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“WE SHAPE OUR
TOOLS AND
THEREAFTER OUR
TOOLS SHAPE US.”



HOW IS TECHNOLOGY MEDIATING
OUR INTERACTIONS?

Exploring interfaces between society,
the environment and technology.



“IF YOU PLAN CITIES
FOR CARS AND TRAFFIC,
YOU GET CARS AND
TRAFFIC. 
IF YOU PLAN FOR
PEOPLE AND PLACES,
YOU GET PEOPLE
AND PLACES.”

FRED KENT

Human needs are materialized by an integration of
our artifacts and technologies, our beliefs and spiritual
development and our integration with the natural
systems. However,  technologies and processes, as we
know them today, still promote the separation of these
dimensions. The challenge for the future is the
development of design processes that facilitate its
integration.



In order to better understand
this complex idea I focused at our 
(human) relation with technology, 
exploring interfaces between
society, the environment and
technology.

From the beginning of the
research it was not clear to me how 
the interaction with technology
is changing our environments.

Is it actually enhancing our
human interactions and fulfilling 
our ultimate aspirations or is it cre-
ating mere representations of such
interactions and actually isolating 
us from real interactions and
experiences?

Is this technologic revolution an 
evolutionary step or can we
actually be walking backwards in 
our cognitive and emotional
development?

To better understand this, I’ve
decided to focus on smartphones 
and grassroots urban communities 
as two examples of human 
technology interaction.

By linking human-smartphones 
system (culture) and human-food 
system (nature) my aim was to
provide critical insights and
contrasting information in an 
attempt to create awareness,
instigate discussion and ultimately 
provoke a reflection about ‘us’
and our environment.



CONCEPTUAL

FRAME\
WORK



With my dissertation, “Public
Space as the catalyst for change:
a systemic approach for decision 
making in urban planning”,
I explored the importance of
correlating technologic, social and 
environmental ‘ecosystems’ for
a better planning, execution and 
implementation at the different 
levels of the design process.

By 2050 80% of the world popula-
tion will be living in urban areas. 
How can we keep developing
cities that promote integration
and diversity and that can support 
urban communities in a resilient 
manner?

There are key strategies and meth-
ods that seem to give us an idea of 
the road to follow, which correlate 
urban acupuncture concepts,
technology and systems thinking. 
While design is a powerful tool
to facilitate social change, it is not 
linear which tools and methods 
should be applied to ensure
success.

I argued that the challenges rely on 
bringing systemic thinking into the 
urban planning and understanding 
how future tools for policy makers 
and designers can be put together, 
to enhance the potential for
a more integrated and open 
design process by the use of
technology and human emotions.



WHILE
TECHNOLOGICAL

CHANGE CONTINUES
AT A RAPID PACE,

THE VISIONS THAT
DEFINE IT REMAIN

CAUGHT WITHIN
A REPEATING

CYCLE OF OVERLY
SIMPLISTIC BINARY

FRAME\WORKS.



I have found inspiration in this old 
idea from Buckminster Fuller; that 
if you want to change how some-
one thinks, give up; you cannot 
change how another thinks. Give 
them a tool, the use of which will 
lead them to think differently.

I believe that to deal with wicked 
problems, new systems of collabo-
ration, cooperation and coordina-
tion, as means to achieve deep, 
transformative, socio-political 
change are essential. Therefore, I 
have tried to explore this further to 
understand how immaterial design 
processes can potentially be
actively used to merge technology 
and human experiences in
a positive way.



— A 1.5 BILLION 
MORE,THE UNITED
NATIONS REPORTS, 
THAN HAVE ACCESS 
TO A WORKING
TOILET.

OF THE WORLD’S
7 BILLION PEOPLE,
6 BILLION HAVE 
ACCESS TO A
MOBILE PHONE



The discussion about technology 
and human interaction comes to 
me from the existing trends and 
frameworks that aim to enhance 
the use of technology, models
and data for planning and design 
of our human and cultural systems 
(urban planning, IoT tools, etc). 
Along my research in the past two 
years it became obvious that if we 
apply similar models (even models 
based in complex algorithms) we 
often achieve very different results. 

This conclusion has been
discussed in my dissertation. This 
seems to be mainly because there 
seems to be a barrier for technolo-
gy to “understand” and pro-
mote/enhance our social and emo-
tional interactions.  

These observations and doubts 
took me to deepen my research 
and understanding about our inter-
action with technology versus our 
interaction with nature within social 
clusters. 



APP
\ROACH

Yet we live in a fractious time, defined not by concord
but by conflict. Xenophobia is on the rise. Political and
social fissures are widening.



For my work I have applied
Ethnographic studies and
Multimodal Analysis

Ethnography is often used to refer 
to a set of qualitative methods of 
data collection, including observa-
tion, interviewing and document 
analysis. 

Ethnography can also refer to a 
methodological perspective that 
highlights that knowledge is pro-
duced in situ, privileging pro-
longed, in-depth fieldwork in a 
small number of sites. Like multi-
modality, ethnography draws 
attention to the range of social and 
cultural resources that people use 
in their everyday life. This leads to 
analysis of a variety of data sets, 

including visual data (e.g. build-
ings, drawings, photographs, video 
recordings); and verbal data (e.g. 
field notes, policy documents, 
audio recordings, transcripts). 
Indeed, in both approaches –eth-
nography and multimodality- the 
aim is to produce ‘thick’, ‘semiotic’, 
and ‘microscopic’ (Geertz, 1973) 
descriptions of cultural practice. 
However, significant differences 
remain in the procedures used to 
produce an ethnographic, and a 
multimodal, account, respectively 
(see Dicks, 2011). 



SMARTPHONES HAVE
BECOME THE HUB OF
OUR DAILY LIVES.

Smartphones have become the hub of our daily lives
and are now in the pockets of two thirds (66%) of UK
adults, up from 39% in 2012. the vast majority (90%)
of 16-24 year olds own one; the 55-64 year olds are
also joining the smartphone revolution, with ownership
in this age group more than doubling since 2012,
from 19% to 50%.



Typically, researchers adopting a 
multimodal approach analyze data 
synchronically, focusing on how 
meaning is made on a particular 
occasion, or in a particular artifact, 
whereas ethnographers analyze 
data diachronically, focusing on 
how people participate in social 
and cultural groups and move
between them over a certain 
period of time.

Ethnographic researchers insist on 
familiarity with the context in which 
data were collected, whereas multi-
modal researchers may choose to 
analyze a corpus of texts without 
having observed the authors.

Ethnography attends to the values 
and epistemologies of the 
researched as well as the research-
ing participants in a study.

This asks for a reflexive approach 
to data collection, and a commit-
ment to an ethnographic imagina-
tion (Willis 2000).

The production of cultural ‘stuff’ 
then leads to insights about the 
way in which multimodal texts are 
made and formed, and how 
people make sense of them.
This provides a dense, layered
account, drawing on the
understandings of participants,
of meaning making processes
and practices (Finnegan, 2007).



New configurations
and temporalities of
social-technologic
relations are
intensifying the
already pluralistic
dynamics of public
space.

At work, in public transports, in restaurants
or at home!



Given such a complex subject,
deciphering the ‘city codes’ and 
under-standing how to design
a tool or set of tools that enables 
collaboration, cooperation and 
coordination is a mammoth task.
In order to better understand this 
complex idea I focused my
attention in our (human) relation 
with technology, exploring
interfaces between society, the 
environment and technology.

The idea of nature and culture 
being entangled and not separate 
‘concepts’ had me thinking on how 
are we mediating our interactions 
through technology in the 21st 
century?



Defined not only by lack of knowledge but also by
a growing lack of interest in what surround us.



From the beginning of the
research it was not clear to me how 
the interaction with technology is 
changing our environments. 

Is it actually enhancing our human 
interactions and fulfilling our
ultimate aspirations or is it creating 
mere representations of such inter-
actions and actually isolating us 
from real interactions and
experiences? Is this technologic 
revolution an evolutionary step
or can we actually be walking
backwards in our cognitive and 
emotional development?

To better understand this, I’ve de-
cided to focus on smartphones and 
grassroots urban communities as 
two examples of human-technolo-

gy interaction. By linking hu-
man-smartphones system (culture) 
and human-food system (nature) 
my aim was to provide critical 
insights and contrasting informa-
tion in an attempt to create aware-
ness, instigate discussion and ulti-
mately provoke a reflection about 
‘us’ and our environment.



METH
OD(S)



The social sciences found it difficult 
to measure human behavior in the 
simpler quantitative methods, 
therefore qualitative research 
methods were developed in order 
to look beyond how, how often 
and how many...it looks at why and 
attempts to further and deepen our 
understanding of the social world. 
Qualitative research methods are 
concerned with opinions, feelings 
and experiences. It describes social 
phenomena as they occur naturally 
- no attempt is made to manipulate 
the situation - just understand and 
describe.
Understanding is sought by taking 
a holistic perspective / approach, 
rather than looking at a set of varia-
bles.



Facilitating a systemic production and
maintenance of ignorance.



Qualitative research data is used to 
help us to develop concepts and 
theories that help us to understand 
the social world - which is an induc-
tive approach to the development 
of theory, rather than a deductive 
approach that quantitative research 
takes - i.e. testing theories that 
have already been proposed.

There are many different research 
methods and they all have varying 
strengths, weaknesses, levels of 
user involvement and resource 
requirements. Not all methods will 
suit every purpose or to be appli-
cable to all users.

Research methods could be 
arrange into 3 categories of low, 
medium and high contact accord-
ing to 3 main factors; 

a. The degree of interaction with 
the user
b. The depth to which insights can 
be explored
c. Time and resources needed to 
prepare your research

Low contact: Questionnaire;
Web forum; Natural observation
Medium contact: Interview; Re-
search Kit; Design Provocation
High contact: Controlled observa-
tion; Workshop; Evaluation.



DATA

COLLECTION“Reflection is the process of knowing what we know.
It is an act of turning back upon ourselves. It is the only
chance we have to discover our blindness and to
recognise that the certainties and knowledge of others
are, respectively, as overwhelming and tenuous as our
own... we are keyed to action and not to reflection,
so that our personal life is generally blind to itself.”

– Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, the tree of knowledge



I have chosen to focus my
research on:

a) Smartphones

One aspect that caught my atten-
tion is our apparent addiction to 
smartphones, screens and the ‘in-
ternet’. As we surrounded our-
selves with screens and our lives 
now seem to fit in half a dozen of 
inches, what was once directly 
lived has now become just a mere 
representation!
 
How does it impact our human 
experience? What is lost when we 
mediate our experiences through 
objects?

To observe this particular behavior 
I’ve chose the public transports, 
public spaces and restaurants as 
the background. Although I kept 
this process going for the last 4 
months, for two weeks I engaged 
with a strict plan. To document my 
research I traveled by train and 
tube daily (back and forward) using 
the same routes and same hours 
(from 6am-10am and 5pm-9pm) 
and documented the use of smart-
phones by commuters.



In 2017 its estimated we spend in average between
3 and 4 hours a day on internet.



Method(s):

Natural observation:
Watching and documenting photo-
graphically people’s behavior in a 
particular environment I aimed to 
document and collect evidence 
that would support my thesis about 
human behavior and ‘technology’, 
more specifically to the virtual 
world behind the blue screens.



Over half of people (55%) think it’s unacceptable to
pick up your phone alongside your knife and fork.
Yet four in ten people (42%) admit to checking their
phone at the dinner table.

Source: www.ofcom.org.uk - august 2015





60% of adults aged between 18 and 64 keep their
phones next to them when they sleep.

Source: www.ofcom.org.uk - august 2015





WE SURROUNDED 
OURSELVES WITH 
SCREENS AND 
OUR LIVES NOW 
SEEM TO FIT IN 
HALF A DOZEN OF 
INCHES.

“In 2015, there were 280 million smartphone addicts.
It would be the fourth most populous country in the
world, after china, india, and the united states.”

Source: www.ofcom.org.uk - august 2015





THE AVERAGE OFFICE
EMAIL GOES UNREAD FOR
JUST SIX SECONDS.

The average office email goes unread for just
6 seconds.

Source: www.ofcom.org.uk - august 2015









‘NOMOPHOBIA',
A TERM RESEARCHERS
USE TO DESCRIBE
THE FEAR OF BEING
WITHOUT A
MOBILE PHONE. 

“Like magicians, they start by looking for blind spots,
 edges, vulnerabilities and limit’s of people’s
perceptions so they can influence what people do
even without realizing...”

Tristan HArris







“WHEN WE ARE NO
LONGER ABLE TO CHANGE
A SITUATION, WE ARE
CHALLENGED TO
CHANGE OURSELVES.” 

VIKTOR E. FRANKL



Design is a powerful tool to facilitate social change.
However, it is not linear which tools and methods
should be applied to ensure success, especially
through the private and public sectors.





ADDICTION IS NOT
A DISEASE OF THE BRAIN
AFFECTING “ADDICTIVE
PERSONALITIES”, BUT IS
RATHER A LEARNED
EXPERIENCE SHAPED BY
MEMORY, ENVIRONMENT, 
AND CIRCUMSTANCE.

What if we would start asking different  questions?
What if we would dare to join technology and
purpose, artifacts and mind?  





“I won't be impressed with technology until I can
download food.”

- Bill Murray



Usage of smartphones while doing other activities. Source: Deloitte Global Mobile Consumer Survey, May–Jun 2016 
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The current industrialised food system feeds
7.2 billion people, of which more than 50% live in
cities and only 3% are involved in the production
of their own food.



b) Urban Communities

Because urban acupuncture entails 
not only a deep understanding of 
the social, political and economic 
forces at play in a given field, but 
more importantly, a tactical knowl-
edge of the dynamics of this ecolo-
gy in order to construct new maps, 
and networks of relations.

How much impact do people have 
on the community through organiz-
ing cultural, art and urban garden-
ing activities? How can these activi-
ties contribute to community de-
velopment, cultural and emotional 
development and environmental 
and social awareness?



This requires a need to keep developing cities that
promote integration and diversity and that can
support human communities in a resilient manner.



So I have engaged with Progress, 
an organization based in London, 
that seems to embrace urban acu-
puncture ‘mindset’ and explore 
human ecologies in the urban envi-
ronment. Progress is a social enter-
prise, founded by Simon Ghartey in 
2004, with the aim of educating 
and fostering communities through 
the regeneration of their urban 
space. 

Progress aim is to improve the 
self-esteem of people within their 
communities through work and 
responsibility in roles, growing 
their own food or redeveloping the 
green space around them, all with 
a focus on positivity.
As a result of their project work 
they see visible changes within 
both the participants and the phys-
ical spaces that they work with, 
leaving legacies that make a real 
difference to communities.



Data need to be generated and disseminated on
the basis of innovative perspectives to encourage
the participation of more people, use of new
technologies and reliance on more aspects of
people’s perceptions.



Method(s):

As a starting point for this research 
I wanted to engage with the differ-
ent actors of the community 
(youngsters, beginners, and ex-
perts).
I would like to run a small series of 
workshops to map out some of the 
questions these actors might 
have… fears and ambitions, related 
to food growing, community build-
ing, wellbeing and the use of tech-
nology in the urban environment. 
Supported by some questionnaire, 
natural observation and a research 
kit as a design provocation. Eventu-
ally I did a couple of interviews 
with the local experts.
 

Cultural Probes:
These packages of maps, post-
cards, and other materials - are 
designed to provoke inspirational 
responses from elderly people in 
diverse communities.  Cultural 
probes are part of a strategy of 
pursuing experimental design in a 
responsive way. They address a 
common dilemma in developing 
projects for unfamiliar groups.

Research Kit:
A little journal (recycled) + a pencil, 
pen and marker + a disposable 
camera + (survey) postcards with 
one question on the back (pictures 
of the community and maybe some 
food related as a provocation, i.e. 
like food waste?) 



KEY LOCALIZED ACTIONS 
HAVE THE POTENTIAL
TO SPREAD AND TO HAVE
MAGNIFIED IMPACTS - 
URBAN ACUPUNCTURE.

Community gardening and localised food production
are not new concepts. These types of projects first
made an appearance in American culture during
World War I and World War II.  Referred to as “Victory
Gardens”, these spaces were implemented as a
temporary solution to Depression-Era food shortages.





Society must organise resources, technology,
expertise, policies and institutions in a way that
enables individuals to take action to achieve human
freedom.





Many police departments see community gardens
as effective methods of reducing crime, especially in
low-income, urban areas. The increased sense of
community that comes from these gardens, a rene-
wed focus on the location and the neighbourhood
associations created to maintain the gardens have
all led to decreased criminal activity.





The social organisation required for most urban
farming projects can forge stronger community
bonds by creating “stakeholder interactions” that
give individuals a sense of responsibility and
productivity. By harnessing two sources of capital ,
social capital and the existing built environment ,
urban farming uses the inherent strengths of cities
to solve some of their most serious problems.





Studies have shown that nutrition, exercise, and
mental and physical health are all augmented with
urban farms.

A 10’x10’ meter plot can provide most of a 4-person
household’s total yearly vegetable needs, including
much of the household’s nutritional requirements for
vitamins A, C, and B complex and iron.





“IF WE TAKE MAN AS IT IS WE MAKE HIM
WORSE... BUT IF WE TAKE MAN AS IT
SHOULD BE, WE MAKE HIM CAPABLE OF
BECAMING WHAT HE CAN.” 

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE



LEARNING IS PERSONAL AND 
INHERITABLE COLLECTIVE: WE 
LEARN WITH ONE ANOTHER. 



From beginners to experts, from youngsters to
elders… Pairing technology with food production
and education to explore the social aspects
of learning.

















ANALYSIS



I analyzed my research using multi-
modal analysis, more specifically 
by applying visual and abstract 
modality concepts - i.e. by compar-
ing images that illustrate similar 
events in different context. Multi-
modal analysis is about expressing 
and constructing meaning out of 
social and historical representa-
tions within a particular context.

Embodiment:

Embodiment usually refers to how 
the body and its interactive pro-
cesses, such as perception or cul-
tural acquisition through the 
senses. This relationship is an inter-
dependent one where meaning 
making is grounded in physical 
experience, through bodily form, 

gaze, gesture, body posture, facial 
expression, movement, which 
shapes the kind of interaction with 
the environment. 





Eye contact:

Eye contact is such a powerful 
force because it is connected with 
humans earliest survival patterns. 
We increase eye contact when 
dealing with people we like, 
admire, or who have power over 
us. In more intense or intimate con-
versations we naturally look at each 
another more often and hold that 
gaze for longer periods of time. 
We avoid eye contact in elevators, 
subways, crowded buses or trains - 
in elevators we face the door, in the 
others we stare at our Smart-
phones - because it helps us 
manage the insecurity of having 
our personal space invaded (James 
Lehman, 2014).

Posture:

Posture itself is not as communica-
tive as facial expressions or hand 
gestures, yet it still can increase the 
intensity of these expressions. 
Good posture, will amplify the im-
pression that we are happy, posi-
tive and confident whilst poor pos-
ture will give the opposite impres-
sion (James Lehman, 2014). 



INTER/
PRETATION
& DISCUSSION



How is technology mediating our 
interactions?

My research is inconclusive; the 
main reason being is that at the 
core of the question we are deal-
ing with a very subjective concept 
of human communication. Howev-
er it pointed out to certain direc-
tions and insights. 

When we analyze the data collect-
ed, we notice a difference in the 
social behavior between a low 
technologic environment (urban 
communities), and a high techno-
logic environment (smartphones). 

It’s reasonable to say that there is a 
stronger social interaction in the 
low technologic environment than 
in the high technologic environ-
ment. Also is noticeable the differ-
ence of ‘mood’ and atmosphere in 
both environments, having the 
urban communities (low 
tech/strong social interaction) a 
much more positive output; 
people chatting, laughing, smiling, 
hugging each other, relaxed pos-
tures, etc… Another detail that 
seems unnoticed is the importance 

of eye contact to develop social 
interactions, which is almost inex-
istent while using a smartphone. 
Eye contact is, in a face-to-face 
interaction, a very strong aspect of 
communication interaction.

This is surprising given that ever 
since the building of the telegraph 
system in the 19th century, people 
have believed that advances in 
communication technology would 
promote social harmony. If our 
assumption that communication 
brings people together were true, 
we should today be seeing a plan-
etary outbreak of peace, love, and 
understanding. Thanks to the Inter-
net and cellular networks, humanity 
is more connected than ever. Yet 
we live in a fractious time, defined 

not by concord but by conflict. 
Xenophobia is on the rise and po-
litical and social fissures are widen-
ing.

Although smartphones have in 
potential the affordances to con-
nect with other another, a sense of 
belonging to a community, ‘being 
part of’… the behavior ‘around’ it 
seems to only lead us to a more 
and more virtual isolated existence, 
creating anxiety and ‘stress of miss-
ing out’ (Berry and Dieter, 2015).

The reality is that most technolo-
gies are a double-edged sword. 
The smartphone is no exception. It 
can increment productivity, as well 
as diminish it. It can be used to 
communicate more and better, as 

well as misinform. It can help us 
share moments from our lives with 
friends, and occasionally 
over-share.

What I’m trying to explore and 
bring attention to with my research 
is that innovation and technology 
not always mean progress or better 
‘life quality’ in the communities.

I believe that the way we are medi-
ating our social interactions 
through technology is diminishing 
our human experience. As Debord 
proposes, the development of a 
modern society in which authentic 
social life has been replaced with 
its representation: “All that once 
was directly lived has become 
mere representation.”

In his analysis of the spectacular 
society, Debord notes that “quality 
of life is impoverished, with such 
lack of authenticity, human percep-
tions are affected, and there's also 
a degradation of knowledge, with 
the hindering of critical thought.”

I agree with his views. How is our 
culture and meaning construction 
being affected? Some will argue 
that this behavior is leading us to a 
new kind of ignorance. Defined not 
only by lack of knowledge but also 
by a growing lack of interest in 
what surround us. Incapable of 
questioning the world and distin-
guish true from false information. 
Facilitating a systemic production 
and maintenance of ignorance. 

This tendency towards automated 
and accelerated modes of action 
may undermine structures of 
reflection and critique - “Reflection 
is the process of knowing what we 
know. It is the only chance we have 
to discover our blindness and to 
recognize that the certainties and 
knowledge of others are, respec-
tively, as overwhelming and tenu-
ous as our own... We are keyed to 
action and not to reflection, so that 
our personal life is generally blind 
to itself” (H. Maturana and J.Varela, 
2004).
 
From an anthropological perspec-
tive, a culture is defined by shared 
knowledge, as ‘a system of inherit-
ed conceptions expressed in sym-
bolic forms by means of which 

people communicate, perpetuate, 
and develop their knowledge 
about and attitudes toward life’ 
(Geertz, 1973).

Learning is personal and inherita-
ble collective: we learn with one 
another.
Culture and nature are one… and, 
as we surrounded ourselves by 
screens and our lives seem to fit in 
half a dozen of inches what is left 
of life after the screens? There 
seem to be a crescent disconnec-
tion between culture and nature… 
unprecedented in our human his-
tory. 

“Smartphones have become the 
hub of our daily lives and are now 
in the pockets of two thirds (66%) 

of UK adults, up from 39% in 2012. 
The vast majority (90%) of 16-24 
year olds own one; THE 55-64 year 
olds are also joining the smart-
phone revolution, with ownership 
in this age group more than dou-
bling since 2012, from 19% to 
50%.” - Source: www.ofcom.org.uk

People seem to be more and more 
addicted to new technologies, 
more specifically to smartphones. 
At work, in public transports, in 
restaurants or at home! They ‘do it’ 
everywhere, anytime… The more 
choices technology gives us in 
nearly every domain of our lives 
(information, events, places to go, 
friends, dating, jobs)  - the more we 
assume that our phone is always 
the most empowering and useful 

menu to pick from. Is it?

By shaping the menus we pick 
from, technology hijacks the way 
we perceive our choices and 
replaces them with new ones. But 
the closer we pay attention to the 
options we’re given, the more we’ll 
notice when they don’t actually 
align with our true needs.

According to Zogby Analytics, 86% 
of youngsters say their phones 
never leaves their sight, day or 
night, and 80% say it’s the first 
thing they do when they wake up.

As we spend in average between 3 
and 4 hours a day on the internet 
some will question why, by which 
means is this behavior unfolding 

and spreading at such fast pace? 
This behavior is instigated by 
design.

So… how to design a memorable, 
irresistible experience? It comes 
down
to six key ingredients: “compelling 
goals that remain just out of reach; 
unpredictable positive feedback; a 
sense of incremental progress and 
improvement; tasks that become 
slowly more difficult over time;
unresolved tensions that demand 
resolution; and strong social con-
nections.” Taken together, these 
ingredients compel us to act (Alter, 
2017).

Adam Alter writes in is last book 
(Irresistible – the rise of addictive 

technology and the business of 
keeping us hooked),  is that 41% of 
the population has suffered from 
some form of internet-addiction, 
whether it’s email, gaming, or porn. 
This finding comes from a 2011 
review paper of 83 studies with a 
combined total of 1.5 million 
respondents from around the 
globe. And it forms the backbone 
of Alter’s thesis: addiction is not a 
disease of the brain affecting “ad-
dictive personalities”, but is rather a 
learned experience shaped by 
memory, environment, and circum-
stance.

This is illustrated when we com-
pare a smartphone Ad and people 
using the smartphone with Multi-
modal analysis, and we can note 

that the environment portrayed in 
the Ad’s is completely different 
from real world. 

‘Nomophobia', a term researchers 
use to describe the fear of being 
without a mobile phone. By 2015, 
there were 280 million smartphone 
addicts. It would be the fourth most 
populous country in the world, 
after China, India, and the United 
States. 

As mobile eats the world, our con-
nectedness to our devices contin-
ues to rise at accelerated rates. As 
effective as technology is at en-
hancing communication and pro-
ductivity, our addiction to it brings 
collateral implications, not all posi-
tive. 

How can design mediate better 
interactions between technology 
and human emotion seems a key 
topic if we want to, as designer, to 
have a real impact at designing for 
a better world? 

“We do not learn from experi-
ence… We learn from reflecting on 
experience” - John Dewey

Among app developers, the major-
ity of innovation has been aimed at 
harnessing this trend by offering 
new ways for people to connect 
and access products or services on 
demand, driving deeper and 
deeper engagement between 
users and their devices. At the 
same time though, there’s

a contrarian theme emerging that 
uses technology to reduce our 
connectedness, and, in some 
cases, take us back to the analogue 
world of an earlier era which 
valued the uniqueness of the phys-
ical touch.

Below are a few examples of the 
products and services that have 
caught my attention which aim to 
either take us from the virtual back 
to the physical or transport us to 
the simplicity of an earlier era 
before technology competed so 
aggressively for our attention…

- Gracious Eloise, combines the 
efficiency of word processing with 
the personalization of hand-written 
notes, offering tools and APIs to 

turn any computer-generated text 
into natural-looking handwriting.

- Pager and Heal, use a mobile app 
to deliver on-demand doctor 
house calls.

- Meditation and Mindfulness apps 
like Buddhify, Calm and Stop, 
Breathe and Think are behavioral 
tools that help users practice mind-
fulness and take regular time-outs 
from their hyper-connected life.

- Moment and Offtime form part of 
a category of apps that help users 
measure, regulate and restrict 
usage of their smartphones.

Humanity is more technologically 
advanced than ever before and yet 
we feel ourselves to be increasing-
ly fragile.

By directing some of the innova-
tion into contrarian pursuits like 
restoring the humanity of the 
old-fashioned house call or regu-
lating our smartphone addictions, 
this new direction represents an 
exciting and culturally positive op-
portunity.

Data and the technologies it un-
derpins need to deliver social,
economic and environmental
outcomes that are tangible to
politicians and the communities 
they serve. At its simplest, data
has the potential to transform 

public services and urban
policy, and drive innovation. 

The scale of the data we dealing 
with can be easily disconnected 
from the community that is impact-
ing! Harvesting the indigenous 
knowledge and resources of the 
communities to help ‘make sense’ 
of ‘big data’ by exploring urban 
communities as the medium to 
inspire and design meaningful 
interactions between humans, their 
environment and technology
presents a great opportunity to 
reshape our existence. 



How is technology mediating our 
interactions?

My research is inconclusive; the 
main reason being is that at the 
core of the question we are deal-
ing with a very subjective concept 
of human communication. Howev-
er it pointed out to certain direc-
tions and insights. 

When we analyze the data collect-
ed, we notice a difference in the 
social behavior between a low 
technologic environment (urban 
communities), and a high techno-
logic environment (smartphones). 

It’s reasonable to say that there is a 
stronger social interaction in the 
low technologic environment than 
in the high technologic environ-
ment. Also is noticeable the differ-
ence of ‘mood’ and atmosphere in 
both environments, having the 
urban communities (low 
tech/strong social interaction) a 
much more positive output; 
people chatting, laughing, smiling, 
hugging each other, relaxed pos-
tures, etc… Another detail that 
seems unnoticed is the importance 

of eye contact to develop social 
interactions, which is almost inex-
istent while using a smartphone. 
Eye contact is, in a face-to-face 
interaction, a very strong aspect of 
communication interaction.

This is surprising given that ever 
since the building of the telegraph 
system in the 19th century, people 
have believed that advances in 
communication technology would 
promote social harmony. If our 
assumption that communication 
brings people together were true, 
we should today be seeing a plan-
etary outbreak of peace, love, and 
understanding. Thanks to the Inter-
net and cellular networks, humanity 
is more connected than ever. Yet 
we live in a fractious time, defined 

not by concord but by conflict. 
Xenophobia is on the rise and po-
litical and social fissures are widen-
ing.

Although smartphones have in 
potential the affordances to con-
nect with other another, a sense of 
belonging to a community, ‘being 
part of’… the behavior ‘around’ it 
seems to only lead us to a more 
and more virtual isolated existence, 
creating anxiety and ‘stress of miss-
ing out’ (Berry and Dieter, 2015).

The reality is that most technolo-
gies are a double-edged sword. 
The smartphone is no exception. It 
can increment productivity, as well 
as diminish it. It can be used to 
communicate more and better, as 

well as misinform. It can help us 
share moments from our lives with 
friends, and occasionally 
over-share.

What I’m trying to explore and 
bring attention to with my research 
is that innovation and technology 
not always mean progress or better 
‘life quality’ in the communities.

I believe that the way we are medi-
ating our social interactions 
through technology is diminishing 
our human experience. As Debord 
proposes, the development of a 
modern society in which authentic 
social life has been replaced with 
its representation: “All that once 
was directly lived has become 
mere representation.”

In his analysis of the spectacular 
society, Debord notes that “quality 
of life is impoverished, with such 
lack of authenticity, human percep-
tions are affected, and there's also 
a degradation of knowledge, with 
the hindering of critical thought.”

I agree with his views. How is our 
culture and meaning construction 
being affected? Some will argue 
that this behavior is leading us to a 
new kind of ignorance. Defined not 
only by lack of knowledge but also 
by a growing lack of interest in 
what surround us. Incapable of 
questioning the world and distin-
guish true from false information. 
Facilitating a systemic production 
and maintenance of ignorance. 

This tendency towards automated 
and accelerated modes of action 
may undermine structures of 
reflection and critique - “Reflection 
is the process of knowing what we 
know. It is the only chance we have 
to discover our blindness and to 
recognize that the certainties and 
knowledge of others are, respec-
tively, as overwhelming and tenu-
ous as our own... We are keyed to 
action and not to reflection, so that 
our personal life is generally blind 
to itself” (H. Maturana and J.Varela, 
2004).
 
From an anthropological perspec-
tive, a culture is defined by shared 
knowledge, as ‘a system of inherit-
ed conceptions expressed in sym-
bolic forms by means of which 

people communicate, perpetuate, 
and develop their knowledge 
about and attitudes toward life’ 
(Geertz, 1973).

Learning is personal and inherita-
ble collective: we learn with one 
another.
Culture and nature are one… and, 
as we surrounded ourselves by 
screens and our lives seem to fit in 
half a dozen of inches what is left 
of life after the screens? There 
seem to be a crescent disconnec-
tion between culture and nature… 
unprecedented in our human his-
tory. 

“Smartphones have become the 
hub of our daily lives and are now 
in the pockets of two thirds (66%) 

of UK adults, up from 39% in 2012. 
The vast majority (90%) of 16-24 
year olds own one; THE 55-64 year 
olds are also joining the smart-
phone revolution, with ownership 
in this age group more than dou-
bling since 2012, from 19% to 
50%.” - Source: www.ofcom.org.uk

People seem to be more and more 
addicted to new technologies, 
more specifically to smartphones. 
At work, in public transports, in 
restaurants or at home! They ‘do it’ 
everywhere, anytime… The more 
choices technology gives us in 
nearly every domain of our lives 
(information, events, places to go, 
friends, dating, jobs)  - the more we 
assume that our phone is always 
the most empowering and useful 

menu to pick from. Is it?

By shaping the menus we pick 
from, technology hijacks the way 
we perceive our choices and 
replaces them with new ones. But 
the closer we pay attention to the 
options we’re given, the more we’ll 
notice when they don’t actually 
align with our true needs.

According to Zogby Analytics, 86% 
of youngsters say their phones 
never leaves their sight, day or 
night, and 80% say it’s the first 
thing they do when they wake up.

As we spend in average between 3 
and 4 hours a day on the internet 
some will question why, by which 
means is this behavior unfolding 

and spreading at such fast pace? 
This behavior is instigated by 
design.

So… how to design a memorable, 
irresistible experience? It comes 
down
to six key ingredients: “compelling 
goals that remain just out of reach; 
unpredictable positive feedback; a 
sense of incremental progress and 
improvement; tasks that become 
slowly more difficult over time;
unresolved tensions that demand 
resolution; and strong social con-
nections.” Taken together, these 
ingredients compel us to act (Alter, 
2017).

Adam Alter writes in is last book 
(Irresistible – the rise of addictive 

technology and the business of 
keeping us hooked),  is that 41% of 
the population has suffered from 
some form of internet-addiction, 
whether it’s email, gaming, or porn. 
This finding comes from a 2011 
review paper of 83 studies with a 
combined total of 1.5 million 
respondents from around the 
globe. And it forms the backbone 
of Alter’s thesis: addiction is not a 
disease of the brain affecting “ad-
dictive personalities”, but is rather a 
learned experience shaped by 
memory, environment, and circum-
stance.

This is illustrated when we com-
pare a smartphone Ad and people 
using the smartphone with Multi-
modal analysis, and we can note 

that the environment portrayed in 
the Ad’s is completely different 
from real world. 

‘Nomophobia', a term researchers 
use to describe the fear of being 
without a mobile phone. By 2015, 
there were 280 million smartphone 
addicts. It would be the fourth most 
populous country in the world, 
after China, India, and the United 
States. 

As mobile eats the world, our con-
nectedness to our devices contin-
ues to rise at accelerated rates. As 
effective as technology is at en-
hancing communication and pro-
ductivity, our addiction to it brings 
collateral implications, not all posi-
tive. 

How can design mediate better 
interactions between technology 
and human emotion seems a key 
topic if we want to, as designer, to 
have a real impact at designing for 
a better world? 

“We do not learn from experi-
ence… We learn from reflecting on 
experience” - John Dewey

Among app developers, the major-
ity of innovation has been aimed at 
harnessing this trend by offering 
new ways for people to connect 
and access products or services on 
demand, driving deeper and 
deeper engagement between 
users and their devices. At the 
same time though, there’s

a contrarian theme emerging that 
uses technology to reduce our 
connectedness, and, in some 
cases, take us back to the analogue 
world of an earlier era which 
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the population has suffered from 
some form of internet-addiction, 
whether it’s email, gaming, or porn. 
This finding comes from a 2011 
review paper of 83 studies with a 
combined total of 1.5 million 
respondents from around the 
globe. And it forms the backbone 
of Alter’s thesis: addiction is not a 
disease of the brain affecting “ad-
dictive personalities”, but is rather a 
learned experience shaped by 
memory, environment, and circum-
stance.

This is illustrated when we com-
pare a smartphone Ad and people 
using the smartphone with Multi-
modal analysis, and we can note 

that the environment portrayed in 
the Ad’s is completely different 
from real world. 

‘Nomophobia', a term researchers 
use to describe the fear of being 
without a mobile phone. By 2015, 
there were 280 million smartphone 
addicts. It would be the fourth most 
populous country in the world, 
after China, India, and the United 
States. 

As mobile eats the world, our con-
nectedness to our devices contin-
ues to rise at accelerated rates. As 
effective as technology is at en-
hancing communication and pro-
ductivity, our addiction to it brings 
collateral implications, not all posi-
tive. 

How can design mediate better 
interactions between technology 
and human emotion seems a key 
topic if we want to, as designer, to 
have a real impact at designing for 
a better world? 

“We do not learn from experi-
ence… We learn from reflecting on 
experience” - John Dewey

Among app developers, the major-
ity of innovation has been aimed at 
harnessing this trend by offering 
new ways for people to connect 
and access products or services on 
demand, driving deeper and 
deeper engagement between 
users and their devices. At the 
same time though, there’s

a contrarian theme emerging that 
uses technology to reduce our 
connectedness, and, in some 
cases, take us back to the analogue 
world of an earlier era which 
valued the uniqueness of the phys-
ical touch.

Below are a few examples of the 
products and services that have 
caught my attention which aim to 
either take us from the virtual back 
to the physical or transport us to 
the simplicity of an earlier era 
before technology competed so 
aggressively for our attention…

- Gracious Eloise, combines the 
efficiency of word processing with 
the personalization of hand-written 
notes, offering tools and APIs to 

turn any computer-generated text 
into natural-looking handwriting.

- Pager and Heal, use a mobile app 
to deliver on-demand doctor 
house calls.

- Meditation and Mindfulness apps 
like Buddhify, Calm and Stop, 
Breathe and Think are behavioral 
tools that help users practice mind-
fulness and take regular time-outs 
from their hyper-connected life.

- Moment and Offtime form part of 
a category of apps that help users 
measure, regulate and restrict 
usage of their smartphones.

Humanity is more technologically 
advanced than ever before and yet 
we feel ourselves to be increasing-
ly fragile.

By directing some of the innova-
tion into contrarian pursuits like 
restoring the humanity of the 
old-fashioned house call or regu-
lating our smartphone addictions, 
this new direction represents an 
exciting and culturally positive op-
portunity.

Data and the technologies it un-
derpins need to deliver social,
economic and environmental
outcomes that are tangible to
politicians and the communities 
they serve. At its simplest, data
has the potential to transform 

public services and urban
policy, and drive innovation. 

The scale of the data we dealing 
with can be easily disconnected 
from the community that is impact-
ing! Harvesting the indigenous 
knowledge and resources of the 
communities to help ‘make sense’ 
of ‘big data’ by exploring urban 
communities as the medium to 
inspire and design meaningful 
interactions between humans, their 
environment and technology
presents a great opportunity to 
reshape our existence. 



How is technology mediating our 
interactions?

My research is inconclusive; the 
main reason being is that at the 
core of the question we are deal-
ing with a very subjective concept 
of human communication. Howev-
er it pointed out to certain direc-
tions and insights. 

When we analyze the data collect-
ed, we notice a difference in the 
social behavior between a low 
technologic environment (urban 
communities), and a high techno-
logic environment (smartphones). 

It’s reasonable to say that there is a 
stronger social interaction in the 
low technologic environment than 
in the high technologic environ-
ment. Also is noticeable the differ-
ence of ‘mood’ and atmosphere in 
both environments, having the 
urban communities (low 
tech/strong social interaction) a 
much more positive output; 
people chatting, laughing, smiling, 
hugging each other, relaxed pos-
tures, etc… Another detail that 
seems unnoticed is the importance 

of eye contact to develop social 
interactions, which is almost inex-
istent while using a smartphone. 
Eye contact is, in a face-to-face 
interaction, a very strong aspect of 
communication interaction.

This is surprising given that ever 
since the building of the telegraph 
system in the 19th century, people 
have believed that advances in 
communication technology would 
promote social harmony. If our 
assumption that communication 
brings people together were true, 
we should today be seeing a plan-
etary outbreak of peace, love, and 
understanding. Thanks to the Inter-
net and cellular networks, humanity 
is more connected than ever. Yet 
we live in a fractious time, defined 

not by concord but by conflict. 
Xenophobia is on the rise and po-
litical and social fissures are widen-
ing.

Although smartphones have in 
potential the affordances to con-
nect with other another, a sense of 
belonging to a community, ‘being 
part of’… the behavior ‘around’ it 
seems to only lead us to a more 
and more virtual isolated existence, 
creating anxiety and ‘stress of miss-
ing out’ (Berry and Dieter, 2015).

The reality is that most technolo-
gies are a double-edged sword. 
The smartphone is no exception. It 
can increment productivity, as well 
as diminish it. It can be used to 
communicate more and better, as 

well as misinform. It can help us 
share moments from our lives with 
friends, and occasionally 
over-share.

What I’m trying to explore and 
bring attention to with my research 
is that innovation and technology 
not always mean progress or better 
‘life quality’ in the communities.

I believe that the way we are medi-
ating our social interactions 
through technology is diminishing 
our human experience. As Debord 
proposes, the development of a 
modern society in which authentic 
social life has been replaced with 
its representation: “All that once 
was directly lived has become 
mere representation.”

In his analysis of the spectacular 
society, Debord notes that “quality 
of life is impoverished, with such 
lack of authenticity, human percep-
tions are affected, and there's also 
a degradation of knowledge, with 
the hindering of critical thought.”

I agree with his views. How is our 
culture and meaning construction 
being affected? Some will argue 
that this behavior is leading us to a 
new kind of ignorance. Defined not 
only by lack of knowledge but also 
by a growing lack of interest in 
what surround us. Incapable of 
questioning the world and distin-
guish true from false information. 
Facilitating a systemic production 
and maintenance of ignorance. 

This tendency towards automated 
and accelerated modes of action 
may undermine structures of 
reflection and critique - “Reflection 
is the process of knowing what we 
know. It is the only chance we have 
to discover our blindness and to 
recognize that the certainties and 
knowledge of others are, respec-
tively, as overwhelming and tenu-
ous as our own... We are keyed to 
action and not to reflection, so that 
our personal life is generally blind 
to itself” (H. Maturana and J.Varela, 
2004).
 
From an anthropological perspec-
tive, a culture is defined by shared 
knowledge, as ‘a system of inherit-
ed conceptions expressed in sym-
bolic forms by means of which 

people communicate, perpetuate, 
and develop their knowledge 
about and attitudes toward life’ 
(Geertz, 1973).

Learning is personal and inherita-
ble collective: we learn with one 
another.
Culture and nature are one… and, 
as we surrounded ourselves by 
screens and our lives seem to fit in 
half a dozen of inches what is left 
of life after the screens? There 
seem to be a crescent disconnec-
tion between culture and nature… 
unprecedented in our human his-
tory. 

“Smartphones have become the 
hub of our daily lives and are now 
in the pockets of two thirds (66%) 

of UK adults, up from 39% in 2012. 
The vast majority (90%) of 16-24 
year olds own one; THE 55-64 year 
olds are also joining the smart-
phone revolution, with ownership 
in this age group more than dou-
bling since 2012, from 19% to 
50%.” - Source: www.ofcom.org.uk

People seem to be more and more 
addicted to new technologies, 
more specifically to smartphones. 
At work, in public transports, in 
restaurants or at home! They ‘do it’ 
everywhere, anytime… The more 
choices technology gives us in 
nearly every domain of our lives 
(information, events, places to go, 
friends, dating, jobs)  - the more we 
assume that our phone is always 
the most empowering and useful 

menu to pick from. Is it?

By shaping the menus we pick 
from, technology hijacks the way 
we perceive our choices and 
replaces them with new ones. But 
the closer we pay attention to the 
options we’re given, the more we’ll 
notice when they don’t actually 
align with our true needs.

According to Zogby Analytics, 86% 
of youngsters say their phones 
never leaves their sight, day or 
night, and 80% say it’s the first 
thing they do when they wake up.

As we spend in average between 3 
and 4 hours a day on the internet 
some will question why, by which 
means is this behavior unfolding 

and spreading at such fast pace? 
This behavior is instigated by 
design.

So… how to design a memorable, 
irresistible experience? It comes 
down
to six key ingredients: “compelling 
goals that remain just out of reach; 
unpredictable positive feedback; a 
sense of incremental progress and 
improvement; tasks that become 
slowly more difficult over time;
unresolved tensions that demand 
resolution; and strong social con-
nections.” Taken together, these 
ingredients compel us to act (Alter, 
2017).
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Data and the technologies it un-
derpins need to deliver social,
economic and environmental
outcomes that are tangible to
politicians and the communities 
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public services and urban
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in the pockets of two thirds (66%) 

of UK adults, up from 39% in 2012. 
The vast majority (90%) of 16-24 
year olds own one; THE 55-64 year 
olds are also joining the smart-
phone revolution, with ownership 
in this age group more than dou-
bling since 2012, from 19% to 
50%.” - Source: www.ofcom.org.uk

People seem to be more and more 
addicted to new technologies, 
more specifically to smartphones. 
At work, in public transports, in 
restaurants or at home! They ‘do it’ 
everywhere, anytime… The more 
choices technology gives us in 
nearly every domain of our lives 
(information, events, places to go, 
friends, dating, jobs)  - the more we 
assume that our phone is always 
the most empowering and useful 

menu to pick from. Is it?

By shaping the menus we pick 
from, technology hijacks the way 
we perceive our choices and 
replaces them with new ones. But 
the closer we pay attention to the 
options we’re given, the more we’ll 
notice when they don’t actually 
align with our true needs.

According to Zogby Analytics, 86% 
of youngsters say their phones 
never leaves their sight, day or 
night, and 80% say it’s the first 
thing they do when they wake up.

As we spend in average between 3 
and 4 hours a day on the internet 
some will question why, by which 
means is this behavior unfolding 

and spreading at such fast pace? 
This behavior is instigated by 
design.

So… how to design a memorable, 
irresistible experience? It comes 
down
to six key ingredients: “compelling 
goals that remain just out of reach; 
unpredictable positive feedback; a 
sense of incremental progress and 
improvement; tasks that become 
slowly more difficult over time;
unresolved tensions that demand 
resolution; and strong social con-
nections.” Taken together, these 
ingredients compel us to act (Alter, 
2017).

Adam Alter writes in is last book 
(Irresistible – the rise of addictive 

technology and the business of 
keeping us hooked),  is that 41% of 
the population has suffered from 
some form of internet-addiction, 
whether it’s email, gaming, or porn. 
This finding comes from a 2011 
review paper of 83 studies with a 
combined total of 1.5 million 
respondents from around the 
globe. And it forms the backbone 
of Alter’s thesis: addiction is not a 
disease of the brain affecting “ad-
dictive personalities”, but is rather a 
learned experience shaped by 
memory, environment, and circum-
stance.

This is illustrated when we com-
pare a smartphone Ad and people 
using the smartphone with Multi-
modal analysis, and we can note 

that the environment portrayed in 
the Ad’s is completely different 
from real world. 

‘Nomophobia', a term researchers 
use to describe the fear of being 
without a mobile phone. By 2015, 
there were 280 million smartphone 
addicts. It would be the fourth most 
populous country in the world, 
after China, India, and the United 
States. 

As mobile eats the world, our con-
nectedness to our devices contin-
ues to rise at accelerated rates. As 
effective as technology is at en-
hancing communication and pro-
ductivity, our addiction to it brings 
collateral implications, not all posi-
tive. 

How can design mediate better 
interactions between technology 
and human emotion seems a key 
topic if we want to, as designer, to 
have a real impact at designing for 
a better world? 

“We do not learn from experi-
ence… We learn from reflecting on 
experience” - John Dewey

Among app developers, the major-
ity of innovation has been aimed at 
harnessing this trend by offering 
new ways for people to connect 
and access products or services on 
demand, driving deeper and 
deeper engagement between 
users and their devices. At the 
same time though, there’s

a contrarian theme emerging that 
uses technology to reduce our 
connectedness, and, in some 
cases, take us back to the analogue 
world of an earlier era which 
valued the uniqueness of the phys-
ical touch.

Below are a few examples of the 
products and services that have 
caught my attention which aim to 
either take us from the virtual back 
to the physical or transport us to 
the simplicity of an earlier era 
before technology competed so 
aggressively for our attention…

- Gracious Eloise, combines the 
efficiency of word processing with 
the personalization of hand-written 
notes, offering tools and APIs to 

turn any computer-generated text 
into natural-looking handwriting.

- Pager and Heal, use a mobile app 
to deliver on-demand doctor 
house calls.

- Meditation and Mindfulness apps 
like Buddhify, Calm and Stop, 
Breathe and Think are behavioral 
tools that help users practice mind-
fulness and take regular time-outs 
from their hyper-connected life.

- Moment and Offtime form part of 
a category of apps that help users 
measure, regulate and restrict 
usage of their smartphones.

Humanity is more technologically 
advanced than ever before and yet 
we feel ourselves to be increasing-
ly fragile.

By directing some of the innova-
tion into contrarian pursuits like 
restoring the humanity of the 
old-fashioned house call or regu-
lating our smartphone addictions, 
this new direction represents an 
exciting and culturally positive op-
portunity.

Data and the technologies it un-
derpins need to deliver social,
economic and environmental
outcomes that are tangible to
politicians and the communities 
they serve. At its simplest, data
has the potential to transform 

public services and urban
policy, and drive innovation. 

The scale of the data we dealing 
with can be easily disconnected 
from the community that is impact-
ing! Harvesting the indigenous 
knowledge and resources of the 
communities to help ‘make sense’ 
of ‘big data’ by exploring urban 
communities as the medium to 
inspire and design meaningful 
interactions between humans, their 
environment and technology
presents a great opportunity to 
reshape our existence. 



How is technology mediating our 
interactions?

My research is inconclusive; the 
main reason being is that at the 
core of the question we are deal-
ing with a very subjective concept 
of human communication. Howev-
er it pointed out to certain direc-
tions and insights. 

When we analyze the data collect-
ed, we notice a difference in the 
social behavior between a low 
technologic environment (urban 
communities), and a high techno-
logic environment (smartphones). 

It’s reasonable to say that there is a 
stronger social interaction in the 
low technologic environment than 
in the high technologic environ-
ment. Also is noticeable the differ-
ence of ‘mood’ and atmosphere in 
both environments, having the 
urban communities (low 
tech/strong social interaction) a 
much more positive output; 
people chatting, laughing, smiling, 
hugging each other, relaxed pos-
tures, etc… Another detail that 
seems unnoticed is the importance 

of eye contact to develop social 
interactions, which is almost inex-
istent while using a smartphone. 
Eye contact is, in a face-to-face 
interaction, a very strong aspect of 
communication interaction.

This is surprising given that ever 
since the building of the telegraph 
system in the 19th century, people 
have believed that advances in 
communication technology would 
promote social harmony. If our 
assumption that communication 
brings people together were true, 
we should today be seeing a plan-
etary outbreak of peace, love, and 
understanding. Thanks to the Inter-
net and cellular networks, humanity 
is more connected than ever. Yet 
we live in a fractious time, defined 

not by concord but by conflict. 
Xenophobia is on the rise and po-
litical and social fissures are widen-
ing.

Although smartphones have in 
potential the affordances to con-
nect with other another, a sense of 
belonging to a community, ‘being 
part of’… the behavior ‘around’ it 
seems to only lead us to a more 
and more virtual isolated existence, 
creating anxiety and ‘stress of miss-
ing out’ (Berry and Dieter, 2015).

The reality is that most technolo-
gies are a double-edged sword. 
The smartphone is no exception. It 
can increment productivity, as well 
as diminish it. It can be used to 
communicate more and better, as 

well as misinform. It can help us 
share moments from our lives with 
friends, and occasionally 
over-share.

What I’m trying to explore and 
bring attention to with my research 
is that innovation and technology 
not always mean progress or better 
‘life quality’ in the communities.

I believe that the way we are medi-
ating our social interactions 
through technology is diminishing 
our human experience. As Debord 
proposes, the development of a 
modern society in which authentic 
social life has been replaced with 
its representation: “All that once 
was directly lived has become 
mere representation.”

In his analysis of the spectacular 
society, Debord notes that “quality 
of life is impoverished, with such 
lack of authenticity, human percep-
tions are affected, and there's also 
a degradation of knowledge, with 
the hindering of critical thought.”

I agree with his views. How is our 
culture and meaning construction 
being affected? Some will argue 
that this behavior is leading us to a 
new kind of ignorance. Defined not 
only by lack of knowledge but also 
by a growing lack of interest in 
what surround us. Incapable of 
questioning the world and distin-
guish true from false information. 
Facilitating a systemic production 
and maintenance of ignorance. 

This tendency towards automated 
and accelerated modes of action 
may undermine structures of 
reflection and critique - “Reflection 
is the process of knowing what we 
know. It is the only chance we have 
to discover our blindness and to 
recognize that the certainties and 
knowledge of others are, respec-
tively, as overwhelming and tenu-
ous as our own... We are keyed to 
action and not to reflection, so that 
our personal life is generally blind 
to itself” (H. Maturana and J.Varela, 
2004).
 
From an anthropological perspec-
tive, a culture is defined by shared 
knowledge, as ‘a system of inherit-
ed conceptions expressed in sym-
bolic forms by means of which 

people communicate, perpetuate, 
and develop their knowledge 
about and attitudes toward life’ 
(Geertz, 1973).
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our human experience. As Debord 
proposes, the development of a 
modern society in which authentic 
social life has been replaced with 
its representation: “All that once 
was directly lived has become 
mere representation.”

In his analysis of the spectacular 
society, Debord notes that “quality 
of life is impoverished, with such 
lack of authenticity, human percep-
tions are affected, and there's also 
a degradation of knowledge, with 
the hindering of critical thought.”

I agree with his views. How is our 
culture and meaning construction 
being affected? Some will argue 
that this behavior is leading us to a 
new kind of ignorance. Defined not 
only by lack of knowledge but also 
by a growing lack of interest in 
what surround us. Incapable of 
questioning the world and distin-
guish true from false information. 
Facilitating a systemic production 
and maintenance of ignorance. 

This tendency towards automated 
and accelerated modes of action 
may undermine structures of 
reflection and critique - “Reflection 
is the process of knowing what we 
know. It is the only chance we have 
to discover our blindness and to 
recognize that the certainties and 
knowledge of others are, respec-
tively, as overwhelming and tenu-
ous as our own... We are keyed to 
action and not to reflection, so that 
our personal life is generally blind 
to itself” (H. Maturana and J.Varela, 
2004).
 
From an anthropological perspec-
tive, a culture is defined by shared 
knowledge, as ‘a system of inherit-
ed conceptions expressed in sym-
bolic forms by means of which 

people communicate, perpetuate, 
and develop their knowledge 
about and attitudes toward life’ 
(Geertz, 1973).

Learning is personal and inherita-
ble collective: we learn with one 
another.
Culture and nature are one… and, 
as we surrounded ourselves by 
screens and our lives seem to fit in 
half a dozen of inches what is left 
of life after the screens? There 
seem to be a crescent disconnec-
tion between culture and nature… 
unprecedented in our human his-
tory. 

“Smartphones have become the 
hub of our daily lives and are now 
in the pockets of two thirds (66%) 

of UK adults, up from 39% in 2012. 
The vast majority (90%) of 16-24 
year olds own one; THE 55-64 year 
olds are also joining the smart-
phone revolution, with ownership 
in this age group more than dou-
bling since 2012, from 19% to 
50%.” - Source: www.ofcom.org.uk

People seem to be more and more 
addicted to new technologies, 
more specifically to smartphones. 
At work, in public transports, in 
restaurants or at home! They ‘do it’ 
everywhere, anytime… The more 
choices technology gives us in 
nearly every domain of our lives 
(information, events, places to go, 
friends, dating, jobs)  - the more we 
assume that our phone is always 
the most empowering and useful 

menu to pick from. Is it?

By shaping the menus we pick 
from, technology hijacks the way 
we perceive our choices and 
replaces them with new ones. But 
the closer we pay attention to the 
options we’re given, the more we’ll 
notice when they don’t actually 
align with our true needs.

According to Zogby Analytics, 86% 
of youngsters say their phones 
never leaves their sight, day or 
night, and 80% say it’s the first 
thing they do when they wake up.

As we spend in average between 3 
and 4 hours a day on the internet 
some will question why, by which 
means is this behavior unfolding 

and spreading at such fast pace? 
This behavior is instigated by 
design.

So… how to design a memorable, 
irresistible experience? It comes 
down
to six key ingredients: “compelling 
goals that remain just out of reach; 
unpredictable positive feedback; a 
sense of incremental progress and 
improvement; tasks that become 
slowly more difficult over time;
unresolved tensions that demand 
resolution; and strong social con-
nections.” Taken together, these 
ingredients compel us to act (Alter, 
2017).

Adam Alter writes in is last book 
(Irresistible – the rise of addictive 

technology and the business of 
keeping us hooked),  is that 41% of 
the population has suffered from 
some form of internet-addiction, 
whether it’s email, gaming, or porn. 
This finding comes from a 2011 
review paper of 83 studies with a 
combined total of 1.5 million 
respondents from around the 
globe. And it forms the backbone 
of Alter’s thesis: addiction is not a 
disease of the brain affecting “ad-
dictive personalities”, but is rather a 
learned experience shaped by 
memory, environment, and circum-
stance.

This is illustrated when we com-
pare a smartphone Ad and people 
using the smartphone with Multi-
modal analysis, and we can note 

that the environment portrayed in 
the Ad’s is completely different 
from real world. 

‘Nomophobia', a term researchers 
use to describe the fear of being 
without a mobile phone. By 2015, 
there were 280 million smartphone 
addicts. It would be the fourth most 
populous country in the world, 
after China, India, and the United 
States. 

As mobile eats the world, our con-
nectedness to our devices contin-
ues to rise at accelerated rates. As 
effective as technology is at en-
hancing communication and pro-
ductivity, our addiction to it brings 
collateral implications, not all posi-
tive. 

How can design mediate better 
interactions between technology 
and human emotion seems a key 
topic if we want to, as designer, to 
have a real impact at designing for 
a better world? 

“We do not learn from experi-
ence… We learn from reflecting on 
experience” - John Dewey

Among app developers, the major-
ity of innovation has been aimed at 
harnessing this trend by offering 
new ways for people to connect 
and access products or services on 
demand, driving deeper and 
deeper engagement between 
users and their devices. At the 
same time though, there’s

a contrarian theme emerging that 
uses technology to reduce our 
connectedness, and, in some 
cases, take us back to the analogue 
world of an earlier era which 
valued the uniqueness of the phys-
ical touch.

Below are a few examples of the 
products and services that have 
caught my attention which aim to 
either take us from the virtual back 
to the physical or transport us to 
the simplicity of an earlier era 
before technology competed so 
aggressively for our attention…

- Gracious Eloise, combines the 
efficiency of word processing with 
the personalization of hand-written 
notes, offering tools and APIs to 

turn any computer-generated text 
into natural-looking handwriting.

- Pager and Heal, use a mobile app 
to deliver on-demand doctor 
house calls.

- Meditation and Mindfulness apps 
like Buddhify, Calm and Stop, 
Breathe and Think are behavioral 
tools that help users practice mind-
fulness and take regular time-outs 
from their hyper-connected life.

- Moment and Offtime form part of 
a category of apps that help users 
measure, regulate and restrict 
usage of their smartphones.

Humanity is more technologically 
advanced than ever before and yet 
we feel ourselves to be increasing-
ly fragile.

By directing some of the innova-
tion into contrarian pursuits like 
restoring the humanity of the 
old-fashioned house call or regu-
lating our smartphone addictions, 
this new direction represents an 
exciting and culturally positive op-
portunity.

Data and the technologies it un-
derpins need to deliver social,
economic and environmental
outcomes that are tangible to
politicians and the communities 
they serve. At its simplest, data
has the potential to transform 

public services and urban
policy, and drive innovation. 

The scale of the data we dealing 
with can be easily disconnected 
from the community that is impact-
ing! Harvesting the indigenous 
knowledge and resources of the 
communities to help ‘make sense’ 
of ‘big data’ by exploring urban 
communities as the medium to 
inspire and design meaningful 
interactions between humans, their 
environment and technology
presents a great opportunity to 
reshape our existence. 





How is technology mediating our 
interactions?

My research is inconclusive; the 
main reason being is that at the 
core of the question we are deal-
ing with a very subjective concept 
of human communication. Howev-
er it pointed out to certain direc-
tions and insights. 

When we analyze the data collect-
ed, we notice a difference in the 
social behavior between a low 
technologic environment (urban 
communities), and a high techno-
logic environment (smartphones). 

It’s reasonable to say that there is a 
stronger social interaction in the 
low technologic environment than 
in the high technologic environ-
ment. Also is noticeable the differ-
ence of ‘mood’ and atmosphere in 
both environments, having the 
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tech/strong social interaction) a 
much more positive output; 
people chatting, laughing, smiling, 
hugging each other, relaxed pos-
tures, etc… Another detail that 
seems unnoticed is the importance 

of eye contact to develop social 
interactions, which is almost inex-
istent while using a smartphone. 
Eye contact is, in a face-to-face 
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have believed that advances in 
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brings people together were true, 
we should today be seeing a plan-
etary outbreak of peace, love, and 
understanding. Thanks to the Inter-
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is more connected than ever. Yet 
we live in a fractious time, defined 

not by concord but by conflict. 
Xenophobia is on the rise and po-
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low technologic environment than 
in the high technologic environ-
ment. Also is noticeable the differ-
ence of ‘mood’ and atmosphere in 
both environments, having the 
urban communities (low 
tech/strong social interaction) a 
much more positive output; 
people chatting, laughing, smiling, 
hugging each other, relaxed pos-
tures, etc… Another detail that 
seems unnoticed is the importance 

of eye contact to develop social 
interactions, which is almost inex-
istent while using a smartphone. 
Eye contact is, in a face-to-face 
interaction, a very strong aspect of 
communication interaction.

This is surprising given that ever 
since the building of the telegraph 
system in the 19th century, people 
have believed that advances in 
communication technology would 
promote social harmony. If our 
assumption that communication 
brings people together were true, 
we should today be seeing a plan-
etary outbreak of peace, love, and 
understanding. Thanks to the Inter-
net and cellular networks, humanity 
is more connected than ever. Yet 
we live in a fractious time, defined 

not by concord but by conflict. 
Xenophobia is on the rise and po-
litical and social fissures are widen-
ing.

Although smartphones have in 
potential the affordances to con-
nect with other another, a sense of 
belonging to a community, ‘being 
part of’… the behavior ‘around’ it 
seems to only lead us to a more 
and more virtual isolated existence, 
creating anxiety and ‘stress of miss-
ing out’ (Berry and Dieter, 2015).

The reality is that most technolo-
gies are a double-edged sword. 
The smartphone is no exception. It 
can increment productivity, as well 
as diminish it. It can be used to 
communicate more and better, as 

well as misinform. It can help us 
share moments from our lives with 
friends, and occasionally 
over-share.

What I’m trying to explore and 
bring attention to with my research 
is that innovation and technology 
not always mean progress or better 
‘life quality’ in the communities.

I believe that the way we are medi-
ating our social interactions 
through technology is diminishing 
our human experience. As Debord 
proposes, the development of a 
modern society in which authentic 
social life has been replaced with 
its representation: “All that once 
was directly lived has become 
mere representation.”

In his analysis of the spectacular 
society, Debord notes that “quality 
of life is impoverished, with such 
lack of authenticity, human percep-
tions are affected, and there's also 
a degradation of knowledge, with 
the hindering of critical thought.”

I agree with his views. How is our 
culture and meaning construction 
being affected? Some will argue 
that this behavior is leading us to a 
new kind of ignorance. Defined not 
only by lack of knowledge but also 
by a growing lack of interest in 
what surround us. Incapable of 
questioning the world and distin-
guish true from false information. 
Facilitating a systemic production 
and maintenance of ignorance. 

This tendency towards automated 
and accelerated modes of action 
may undermine structures of 
reflection and critique - “Reflection 
is the process of knowing what we 
know. It is the only chance we have 
to discover our blindness and to 
recognize that the certainties and 
knowledge of others are, respec-
tively, as overwhelming and tenu-
ous as our own... We are keyed to 
action and not to reflection, so that 
our personal life is generally blind 
to itself” (H. Maturana and J.Varela, 
2004).
 
From an anthropological perspec-
tive, a culture is defined by shared 
knowledge, as ‘a system of inherit-
ed conceptions expressed in sym-
bolic forms by means of which 

people communicate, perpetuate, 
and develop their knowledge 
about and attitudes toward life’ 
(Geertz, 1973).

Learning is personal and inherita-
ble collective: we learn with one 
another.
Culture and nature are one… and, 
as we surrounded ourselves by 
screens and our lives seem to fit in 
half a dozen of inches what is left 
of life after the screens? There 
seem to be a crescent disconnec-
tion between culture and nature… 
unprecedented in our human his-
tory. 

“Smartphones have become the 
hub of our daily lives and are now 
in the pockets of two thirds (66%) 

of UK adults, up from 39% in 2012. 
The vast majority (90%) of 16-24 
year olds own one; THE 55-64 year 
olds are also joining the smart-
phone revolution, with ownership 
in this age group more than dou-
bling since 2012, from 19% to 
50%.” - Source: www.ofcom.org.uk

People seem to be more and more 
addicted to new technologies, 
more specifically to smartphones. 
At work, in public transports, in 
restaurants or at home! They ‘do it’ 
everywhere, anytime… The more 
choices technology gives us in 
nearly every domain of our lives 
(information, events, places to go, 
friends, dating, jobs)  - the more we 
assume that our phone is always 
the most empowering and useful 

menu to pick from. Is it?

By shaping the menus we pick 
from, technology hijacks the way 
we perceive our choices and 
replaces them with new ones. But 
the closer we pay attention to the 
options we’re given, the more we’ll 
notice when they don’t actually 
align with our true needs.

According to Zogby Analytics, 86% 
of youngsters say their phones 
never leaves their sight, day or 
night, and 80% say it’s the first 
thing they do when they wake up.

As we spend in average between 3 
and 4 hours a day on the internet 
some will question why, by which 
means is this behavior unfolding 

and spreading at such fast pace? 
This behavior is instigated by 
design.

So… how to design a memorable, 
irresistible experience? It comes 
down
to six key ingredients: “compelling 
goals that remain just out of reach; 
unpredictable positive feedback; a 
sense of incremental progress and 
improvement; tasks that become 
slowly more difficult over time;
unresolved tensions that demand 
resolution; and strong social con-
nections.” Taken together, these 
ingredients compel us to act (Alter, 
2017).

Adam Alter writes in is last book 
(Irresistible – the rise of addictive 

technology and the business of 
keeping us hooked),  is that 41% of 
the population has suffered from 
some form of internet-addiction, 
whether it’s email, gaming, or porn. 
This finding comes from a 2011 
review paper of 83 studies with a 
combined total of 1.5 million 
respondents from around the 
globe. And it forms the backbone 
of Alter’s thesis: addiction is not a 
disease of the brain affecting “ad-
dictive personalities”, but is rather a 
learned experience shaped by 
memory, environment, and circum-
stance.

This is illustrated when we com-
pare a smartphone Ad and people 
using the smartphone with Multi-
modal analysis, and we can note 

that the environment portrayed in 
the Ad’s is completely different 
from real world. 

‘Nomophobia', a term researchers 
use to describe the fear of being 
without a mobile phone. By 2015, 
there were 280 million smartphone 
addicts. It would be the fourth most 
populous country in the world, 
after China, India, and the United 
States. 

As mobile eats the world, our con-
nectedness to our devices contin-
ues to rise at accelerated rates. As 
effective as technology is at en-
hancing communication and pro-
ductivity, our addiction to it brings 
collateral implications, not all posi-
tive. 

How can design mediate better 
interactions between technology 
and human emotion seems a key 
topic if we want to, as designer, to 
have a real impact at designing for 
a better world? 

“We do not learn from experi-
ence… We learn from reflecting on 
experience” - John Dewey

Among app developers, the major-
ity of innovation has been aimed at 
harnessing this trend by offering 
new ways for people to connect 
and access products or services on 
demand, driving deeper and 
deeper engagement between 
users and their devices. At the 
same time though, there’s

a contrarian theme emerging that 
uses technology to reduce our 
connectedness, and, in some 
cases, take us back to the analogue 
world of an earlier era which 
valued the uniqueness of the phys-
ical touch.

Below are a few examples of the 
products and services that have 
caught my attention which aim to 
either take us from the virtual back 
to the physical or transport us to 
the simplicity of an earlier era 
before technology competed so 
aggressively for our attention…

- Gracious Eloise, combines the 
efficiency of word processing with 
the personalization of hand-written 
notes, offering tools and APIs to 

turn any computer-generated text 
into natural-looking handwriting.

- Pager and Heal, use a mobile app 
to deliver on-demand doctor 
house calls.

- Meditation and Mindfulness apps 
like Buddhify, Calm and Stop, 
Breathe and Think are behavioral 
tools that help users practice mind-
fulness and take regular time-outs 
from their hyper-connected life.

- Moment and Offtime form part of 
a category of apps that help users 
measure, regulate and restrict 
usage of their smartphones.

Humanity is more technologically 
advanced than ever before and yet 
we feel ourselves to be increasing-
ly fragile.

By directing some of the innova-
tion into contrarian pursuits like 
restoring the humanity of the 
old-fashioned house call or regu-
lating our smartphone addictions, 
this new direction represents an 
exciting and culturally positive op-
portunity.

Data and the technologies it un-
derpins need to deliver social,
economic and environmental
outcomes that are tangible to
politicians and the communities 
they serve. At its simplest, data
has the potential to transform 

public services and urban
policy, and drive innovation. 

The scale of the data we dealing 
with can be easily disconnected 
from the community that is impact-
ing! Harvesting the indigenous 
knowledge and resources of the 
communities to help ‘make sense’ 
of ‘big data’ by exploring urban 
communities as the medium to 
inspire and design meaningful 
interactions between humans, their 
environment and technology
presents a great opportunity to 
reshape our existence. 
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- Gracious Eloise, combines the 
efficiency of word processing with 
the personalization of hand-written 
notes, offering tools and APIs to 

turn any computer-generated text 
into natural-looking handwriting.

- Pager and Heal, use a mobile app 
to deliver on-demand doctor 
house calls.

- Meditation and Mindfulness apps 
like Buddhify, Calm and Stop, 
Breathe and Think are behavioral 
tools that help users practice mind-
fulness and take regular time-outs 
from their hyper-connected life.

- Moment and Offtime form part of 
a category of apps that help users 
measure, regulate and restrict 
usage of their smartphones.

Humanity is more technologically 
advanced than ever before and yet 
we feel ourselves to be increasing-
ly fragile.

By directing some of the innova-
tion into contrarian pursuits like 
restoring the humanity of the 
old-fashioned house call or regu-
lating our smartphone addictions, 
this new direction represents an 
exciting and culturally positive op-
portunity.

Data and the technologies it un-
derpins need to deliver social,
economic and environmental
outcomes that are tangible to
politicians and the communities 
they serve. At its simplest, data
has the potential to transform 

public services and urban
policy, and drive innovation. 

The scale of the data we dealing 
with can be easily disconnected 
from the community that is impact-
ing! Harvesting the indigenous 
knowledge and resources of the 
communities to help ‘make sense’ 
of ‘big data’ by exploring urban 
communities as the medium to 
inspire and design meaningful 
interactions between humans, their 
environment and technology
presents a great opportunity to 
reshape our existence. 



“IF YOU WANT TO CHANGE
HOW SOMEONE THINKS, GIVE UP;
YOU CANNOT CHANGE HOW
ANOTHER THINKS. GIVE THEM A TOOL,
THE USE OF WHICH WILL LEAD THEM
TO THINK DIFFERENTLY.”

BUCKMISNTER
FULLER



To evolve, cities must be viewed as 
platforms, with populations en-
couraged to utilize technology to 
creatively disrupt and redefine core 
functionalities. Every digitally ena-
bled citizen living in a city is a hub 
of real-time data. When analyzed in 
isolation, there’s no actionable 
intelligence. But when you view the 
data we produce on a macro scale, 
the possibilities for radical inven-
tiveness are endless. - Gerard 
Grech, Chief Executive, Tech City 
UK (Cities as Platforms, 2016)

“We need to go beyond the obvi-
ous in order to engage with true 
and lasting solutions.” – Satish 
Kummar
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