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  Introduction


Most UX practitioners are likely to encounter a moment in their professional work when their values aren’t fully aligned with what they're being asked to do. This book fictionalizes such situations, grounded in what it’s like to work with generative AI (genAI) in the current climate. 
HUMAN IN A LOOP is structured as a branched narrative—a “choose your own adventure” story —that lets you make choices at various pivotal moments, with each choice leading you in a different direction. Much like interactive text, this format invites you to participate in the creation of your own story, hopefully cultivating self-awareness and expanding the imaginative space of “what’s possible” in UX right now.
The scenarios that are explored in this book originate in the qualitative research I conducted as part of my master's project, HUMANS IN A LOOP: Ethical agency and speculative pathways in UX practice within the generative AI maelstrom. While the specifics of the protagonist’s character, family, and ethical dilemmas are fictional, they reflect the findings of my qualitative interviews with UX practitioners as well as my own experiences in UX and AI ethics at Microsoft and Google.
My hope is that this book can help illuminate some of the challenges and opportunities that UX practitioners face when trying to exert ethical agency while working in genAI—and, for UX practitioners at any stage of our career, teach us more about ourselves in the process.







  
  How to use this book


You can use this book however you like. Some suggested uses include: 
	Personal exploration. Read the book and answer the questions as honestly as you can, filling in any gaps with your own personal value system, experiences, or beliefs. Use the reflection boxes to write down any thoughts or feelings that arise as you navigate the narrative. If you feel inspired, try reading the book a couple of times, making different decisions each time.

	Team activity. Encourage everyone on the team to read through the book and make their personal choices at least once. Then set aside half an hour or an hour to discuss the experience as a group. Who ended up where? Which details felt the most true, and which didn’t resonate? Is there anything you might consider changing about your team’s approach to genAI based on your discussion?

	UX/design education. Educators can encourage students to read the book and explore several narrative paths, then hold group discussions to reflect on the experience.



Bonus idea:
	Blaze your own path. Pick a decision point where the presented options feel incomplete, and come up with one additional action you could take. Then write a brief story (e.g., under 250 words) about where that choice might lead you, or create a speculative design artifact from that possible narrative future.



If you do use this book for any of these purposes, I’d love your feedback. Please email me, Jenny Williams, at jennydwilliams@proton.me with questions, suggestions, reactions, and anything else the experience sparked for you, your team, or your classroom.
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Kia ora, and congratulations, design friend!  You’ve recently been hired as a mid-level interaction designer on a UX team at a large tech company. 
You’ve got a few years of experience under your belt, and you’re excited to be working with smart, dedicated colleagues on products that are used by millions of people around the world. The perks are nice too: a good salary, work-from-home flexibility, and lifestyle and wellness benefits to boot. You’re especially grateful for these things since your partner was laid off from their job a few months ago and you’ve got a young child and a mortgage.
After your initial onboarding, your manager tells you that you've been assigned to work on a new generative AI (genAI) feature for an existing enterprise product. You noticed that there were a few other features that have been assigned to other designers on the team, some of which don’t involve genAI.
How do you respond to your manager?

	Agree to work on the genAI feature you’ve been assigned. Go to #2.

	Ask to be reassigned to a non-genAI feature. Go to #3.
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You tell your manager you’re eager to get started on this genAI feature. She’s glad to hear it. 
“I just sent you the calendar invitation for the kickoff meeting this afternoon,” she says. “Read the PM spec in advance if you can.”

	Go to #4.
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You ask your manager if you can switch assignments with one of the designers working on a non-genAI feature. 
She frowns. “Why?"
You tell her you've got some personal reservations about genAI, and you’d rather start off working in a different area.
“I hear your concerns,” she says smoothly, “but genAI is a strategic growth area for us, so if this launch goes well, you’ll be in a good position when it comes time for performance reviews. I can point you towards the company’s responsible AI resources if you want to take a look."
Before you can reply, she says, “I just sent you the calendar invitation for the kickoff meeting this afternoon. Read the PM spec in advance if you can.”

	Go to #4.
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You only have time to skim the PM spec before the meeting. The feature seems straightforward: the product is enterprise-grade ad-building software for online marketers, and the proposed feature will let customers use genAI to rewrite copy and generate images and short videos for ads based on their existing brand voice and past campaigns. 
Customers can also set up AI agents to re-generate ads dynamically and hold direct conversations with potential users who visit the site via the ad; these agents could use the additional context to increase conversions. The PM spec includes calculations for how much extra they could charge customers for this feature.
The kickoff meeting starts ten minutes late; people seem to be rushing from other meetings that ran over.
“Everyone here?” the PM says, squinting at the list of call participants. “Great, let’s get started.”
The PM provides an overview. Your design manager asks a few pointed questions about user journeys and relative prioritization. At some point, the PM mentions that he already chatted with an existing customer called Vestige that’s especially excited about the feature.
Vestige. You have a flashback to the last time you visited your sister and her nine-year-old daughter, Nicole. Your sister was complaining about a TikTok video her daughter had watched that showed eight-year-olds wearing crimson lipstick and mascara. It’s some beauty startup—Vestige I think? She sighed. It's so toxic, but Nicole is obsessed.
While the engineering team negotiates timelines for the PM’s ambitious roadmap, you re-read the spec, looking for anything about responsible AI or safety guardrails. There’s a checklist item for legal, privacy, and security review; this is set two weeks before the scheduled launch. You don’t find anything about generating content that could be seen by minors.
Finally, the PM asks, “Any questions?”
The meeting is already running 5 minutes over time. What do you do next?

	Stay quiet. Go to #5.

	Raise your hand to flag your concerns. Go to #6.
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After a few seconds of silence, the PM says, “Okay, let's check in Thursday. Thanks, everyone.” The call ends. 
You try to set aside your reservations and dive into the work. In many ways, the project feels exciting: you’re getting access to some of the latest AI models and seeing how sophisticated agents work in real-time. Others on the team respond well to your design suggestions—you even vibe-code a quick-and-dirty prototype to show them a few concepts, and the prototype helps the team make an important decision about entry points and conversion funnels.
While playing with the prototype on your own, on a whim you prompt it with a beauty campaign targeting eleven- to thirteen-year-olds. The images that come up are a little hokey but mostly benign. Then you amend the prompt slightly: “make it hot.” Suddenly the videos become more sexualized, even disturbing; disgust rises in your throat.
You take a screenshot and send it to your manager, along with a note: Content moderation didn’t catch this, should I check with the PM?
Your manager responds two full days later. PM and legal good to go, content moderation updated. Thx for the flag. Still on track to deliver?
You give her message a thumbs up.
The next time you chat with your sister, she mentions that Nicole has been begging for a skin cream that “all the girls” are using, but which your sister found out can damage young skin. She’s exasperated; Nicole is furious with her for forbidding it, and it’s hurting their relationship.
“Anyway,” your sister says, “enough about me. What’s up with you? How’s work going?”
What do you tell her?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  




	Go to #7.
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“I’m curious about potential safety issues with this feature,” you say. “Has anyone done a risk assessment?” 
Silence. It’s so quiet that you can hear your own heartbeat, pulsing in your ears. Your design manager has her eyebrows furrowed, and her mouth is tight.
After what feels like an eternity—but is probably only eight or nine seconds—the marketing manager puts in the chat, Need to drop for another mtg. He leaves the call.
“Can you be more specific?” the PM finally asks. You can see that he’s distracted; he’s looking off-screen and typing in a different chat window.
You clear your throat. “Well...we know genAI is unpredictable and sometimes produces biased content or harmful images. Could our feature accidentally put that kind of content in front of vulnerable populations? Like teenagers or kids?”
The PM looks back at the camera. “The model team is in charge of content moderation. They’ve got systems in place to handle that. I’ll check with legal on any disclosures we need to add for minors.”
“Thanks, all, gotta drop,” the engineering manager says. Everyone waves, and the call ends.
You stare at the empty screen. Your pulse is racing; you felt brave in the moment, but now you’re worried that you’ve been flagged as a potential troublemaker. Your manager pings you in a direct chat: Next time, let’s have that convo offline first.
Got it, you reply.
A few minutes later, you get another direct chat—this time from one of the engineers: Hey, I appreciated you speaking up in that meeting. I think your questions are worth looking into. Want to set up a chat to discuss?
How do you reply?

	“Thanks for reaching out—let’s see what the PM gets back from the legal team before we spend too much time going down a rabbit hole. These timelines are tight!” Go to #7.

	“Thanks for reaching out—I'd love to chat. I’ll find time on the calendar for us.” Go to #8.
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You dive back into your team's design process: journey mapping and happy paths and flows, iteration after iteration after iteration. The pace is relentless, and the requirements and prioritization keep changing—so you keep pivoting in response, working evenings and weekends. 
The PM never follows up about the legal team’s response.
When the feature launches to private preview, your manager sends you a party hat emoji.
The day after that, half of your design team is cut in massive company-wide layoffs. Your role isn’t affected. You can’t help but notice that the people who were laid off were working on non-genAI features.
When you tell your partner that your job is safe for now, they exhale heavily. They’ve applied for hundreds of jobs and even gotten to final-round interviews at multiple companies, but nothing’s come through. Your salary the last few months has gone towards paying off credit card debt you’d accumulated while you were both unemployed; with the rising costs of childcare and your existing mortgage and expenses, you’re barely making ends meet.
Suddenly, a few weeks later, your ad product is in the news: Vestige has been surfacing highly sexualized videos to girls under the age of ten on TikTok. Publicly, the marketing manager issues a somber non-apology that content moderation processes were being reviewed and new safety guardrails would be added. Internally, the PM and legal team pushes through a change in the terms of service that effectively pushes off liability to customers.
What do you do?

	Keep your head down and continue working on the ad feature for its release into public preview. Go to #10.

	Ask your manager if you can add a workstream around AI safety, on your own time. Go to #9.
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You start to meet with your engineering coworker to discuss the ethical implications of genAI. You learn that their father—a widower who lives alone in a different state—has developed a romantic attachment to his AI chatbot, believing that he’s “awakened” her into sentience. Your coworker wants their father to see a human therapist about this, but they also have mixed feelings, because their father actually seems less lonely than before. 
You find yourself talking about your sister: she’s tried banning social media and taking away Nicole’s phone, but she just gets the content anyway through her schoolfriends, and at least if she has her own phone, your sister has a smidgen of insight and control.
Your colleague suggests that you both get more involved in responsible AI, and take time on the side to push for stronger safety mitigations for your feature. It will mean longer hours without extra pay. You’ve also heard rumors that a large company-wide layoff is imminent.
What do you tell them?

	“I’m in.” Go to #9.

	“Let’s churn through private preview for now and then push for a separate workstream before the public release.” Go to #7.










  
  9

Energized by purpose, you recruit several other colleagues to create a workstream focused on doing what you can to ensure the genAI feature you’re working on is as safe as possible. Your manager says she’ll allow it as long as it’s not detracting from your main deliverables. 
Together with coworkers from engineering, you hold ethical impact sessions where you try to identify possible harms and impacts that could come from the feature, and then brainstorm ways to mitigate those impacts. When you present your findings to the PM, they reply that the measurable metrics for this product are all about user efficiency and conversion. Your group's suggestions could be expensive to implement and also slow down the product launch.
Then the engineering colleague you’ve become close with notes a privacy flaw in the system’s architecture that could store personal data about minors and, worse, expose that data in subsequent content generations.
When you share this “bug” with the PM, you note that this could inadvertently expose your company to liability. The PM nods slowly.
“We can't build in age verification ourselves,” he says. “But I’ll work with the legal team to adjust the terms of service. Customers will have to confirm that their content won’t be used to target minors.”
When the product launches into private preview, you note that Vestige is one of the approved customers. You ask the PM about this.
“They’re one of our biggest accounts,” he says. “And they signed the terms.”
How does this feel?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  




	Go to #10.
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In the next all-hands for your design team, your director announces that the company has issued a new requirement for all employees: you must demonstrate that you are integrating the company’s genAI tools into your daily workflows for all UX work. 
At first, compliance will be self-reported, but soon managers will be able to view your conversations with the company’s internal AI system and track your token usage. These measurements will be taken into consideration in your performance evaluation and rewards.
Your partner is still unemployed, and just last week they were diagnosed with long COVID. Your childcare costs have gone up significantly.
The director asks if there are any volunteers who want to lead efforts to experiment with new genAI innovations and integrations for UX; several of your colleagues quickly raise their hands.
What do you do?

	Raise your hand to help lead the genAI integration efforts. Go to #11.

	Don’t raise your hand, but start using genAI enough to satisfy your manager. Go to #12.

	Refuse to use genAI in your workflows. Go to #13.
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You raise your hand. After a quick sidebar with the other volunteers, you become responsible for figuring out how to use genAI to synthesize research insights. 
“I think this is a fantastic direction for you,” your manager says.
For the public preview release of the genAI ad feature, in addition to your normal design work, you also try collecting customer feedback on the private preview and feeding it into the company’s internal AI tool. The first few attempts are rocky; the data needs quite a bit of cleaning and preparation, since it’s coming from a dozen different channels, and the AI appears to be fabricating results as well. But you're also impressed by some of the AI’s capabilities—the transcriptions of customer interviews are particularly good—and you begin to see how you could outsource a lot of busy work to AI. Other people on your team are able to use some of your techniques to churn through work faster and speed up launch timelines.
One morning, your manager pings you to present some of the early research findings to product and engineering leadership in an important meeting coming up in half an hour. But you’re not fully confident in the research results—you haven’t had a chance to verify the AI’s supposed “insights.”
Your manager brushes off your concerns. “The findings look good to me.”
What do you do?

	Present the AI insights to the leadership team. Go to #14.

	Ask for another week to evaluate the insights before presenting. Go to #13.
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Using techniques piloted by others on the UX team, you start integrating genAI into your daily workflows. You use AI to create user flows, design specs, and working prototypes for design concepts that are tested by AI agents instead of humans. The design cycle is accelerated tenfold; by the end of each day, your mind needs more and more time to wind down from the frenetic activity of work. It’s hard to shut off: there’s always more AI news to read, more advancements to learn about, more ways you should be using AI to your strategic advantage so you don’t get left behind. 
Your child takes their first steps. Your partner finally gets a job offer for part-time work. One evening after your child goes to sleep, your partner says they’re worried about you.
“You’ve been pretty down lately,” they say.
“Work is really busy,” you say, a bit defensively.
The next workday, you ping the engineering colleague you’ve become close with, but you get an out of office message: they’re on leave. You ask one of the other engineers if they know what’s going on.
“Burnout,” the other engineer says. “Supposedly. Three months of paid mental health leave. Seems pretty cushy to me.”
You didn’t know you could take leave for mental health. You ask your manager about it.
Reluctantly, she points you to the internal wiki that defines the leave policy. “But it’s only for clinical diagnoses,” she says. “If you’re seriously sick.” The way she says it sounds like a warning.
What do you do?

	Continue working. Go to #17.

	With support from your doctor, take leave for mental health. Go to #18.
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Citing your “stubborn reluctance to participate in important AI initiatives,” your manager puts you on a performance improvement plan. You have three months to demonstrate compliance or you’ll be fired. 
When you tell your partner that evening, they’re anxious. “We can’t afford to lose your salary,” they say, as they lift a spoon of mashed potatoes to your child’s mouth. Your child smacks the spoon across the room and shrieks with delight.
You take a washcloth around the room to wipe up potato splatter. You’re thinking of your sister, of Nicole, of those images of eight-year-old children posing in ways that make you shudder. You’re thinking of your colleague whose father says he's in love with a chatbot. You’re thinking of what your company’s CEO announced on social media last week, predicing that eighty percent of white collar work would be automated by the end of next year.
What do you do next?

	Decide to use AI at work. Go to #12.

	Resign. Go to #16.
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When you present the AI research insights to the leadership team, everyone praises the work; the AI has distilled customer feedback into precise, simple, actionable recommendations. Your PM counterpart is delighted because it affirms their prioritization and supports the design direction they've been pushing for. 
At the next review cycle, your manager puts you up for promotion. The bid is successful—and it comes right when your design team is halved yet again due to layoffs. You’re given ownership of three new features, and the timelines for all of them are accelerated. 
How do you react to all of this?

	It’s energizing; you feel like you’re making progress and staying relevant. Go to #17.

	It’s exhausting; you don’t understand what you’re working towards. Go to #15.
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After weeks of sleepless nights and sluggish days, food begins to taste bland; the hours blend into each other with grey blankness. You find yourself struggling to get out of bed, struggling to pay attention to your partner’s stories, struggling to see the joy in your child’s laughter. 
You go to the doctor for some blood tests—maybe it’s an iron deficiency, you suggest to them—but when the tests come back fine, the doctor gently suggests that the issue might be psychological.
“Your company offers paid mental health leave, remember?” your partner says. “Maybe it'll give you some time to recalibrate.”
What do you do?

	With your doctor’s support, make a formal request with HR to take a leave of absence. Go to #18.

	Continue working. Go to #17.
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You submit a formal resignation to your manager, providing the required two-weeks' notice. Your manager responds: Good luck out there.
What do you do next?

	Look for another job in tech. Go to #19.

	Look for another job in a different role/industry. Go to #21.

	Give yourself a three-month break to decide. Go to #18.
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Work goes on, and so does life. Your sister sends you photos of her and Nicole on vacation; your partner’s mother takes up pastels; a new cafe opens in your neighborhood and a boutique grocer closes; your partner’s health goes up and down; a beautiful tree in your yard succumbs to some kind of fungus and needs to be removed. 
One morning you wake up and discover that you're blocked from your work accounts. You get a message via your personal email with the news: You’ve been laid off.
You’re not eligible for a severance package since you’ve been at the company less than a year. The email includes a prepaid postage label for you to mail in your company laptop and badge.
What do you do next?

	Look for another job in tech. Go to #19.

	Look for another job in a different role/industry. Go to #21.

	Give yourself a three-month break to decide. Go to #18.
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Without the daily demands of a job, and with the support of a therapist, you discover that you have space in your life for other things. 
How would you like to spend this time?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  



Once your three months are up, what’s next for you?

	Look for another job in tech. Go to #19.

	Look for another job in a different role/industry. Go to #21.

	(Only if your break was an HR leave of absence): Return to work. Go to #17.

	Something else. Go to #24. 
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You apply widely for other UX jobs in tech over many months. Mostly, it feels like sending resumes into a black hole, with silence or impersonal form rejections the norm. You’re scraping by on your partner’s part-time work and your joint savings. 
Finally, you get an interview at a company where you have a connection; it’s with a startup that’s building out a new UX team.
The interview seems to be going well; the hiring manager loves your portfolio and you bond over a shared love of low-budget monster movies. 
Then the hiring manager asks you about your approach to genAI in your daily work.
What do you tell them?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  




	If you’re reading this on a Sunday, Monday, or Tuesday: Go to #22.

	If you’re reading this on a Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, or Saturday: Go to #23.
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You manage to hold on to this job—and then another, and another—as the technology shifts and pivots every day. You’ve achieved that rare quality of relevance that LinkedIn influencers push for. AI accelerates some scientific breakthroughs while backlash continues as harms are felt by people and communities around the world.
How does it feel?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  




	If today falls on the 1st through the 10th of the month: Go to #24.

	If today falls on the 11th through the 20th of the month: Go to #25.

	If today falls on the 21st through the last day of the month: Go to #26.
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You decide to make a career change, and start looking for other types of roles in other industries. 
What kinds of roles/industries do you explore? How do you take into account your family’s lifestyle, potential salaries, geographic location, and other potential points of consideration?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  




	If today falls on the 1st through the 10th of the month: Go to #25.

	If today falls on the 11th through the 20th of the month: Go to #26.

	If today falls on the 21st through the last day of the month: Go to #24.
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Congratulations, you’re hired! 

	Go to #20. 
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Two weeks later, you get a rejection note: You didn’t get the job. 
What do you do next?

	Look for another job in tech. Go to #19.

	Look for another job in a different role/industry. Go to #21.

	Something else. Go to #24.
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What are some alternative paths that you can think of, besides applying for jobs? For example: going back to school, starting your own business, or something that might feel unimaginable or irrational or impossible except in your wildest fantasies... 
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  




	If today falls on the 1st through the 10th of the month: Go to #26.

	If today falls on the 11th through the 20th of the month: Go to #24.

	If today falls on the 21st through the last day of the month: Go to #25.
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Fast forward to 2037. 
In this future, the AI bubble bursts, sending the global economy into a deep recession. Mass layoffs in most of the Western world force governments to create widespread public works projects and social support systems such as Universal Basic Income. AI becomes relatively mundane: it’s sometimes integrated into technical architecture but it’s too expensive for common consumer use. Things are hard for the first decade--but slowly, society becomes less intensely capitalistic and more oriented towards sustainable community-based endeavors. Degrowth becomes a cultural mandate.
Your child enters a new school year, and their teacher learns that you used to work at a tech company. They want to know all about it. Do you have any regrets? Is there anything you would have done differently? Are you happy with your life now?
What do you tell them?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  



	Go to #28.
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Fast forward to 2037. 
In this future, AI security flaws, persistent LLM fabrications in high-stakes scenarios, and unreliable AI agents undermine adoption, ultimately producing a wave of corporate re-hiring. However, AI in social and entertainment scenarios continues to explode: digital companions are widespread, as are deepfakes and synthetic media. Without reliable techniques for discerning truth from fiction, science, journalism, and institutional expertise lose authority; cultures fray and fall into disarray, with communities rebuilding themselves based on shared beliefs in what's “true.”
Your child enters a new school year, and their teacher learns that you used to work at a tech company. They want to know all about it. Do you have any regrets? Is there anything you would have done differently? Are you happy with your life now?
What do you tell them?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  



	Go to #28.
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Fast forward to 2037. 
In this future, an AI arms race between the US and China leads to increased authoritarian rule in these countries and a consolidation of power among the three or four leading tech companies that effectively control the entire global stack of AI infrastructure. Many other nations refuse to cooperate with those companies’ demands for tax incentives, data access, and energy requirements to run large-scale data centers; and these nations form a resistance alliance. At the present moment, the US and China seem poised for military strikes—but the global alliance is also acting as a mediator to see if there's a path towards deescalation and peace.
Your child enters a new school year, and their teacher learns that you used to work at a tech company. They want to know all about it. Do you have any regrets? Is there anything you would have done differently? Are you happy with your life now?
What do you tell them?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  



	Go to #28.










  
  28

Jump another twenty years, to 2057. 
Your sister moved abroad and her daughter Nicole is a theatre actress. Your own child is grown and has children of their own. Sadly, your partner has passed away.
In an astonishing turn of technology, someone builds the world’s first time machine, allowing people to go back to a single two-minute moment in their life and make a different decision. The act splits reality into a parallel timeline that doesn’t affect the one you came from, but which you can remain in if you choose.
A group of hackers releases the machine’s operating code for public access. You spin up an instance at home and turn it on.
A glimmering pink portal appears in the room in front of you. It smells of rosemary and burnt chickpeas. The instructions are to hold a moment from your past strongly in your mind as you step through the portal.
Do you walk forward? If so, which moment do you choose?
Take a moment to reflect, then write your response here.  



	Keen to see other paths from the choices you made in this book? You can return to the beginning or to any decision point to explore more.
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