
“Against Trust in Technology” - Maggie Oates - SOUPS 19

Against Trust in Technology
Maggie Oates

Carnegie Mellon University



“Against Trust in Technology” - Maggie Oates - SOUPS 19

What kind of ‘trust’ I’m talking about:
❌ Cryptographic trust 

❌ Trust in a company

❌ Trust in peer-to-peer services, sharing economy

✅ Trust in technological artifacts

✅ Trust in technology as a research construct 
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“If people don’t trust 
this tech, they won’t 
use it.”
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End goal: 

Design & build 
Desirable technology
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1. ‘Trust’ is an experience of the user, not a property 
of the artifact

2. “Building trust” is largely a job for marketers, not 
engineers

3. If there is Desirable tech that people refuse to 
use, then think of it as an Adoption problem, not a  
trust problem
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Trust is a likely 
side-effect of Desirable 

tech, not an end goal.
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IBM article screenshot
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IBM article screenshot

“The problem with 
Watson for 
Oncology was that 
doctors simply 
didn’t trust it”
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Don’t build for trust, build 
with values.

Don’t measure trust, 
measure…(whatever it is you 
actually want to measure)
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Instead of trust?

● Describing Desirable tech
○ Trustworthiness
○ Contextual integrity
○ Value-aligned design

● Adoption and user behavior
○ Rhetorically transparent models of adoption (e.g., UTAUT, TAMS)

● User perception
○ Psychological safety
○ Perceived Risk
○ Emotional valence
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Research is not merely a 
scientific exercise; it is also 
a rhetorical one.


