’22. 

 

 If there is an addiction to the phone, there is an abuse. There is a binge-consumption 

that turns the apparently enabling-device into a distraction, or worse, an obsession. But what 

triggers us to overuse this technology?   
 
Addictive by Design  
 

Addiction is associated to a particular neurotransmitter and its system in the brain: that 

is dopamine, and the dopamine pathways. Dopamine is an organic compound that acts both 

as hormone and a neurotransmitter. It is popularly known to be the molecule of happiness and 

pleasure. But what this compound is at large responsible for is reward-motivated behaviour. It 

is the key actuator in dopaminergic pathways: it is both related with motivational and motor 

functions. This is the same pathway that will be altered in pathologies like ADHD23.  

 

One of the most important theories in the neuroscience behind drug craving states that 

addictive drugs enhance the transmission of dopamine, alter the perception of events 

associated to the activation of the system making them more attractive and wanted, and finally 

that continuous exposure to these stimuli might hypersensitize the pathway in some 

individuals, making them go from wanting drug to excessively craving it24 . The common 

pathways in reward circuitry that affect memory and learning, motivation, control, and decision 
 

 
22 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man 
(Berkeley; CA: Ginko Press, 2013), p.45. 
23 Nora D. Volkow et al., ‘Motivation Deficit in ADHD is Associated with Dysfunction of the Dopamine 

Reward Pathway’, Mol Psychiatry, 16(11) (September 2011), pp. 1147–1154. 
https://doi.org/10.1038/mp.2010.97.Motivation [accessed 4 May 2020] 

24 Terry. E. Robinson & Kent C. Berridge,’The neural basis of drug craving: An incentive-sensitization 
theory of addiction’, Brain Research Reviews, 18(3) (September 1993), pp. 247–291. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0165-0173(93)90013-P [accessed 2 May 2020] 
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making are also involved in the addictive process: it is this understanding of the whole context 

that leads to novel approaches for treatment (e.g. mindfulness, therapy, pharmacology…)25. 

 

User interfaces are designed to stimulate this dopamine-reward circuitry. Facebook’s 

former Vice President of User Growth Chamath Palihapitiya admitted to the implementation of  

‘short-term, dopamine-driven feedback loops’, loops that are very similar in their nature to 

how slot machines and cocaine keep us hooked, as Trevor Haynes points out in his article on 

the relationship between dopamine and smartphones26. In it, Hanes states that there is nothing 

inherently addictive in the device, but rather that we become addicted because of the hyper-

social environments they provide.  

 

But what implication does this have with regards to the phone? There are three particular 

dopamine pathways that are affected in people suffering from addiction. Reward pathways 

are reinforced by stimuli and behaviours that cause dopamine release. This applies to 

consuming a drug (e.g., a hit of cocaine) and to a lesser degree of intensity, rewarding social 

stimuli (e.g., a message from a love one, a positive feedback to our post…). 

 

Using this knowledge to one’s advantage for the sake of profit would seem highly 

unethical. However, this is the principle slot machines are based on, as Tristan Harris, former 

Silicon Valley start-up founder, ex-product manager at Google and co-founder of the Center 

for Humane Technology, confessed in a 2017 60-minutes interview27. The anticipation to the 

outcome in a slot machine keeps our dopamine neurons firing stimuli, which results in higher 

engagement because we want to perpetuate that good feeling that comes with the possibility 

of a good outcome. In most cases, the disappointment of not winning anything will eventually 

set you free from spending all your money.  
 

 
25 Daniel H. Angres & KathyBettinardi-Angres, ‘The Disease of Addiction: Origins, Treatment, and 

Recovery’, Disease-a-Month, 54(10) (October 2008), pp. 696–721. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.disamonth.2008.07.002 [accessed 2 May 2020] 

26 Trevor Haynes & Rebecca Clements, ‘Dopamine, Smartphones & You: A battle for your time’, 
Science in the News, Harvard Blog, (May 2018). Retrieved from 
http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2018/dopamine-smartphones-battle-time/ [accessed 3 May 
2020] 

2760 Minutes ‘Brain Hacking’, online video recording, YouTube, 10 January 2018, 
< https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awAMTQZmvPE > [accessed 20 June 2020]  
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Phone companies like Telefonica and Vodafone have also been researching ways in 

which they can get information through more effectively. They have tried to figure out the most 

appropriate moments to bomb us with advertisements by tracking user’s phone use and 

assessing opportunities for user engagement by applying machine learning 28. Even boredom 

has been studied from the perspective of the smartphone use, and the findings reveal some 

interesting facts29.  

 

In 2005 the WHO’s Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, which implemented, 

amongst other initiatives, the standardized labelling of cigarette packs, entered into force 

globally30. Hopefully, soon we might see a similar consensus in the field of technology (See 

Figure 9).   

 

 
 
28 Martin Pielot et al., ‘Beyond Interruptibility: Predicting Opportune Moments to Engage Mobile 

Phone Users’, Proceedings of the ACM on Interactive, Mobile, Wearable and Ubiquitous 
Technologies, 1(3) (September 2017), pp. 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1145/3130956 [accessed 
4 May 2020] 

29 Martin Pielot et al., ‘When attention is not scarce-detecting boredom from mobile phone usage’, 
UbiComp 2015 - Proceedings of the 2015 ACM International Joint Conference on Pervasive 
and Ubiquitous Computing (September 2015), pp. 825–836. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/2750858.2804252 [accessed 4 May 2020] 

30  WHO, ‘WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control’, 
<https://www.who.int/fctc/text_download/en/ > [accessed 20 June 2020] 
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Figure 9. Smartphone with warning label (Ji Lee, 2019).31 

 

 
 
Emotionally Unavailable 
 

Some of the key triggers of smartphone use are boredom (See Figure 10), impatience 

and an automated urge to be productive at every second of no stimuli. Nonetheless our own 

particular software, or brain wiring, is a key factor in this addictive relationship.   
 

 
31 Ji Lee: ‘Maybe we should add these to the mobile phones too? #smartphoneaddiction’ 

(@PleaseEnjoy, Twitter, 19 September 2019). < 
https://twitter.com/PleaseEnjoy/status/1174715117247848448> [accessed 5 July 2020] 
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Figure 10. Screenshot of ‘What is Boredom’ (Mariona Ruiz-Peris, 2020) 

 
 

Smartphones, as any compulsive avoidance behaviour, prevent people from 

confronting their emotions. Just as some binge-eating behaviours, caused by anxiety for 

example, and characterized by the lack of control and the overconsumption of food, we binge-

scroll in a hopeless attempt to mitigate these feelings of distress. Self-avoidance prevents us 

from facing duties and engage in endless procrastination, it makes us neglect feelings of 

loneliness… We seem to be emotionally unavailable to ourselves. And one discomfort leads to 

another; from reaching out for the phone when feeling uneasy to feeling anxious if we don’t 

have it with us. And all of this from a very young age: between 10 and 30 per cent of children 

are said to be using smartphones and other devices in a way that causes them immense 

discomfort when they don’t have it around them32. 
 

 
 
32 Samantha Sohn et al., ‘Prevalence of problematic smartphone usage and associated mental health 

outcomes amongst children and young people: A systematic review, meta-analysis and GRADE 
of the evidence’, BMC Psychiatry, 19(1) (November 2019), pp. 1–10. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-019-2393-z [accessed 6 July 2020] 
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Foggy Brain, Dimming Reality 
 

Just as much as we do not give time for us to accommodate to each immediate new 

task, activity or function, ideas don’t have time to solidify. We do not have time to let things 

sediment and be understood. We are constantly dizzy, and our cluttered minds cannot 

process neither the external stimuli nor our own stream of consciousness. The two flows 

collide and dilute and swirl in front of our eyes, with our mind unable to process nor respond to 

it. The mere presence of our smartphone has been proved to significantly reduce our available 

cognitive capacity33 

 

I believe the use of the phone immediately changes how we perceive life. It makes it 

feel lighter. You do not have to confront it fully with all your senses and perception, because 

your attention already split, and this makes life lighter to bear. And so, the phone reduces the 

urgency to live. 

 

Humour in the form of memes (See Figure 11) is always a good representative of what 

our generation is feeling: it seems like phones provide us with the perfect comfort zone, which 

we struggle to escape. This is a problem in that, as we keep on being dragged by its vortex, 

and spend less and less time doing those things that fulfil us or get us closer to our goals.  

 
 

 
 
33 Adrian F. Ward, Kristen Duke, Ayelet Gneezy & Maarten W. Bos, ‘Brain Drain: The Mere Presence 

of One’s Own Smartphone Reduces Available Cognitive Capacity’, Journal of the Association 
for Consumer Research, 2(2) (April 2017), pp. 140–154. https://doi.org/10.1086/691462 
[accessed 6 June 2020] 
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Figure 11. Meme about procrastination and phone addiction (FemBible, 2020).34 

 
When the brain is exposed to a sustained stimuli, it grows accustomed to it and so it 

starts ignoring it: for example, after hearing a constant noise for a certain time, our brain will 

‘lower its volume’, and we will not hear it anymore, as we have labelled it as irrelevant and 

stopped processing it. As our field of view and interaction is constant throughout time, and 

becomes so familiar and immutable, our brains have become so used to what we feed them 

that they shut off. This interaction becomes our comfort zone and absorbs us, making 

everything but us disappear.  

 

Not only we disconnect from our surroundings, but we also constantly interrupt our 

workflow and our thought process. These constant interruptions make it very hard to work 

efficiently, make our own inner monologue extend over time and leave us mentally drained. If 

we need to take a break from work/reality/thinking so often, we get stuck in a state in which 

we move a lot – in place - but have no direction. We become an impatient static chaos that 

gets frustrated by the natural human-speed at which we learn and evolve. We become 

discrete information collectors, containers and classifiers, rather than intricate, profound, 

beautifully complex slow discourses of imperfect, continuous experience. 
 

 
34 FemBible: (No caption) (@fembible, Instagram, 24 June 2020) 

<https://www.instagram.com/p/CB0B78NgaaRCIcCUu-tStSwq2PcPZ31HMkCYTE0/> 
[accessed 24 June 2020] 
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Social Media 
 

As St. Vincent sings to us in ‘Digital Witness’, 

 
Digital witnesses, what’s the point of even sleeping? 
If I can’t show it, if you can’t see me 
What’s the point of doing anything? 
What’s the point of even sleeping? 

 

We feel compelled to use the phone under the false premise that it is acting as an ally in 

the pursuit of a career, the establishment of our identity or the depth of our relationships, when 

it is merely yet another outlet through which we can channel our narcissism. But we still fall 

under the fallacy of the so-called ‘exposure’. It is yet another proof of our society of ‘the self’. 

Narcissism has flooded and corrupted our activities and the way in which we use and consume 

technology (See Figure 12). It is all tainted by the thought of creating a persona. We are living 

under constant examination, under a lens that we have set ourselves. And thus, our life, our 

personality, our spontaneity, are restricted by the media-created, further self-set, 

expectations. 
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Figure 12. Twenty-three-year-old me trying to take a good selfie. 
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All of this imposed choreography prevents from owning our own lives, thoughts, poses, 

mundane realities, uneventful routines. All of this adds onto the pressure that does not let us 

live, as Michel Montaigne describes in his Essays, the bravest of all lives:  

 

Rebuking, laughing, buying, selling, loving, hating and living together gently and 
justly with your household - and with yourself – not getting slack nor belying 
yourself, is something more remarkable, more rare and more difficult35. 
 

So, it is our duty to overcome the numbing, exit the comfort zone, face our problems, quit 

multitasking and regain our attention. To quote Sullivan, ‘every hour [I] spent online was not 

spent in the physical world36’. 

 

Brain Extension 
 

Many things are demanding our attention in the smartphone. With each element of 

potential distraction comes a further fractioning of attention37. Once shattered into a thousand 

fragments, the attention span we can give to each piece is significantly substantially short. If 

we couple this to a poor criterion for allocating priority, we have created the ultimate self-

sabotage combo. Sullivan labels ours as an era of mass distraction38.  I would further extend 

his words to define what we could call ‘liquid attention’. In Liquid Modernity, Zygmunt Bauman 

defines the unstoppable flow, which bears spots of hardening crust in a stream of lava– 

identities. As soon as they become, they melt again, without having had time to cool and set – 

to be39. This is what is happening to our thoughts, as well as to our processing of reality. Before 

we can comprehend it and be in the experience, it dissolves. 

 
 

 
35 Michel Montaige, Charles Cotton and William C. Hazlitt, The Essays of Montaigne. (London, UK: 

Reeves and Turner, 1877). 
36 Andrew Sullivan, ‘I Used to Be a Human Being’, New York Magazine, (19 September 2016) 

https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2016/09/andrew-sullivan-my-distraction-sickness-and-
yours.html [accessed 28 May 2020] 

37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2000), p.83. 
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Speech is an exteriorization of thoughts. If all media are extensions of man 

themselves40, which enable and enhance us, then the phone is a device that physicalizes our 

thinking. By scrolling frantically, opening ten tabs on an internet browser, saving a meme, 

returning to the previous app we were on, texting a relative, switching to the next app, sending 

the mem to our friend before we forget, setting an alarm for tomorrow… We are externalizing 

our own mental disfunction into a digital platform. The consulting firm McKinsey uses a game 

developed by Imbellus41 to assess candidates, which tracks the player’s mouse movements, 

wandering through the screen and timestamps amongst other factors. By analysing these 

telemetry data, they can have an estimate of cognitive abilities they seek in applicants, such 

as critical thinking, decision making or metacognition. This means we are, indeed, mirroring 

our cognitive abilities in the software we use. But the way in which this transmission happens 

is through our motions onto the surface of a screen. So, let us discuss hardware. 
 
  

 
 
40 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man 

(Berkeley; CA: Ginko Press, 2013), p.7. 
41 Rebecca Kantar et al., ‘Constructing cognitive profiles for simulation-based hiring assessments’, 

Proceedings of the 11th International Conference on Educational Data Mining, EDM 2018 
(2018), pp. 2-3. 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/c972/af1cf0be499d740e92cacb3a17b6e44c36ff.pdf 
[accessed 6 July 2020] 
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Now boundaries are blurred, as I crawl into my bed and swipe from a movie to 
work to social life without moving my body an inch, without having time to 
change my mindset, constantly flowing from one activity to the other; like my 
attention is liquid. And it leaks through my fingers. And there’s no way to retain it.  
 
Same with all this information. 
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Part III: The Hardware 

Although I spent hours each day, alone and silent, attached to a laptop, it felt as if I 
were in a constant cacophonous crowd of words and images, sounds and ideas, 

emotions and tirades — a wind tunnel of deafening, deadening noise. 

Andrew Sullivan  

In the tangible realm, the seizing of the device by the human, the touching, the pressing 

of the button leading to switching on or unlocking, establishes communication. We then speak 

through our phones with our hands for mouths (See Figure 13). Through physical touch and 

sight, the two entities become one, a married unit of co-functioning.  
 

 
 

Figure 13. 'Fifteen Pairs of Mouths' (Esmeralda Kosmatopoulos, 2016). 

 

The physicality of the smartphone is what enables a Human Computer Interaction, or in 

this case, a Human Smartphone Interaction or HIS. Notice how we are indeed pointing out the 

necessary elevation of the smartphone to the level the computer occupies in our language and 

collective imagery.  
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A Phone is a Phone 
 

A phone is a phone. A phone is not a computer. A computer is a computer, a camera 

is a camera and a calculator is, well, a calculator. A smartphone, however, is not a phone. 

 

A smartphone is a computer, a camera, a calculator, a flashlight, an alarm clock, a note 

block, a TV, a GPS, an MP3 player, a book... And a phone. 

 

It does not surprise me that our society would use the opportunity to create what is the 

highest manifestation of consumerism in a device and praise it. By adding as many functions 

as we can to it, we create a ‘swiss-army-knife-like’ portable computer to what initially was 

merely a smaller, portable home telephone. What baffles me how we do not consider the 

implications of this. 

 

By embedding all these functions in a single machine, we are removing the separation 

and boundaries between these objects: both physically and, thus, interaction-wise. We then 

live in a perpetuate, continuum of functionality, where we do not have the time to process what 

we are doing as we switch from reading the newspaper to taking a picture. 

 

Though much slower, the old ways would have granted us with some sort of 

ceremonial motions, rituals, and enough time to focus on the activity we were carrying out, as 

well as the ability to clearly separate in our mind different tasks. Technological advances have 

introduced immediacy, practicality and quasi-universal access to gadgets; but since they 

allow multifunctionality, they promote multitasking, and thus the feelings of being 

overwhelmed that come with it. We also miss out on all the tactile nuances of each distinct 

object – from the camera to the flashlight – we do not experience their unique particular 

handlings, the relationships we establish with them, how we learn how they work or the tricks 

to fix them when they fail… We miss out on physical experiences: those with other objects. 

Objects which, in most cases, have a manual basis. 

 

“I am now reading the newspaper. I will now take a picture.” As opposed to a half-

second, shorter than the blink of an eye, transition from one to the next. 
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Imagine the first one as peacefully driving your Fiat Cinquecento along some 

Mediterranean coast, calmly turning at each intersection and enjoying the ride. Now imagine 

yourself driving a Lamborghini at 300kmph on the same road, having to sort all obstacles and 

directions while being pushed back by the speed of the car and unable to discern everything 

passing you by and unaware of how you are sorting the ride out.   

 

In the first case, you are in control of the machine, and not the other way around. But 

the second case reflects a bit more the information overload that the smartphone causes in 

terms of function to our brains. If the time we give to it to adapt to a new situation or activity is 

shorter than the time we have to process it, we are left dazed and confused.  

 

This swiss-army-knife paradigm has reduced all of our wide range of interaction 

motions to highly specific, finger-focused gestures. By making motion more and more 

convenient, more and more distilled, and narrowing it down to the domain of the hand, it is 

prostrating us to a life of atrophy.  

 

Overall it seems like the only purpose of embedding all of these tools is not making our 

lives easier, but rather it is just another beautiful manifestation of consumerism – in this case, 

overconsumption of functions – and creating a need that isn’t there: the need for a swiss-

army-knife-like phone. 
 
 
Physical Implications 
 

The use of a machine implies a specific physical interaction. In the case of a smartphone, 

the motions can be divided in those done in relation to the entire device, those related to the 

buttons, and those related to the screen. 

 

• Screen motions - scrolling, tapping, sliding, holding down and releasing, swiping, 

typing, zooming, selecting. 

• Button interactions - pressing, clicking. 

• Device interactions - turning it, placing or holding it, carrying it, storing it. 
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Inevitably, the aforementioned multifunctionality of the phone’s functions implies a 

reduction in dimensions of the necessary motions’ space.  

 

In a more generic sense, the portability of the phone has enabled usage during walk, in 

contrast to a computer. Furthermore, we often need to establish visual contact with the 

smartphone, as its use is heavily screen dependent. Even a call, nowadays, might be 

substituted with a videocall. Therefore, we need to hold the device at an appropriate height for 

it to be in sight. However, phones are designed to be handheld. The ultimate consequence of 

this is the very straightforward consequence of neck inclination (See Figure 14), leaving our 

field of vision severely disrupted as well. 

 

 
Figure 14. Neck inclination and consequent tension.42 

Another evolution of the smartphone use posture is operating the device single-

handedly. Since hardware and software go hand by hand, this has implied for example the 

introduction of tools such as a side-displaced option in the keyboard. This also yields that we 

are often doing several things at the same time: we might be holding something on the other 
 

 
42 Lindsey Bever, ‘”Text Neck” wrecking your spine’, <https://legacymedsearch.com/text-neck-
wrecking-you-spine/> [accessed 30 March 2020] 
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hand – holding someone’s hand, a bag, our dog, the tube’s handle… Making us be partly 

present in both activities, and thus mindful of neither. 

 

As discussed in Part II, if we take the smartphone as yet another extension of ourselves, 

we can see how in this case it inevitably will reduce our range of motion, reducing us to a 

plugged blob sitting on a couch or lying in bed. And why is that? 

 

The range of activities you can do from your device without any other motion than that 

of your hand is so broad it can provide hours of entertainment, of expressing yourself, of feeling 

emotive, of having meaningful conversations with loved ones, of learning, speaking, 

communicating, reading… All of it, literally, with the palm of your hand, and some finger motion. 

If you didn’t need your hand, you might as well be strapped to a chair, with the phone facing 

you, and if granted the ability to control it using your mind, that would be about it. No motion 

required to have your mind flying free for hours. You might as well have your eyes closed and 

have the same experience. It is enabling you to do everything you wanted and making your 

body obsolete (See Figure 15). 

 

 
 

Figure 15. Humans in a dystopian future (Wall-E by Andrew Stanton, 2008).43 

  

 
 
43 Wall-E, dir: Andrew Stanton, 2008. 
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Part IV: The Cyborg 
 

Everyday robots just touch thumbs. 
 

Damon Albarn 
 

The phone is an extension of ourselves. We have the duty to acknowledge it, and to 

carry out the necessary evolution of the novelty. Not knowing the responsibility you had in your 

hands doesn’t exempt you from having to handle it. 

 

We could try to push back the phone and relegate it to a mere complement. 

 

It is far more interesting though to explore the future of our intimate relationship with 

the phone: uniting human hardware and smartphone body, human software and smartphone 

brain. If we pull out the core functions that add value to our experience, and remove the 

physicality that often blocks, in a quite literal sense, our view of the world, we can envision an 

embedded form of the phone. If we are already functioning, as discussed in Part III, as a 

married unit of co-functioning, the next step is to remove the physical interaction – the utmost 

symbiosis. The phone will have our thoughts and we will have its. 

 

One possibility is that we will reclaim our physicality and have the entirety of our body’s 

motion at our disposal. We will be over the primitive subjugation we are experiencing, where 

the device dictates our posture, our gesture, our prostration. We will regain organic 

movements, that are spoken out by our limbs out of pure instinct. 

 

Another very different path might lead us the obsolescence of our bodies. In the same 

way texting resembles oral communication more so than written language, even having non-

verbal subtleties (for example, response time), making speech unnecessary to a certain 

degree, maybe we will see the day when our body is expendable. It might come a time when 

we are mere controllers of better built machines.  
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These scenarios consider the future cyborg nature of humankind. Cyborg, a term 

coined in 196044 , short for cybernetic organism, refers to a being with both organic and 

biomechatronic parts (See Figure 16). 

 
Figure 16. My schematic representation of cyborgs through a Venn Diagram (Mariona Ruiz-Peris, 

2020) 

 

The physical focus of the definition of cyborg is dangerous in that it omits the possibility 

of a psychological hybridity as a form of being cyborg (See Figure 17). The unquantifiable 

nature of psychologic and cognitive processes, and them being inherently subjective and 

emotional, makes it hard for us to draw the line between existing as a pure human mind and 

having developed a way of co-functioning with machines. When our thought process has 

been irreversibly altered by our experience with technology, this could be seen as equivalent 

to a medical intervention where a chip is inserted on us. The intangible boundaries are hard to 

grasp, and it is very difficult to understand how bound we are to our device; we might not be 

able to understand it until we see a screen bound to our forearms.   

 
 

 
44 Manfred E. Clynes & Nathan S. Kline, ‘Cyborgs and space’, Astronautics, (September 1960), pp. 

26–27, 74–75. http://web.mit.edu/digitalapollo/Documents/Chapter1/cyborgs.pdf [accessed 
7 July 2020] 
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Figure 17. The difference between tangible and intangible transhumanism (Mariona Ruiz-Peris, 

2020). 

 

There is a link between the man and the machine. In the same way René Descartes’ 

pineal gland links body and soul45, our bridge between human and machine is in the physical 

domain – the gland our vision, our touch and our hearing, which mostly account for the 

bridging of ideas exchanged between device and individual. 

 

But maybe we will move to a state of permanent binding and instant exchange (See 

Figure 18). If all this information can be instantly accessed from our mind, there is no need for 

a device to access it. We might be able to find our way, communicate telepathically, and 

google any fact using thought. 

 
 

 
45 René Descartes, The Passions of the Soul (1649). 
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Figure 18. Evolution of the smartphone (Mariona Ruiz-Peris, 2020). 

 

Maybe we will not be able to live ‘off-line’. Maybe we will be of no use if unplugged, or 

unable to survive, as traditional learning will be obsolete, and we will be trained to find the 

required information, immediately, when needed. 

 

Our human to human communication might be altered as well; we might be heavily 

reliant on standardized communication channels, rather than real-time verbal communication. 

We will probably deal with less face to face encounters. 

 

In a less speculative vision, we might start by removing the utterly impractical need to 

handle and hold the phone. Smart glasses could be the new lenses through which we see the 

world. Rather than blocking our view, we can overlay the phone to our daily life. The aim should 

be to recover our full field of vision and recover the very human behaviour of observing our 

surroundings, which seems daunting to the current average person. 

 



Comfort Feed 46 
 

The goal in all these is still the ultimate conquest of autonomy; being ubiquitously and 

constantly connected, but hopefully hands-free and with our sight lifted up. 

 

Interaction with devices will definitely change. The aim is to take our next steps with full 

consciousness of their repercussion. It is time to not only consider the principles of what should 

be sustainable design, for example, but also to fight for the preservation of our human nature. 

We have the right to keep being animals.  
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Conclusion: The need to design ethically 
 

In the words of Harris,  

 

There is always this narrative that technology is neutral and it’s up to us to 
choose how we use it: this is just not true. It is not neutral. They want you to use 
it in particular ways and for long periods of time because that’s how they make 
their money46. 

 

It is therefore a social responsibility to enable people to live their life to the fullest. We 

need to be paternalists in this matter: technologists, designers, engineers and programmers 

have to work under a common framework that seeks the ultimate benefit of users and fights 

for the preservation of human nature. It is time to regulate technology.  

 

Seeing fellow engineers working towards the kind of manipulations previously 

discussed makes one realize how much work there is to do in bridging development of 

technologies and user wellbeing. If we do not even respect humanity, if we do not protect users 

and design empathetically, we have no future as a species. 

  

Harris’ Center for Humane Technology has a set of principles47 that aim to change the 

‘technology industry’s DNA to serve the public interest’, by focusing on ‘supporting shared 

well-being, sense making, democracy and ability to tackle complex global challenges’48. 

 

Following such example, let us define a series of principles for ethical technology 

design based on the observations made in the smartphone domain: 

 

 

 
 

 
46 60 Minutes “Brain Hacking”, online video recording, YouTube, 10 January 2018, 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awAMTQZmvPE > [accessed 20 June 2020] 
47 Humane Technology, ‘Principles of Humane Technology’, 

<https://humanetech.com/techprinciples/> [accessed 1 July 2020] 
48 Humane Technology, <https://humanetech.com/> [accessed 1 July 2020] 
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Principles for Ethical Technology Development 
 

1) Man’s physical nature and need for motion should be considered when designing 

technology. Mens sana in corpore sano49. 

2) Devices should not overtake attention or replace our focus; they should be a 

complement. They should never restrict human posture nor block broad vision.  

3) Software and Hardware should both be periodically mutable and not overly 

simplistic, to prevent brain accommodation. Stimulation is important for our 

cognition, and the establishment of set, artificial, invariable gestures might affect the 

way in which we experience reality. We have to keep the mind awake and alert. 

4) Reassess multifunction, and when not adding value, let every object have a concise 

purpose.  

5) Praise craft. Promote manual tasks, skills that require presence and focus. 

6) Understand and acknowledge the human psyque as much as the physical human. 

We have to take into account the vulnerability of our thought processes, reinforcement 

and negative impacts that a certain workflow might have after prolonged use. 

Implementation of any sort of dopamine-reward system is prohibited. 

7) Give people their comfort back. The goal is to let people gradually become 

comfortable again with actions such as observation, silence, boredom… Natural events 

that have become sources of anxiety and perceived unproductivity, but that are 

preventing us from experiencing the world in a human way. 

8) It is a social responsibility to enable people to live their lives to the fullest, without 

the detriment of their time in the physical world, providing only the tools they need, and 

not creating needs solely for profit. 
 
 

There are initiatives, both physical – phones – and digital – apps – that address the 

smartphone use problematic and aim at reducing phone use, increase real connection and 
 

 
49 (from Latin) ‘A healthy mind in a healthy body’: used to describe the importance of physical 

wellbeing for the mind. 
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redefining the relationship we have with our devices, such as Light’s Light Phone50 or Blond’s 

Offline Phone51 (See Figure 19). 

 

  
 

Figure 19. Left to right, the Light Phone (Light, 2014) and the Offline Phone (Blond, 2017). 

 
 

To finalize, I want to stress that our tech-corrupted behavior is mendable. Just as any 

muscle, repetitive behaviors can be as easily stripped away from our routines as they are 

established. It just demands time, and persistence. It is time to recalibrate the sources of our 

joy. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
50 Light, ‘Light Phone’, <https://www.thelightphone.com> [accessed 30 June 2020] 
51 Blond, ‘Offline Phone’, <https://blond.cc/project/offline-phone> [accessed 30 June 2020] 
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Appendix 
 
 
 

List of Resources 
 

Here is a compilation of resources in case you or someone you know is struggling with their 

phone use, or simply wants to try to regain some control over the time they spend on it. 

 

- Smalls steps to take: https://humanetech.com/resources/take-control/ 

- Advice and helpful apps: https://www.asurion.com/about/press-releases/americans-

dont-want-to-unplug-from-phones-while-on-vacation-despite-latest-digital-detox-

trend/ 

- Compilation of resources, awareness: https://bagby.co/blogs/digital-wellbeing-

pills/smartphone-addiction-facts-statistics-updated-2020  

- Non-profit social project: https://undigitize.me/phone-faced-down/Lior Frenkel 

- Digital Detox Camp: https://www.digitaldetox.com  

 


