
CRITICALLY 
OPTIMISTIC

AGENCY          THRIVING IN DIGITAL LIFE

BECK TENCH, PHD
beck_tench@harvard.eduREACH OUT!







digitalthriving.app









B.F. SKINNER
1950s

B.J. FOGG
1990s



NIR EYAL
2010s .



time
money 
physical effort
mental effort
routine



pleasure / pain

hope / fear

acceptance / rejection



Auto-play Infinite scroll

Notifications Likes









It’s more than just ads.

It’s predictions of what we’ll 
do now, soon, or later. 

＊ Where we’ll go. 
＊ Who we’ll know. 
＊ What we’ll believe. 





Attention Resortation Theory (ART)
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Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)



Read 9:39 pm    .

Hey. Are we ok??



Read 9:39 pm    .

Hey. Are we ok??

MIND READING

When you assume you 
know what someone else 
is thinking or feeling.



NEGATIVE FILTER

When you focus only 
on the negatives.



PERSONALIZING

When you put the blame 
on yourself.



STEP ONE
Simply labeling is huge.

STEP TWO
Can you challenge the thought?

STEP THREE
What would you tell a friend?



Read 9:39 pm    .

Hey. Are we ok??

BUT WHAT IF THEY 
REALLY ARE MAD?

Sent        .

Not sure if I'm reading too much into the silence, but 
if there's anything you want to discuss, I'm here.



Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)





NOTICE THE URGE

The first step of urge surfing is to acknowledge that you’re having an urge. 



CHOOSE TO SURF

Feeling an urge does not mean you have to act on it. You can choose to 
not to act on the urge by distracting yourself or by surfing it.



CATCH THE WAVE

Notice your thoughts and feelings without trying to change or get rid of 
them. These feelings may come on gradually or intensely. 

It is normal to feel discomfort during an urge.



RIDE THE WAVE

This is the most intense part. It might feel like the urge will never go away, 
but…



THE URGE (EVENTUALLY) PASSES

…the urge will lose intensity and eventually fade away. All feelings do!





DIGITAL 
AGENCY

Having meaningful choice, intentionality and
control over the way technology fits into our lives.



INDIVIDUAL 
AGENCY

Influencing our life through our own actions.



COLLECTIVE 
AGENCY

Working together to achieve shared goals.



PROXY 
AGENCY

Institutions, policies, and laws that give us choice.




