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EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

THE HUMANIZATION OF TECHNOLOGY

COLUMN HOST

LU Xiaoxuan
Assistant Professor of Landscape Architecture at the University of Hong Kong

In Designing for People, Henry Dreyfuss wrote “when the point of contact
between the product and the people becomes a point of friction, then the
‘designer’ has failed. On the other hand, if people are made safer, more
comfortable, more eager to purchase, more efficient — or just plain happier
— by contact with the product, then the designer has succeeded.”!"! Dreyfuss
posits that the designers’ goal is to identify points of “friction” within

any given human-technology relationship with a view to refashion their
interaction and improve the user’s experience with the product. The designer
must understand both the complexity of the technological system, and the
physical, intellectual, and emotional requirements of the users. Written some
60 years ago in the context of rapid post-war technological change and its
impacts on society, Dreyfuss’ writing is surprisingly relevant to today’s
conversation about our contemporary human-technology relationship. This
is no longer regarded so much as a “servant and master” relationship where
one element imposes on the other, rather it is increasingly seen as symbiotic,
where both elements live together interdependently, and are transformed and
enhanced by one another. One important trend in the design and technology
field is the humanization of technological design, which centralizes the

role of people and regards technology as a means of addressing human
needs. Such an approach aims to create a synergistic relationship between
technologies such as Artificial Intelligence and humans, for example by
combining technology’s ability to instantly collect and analyze information,
with our human intelligence that can apply a holistic, abstract, and intuitive
approach to problem solving.”! As designers strive to bridge the gap between
the potential of emerging technologies and our ability to harness that
potential for the good of humanity, two projects in this issue point the way

for design to serve as a mediator between technology and human values.

In Drones for Agriculture in Tanzania, Sonja Betschart, co-founder and chief
entrepreneurship officer of WeRobotics, shares her efforts in facilitating
innovation through digital technologies and design thinking methods.
WeRobotics is a U.S. / Swiss based NGO that strives to create a future where
local communities in developing and at-risk countries can use robotics for
social good, accelerating and scaling the positive impact on aid, health,
development, and environmental initiatives. In collaboration with the
International Food Policy Research Institute and University of Maryland,

WeRobotics’ first drone agriculture project in Tanzania showcases a joint

effort in using multispectral drone data to ground-truth satellite data for
pre-harvest loss assessment of smallholder farms. Drone operators are able
to capture the local context along with local idiosyncrasies that cannot be
registered by satellite. Engagement with local stakeholders allows the project
team to learn more about their needs, and develop ways to address problems

using high-resolution aerial data.

In Virtual Reality for Immersive Data Interaction, Pia Fricker, Professor for
Computational Methodologies in Landscape Architecture and Urbanism at
Aalto University, Finland, introduces her initiative to bridge the gap between
visual representation and data analysis in the design process. Fricker points
out that although mixed reality tools are increasingly used to review design
decisions within the smart building industry, there is a lack of research on
human-centered data interaction and spatial perception. Instead of focusing
on optimizing 3D visualization and navigation in Virtual Reality (VR),
Fricker and her team devote their efforts to the development of an innovative
multi-disciplinary platform in VR and Augmented Reality. This enables both
the designers and future users of landscape architecture, urban design, and
planning projects to actively understand and interact with the hidden layers
(datasets) of the site, empowering them to play a more interactive role in the

design process and enhancing our future wellbeing.

Through the lens of social entrepreneurship, Betschart advocates the
localization of robotics technologies to support community-based
humanitarian efforts. Through the lens of design pedagogy, Fricker positions
human elements at the center of the digital environment to open up new
participatory design processes. Rather than simply developing ever more
advanced technologies, both projects address how to facilitate relationships

between people and technologies, in the quest for a more humane future.
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