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People Are Responsible, Computers Are Not

The authors assert that people who use or design computer
systems are morally responsible for any resulting harm. They
discuss existing computer practices that increase the ten-
dency for users and designers to feel little responsibility for
harmful outcomes. To correct this problem the authors suggest
dlternative cpproaches to computer system design.

Batya Friedman and Peter H. Kahn, Jr*

Societal interest in responsible computing perhaps most often arises in
response to harmful consequences that can result from computing. For
instance, consider the frustration and economic loss incurred by individuals
and businesses whose computer systems have been infected by the Internet
worm or other computer viruses. Or consider the physical suffering and
death of the cancer patients who were overradiated by Therac-25, or of
civilians accidentally bombed in the Persian Gulf war by ‘‘smart’’ missiles
gone astray. Largely in reaction to events like these, we have in recent
years seen a surge of interest in preventing or at least minimizing such
harmful consequences. But if responsible computing is to be understood as
something more than a form of damage control, how are we to understand
the term? Moreover, how can responsible computing be promoted within
the computing community?

Design to Support Human Agency and Responsiblie Computing

[Wle propose that responsible computing often depends on humans’ clear
understanding that humans are capable of being moral agents and that
computational systems are not. However . . . this understanding can be
distorted in one of two ways. In the first type of distortion, the computa-
tional system diminishes or undermines the human user’s sense of his or her
own moral agency. In such systems, human users are placed into largely
mechanical roles, either mentally or physically, and frequently have little
understanding of the larger purpose or meaning of their individual actions.

*Reprinted by permission of the publisher from *‘Human Agency and Responsible Comput-
ing: Implications for Computer System Design,"” Batya Friedman and Peter H. Kahn, Jr.,
Journal of Systems Software, pp. 7-14. Copyright © 1992 by Elsevier Science Inc.
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To the extent that humans experience a diminished sense of agency, human
dignity is eroded and individuals may consider themselves to be largely
unaccountable for the consequences of their computer use. Conversely, in
the second type of distortion the computational system masquerades as an
agent by projecting intentions, desires, and volition. To the extent that
humans inapropriately attribute agency to such systems, humans may well
consider the computational systems, at least in part, to be morally responsi-
ble for the effects of computer-mediated or computer-controlled actions.

Accordingly, to support humans’ responsible use of computational sys-
tems, system design should strive to minimize both types of distortion.
That is, system design should seek to protect the moral agency of humans
and to discourage in humans a perception of moral agency in the computa-
tional system. How might design practices achieve these goals? Given that
little research exists that addresses this question directly, we seek to pro-
vide some initial sketches by examining three types of computer practices.

Anthropomorphizing the Computational System

Anthropomorphic metaphors can be found in some of the definitions and
goals for interface design. For example, some interfaces are designed to
“‘use the process of human-human communication as a model for human-
computer interaction’’ ([1], p. 86), to *‘interact with the user similar to the
way one human would interact with another’’ ([1], p. 87), or to be “‘intel-
ligent”” where intelligence is based on a model of human intelligence.
When such anthropomorphic metaphors become embedded in the design of
a system, the system can fall prey to the second type of distortion by
projecting human agency onto the computational system.

Moreover, even in unsophisticated designs of this type, there is some
evidence that people do attribute agency to the computational system. For
example, Weizenbaum [2] reported that some adults interacted with his
computer program DOCTOR with great emotional depth and intimacy,
“‘conversing with the computer as if it were a person’’ (p. 7). In a similar
vein, some of the children Turkle [3] interviewed about their experiences
with an interactive computer game called Merlin that played Tic-Tac-Toe
attributed psychological (mental) characteristics to Merlin. For example,
children sometimes accused Merlin of cheating, an accusation that includes
a belief that the computer has both the intention and desire to deceive. In
another example, Rumelhart and Norman [4] attempted to teach novices to
use an editing program by telling the novices that the system was like a
secretary. The novices drew on this human analogy to attribute aspects of a
secretary’s intelligence to the editing system and assumed (incorrectly) that
the system would be able to understand whether they intended a particular
string of characters to count as text or as commands.
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While these examples of human attribution of agency to computational
systems have largely benign consequences, this may not always be the
case, Consider Jenkins’ [5] human factors experiment that simulated a
nuclear power plant failure. In the experiment, nuclear power plant opera-
tors had access to an expert system to aid them in responding to the plant
failure. Although previously instructed on the expert system’s limitations,
the *‘operators expected that the expert system’s limitations, the ‘‘operators
expected that the expert system implemented in the computer ‘knew’ about
the failures of the cooling system without being told. The system [however]
was neither designed nor functioned as an automatic fault recognition sys-
tem’’ (p. 258). Jenkins attributed this overestimation of the system’s capa-
bilities to the power plant operators’ expectations for the expert system to
know certain information, presumably the type of information that any re-
sponsible human expert would know or attempt to find out in that situation.

Because nonanthropomorphic design does not encourage people to at-
tribute agency to the computational system, such designs can better support
responsible computing. To clarify what such design looks like in practice,
consider the possibilities for interface design. Without ever impersonating
human agency, interface design can appropriately pursue such goals as
learnability, ease and pleasure of use, clarity, and quick recovery from
errors. In addition, nonanthropomorphic interface design can employ such
techniques as novel pointing devices, nonanthropomorphic analogies,
speech input and output, and menu selection. Or consider the characteris-
tics of another plausible technique: direct manipulation. According to Jacob
[6], direct manipulation refers to a user interface in which the user ‘‘seems
to operate directly on the objects in the computer rather than carrying on a
dialogue about them’ (p. 166). For example, the Xerox Star desktop
manager adapted for systems such as the Apple Macintosh uses images of
standard office objects (e.g., files, folders, and trash cans) and tasks to
represent corresponding objects and functions in the editing system [7]. In
this environment, disposing of a computer file is achieved by moving the
image of the file onto the image of the trash can, akin to disposing of a
paper file by physically placing the file in a trash can. There is no ambiguity
in this direct manipulation interface as to who is doing the acting (the
human user) and what the user is acting upon (objects in the computational
system). The defining characteristics of direct manipulation suggest that
this technique would not lead to projecting human agency onto the system.
This is because direct manipulation involves physical action on an object as
opposed to social interaction with an other as an undenying metaphor.
Additionally, direct manipulation seeks to have the human user directly
manipulate computational objects, thereby virtually eliminating the possi-
bility for the human user to perceive the computer interface as an intermedi-

ary agent.
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Nonanthropomorphic design considerations fit within a larger vision for
interface design that is already part of the field. For example, Shneiderman
(8] draws on Weizenbaum [2] to advocate design that ‘‘sharpen(s] the
boundaries between people and computers . . . {for] human-human com-
munication is a poor model for human-computer interaction’ (p. 434).
More recently, Shneiderman [9] writes that ‘‘when an interactive system is
well designed, it almost disappears, enabling the users to concentrate on
their work or pleasure’’ (p. 169). Winograd and Flores [10] similarly
advocate the design of nonanthropomorphic computer tools that provide a
transparent interaction between the user and the resulting action. ‘“The
transparency of interaction is of utmost importance in the design of tools,
including computer systems, but it is not best achieved by attempting to
mimic human faculties”” (p. 194). When a transparent interaction is
achieved, the user is freed from the details of using the tool to focus on the
task at hand. The shared vision here is for the interface to ‘‘disappear,’’ not
to intercede in the guise of another ‘‘agent’’ between human users and the
computational system. ‘

Delegating Decision Making to Computational Systems

When delegating decision making to computational systems, both types of
distortions can occur. The discussion that follows examines these distor-
tions in the context of the APACHE system [11, 12]. More generally,
however, similar analyses could be applied to other computer-based models
and knowledge-based systems such as MYCIN [13] or the Authorizer’s
Assistant used by the American Express Corporation [14].

APACHE is a computer-based model implemented but not yet used
clinically that determines when to withdraw life support systems from
patients in intensive care units. Consider the nature of the human-computer
relationship if APACHE, used as a closed-loop system, determines that life
support systems should be withdrawn from a patient, and then turns off the
life support systems. In ending the patient’s life the APACHE system
projects a view of itself to the medical personnel and the patient’s family as
a purposeful decision maker (the second type of distortion). Simul-
taneously, the system allows the attending physician and critical care staff
to distance or numb themselves from the decision making process about
when to end another human’s life (the first type of distortion).

Now, in actuality, at least some of the researchers developing APACHE
do not recommend its use as a closed-loop system, but as a consultation
system, one that recommends a course of action to a human user who may
or may not choose to follow the recommendation [11]. These researchers
write: “‘Computer predictions should never dictate clinical decisions, as
very often there are many factors other than physiologic data to be consid-
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ered when a decision to withdraw therapy is made’’ (p. 1096). Thus, used
as a consultation system, APACHE functions as a tool to aid the critical
care staff with making difficult decisions about the withdrawal of therapy.
Framed in this manner, the consultation system approach seems to avoid
the distortions of human agency described above: the consultation system
does not mimic purposeful action or inappropriately distance the medical
staff from making decisions about human life and death.

In practice, however, the situation can be more complicated. Most hu-
man activity, including the decision by medical personnel to withdraw life
support systems, occurs in a web of human relationships. In some circum-
stances, because a computational system is embedded in a complex so-
cial structure human users may experience a diminished sense of moral
agency. Let us imagine, for instance, that APACHE is used as a consulta-
tion system. With increasing use and continued good performance by
APACHE, it is likely that the medical personnel using APACHE will
develop increased trust in APACHE’s recommendations. Over time, these
recommendations will carry increasingly greater authority within the medi-
cal community. Within this social context, it may become the practice for
critical care staff to act on APACHE’s recommendations somewhat auto-
matically, and increasingly difficult for even an experienced physician to
challenge the ‘‘authority’’ of APACHE’s recommendation, since to chal-
lenge APACHE would be to challenge the medical community. But at this
point the open-loop consultation system through the social context has
become, in effect, a closed loop system wherein computer prediction dic-
tates clinical decisions.

Such potential effects point to the need to design computational systems
with an eye toward the larger social context, including long-term effects
that may not become apparent until the technology is well situated in the
social environment. Participatory design methods offer one such means
{15, 16). Future users, who are experienced in their respective fields, are
substantively involved in the design process. As noted at a recent confer-
ence [17], Thoresen worked with hospital nurses to design a computer-
based record-keeping system. In the design process, nurses helped to define
on a macro level what institutional problems the technology would seek to
solve, and on a micro level how such technological solutions would be
implemented. From the perspective of human agency, such participatory
design lays the groundwork for users to see themselves as responsible for
shaping the system’s design and use.

Delegating Instruction to Computational Systems

Instructional technology programs that deliver systematically designed
computer-based courseware to students can suffer from the first type of
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distortion—computer use that erodes the human user’s sense of his or he

own agency. Often absent from this type of instructional technolo 5
a meaningful notion of the student’s responsibility for learnin Johi}; .
and Taylor [18] have discussed this problem in a paper apdygt.itled “Zr:
C'ro.s§-purpose: instructional technology and the erosion of personal respor-
sibility.”” According to Johnsen and Taylor, instructional technolo gde-
ﬁne.[s] responsibility operationally in the context of means/ endgsyratio

pahty.. The singular responsibility for a student’s education becom :
1dept1ﬁed with the success of the program’’ (p. 9). They further point to t}?:
logical conclusion of this educational view for students, parents, teachers

and government: failure to educate comes to mean that the ingtructionai
technology failed to teach, not that students failed to learn.

As an example of this type of instructional technology, consider how the
GREATERP intelligent tutoring system (described in [19]) for novice pro-
grammers in LISP handles students’ errors. When GREATERP detenn?ne
the student has entered ““incorrect”’ information, the tutor interrrupts th:
student’s progress toward the student’s porposed solution (viable gr not)
and forces the student to backtrack to the intelligent tutor’s ‘‘correct’’
solun‘on. Thus GREATERP assumes responsibility not only for student
learning but also for preventing student errors along the way and for the
process of achieving a solution. In so doing, this intelligent tutorin
system—.—and other comparable instructional technology programs——caxgl
undermine the student’s sense of his or her own agency and r ibili
for the educational endeavor. ’ Fsponsibilly

In contrast, other educational uses of computing promote students’ sense
of agency and active decision making. For example, just as consultation
systems can to some degree place responsibility for decision making on the
human user, so educational uses of computer applications software (e
word processors, spreadsheets, data bases, microcomputer-based labs) c%m’
place responsibility for learning on the student. With computer application
students determine when the applications would be useful and for wh i
purposes, and evaluate the results of their use. Moreover, the social or anz'i
zation of school computer use can contribute to students” understandirgx (;
responsible ;omputing. As with participatory design, consider the valﬁi f
student participation in creating the policies that govern their own school
computer use. For example, as discussed in a recent article by Friedm:n
r{j;]},a:tsucc;entls (;fin detgrmine the privacy policy for their own electronic

. ool. To establish such a privacy policy, “‘stu
tk}elr fundgmental understandings of pn’va}é){) n'gh}t/s to deii?;;?::éi%?wo%n
tmeg for this new situation. In turn, circumstances like these provide o ’ or-
unities for §tudents not only to develop morally but to make dec'pP
ab‘o'ut a socxefﬂy and computationally powerful technology, and thllsllsortls

mitigate a belief held by many people that one is controlled by’rather than ix?
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control of technology.”’ Through such experiences, students can learn that
humans determine how computer technology is used and that humans bear
responsibility for the results of that use.

Conclusion

We argued initially that humans, but not computers (as they can be con-
ceived today in material and structure), are or could be moral agents. Based
on this view, we identified two broad approaches by which computer sys-
tem design can promote responsible computer use. Each approach seeks to
minimize a potential distortion between human agency and computer ac-
tivity. First, computational systems should be designed in ways that do not
denigrate the human user to machine-like status. Second, computational
systems should be designed in ways that do not impersonate human agency
by attemtping to mimic intentional states. Both approaches seek to promote
the human user’s autonomous decision making in ways that are responsive
to and informed by community and culture.

What we have provided, of course, are only broad approaches and design
sketches. But if we are correct that human agency is central to most en-
deavors that seek to understand and promote responsible computing, then
increased attention should be given to how the human user perceives spe-
cific types of human-computer interactions, and how human agency is
constrained, promoted, or otherwise affected by the larger social environ-
ment. In such investigations, it is likely that research methods can draw
substantively on existing methods employed in the social-cognitive and
moral-developmental psychological fields. Methods might include 1) semi-
structured hypothetical interviews with participants about centrally relevant
problems [21-25]; 2) naturalistic and structured observations [26~28}; and
3) semistructured interviews based on observations of the participant’s
practice [29-31]. Of note, some anthropologists [32] and psychologists
[33] working in the area of human factors have with some success incorpo-
rated aspects of these methods into their design practices.

A final word needs to be said about the role of moral psychology in the
field of computer system design. As increasingly sophisticated computa-
tional systems have become embedded in social lives and societal practices,
increasing pressure has been placed on the computing field to go beyond
purely technical considerations and to promote responsible computing. In
response, there has been, understandably, a desire to know the ‘‘right”
answer to ethical problems that arise, where ‘‘right’’ is understood to mean
something like ‘‘philosophically justified or grounded.”” We agree that
there is an important place for philosophical analyses in he field. But
philosophy seldom tells us how or why problems relevant to a philosophical
position involving computing occur in practice, let alone what can most
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effec‘tively resolve them. Such issues require empirical data that dea] sub-
stantively with the psychological reality of humans. Thus, by linking our
technical pursuits with both philosophical inquiry and moral-psychological
resea.rch, responsible computing can be enhanced as a shared vision and
practice within the computing community.
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The Ten Commandments of Computer Ethics

These guidelines were created by the Computer Ethics Insti-
tute, which sponsors symposiums on computer ethics through-
out the year. Contact the Insfitute at P. O. Box 42672, Washing-
ton, D.C. 20015 for more information. You may also join ifs
listserv (cel-l@american.edu) by mailing a subscription com-
mand to listserv@american.edu.

Computer Ethics Institute™

The Ten Commandments of Computer Ethics

Thou shalt not use a computer to harm other people.

Thou shalt not interfere with other people’s computer work.
Thou shalt not snoop around in other people’s computer files.
Thou shalt not use a computer to steal.

Thou shalt not use a computer to bear false witness.

S e

Thou shalt not copy or use proprietary software for which you have
not paid.

7. Thou shalt not use other people’s computer resorces without authori-
zation or proper compensation.

*Copyright © by the Computer Ethics Institute. Reprinted by permission.
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