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Since its beginnings as a practice and a discipline, there has been ongoing debate about the social
responsibility of design. As shapers of the world through the production of all forms of technological
objects (Simondon, 1980), including not only our tools and media but also our dwellings and the cities
in which these are organised into, designers have assumed a privileged position and a central role in

shaping the world, in organising it, and consequently, in organising our individual and collective lives.

Through their work in the development and production of a growing number of the objects with which
we coexist, designers are involved in making choices that are then bestowed on the world. Through the
organisation of our societies, as individuals or collectives we often gladly yield having to make those
choices, because the world is far too complex for any single individual or small group of persons to
handle. No one can assess all details of their lives and make all the choices it involves, much less to
do so in an informed fashion. Social and cultural beings that we are, we trust designers, developers,

engineers, scientists, legislators, and a host of other specialists to choose in our stead.

Therefore, more often than not, objects come into our lives already formed. And with them come
affordances that suggest, and to a degree constrain, how we can relate to them, how we may be able
to perceive objects, fit them in our world, and put them to some use. Affordances are shaped by the
design, development and production cycles of objects, or, alternatively, by their genetic and morpho-
logical processes. But affordances do not dictate how an object can exist (Morozov, 2011). Affordances
are umwelt-specific relational concepts (Penny, 2017) that have as much of an objective as of a sub-
jective nature. The design of objects rightfully focuses on affordances, and tries to optimise them from
our human perspective, an optimisation that in its anthropocentrism usually tends to disregard — or, to
say the least, minimise — their impacts on other beings and systems besides ourselves. Often these
impacts may be simply ignored, other times dismissed as externalities, even when they may directly
affect us. Design is, unfortunately, often short-sighted in scope, focusing on immediate usage and im-

pact, resorting to limited metrics to do so, and selectively ignoring negative externalities.

Affordances are, however, only a part of the issue. Because there are other features of objects that
are much stricter than affordances. There are things that objects bring with them and impose on us.
Some of these may be quite noticeable and immediate, like their functional or physical properties. Oth-
ers only become apparent over time and are more difficult to notice, such as their long-term impacts on
culture, or on our physical or mental health, or even on ecosystems and the (life)world (lhde, 1990), as

in the cases of global warming and the climate crisis. As McLuhan (1988) would put it, objects reverse,
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but the complex ways how they affect other objects and ourselves, how they shape us after we shape
them (Culkin, 1967), is something that designers are usually less trained to consider and that often
cannot afford to ponder when that is not imposed by legal requirements, something that has long been
a norm in architecture and some fields of industrial design and is now starting to become more usual
even in fields such as communication design. As such, objects are thrust into the world without much

consideration about their secondary impacts. And therefore, we often do become tools of our tools.i

When objects arrive into our lives they already encapsulate a myriad decisions about their form and
functions, and these decisions also shape their impacts in our lives and in the world at large: in other
individuals, our societies and cultures, the ecosystems we are a part of and sometimes even those we
are not (Bridle, 2022), and even the entire biome, at micro and macro scales, to an extent we are unable
to fathom (Morton, 2013).

Objects may extend us (McLuhan, 1964), they may help us to do things, and they may do things on
their own, sometimes for us, sometimes independently of us, sometimes regardless of us (Verbeek,
2005). They can also, in many ways, make us do things for them. Our objects organise us (Nog, 2023).
And there are objects that may even make decisions in our stead, that can choose for us. Choose what
we should do, where we should be and how we should get there, what we should read, hear or watch.
Choose how we should spend our time, or learn, or teach, or how and what to create. To do this, objects
need to perceive us. Which brings into play another set of affordances: our own, as perceived by ob-
jects. Now it’'s not only about how we can relate to objects, how we may perceive them, fit them in our
world, and put them to some use but it is also how we may fit in their worlds (Lee, 2018), and how we
may be put to use by them. So, the ways how we design objects, often in a collaborative process with
other objects, become paramount to the shaping of objects that are humane and solidary (Morton,

2017), both with us as well as with all other objects out there.

Design also has a history of almost utopian optimism, particularly in its more recent past, surrounding
the development of new media forms. Almost since the start of modern computation and computational
media we can find projects such as Vannevar Bush’s Memex, Ivan Sutherland’s Sketchpad, Douglas
Engelbart’'s NLS, Alan Kay’s Dynabook, Ted Nelson’s Xanadu, and several others, aiming to expand
human potential, to increase productivity and social ties, to foster democracy, justice, combat tyranny
and despotism, and generally contribute to making the world a better place. In even more recent times,
we have witnessed several bouts of (sometimes unbridled) optimism related to the alleged positive
impacts of technologies such as social networks, blockchain, or generative Al. Some of this positivism
is certainly warranted, as computational media do indeed present us with an extremely rich context for
the development of art, culture, sciences, and our ongoing process of becoming as a species. The good
intentions of designers are often also genuine and they may lead to the development of impactful re-
search.ii But, on the other hand, such optimism may seem hard to justify in the light of mounting evi-
dence about the various negative impacts that these technologies also have and that do not only man-
ifest in the short term but often also at deep and long-lasting levels (see, e.g., Crawford, 2021; McQuil-
lan, 2022; Bender & Hanna, 2025; Hao, 2025). If our technologies have roots in the deep time of the

past (Kittler, 1999; Zielinski, 2006), some of will leave traces extending to a deeper time of the future.



Journal of Digital Media & Interaction
Vol. 8, No. 20, (2025)

But these issues become even more complex if we also consider the many ethical questions that
contemporary technologies bring about, such as labour exploitation, extractivism, novel forms of impe-
rialism, or technofeudalism, that are far more wide ranging, and sometimes far more brutal, than their

externalities.
As citizens (and end-users) we cannot be accomplices to this. As designers, much less.

This is the context that motivates our research project Break the Loop: Driving Meaningful Interac-
tions with Inconvenient Game Design Strategies. We start by questioning how, when we try to optimise
for functionality and efficacy without considering all the impacts of what we are designing, we may
inadvertently sacrifice all those that relate with the things we design, be they human or otherwise. We
may sacrifice their well-being, their capacity for self-actualisation, their resources, to maximise whatever
we are benchmarking for in the project. If, for example, we only optimise for flow, or for engagement,
we may end doing so by drawing on the primal stimuli and basic instincts of users to manipulate them
to enter the zone, or to condition them to stay in our platform, service or game for far longer than it
would be necessary, useful, or even healthy. If we maximise efficiency or engagement, the conse-

qguences are not always positive. Perhaps they are, more often than not, quite negative.

This maximisation is at the core of what human-centred design (HCD) attempts to do. A central
paradigm in interaction design research, teaching, and practice, HCD studies users of the system being
designed, their needs and wants, contexts of usage, tasks and workflows. Concerned with learning
processes and cognitive stresses, HCD tries to accommodate humans and to develop products that
are ready-to-hand, that are user-friendly and facilitate workflows, comfort, and a mental state of flow.
The success of HCD philosophies and methodologies, and their role in shaping the current media land-

scape are undeniable, but they are not without downsides.

HCD methods can lead to the development of systems that are conducive to hedonistic loops, to the
optimisation and normalisation of what is already known and familiar to users, and to the overuse of
strategies and patterns that exploit computational media’s potential for persuasiveness. This may, in its
turn, lead to a decrease of critical thinking and metacognition in users. Mistaking usability with effort-
lessness can lead to negative impacts, among which is the dilution of ergodic potential, impairing the
creation of meaning and the development of creative processes. Another downside is found in increas-
ing alienation, something that is, paradoxically, opposed to one of the main goals of flow theory. For all
their success, HCD’s methods can also incentivise shallow relationships with digital media and other

humans and agents, leading to unexamined interactions and to convergent thinking.

This issue regular of the JDMI intends to explore current discourses and practices around how we
can design for aesthetic friction (Cardoso et al., 2020) and for avoiding the pitfalls of hedonistic loops
and HCD. It called for strategies to induce friction in the interaction with computational systems and to

kindle meaningfulness and the quality of experience with computational artefacts.

The issue is organised into four groups: Play; Art; Human; More-than-Human. The articles in the first
group, Play, aim at exploring roles and expressions of friction within play and games. In Exploring Fric-

tion in Refugee Narratives: The Cases of Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice, Catia Ferreira explores
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how friction in interactive narrative games reflect and critiques sociopolitical issues by means of their
game mechanics, providing insight on how friction deepens player engagement and challenges domi-
nant game conventions. In Meaning in Videogames: Ludonarrative Loops, Friction, and Philosophical
Play, Jodo P. Ribeiro explores how friction can contribute to the creation of meaning in videogames,
proposing a new theoretical lens centred on what he terms “ludonarrative friction”. In Video Game Fric-
tions: Grammars of Normativity, Aesthetics of Trouble, Brice Roy examines the tension between seam-
less and friction-based game design, arguing that friction, often seen as a flaw, can be a powerful aes-

thetic and political tool, revealing the unstable nature of the digital medium.

The second group, Art, explores how media become hypermediated, thus creating friction in their
use. In Bizarre Love Triangle: Generative Al, Art, and Kitsch, Dejan Grba explores expressive flaws in
Generative Al art, introducing into professional artists’ work kitsch, superficiality, feeble critique, and
overreliance on Al as a cultural signifier, highlighting the normalisation of these issues within the art
world. In Chiasmic Play: Exploring Embodied Experience Through Live Haptic Theatre, Jung In Jung,
Haocheng Yang, Naman Merchant, Navis Binu Mariya Dass, Ecem Berfin Ince, and Andrea Szym-
kowiak present an experimental live theatre performance that uses haptic technologies to create a mul-

tisensory environment, researching how it influences narrative perception, engagement, and empathy.

The third group, Human, provides insight on how friction strategies can place humans at the centre
of the design process. In The Generative Value of Friction in Digital Media: Neuroscience, Education,
and Play, Agnese Rosati, Keren Ponzo, and Leonardo Silvagni challenge the notion of “zero friction” in
digital design, arguing for friction as a valuable resource for learning, engagement, and transformation.
They explore how friction, often seen as a hindrance, can stimulate attention, meaning, and critical
interaction, enriching human experience beyond mere efficiency. In Provoking Value Reflection
Through Play and Speculative Design, Ricardo Melo, Inés Silva, Joana Couto Silva, and Diana Liebe-
trau, explore how healthcare technology design can be informed by value systems. Through ethno-
graphic fieldwork, a value elicitation game, and speculative design workshops, the research proposes
a bottom-up methodology for value identification, prioritising patient perspectives. Their findings aim to
advance human-centred design beyond efficiency and usability, and towards more value-sensitive user
experiences. In Productive Friction: An Interdisciplinary Framework for Critical Thinking in Digital Media,
Vincenzo Galatro, Ema Di Petrillo, and Alfonso J. Lopez Rivero propose “productive friction” as a design
principle in human-centred design, introducing challenges to activate metacognition, creativity and crit-
ical reflection, and presenting a conceptual framework that categorises types of friction, identifies psy-

chological and pedagogical mediators, technical mechanisms, and evaluative metrics.

Finally, the texts in the fourth group, More-than-Human, look at how friction challenges human-cen-
tred designs. In Perspectives for a More-than-Human Design Practice, Fabricio Fava and Camila
Mangueira explore more-than-human design practices that challenge anthropocentrism and promote
ecological interconnectedness. They examine biomimetic, interspecies, and speculative design ap-
proaches, highlighting projects that foster ethical engagement and mutual benefits between humans
and nonhuman agents. In Friction Matters: Exploring Friction in Non-Anthropocentric Gameplay, Filipe

Pais explores friction in interactive media design, particularly in non-anthropocentric game studies,



Journal of Digital Media & Interaction
Vol. 8, No. 20, (2025)

arguing that friction, when applied thoughtfully, can challenge human-centric perspectives and highlight

more-than-human experiences.

This issue has been invaluable for our learning on the design of friction and on its conceptual devel-
opment, contributing to expand the state of the art and to problematise friction as a design resource in
the four groups of action in which it is practised — Play, Art, Human, More-than-Human — with distinct
purposes and methods, and to find a community of people working on friction design. We would like to
thank all the authors who submitted their papers, the reviewers whose invaluable expertise improved
its quality, and to the editorial team at JDMI. Further thanks go to i2ADS for housing this project, FCT
for funding it, and to the project’s consultants — Miguel Sicart and Laura Beloff — and partners — DigiMe-
dia, Fraunhofer AICOS, and INESC TEC.
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i As Henry David Thoreau noted in Walden.
ii As is the case of, e.g., Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s work on flow.



