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To recap:  
• There’s no way to turn it off 

• This is dangerous for people with eating disorders 

• This feels shamey  

• “Average” calorie counts are wildly inaccurate  

• Not all calories are equal 

• A cupcake is not a useful metric 

• Pink cupcakes are not neutral—they have social and culture 
encoding (feminine, white, middle class)  

• This perpetuates diet culture 



It took one hour to 
document these flaws. 



It took three hours to 
shut the feature down. 



How many hours did it 
take to build?
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SMALL CHOICES



From Dan Hon



From Dan Hon





From @itsjust_davenow  



From Patrick Gerard

https://twitter.com/PatrickGerard01/status/1031920228098355200


From @sallyrooney



‘‘We talked about getting rid of  it but it performs 
kinda great :/ 

—Tag Savage, lead writer at Tumblr

https://twitter.com/tagsavage/status/772504445406048257


BIG CONSEQUENCES 



Screensh0t of a knockoff Peppa Pig video: James Bridle



• Cartoons about torture and suicide 

• Sexualized characters and themes 

• Violence and weapons  

• Kids being tied up and hurt 

• Kids vomiting and writhing in pain





‘‘Within just a few clicks of  supposedly “related” 
content, a viewer watching a Peterson lecture can end 
up on a video entitled “How Savage Are Blacks In 
America & Why Is Everyone Afraid To Discuss It?” 

—Sam Levin in The Guardian



Altena, Germany

Photo of Altena: Ksenia Kuleshova for The New York Times 

x



‘‘Towns where Facebook use was higher than average, like 
Altena, reliably experienced more attacks on refugees. 
That held true in virtually any sort of  community—big 
city or small town; a!luent or struggling; liberal haven or 
far-right stronghold… Wherever per-person Facebook use 
rose to one standard deviation above the national average, 
attacks on refugees increased by about 50 percent. 

—Amanda Taub & Max Fisher,  
The New York Times
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‘‘[The] algorithm is built around a core mission: promote 
content that will maximize user engagement. Posts that 
tap into negative, primal emotions like anger or fear, 
studies have found, perform best and so proliferate. 

That is how anti-refugee sentiment… can seem 
unusually common on Facebook, even in a pro-refugee 
town like Altena. 

—Amanda Taub & Max Fisher,  
The New York Times



Our systems aren’t just 
vulnerable to abuse.  

They’re optimized for it. 



EMBEDDED 
BIASES



Video: Chukwuemeka Afigbo



From Jacky Alciné



From Jacky Alciné



‘‘We’re also working on longer-term fixes around both 
linguistics (words to be careful about in photos of  
people)… and image recognition itself  (e.g., better 
recognition of  dark-skinned faces).  

—Yonatan Zunger, former Googler  

https://twitter.com/yonatanzunger/status/615585375487045632
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‘‘When the person in the photo is a white man, the 
software is right 99 percent of  the time. But the darker 
the skin, the more errors arise — up to nearly 35 
percent for images of  darker skinned women. 

—“Facial Recognition Is Accurate, if You’re a White Guy” 
by Steve Lohr, The New York Times
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Courtesy of Kodak and Hermann Zschiegner 



‘‘With a white body as a light meter, all other skin tones 
become deviations from the norm. It turns out, film 
stock’s failures to capture dark skin aren’t a technical 
issue, they’re a choice.  

—Syreeta McFadden 



This is what white 
supremacy looks like. 





• Word2vec: Natural language processing 
tool trained using 3 million words from 
Google News articles.

• Can complete analogies: Paris is to 
France as Tokyo is to _______. 

• Thinks man is to computer programmer 
as woman is to homemaker.





• COCO: More than 100,000 images from 
the web, labeled.

• AI trained on it can identify objects in 
those images. 

• It associates kitchen implements with 
women.



If we’re not explicitly 
removing bias, we’re 
reinforcing it. 



A WAY FORWARD



Practice  
Process 
Priorities 



Practice  
Process 
Priorities



ASSUME





• The user’s weight is “extra pounds.”  
• The user is trying to lose weight.  
• The user feels bad about having 
gained weight. 

• The user wants help losing weight.



From @sallyrooney



That’s just an edge case. 



That’s just an edge case. 



That’s a stress case.





Practice  
Process  
Priorities  



If it’s important, 
it’s planned.



If it’s important, 
it’s resourced.



If it’s important, 
it’s evaluated.



‘‘Lean methodology and the Minimum Viable Product 
technique are supposed to help reduce waste and 
increase the timely flow of  useful feedback. In 
practice, they are used as cover for rushing to a less 
thoughtful solution without considering the context 
or the long-term implications.   

—Erika Hall, “Thinking in Triplicate”

https://medium.com/mule-design/a-three-part-plan-to-save-the-world-98653a20a12f


Make inclusive design and worst-case scenario 
planning an explicit part of:  
• Project roles and responsibilities    
• Roadmapping and project planning  
• Use cases and scenarios   
• Content and design crits 
• Project postmortems   
• Employee evaluations  



Practice 
Process  
Priorities 
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‘‘We’re an idealistic and optimistic company. For the 
first decade, we really focused on all the good that 
connecting people brings… But it’s clear now that we 
didn’t do enough. We didn’t focus enough on 
preventing abuse and thinking through how people 
could use these tools to do harm as well.  

—Mark Zuckerberg, April 2018



‘‘The ugly truth is that we believe in connecting people 
so deeply that anything that allows us to connect more 
people more often is *de facto* good. That’s why all the 
work we do in growth is justified. All the questionable 
contact importing practices. All the subtle language 
that helps people stay searchable by friends… All of  it. 

—Facebook VP Andrew “Boz” Bosworth, 2016 
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$40 billion 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/joshmattson/5986128595


‘‘The problems the company is facing today are due to 
tens of  thousands of  small decisions made over the 
last decade within an incentive structure that was not 
predicated on our 2018 threat profile.   

—Alex Stamos, departing Facebook CSO
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If we can only discuss ethics 
when it’s revenue-neutral,  
we don’t have ethics.



IT’S TIME 
TO LEAD



Our work is entangled 
with people’s most 
intimate lives. 



We have a responsibility 
to slow down, take stock, 
and do better.



What are you willing to risk  
to make that happen? 



Books/Speaking 
sarawb.com  

Consulting 
rareunion.com  

Podcast 
noyougoshow.com 

Thank you. 

http://sarawb.com
http://rareunion.com
http://noyougoshow.com

