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“The risks, the misuse, we never 
thought about that.” 

- Zoom CEO
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NeurIPS Broader Impact Statements
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“In order to provide a balanced perspective, 

authors are required to include a statement of 

the potential broader impact of their work, 

including its ethical aspects and future societal 

consequences. Authors should take care to 

discuss both positive and negative outcomes."



unanticipated consequences
- incomplete analysis resulting 
from uncertainty
- errors resulting from assuming 
functional equivalence
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Robert K. Merton, The Unanticipated Consequences of Purposive Social Action, 1 AM. SOC. REV. 894, 
895 (1936) 
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issue spotting 
& analogy



NeurIPS Broader Impact Statements
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“Some respondents… said they did not feel 

‘qualified to address the broader impact of 

[their] work.’”

Abuhamad, Grace, and Claudel Rheault. "Like a researcher stating broader impact for the 
very first time." arXiv preprint arXiv:2011.13032 (2020).



Technical debt
is the implied cost of future bug 
fixes caused by choosing an 
easy solution now instead of a 
better approach that would take 
longer. 
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Ethical debt
is the implied cost of not 
considering social/ethical 
implications or harms now, 
assuming you can fix them after 
you find out what they are.
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Casey Fiesler and Natalie Garrett. “Ethical Tech Starts with Addressing Ethical Debt."
WIRED, September 16, 2020.
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“Science fiction writers foresee 
the inevitable, and though 
problems and catastrophes 
may be inevitable, solutions are 
not.” 

- Isaac Asimov
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tinyurl.com/blackmirrorwritersroom
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“People tend to lean on their own 
experiences… and don’t, unless, they’re very 
carefully prompted, consider broader context.  
[For user personas] almost universally people 
would be like, the user is a middle-class white 
person and here’s what they’re going to do...”

Shamika Klassen and Casey Fiesler. “Run a little wild with your imagination”: 
Ethical speculation in computing education with Black Mirror. SIGCSE 2022.
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“There will be an opportunity 
finally for every youngster, and 
indeed every person, to learn, 
in his or her own time.” 

- Isaac Asimov
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Critique the things you 
love.

caseyfiesler.com
internetruleslab.com

@cfiesler @professorcasey
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