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Untangling Hype
and Innovation
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But what about the oppo-
site—“over-promise and
under-deliver”? Why would
anyone align themselves to
this philosophy when their
money, their reputation,
and their career could be
at stake? Like it or not, the
phenomenon of hyperbole
happens frequently in the
technology industry, where
hype is deeply entrenched
and normalized. If found-
ers or innovators refuse to
engage—either by painting
a more toned-down version
of their vision, or by being
skeptical about the latest
and greatest—they run the
risk of being painted as dis-
passionate, short sighted,
or outright boring.

Even before Mary Shel-
ley’s “Frankenstein” novel

established itself as the tool
of choice for society to paint
utopian visions, giving peo-
ple something positive to
hope for in the future, as
well as the motivation to
push themselves to over-
come their condition.

We can therefore say
that from the very begin-
ning, hype has been a nor-
mal and natural cultural
manifestation of techno-
logical progress and opti-
mism.

Despite its normativity,
however, hype also has a
dark side. When taken too
far, it turns into an incred-
ibly destructive force: it
creates unrealistic expec-
tations, erodes trust, and
causes irreparable finan-
cial and social harm. Case
in point—tech bubbles.
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corn” [4]. These are compa-
nies with billions of dollars
in valuation, despite hav-
ing no proven track record
of being profitable, or even
producing anything tan-
gible. It is for this reason
that we chose the image of
a unicorn on the cover to
represent the essence of
this Issue.

Our aim is to help you—
our student readers—to
betterunderstand hype and
its cultural role, to develop
a critical view of emerging
technologies, and to be
wary of unfounded prom-
ises of disruption and glo-
ry. Last but not least, we
would like you to take away
the lesson that lasting in-
novation is a function of
time, hard work, and soci-
etal contexts. To illustrate


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1145%2F3302252&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-01-18

begin

o0@® n2008, MySpace generated
‘ $800 million in revenue but was
sold for only $35 millionin 2011.

When taken too
far, it (hype)
turnsintoan
incredibly
destructive
force:itcreates
unrealistic
expectations,
erodes trust,
and causes
irreparable
financial and
social harm.

10

this point, we’ll take you
through two quick stories:
one drawn from the past,
and another that is fairly
recent.

STORY 1:

THE PICTUREPHONE:
ATECHNOLOGY 50 YEARS
AHEAD OF ITS TIME

The Picturephone was first
developed in 1956 by Bell
Labs, the same institution
who invented the transis-
tor, radar, and informa-
tion theory alongside other
groundbreaking advance-
ments. From the mid 1950s
toearly 1970s, Bell Labs
reportedly spent over $500
million in R&D, developing
the picturephone system,
on a mission to connect
people through video. The
predominant medium in
that era was the telephone,
and people thought that
the next natural step would
be video communication.
Despite genuinely good
intentions and huge finan-
cial backing by Bell Labs,
picturephone adoption was
extremely weak due to mul-
tiple factors. On one hand,
the service was expensive
($150/month at the time, the
equivalent of about $1000
in2018 dollars). On the
other hand, people realized
that looking at someone
while on the phone did not
provide extra value beyond
what a standard telephone
can do. The high cost did
not justify the value of the
feature. Finally, having a
dedicated device that could
only do video conferencing

was not compelling enough
towarrant adoption. By the
1970s, the picturephone had
only about 100 subscribers
in the entire USA, and by
1977, this number dropped
to nine. Today, we have
FaceTime [5].

STORY 2:

THERANOS: FROM
$10BILLIONTO ZEROIN
JUST ONE YEAR

Theranos was a private tech
corporation founded in 2003
by Elizabeth Holmes on the
claim that it could disrupt
the healthcare industry

by introducing revolution-
ary blood tests which only
require a very small amount
of blood from the patient.
Owing in no small part

to Holmes’ strong social
network, Theranos was able
to quickly raise hundreds

of millions of dollars in
venture capital funding,
with its valuation peak-

ing at $10 billion before
crashing to basically zero by
2016. The downfall started
after the Wall Street Journal
published an article by John
Carreyrou in October 2015,
in which it was exposed that
the revolutionary technolo-
gy Theranos had advertised
did not, in fact, exist, and
that all the blood tests were
being run on traditional
machines and were unreli-
able. The company came
under criminal investiga-
tion for misleading investors
and government officials
about its technology, and

it was formally dissolved

in 2018, after Holmes and

her partner were indicted
on multiple counts of wire

fraud [6].

BEYOND HYPE

In this issue, we bring you
a wide range of perspec-
tives on technological hype
by specifically discussing
why certain technologies
fail while others succeed. As
computer scientists, our ex-
citement is heavily skewed
towards novel, cool, and
technologically “disrup-
tive” ideas, but our edito-
rial team argues that such a
techno-centric viewpoint is
often the cause of hype and
failure. Socioeconomic and
organizational factors play
equally important roles in
bringing innovation to frui-
tion, but these factors are
often deemed unsexy, and
therefore get minimal at-
tention. We invited several
esteemed authors to discuss
experiences from their re-
spective fields, and our hope
is that their insights will per-
suade you to take a more vig-
ilant and holistic approach
to innovation.

We begin with an incred-
ibly remarkable story about
the difficulties of commer-
cializing a research idea.
Dr. George Gerpheide,
considered the father of
the touchpad, takes you
through his roller-coaster
journey of bringing his re-
search prototype to mass
market—in his own words,
an achievement that was
anything but simple. Our
hope is that his story will
give you a better appre-
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The first commercial 3-D printer is launched. Though
popular in many industries, 3-D printers have yet to make
a successful entry into the homes of average consumers.

Gierad Laput

ciation for the amount of
time and sustained effort
required in building some-
thing that truly works as
promised.

In addition to economic
and productization con-
straints, innovation also
requires a symbiotic inter-
play between technological
and societal factors. MIT
graduate student Amy X.
Zhang discusses how the
most successful technolo-
gies, old and new, are built
on an intimate under-
standing of user dynamics.
How do we scientifically ex-
plain, for example, that de-
spite people clamoring for
decades that email will die,
we still use it? Amy’s exper-
tise is in the intersection
of human-computer in-
teraction and online com-
munities, and her article
discusses how technology
inadvertently upends so-
cial norms in ways that can
result in either delightful
or disastrous outcomes.

Even if social constraints
are successfully met, many

technologies fail due to poor
execution. This manifests
itself through buggy soft-
ware or products rife with

usability issues. Bengt
Sandblad and Thomas
Lind discuss how these un-
met user needs and bla-
tant usability problems
are catalysts to failure,
and about how the prob-
lem is made worse in non-
consumer contexts such as
hospitals. They also de-
scribe how these issues are
often symptoms of a larger
problem, one that stems
from leadership and organi-
zational inefficiencies.

As in the Picturephone
story, the ability to identify
a compelling use-case, col-
loquially referred to as the
“killer application,” is
critical to technological
success. We have three
authors who discuss the
disillusionment around
previously hyped technol-
ogies, and they propose
compelling ways forward
for engaging with the sub-
jects in question.
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First, Siddharth Kumar
Sah and Soumya Jindal
discuss earlier hype in 3-D
printing; they argue real
innovation in this domain
lies in bio printing instead.

Next, we turn our atten-
tion to one of the most re-
cently hyped topics of our
moment—artificial intel-
ligence (AI). The term has
been extremely overused
and associated with such a
dizzying array of technolo-
gies that it has almost lost
its meaning. Moreover, Al
hype comes from two dif-
ferent directions—one
where AI is the all encom-
passing technology that
can allegedly fix every-
thing, and a dystopian view
of AI where people lose
jobs while robots take over
the world. To help us navi-
gate through this confu-
sion, our esteemed feature
editor, Johanna Schacht,
synthesizes the most com-
pelling and thought-pro-
voking perspectives on
what AI ought to be, and
how we can move beyond
the hype.

Finally, Jas Brooks, a
graduate student at the
University of Chicago, dis-
cusses the hype around
virtual reality, and how ap-
plications beyond gaming,
such as the museum expe-
rience, could become its
most notable use-case.

We hope this issue
plays an important role in
equipping you with criti-
cal perspectives towards
innovation. Fads and hype
come and go (as has been

happening throughout his-
tory), but true innovation is
long lasting. We want you
to be able to sift through
the noise and to be skepti-
cal about promises of the
future. When we, computer
scientists, better under-
stand why hype happens
and under what conditions
itis beneficial, we canlearn
to become more grounded
and truthful arbiters of the
future we create.
—Gierad Laput
and Adrian Scoicd,
Guest Editors
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