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‘‘The score proved remarkably unreliable in 
forecasting violent crime: Only 20 percent of  
the people predicted to commit violent crimes 
actually went on to do so. 

—ProPublica report 

https://www.propublica.org/article/machine-bias-risk-assessments-in-criminal-sentencing


But not all errors 
are equal. 



Labeled higher risk, 
did not re-offend

Labeled lower risk, 
did re-offend

White:  

24%
Black:  
45%

White:  

48%
Black:  
28%

From propublica.org

http://propublica.org


From propublica.org

http://propublica.org


Not just wrong. Biased. 
  



Not just wrong. Biased. 
And secret. 
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our work is never  

neutral



it’s a product of 

culture



everyday choices affect 

real lives



which world will 

your work 
help build? 



design for

DIVERSITY









‘‘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, Google  

https://twitter.com/yonatanzunger/status/615585375487045632


Who’s worth designing for? 



These biases are deeply 
embedded. 



And they make their way 
right into our interfaces.  
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we all have 

blindspots



Find them. 
Own them.  
Minimize them.  
Repeat. 
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Machines learn from us. 
We choose what to teach.



STRESS
design for
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My mom’s boyfriend made me 
touch him. My best friend told 
me not to tell anyone. My big 
brother’s friend held me 
down and kissed me. These 
older kids keep telling me to 
take my shirt off. I’m scared. 



These kids were bursting 
to tell someone.



All we did was lower 
the barrier. 





‘‘The online service can be a good first step, 
especially for young people. They are more 
comfortable in an online space rather than 
talking about it with a real-life person. 

— Jennifer Marsh 
Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network



Who would use Siri for 
help in a crisis? 



Who would use their phone 
to shop online? 



Who would use a computer 
to talk to strangers? 



‘‘You don’t get to decide which device people use 
to access the internet: they do. 

—Karen McGrane 



Using Siri in a crisis is an 
edge case. 



Using Siri in a crisis is an 
edge case. 



Using Siri in a crisis is a 
stress case. 



ASSUME



• Users will appreciate our humor.  

• It’s probably not a big deal if 
something goes wrong.  

• This is the most important thing the 
user is doing right now.  

• This is simple.  







Stress cases help us 
normalize the unexpected. 



A person who received a threat from a 
stalker, and needs to lock down all their 
accounts as quickly as possible. 



A student whose roommate told them 
they want to commit suicide, and needs 
information on what to do. 



A person working two jobs who gets into 
a fender-bender, and is trying to file 
insurance info late at night after work.



‘‘Indifference towards people and the reality in 
which they live is actually the one and only 
cardinal sin in design. 

—Dieter Rams 



THE WORST
design for





The more you talk, the 
smarter Tay gets.





‘‘We stress-tested Tay under a variety of  
conditions, specifically to make interacting 
with Tay a positive experience.  

—Peter Lee, Microsoft Research  

http://blogs.microsoft.com/blog/2016/03/25/learning-tays-introduction/#sm.00000ej6194fw1docz5ri0kz7mnts


‘‘We stress-tested Tay under a variety of  
conditions, specifically to make interacting 
with Tay a positive experience.  

—Peter Lee, Microsoft Research  

http://blogs.microsoft.com/blog/2016/03/25/learning-tays-introduction/#sm.00000ej6194fw1docz5ri0kz7mnts


We do this all the time. 



From @RopesToInfinity











“Talk like a human!”



“Make it fun!”



just add 

delight!
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We are failing real people. 
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‘‘Just like you’ve learned how to navigate the infinity of  
social situations in your world, your chatty, fun-loving 
interface robot will need to take into account all the 
variables of  your product and all the edge cases that 
represent the humans you’re building things for.  

—Amy Thibodeau  



‘‘The failure mode of  clever is “asshole.”  

—John Scalzi  



‘‘It’s 2016. If  you’re not asking yourself  ‘how 
could this be used to hurt someone’ in your 
design/engineering process, you’ve failed.  

—Zoe Quinn  



We do our best work when 
we plan for the worst.



REAL LIFE
design for
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Reading Math
White  

528
Black  
431

White  

534
Black  
428

2015 College Board Total Group Profile Report

https://secure-media.collegeboard.org/digitalServices/pdf/sat/total-group-2015.pdf


2015 College Board Total Group Profile Report

Boys  

497
Girls  
493

Boys  

527
Girls  
496

Reading Math
White  

528
Black  
431

White  

534
Black  
428

https://secure-media.collegeboard.org/digitalServices/pdf/sat/total-group-2015.pdf


‘‘Education Testing Services… pretests all 
potential questions before finalizing a given 
SAT. It assumes that a “good” question is one 
that students who score well overall tend to 
answer correctly, and vice versa. 

—Jay Rosner 



‘‘… So if, on a particular math question, girls 
outscore boys or blacks outscore whites, it has 
almost no chance of  making the final cut. This 
process therefore perpetuates disparities. 

—Jay Rosner 



‘‘… So if, on a particular math question, girls 
outscore boys or blacks outscore whites, it has 
almost no chance of  making the final cut. This 
process therefore perpetuates disparities. 

—Jay Rosner 



This is design.  
This is content.  
This is us. 



Interfaces affect inputs. 



Inputs change outcomes.



Outcomes define norms. 



design has 
power
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how will you  
use yours?
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