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	A Tiny Disclaimer


	This book is outdated.


	It was already antiquated the minute I typed these words onto these pages.


	This book covers current advancements in technology, and the speed at which those advancements are happening is faster than any other type of growth we’ve ever seen in any other industry. In the time it took to write this very small paragraph, an AI somewhere has taken in another hundred million data points and is making decisions with that new information.


	I say this not to scare you but to help you. I want you to take your power back from Big Tech, and knowledge is the best way to do so. I want you to understand what’s going on with you and your data, and what you can do about it. Unfortunately, advancements in regulating the practice of stealing your privacy aren’t gaining as much traction. I hope this book gives you the power to gain more agency over your data, your devices, your decisions, and your life.




	Part 1


	   


	Why We Need Saving


	   




	Introduction


	Can Stories Save Us?


	2016—Venice Beach


	I was sitting with some really smart colleagues from RAND—a nonprofit think tank—outside of an Erewhon supermarket in Venice Beach. If you want to understand the wealth gap, this uber posh grocery store is a great place to start. You have to pass several homeless encampments to get to the automatic glass door, yet when you step inside, it feels almost necessary and cool to spend $30 on an ounce of almonds. I don’t because I’m allergic, but I digress.


	We were sitting outside having coffee (not almonds). Our regular lunchtime ritual was trying to solve the problems of the world. There was no better spot for this discussion than a well-branded “luxury wellness” supermarket in which customers are led through like maze rats searching for that last wheel of plant-based, cave-aged truffle brie and other obscure goodies that celebrities post about on Instagram.


	We didn’t look as cool as the typical Erewhon shoppers. None of us had an Instagram account at the time, nor had any of us ever tried on a piece of Lululemon clothing. We wore smart basics with pockets and comfortable shoes. Feel-good science geeks, we were experts on obscure subject matters like empathy, neural pathways, habit forming, and the effects of technology on humanity.


	We worked at RAND and in academia in an attempt to help inform public policy and use our intelligence to do something important and change the world. As a principal investigator, I was fortunate enough to be put in charge of a team of extremely talented researchers, engineers, and scientists bent on healing the world.


	It was a volatile time for our country. Bernie Sanders, that mitten-wearing, outspoken progressive, was among the candidates vying to gain the Democratic Party win in the presidential primaries and run against Donald Trump. He’d made the redistribution of wealth, which he called a disgrace, a central component of his campaign. He referred to the wealth gap as the great moral issue of our time.


	We agreed with his platform and respected the depth of his perception and his down-home attire. We appreciated any attempt to identify some of our biggest problems.


	“Just look around us,” said Emily, a feisty brunette with a PhD in psychology and neuroscience. “How is it fair to live in a society in which some people pay thirty dollars for almonds and some can’t pay their electric bill?”


	I looked at the Erewhon sign above the doors where fiercely trendy customers entered the market. It was an anagram for Nowhere, an allusion to a satirical 1872 novel about health written by Samuel Butler. You didn’t have to look far to find the modern-day satire in Erewhon the grocery store—a place that went viral in 2025 for selling one single Japanese strawberry in a cupcake container for $19.99.


	We read the packaging strewn about our table. There were so many buzzwords: Regenerative. Non-GMO. Organic.


	“The fact that you have to be wealthy to afford to eat food that isn’t a serious health hazard feels unjust,” offered Brett, another PhD and an expert in machine learning and cryptography. “Being broke isn’t good for our constitution or our morale.”


	I looked past a table of three thin, ultra-trendy blondes taking selfies, their skin glowing probably from the bee pollen in their $20 smoothies. In plain sight was a tent city, rows of rough encampments of unhoused people created out of tarps, tents, and all manner of salvaged objects. I imagined that the sight of wealthy, pretentious people walking their carts through the grocery store could have a particularly demoralizing effect on a guy collecting cans in his cart or the mother living on the street who couldn’t afford to feed her kids.


	This is the world we live in. It is inhumane. How is it fair that some people can have so much while so many must go without? I’d venture to guess Bernie Sanders himself wouldn’t be able to handle such a juxtaposition.


	As usual, our conversation quickly progressed after we’d identified the problems. We talked about how we knew the politicians fighting about their strategies weren’t going to solve it. Sanders was envisioning a Robin Hood type approach, where he’d tax the rich and redistribute the excess to people with less. Donald Trump proposed the opposite, giving more tax breaks to the wealthy, and I’m still not quite sure what Hillary Clinton was planning to do to help the “deplorables.” Either solution would create a winner and a loser. Take from the rich to give to the poor, and the rich feel like the losers. Give tax breaks to the rich, further the socioeconomic divide, and the poor feel like the losers.


	Any time you take money from any side, you’re making someone say, “Hey! That’s not fair,” even if the people you’re taking from have so much money they’d never be able to spend it anyway. In my experience, many billionaires will do whatever it takes to save a buck. Redistributing their many bucks, and forcing them to do it, would not be done without a fight.


	Sitting outside the most expensive grocery store in America and watching the wealthiest people walk in and out of the glass door, we decided that our objective must be to find a solution in which everyone could come out feeling like a winner. We needed a neutral-win situation or a win-win situation. Nobody could feel like the loser. We used our collective intelligence and specialties to come to the conclusion that the only way we could see a win-win outcome would be to come up with a different form of currency.


	What if we gave everyone the ability to purchase something without having to use money? The new form of currency would have to be something that either everyone could get easily or something that everyone already had. What does everyone have that could be worth something? The adage states that we only have death and taxes in common, and neither of those sounded any fun to monetize. We all have skin and organs, but putting a value on those seemed a little barbaric. We ultimately realized that the most valuable thing that every human possesses is something special and unique to each one of us. When used correctly, it could be much more valuable than dollars. We all have millions of them brewing inside our heads and filling our hearts.


	Stories.


	We all have the beautiful and harrowing experiences that have made us into who we are. Each little story within those experiences could be extremely valuable to ourselves and to corporations. Our stories can create data, and everyone knows data is the hottest commodity in the world right now.


	Stories could be the new currency. Stories could help us buy things.


	And what perfect timing, because doesn’t it seem we could use an alternative economy right now?


	I don’t know about yours, but my current LinkedIn feed is a sea of out-of-work, pre-retirement professionals wondering if they should learn carpentry. The future of many industries seems to be hanging by the thinnest of threads. Bill Gates himself has said that in the future, “Humans won’t be needed for most things.” My visit to Erewhon was in 2016, and with the technological advancements over even just the past few years, there’s a higher chance most of us end up in the homeless encampment instead of buying $20 strawberries. If there’s any time for an alternate economy, I’d say it’s now. No, I’d yell it loudly: WE NEEDED A NEW KIND OF ECONOMY YESTERDAY! 


	How about a story economy? Does this sound crazy? The idea of buying something with a story? Maybe it is! My colleagues and I thought it could really change everything we understood about the structure of our very society.


	After lunch that day, we all went our separate ways, ready to solve another global challenge at lunchtime the next day. I couldn’t stop thinking about using our stories as currency. How different the world could be if everyone had the same opportunity to build wealth and/or to be treated the same upon walking into a store, whether your bank account has $10 or $10 million. It would change how we buy things. It would change how we see each other. It would rearrange capitalism. It would solve so many problems and help so many people.


	I didn’t sleep that night, wondering if a story economy could be possible.


	The next morning, I filled a notebook with ideas. I highly recommend the Leuchtturm1917 hardcover notebooks with dotted pages. (My entire career sits in those on my office bookshelf.)


	The idea of using stories as currency is the only idea out of the kajillions we’d come up with over the years that felt like it could satisfy both billionaires and the rest of us. There’s an unlimited supply of stories, and brands would pay top dollar for them.


	I spent the day imagining all the possibilities.


	First, I had to remind myself why stories were so important. I wrote about ideas I’d gleaned from the thousands of people I’d interviewed at RAND, an organization devoted to creating safer and healthier communities through public policy.


	While it is true that many of our problems are epitomized by the discordance between the virtual cart-filling millionaires and the physical cart-pushing street campers—there are deeper issues underlying that polarity. 


	The gaping divide between the rich and poor is no longer definable through brick and mortar. Billionaires aren’t limited to classic chess moves like buying buildings or stowing their money in offshore accounts. Once upon a time our lives would not be directly impacted by the richest among us. Sure, we may have had to work a dead-end office job to keep our health insurance. Yet, we had more autonomy. We could choose to refrain from investing in the stock market or buying a high-end pair of sneakers we couldn’t afford. Now the richest people in our country are the billionaires and we are subject to technological psychological bombardment from their companies and the advertisers, influencers, and white-collar scam artists who piggyback on their campaigns and data. It happens every time we get lost mindlessly scrolling on our devices (which, unless you’re a member of an undiscovered tribe in the Amazon, is likely quite a few hours every day).


	This impacts us in alarming ways.


	I thought back to those girls with the glowing skin and expensive Erewhon smoothies snapping their selfies. There was an inauthenticity about them. I thought about the illusion that drew people to buy $20 drinks and cave-aged not-cheese; to ignore the discordance between the hyper-healthy obscenely overpriced food and the people who were starving around them. And I thought of my own inauthenticity occasionally, the way I often blindly repeat answers to questions by rote—without any kind of emotional connection. I thought about all the important conversations I’ve had, where my mind and eyes were inadvertently drawn to my screens instead of my three children, Alaina (twenty), William (eighteen), and Calvin (sixteen), and my wife, Eileen.


	Today’s world actually sets us up to look away from our lives. We spend hours and hours a day scrolling our phones looking at other people’s lives instead. In the process, we are looped into a vortex of social media and internet advertising, livestreams and clickbait deliberately designed to dysregulate and distract us. And as we scroll, we click, we buy, we compare ourselves . . . and after all that, we don’t feel very good. Big Tech—the technology giants like Meta, which runs Instagram and Facebook, Apple, Twitter (fine . . . X), TikTok, and any other tech company vying for our attention—wants it that way. They do whatever they can to trick us into returning to our devices, perpetually, habitually, so we continue to scroll, click, buy, and compare ourselves more and more.


	Avoiding our true stories is hurting us. It’s breaking us. It’s actually killing us.


	Over the years, most of us have fallen into the trap of spending more time online and less time in real life. The average Gen Z phone user is on their screen for around nine hours a day. Most of them search TikTok first when they want to know something I would have looked up in my dad’s encyclopedia when I was that age. And almost half of Gen Z watches Netflix (or some other streaming media) on their phones over four hours a day!1


	When social media first hit the scene, it felt great. We found old friends, discovered a new way to find out if someone was single, bragged about our delicious dinners, and shared memes that made people laugh. But as technology grabbed hold of us, its importance in our everyday lives shifted. It was no longer intended to be fun or to give us the opportunity to take a quick break from work. It became habitual. Our screen time is soul sucking, something we can’t turn away from. In many ways, we have lost autonomy over our own lives.


	In the eyes of many tech companies, we are wallets, not humans. Those Big Tech giants like Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and X have done a great job designing their apps and devices to keep us stuck to them like mice to glue traps. They love when we click more and spend more. In fact, with the collection of our data and the monetizing of our clicks and scrolls, we are no longer using technology. It’s using us.


	I want you to be aware of what’s happening. I want you to realize that you (and me and most of humanity) are (figuratively speaking) stuck in a wildly treacherous body of rushing water, and it’s scary. Big technology companies opened those floodgates and are inviting us aboard their huge cruise ships offering to navigate those waters for us—the very rapids that they create. We are allowing them to do that.


	What other options do we have? Give up? Drown? Stand on the shore while the world rushes by?


	This loss of power has created three main issues plaguing society today:


	We are lost.


	We are lonely.


	We are broke.


	It’s difficult to experience just one of those issues, and many of us are constantly dancing with all three. We either don’t know ourselves or we are perpetually questioning ourselves. We don’t feel like we can turn to a supportive community for help, and we can barely think about any of it because we’re working so hard to make ends meet. It’s painful. It’s confusing. And it has to end.


	The conversation with my colleagues made me believe, for the first time in a long time, that there was a way to actually empower ourselves while still using technology.


	Changing our relationship with technology can spur us to be brave, informed navigators through those rushing waters. Instead of being swept away, we can learn how to navigate technology correctly using tools and perspectives that can change everything. We can learn to take our power back and direct it toward exercising agency over our interests.


	I’ve spent so much time pondering this and experimenting with how we can make it work. Finally, after almost ten years, I feel like I might have found a solution. And, indeed, it starts with a story.


	Stories are our source of great connection.


	They always have been.


	The Origin of Story


	The Epic of Gilgamesh is potentially the oldest written story, and it still helps readers ponder their existence and question the world all these years later. Originating in Mesopotamia in 2100 BCE and rediscovered in the nineteenth century during the excavation of an ancient king’s library, it follows the adventures of Gilgamesh, a powerful yet arrogant king who was two-thirds god and one-third human.


	Gilgamesh oppressed his people by forcing them to work in unsafe conditions, taking women as property, and not caring about or understanding the needs and feelings of others. The gods didn’t like this. They responded by creating Enkidu, a wild man of the steppe, to challenge him. After a fierce wrestling match, they became close friends and embarked on heroic adventures together.


	Unfortunately, Enkidu fell ill and died. His death awakened Gilgamesh’s fear of mortality. Gilgamesh journeyed to find eternal life but ultimately learned that immortality is reserved for the gods and that he must accept his humanity and mortality. That is sure relatable to me, a man in his forties who is beginning to come to terms with his own mortality more than four thousand years later!


	This story connects me to people I will never meet (both the characters and the author) and connects me to the past. It helps me to imagine ancient people who were also wrestling with thoughts about the human condition, mortality, and the search for meaning. Someone chose to write this tale down in cuneiform on tablets, because they thought it was important to record.


	This one powerful story demonstrates that humans have been on a quest to find the same things for thousands of years. We want intimacy and friendship. We want to matter. We want to be remembered. We want to be the opposite of lost, lonely, and broke. We always have.


	The valuable connection and meaning found in almost any true story are the reason I have become a story collector. I record stories. I listen to stories. I ask people stories. I live for stories. Stories hold so much context that they can change everything. Various research and technology projects at RAND involving stories have taught me what people need, how they feel, and what we can do about those needs and feelings as we build technology around their experiences. When we hear an entire story rather than a simple fact, we learn so much and have so much more available to us to make better decisions or to understand people and the world at large.


	When my daughter, Alaina, was about to graduate high school, she read the beautiful pamphlet about her prospective university and thought it looked nice. The smiling photos made her curious, for sure. She was heartened by the facts listed in bold: 83.9 percent of students graduate after four years. She imagined herself starring in the photos of the various departments: debating in the auditorium, performing onstage, wearing lab glasses and hunched over a beaker.


	Or rather, she wanted to imagine it. How would she know if her actual experience could resemble the experiences of any of the students in the photos?


	What was it really going to be like for her?


	She couldn’t quite tell. But as I drove her back from an overnight visit to see the school in person, she was buzzing with excitement, telling me about all the stories the current students had told her. She couldn’t wait to explore the city after classes and camp out on the lawn for special events. Before that visit, the stories on the pamphlet had her pretty sure she wanted to attend that university. After she heard other students’ stories in person, she was ready to enroll. She signed up immediately, and I drove her (stifling my tears) to her dorm not too long afterward.


	The details I mentioned in this story about me and my daughter are important. I chose it to connect with you. I want you to know more about me, William—the guy on the other side of these pages. I want to connect with you, so I added a bit more context. It’s a fact that I drove my daughter to her dorm. But the context for this story was that I was holding back tears as I did it, that I was excited for my daughter but grieving the loss of the child she once was.


	That tiny bit of extra info allows you to get to know me a little better. You can at least guess that I’m a softie. You may recognize that at the very least I love my kids, and I wasn’t just chopping onions in the kitchen before we hopped in the car to go to college.


	What else can I tell you about me? I’m William Welser, the Fourth. Yes, the Fourth. While it sounds like an aristocratic title, I actually come from a huge military family and a long line of men and women committed to protecting and helping other humans. While I may have chosen to cut my time as an officer in the Air Force shorter than the rest of my family members (sorry, Dad), I have still devoted my life to helping and protecting. I spent a decade as a principal investigator, professor, and executive at RAND. I’ve executed all kinds of experiments to study how technology affects humans and how to change people’s lives for the better. And now I am running a tech company called Lotic, hoping to create a technology that will tap into stories to shift how we engage with ourselves, corporations, and social media. It’s another way to protect and serve.


	But, most importantly, I’m a dad. I want my children to be able to thrive in the future. I have seen some concerning things through my research. This book is my humble attempt to add to the dialogue that will allow us to make the societal changes we need to thrive as a society. I’m an insider to the AI/tech research world waving my hands and asking you to pay attention. And to tell more stories.


	Cave Influences


	Stories help us make decisions, help us understand who we are, and help us leave a legacy. We’ve been wanting that for so long. In 2020, a team of scientists found what they believe is the oldest cave painting discovered to date—dating back to forty thousand years before Gilgamesh. It depicts a figurative drawing of a Sulawesi warty pig—a wild boar endemic to South Sulawesi. Nearby, they discovered an entire scene depicting hybrid human-animal beings hunting Sulawesi warty pigs. What was the story they were wanting to tell? Were the people of that community hoping to make a point about their hunting prowess? Or were they simply telling a story about their day? Was this an ancient Instagram and this was their way of influencing? Or were they warning of the dangers of the day? Maybe it was an advertisement or a simple note. From the tale they told on those cave walls during a time I can only imagine, I can still connect with them, forty-five thousand years later. They hunted pigs. They were proud of themselves. They wanted someone to know about it.


	I can relate. I am sitting down now typing out the story of my own life, my own cave painting, to attempt to communicate something to you about the way I make meaning in my own life. My own story may at times seem crude, cryptic, or unenlightened. It may illustrate my own prowess or cowardice. It is my own SOS, my warning to avoid the dangers of our day. It is a story I began carving out in 2016 when my copious data-collecting and research led to the realization that so many of us are struggling with feelings of loneliness, estrangement from community, and lack of financial freedom.


	In that sense my story is your story, the story of what is happening in our world. I believe that we are at a crossroads, that we have a critical choice to make. We can keep going down the dangerous path we are on, blindly bait clicking and screen shaming, led like Pavlov’s dogs toward distractions and dysfunction. All the while our information is harvested by corporations whose only motivation is to line their own pockets and who do not have our own best interests at heart (not by a long shot).


	We can keep comparing our lives (and our faces and bodies) to the imaginary lives Instagram influencers have led us to believe we should covet. Or we can be brave and learn what is happening to us, and shake off the technological spell that has been cast. We can learn a new way of existing alongside technology. We can empower ourselves with it. We can use it in a new way in which we have better control.


	Over the course of our time together within this book, I hope I’ll relay to you how we got so derailed and how we fell out of sync with our true natures and became lonely, broke, and out-of-control. Most important, I hope I can convince you that you have the opportunity to shift this dynamic through the power of your own story. Stories hold enough power to pull us out of our personal abyss. We can use them to empower ourselves and prepare for a big societal shift. We have the ability to make big changes in our lives so we can all walk into a future with agency, community, and more money in our wallets.


	I’m convinced . . .


	Stories can save us all.




	Chapter 1


	A Disclaimer on Duality


	I spent a weekend making this little bench for my plants. I live alone in San Francisco at the top of a steep hill. People often walk up the hill and stare at my house. I made this little bench to give some of my potted plants a lift so they would cover my window, and all the tourists wouldn’t look at me. I’m not in my undies all the time or anything, but I like my privacy. I would say I’m an INtrovert, so I want to be “IN” my house and left alone. Anyway, I took some other wooden pots and part of a wooden bookshelf that had been deteriorating in my garage, and I made a bench. I went inside for just a bit so I could relax before lifting the heavy plant pots up, and bam, two tourists were sitting on my damn bench. I was like, what? How? Wait? But then I figured maybe they really needed to rest. When I finally came outside again to put the plants up, there were more tourists resting on my bench. I decided to watch and see over the next few days, and my bench has now become a neighborhood watercooler. I mean, people meet there. People rest there. Dogs sniff around. It’s just a few pieces of old wood, but I guess we needed it. People needed it. I have since put some actual nails in it so it wouldn’t break under the weight of all the neighbors. And I painted it. It looks more inviting, even though I’m not actually inviting anyone to talk to me or look at me. I’ll still remain safe inside. But everyone else can have my bench.


	—Anonymous, audio-recorded story


	I was in my living room joking with my sixteen-year-old son, Calvin, about a funny dunk shot his teammate made in their last basketball game. The phone rang, abruptly. I picked it up off the end table and looked at my screen. Dammit, I thought seeing that it was Rick, an employee I’d hired who had been performing poorly. Rick was responding to a message I left chastising him for being absent and not responding to his DMs.


	I clicked on the phone.


	“Rick, what the hell?” I said harshly.


	I looked at my son and we both laughed silently at how quickly I changed my tone. I became an evil boss in an instant. 


	We’re going to tackle a lot of issues in this book, and the first is the fact that I can be kind of a jerk. But I am also a very nice guy. And guess what? You can also be kind of a jerk and kind of a nice person. So can everyone. We can’t help it. We all have duality. Everything in our society has more than one side to it. That is one reason we’ve found ourselves in a bit of a tumultuous time.


	This is also one reason I love humanity and want the best for us all. The ability to be multi-faceted or to always recognize another perspective is part of our magic.


	I used to love taking my kids to parks when they were little. It was always such a surprise to see what they would do and how they would find another use for something meant to be used in another way. I wanted the garbage can to be used for garbage. Well, when my son William (yes, William the Fifth) was five, he thought it was best turned over and used as a stage for his rendition of Peter Pan. My wife, Eileen, wanted the kids to swing on the swings. Nope. My daughter, Alaina, and son Calvin decided they were best used as little desks for playing office. Kids are so good at reinvention. They have that wild creativity that is sometimes quashed in us once we arrive at adulthood. Is it a leaf, or is it a spaceship for a bug on its way to the moon? The ability to see an object or idea from several points of view is a super talent. And it’s marvelous that our brains can do this.


	However, creation and innovation have their downfalls.


	As a technologist in the midst of creating a brand-new kind of tech based on my years and years of researching humans and their use of technology, I am still quite shocked that most technologists (including me) tend to be super optimistic about their creations. They think that people will use their app or software exactly how they’d imagined it would be used. They rarely consider the bad outcomes. They don’t recognize the duality of everything, and instead just assume the best. This belief is adorable. It can also be harmful. We must always assume that someone will figure out another use for our creations—malicious, nefarious, or otherwise. It’s also important to work hard to predict what those uses might be.


	Who could have predicted what’s happened to platforms like Instagram? Were you around when it first debuted? Suddenly there was this brightly colored app on your fairly new smartphone that let you share pretty photos with your friends and family. You could even get creative with it and make your pictures look vintage through a cool filter. Amazing. It seemed like a total upgrade from the MySpace everyone was using that required so much reading. This would be purely visual and absolutely captivating.


	Unfortunately, the other side of showing off photos is just showing off. An entire industry sprouted up to cater to our penchant for exhibitionism. Platforms like Instagram (among its counterparts like Facebook and those that came before . . . maybe even Friendster) sparked influencers and cyberbullying and body shaming and steered followers toward anorexia, suicidal ideation, dopamine addiction, misinformation, and more and more content that keeps us from sleeping well at night. We sure didn’t consider the other futures made possible by photo sharing apps. 


	Of course, it’s mostly impossible to predict the future—so impossible that I try to avoid using the “p-word” and say “anticipate” instead. Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger, the creators of Instagram, may have thumbtacked an index card with the phrase “get bought by Zuckerberg” on their vision board, but they had no idea their photo sharing app would become such an influencing behemoth. The creators of spray paint had no idea it would be used to ruin, embellish, tag, or create underground art on everything from subway tunnels to fifty-foot billboards all over the world. The scribes of Catholicism had no idea priests, leaders, and other officials would sometimes use that religion to shame people and make them feel like suffering should be embraced and celebrated. (Note: I’m a practicing Catholic.) Sometimes things get out of hand. A seed we plant becomes a beanstalk that grows bigger and taller than we could have ever imagined. And while it’s not necessarily the inventor’s fault, it is necessary for us all to learn from instances of insanely rapid growth and always think about some of the possibilities for our projects that may be the antithesis of what we intended.


	Technologists might try to anticipate the future the best they can. You can identify a few pitfalls by bringing together a group of experts from different backgrounds. I’m personally obsessed with doing this. I love to mix disciplines. Not only does it lead to interesting conversation, but it’s also the best way to learn.


	I’ve tried this in a roundtable to prove that it works. In 2015, when I was still at RAND, I wanted to prove that the power of an expert roundtable would lead to surprising insights. I had the honor of hosting Andy Weir, author of The Martian, a book about an astronaut stranded on Mars. To mark the occasion, I pulled together twenty-five experts from RAND working in non-space sectors. The room was a one-of-every-kind, human version of Noah’s ark, with a clinical psychologist, an anthropologist, a political scientist, and twenty other -ists and -ologists. Our goal was predicting or identifying “critical technical, social, and political factors that are likely to be the key items as present-day humans endeavor to explore and inhabit Mars.” As part of the ground rules, the group was allowed to assume that basic necessities like water, food, and shelter were already handled. I didn’t want them to get bogged down into how to purify urine into potable water, but instead wanted them to think of all the problems humans might encounter or should consider when colonizing Mars. Weir had described the barren terrain of Mars in his book. We tasked our experts to combine their expertise and specialties to explore the challenges of colonization.


	The experts wondered when the Mars colony would need currency and what the governing body of Mars would look like. They thought of everything from hydroponic farming to how Mars societies would deal with childhood obesity. They spent a great deal of time considering how mental health services would be provided. They discussed whether humans had the rights to colonize Mars, and what made us believe we could charge people for the privilege of visiting. They ruminated about class. Would the uber wealthy be the only people who could stake a claim on Mars? Would Mars become the next Dubai?


	In the end, the team discovered so many hurdles and considerations that they concluded a colony on Mars should be a carefully constructed and considered entity decided upon with extreme sensitivity, many even voting against it. Andy smiled with amusement as he witnessed the non-mathematical challenges of space exploration unfold.


	My hypothesis was proven true—that groups of experts from such a variety of fields can see and question a project that has previously stayed siloed within one set of disciplines. The wide variety of considerations and questions sparked during this discussion inspired me greatly. It led me to believe that a two-hour roundtable should be a requirement for every new business owner or new tech entrepreneur.


	I have a feeling a roundtable might have identified some dangerous human behaviors or outcomes that would result from an app like Instagram invented to simply show off photos. Of course, I don’t know. I only have hindsight. I understand that not everyone has twenty-five world-class experts sitting around waiting to talk about hypotheticals. Plus, humans are creative by nature. There is always someone who will think of a new use for a new thing. There are always the Banksys of the world who will hang bat-like from tall billboards and spray-paint their artwork. There are always people with Peter Pan syndrome who remember what it is like to turn a garbage can lid into a stage.


	You bought this book to read it, but there’s always a chance you will use it to make paper airplanes. Please post pics on Insta if you do, and tag me, of course.


	This is all to say that you might be using technology in harmful ways, but that might not actually be your fault.


	The internet can be a beacon of community, it can spark grassroots movements for change, it can gather people to send supplies to war-torn countries, it can teach an entire country how to do the same dance, and it can collect a GoFundMe retirement fund in a matter of days for an eighty-one-year-old whose Social Security benefits don’t pay her bills. Yet, every time we go online, we sense that technology designers or corporations in cahoots with them are manipulating us in a myriad of ways. This may cause us to feel overwhelmed, powerless, or addicted every time we waste hours scrolling, knowing we should be doing something in the corporeal world instead. We may feel an undercurrent of remorse when we post something to our profile that isn’t 100 percent true.


	But that isn’t really the technology’s fault either. It is true, those factors do have the potential to dysregulate us every time we go online. Sometimes it’s good to look at not only what’s harming you but to also ask, “Why?” Are you using that technology in a way different from its original intended use?


	Are you using Instagram to share photos or to compare yourself to others? Are you pouncing on opportunities to judge? Are you using Amazon to get something you need delivered because you can’t find time to go to the store? Or are you using Amazon because you’re bored and like to fill your cart late at night when you can’t sleep? Are you checking your phone because you are expecting a message or because you’re addicted to the dopamine fix you get when a new message comes through? I just checked, and I averaged just over three hundred phone pickups per day! Unfortunately, researching this topic did not make me immune.


	I didn’t write this book to shame you or berate you for checking your phone every twelve minutes or comparing yourself to strangers on the internet. That’s just what we as a society do now. It might not have been the intention of the creators and technologists either, but here we are.


	If you’re feeling lonely, broke, or lost, it might help to simply consider the multiplicity of potential uses of your technology. Consider the two sides of each product—the potentially innocuous intentions of the product designers and the perhaps more duplicitous intentions of the companies who now own the rights to those products. Consider how you might tap into the potential for good in these products, to take control of your screen time. Are you spiraling into a vortex of Facebook clickbait ads directing you toward beauty products designed by companies deliberately playing into your insecurities? If so, what is a more responsible way to use Facebook to find the same types of products or even to examine your issues around these products? Can you message a few friends and ask them what products they use? Can you look for reputable product reviews in trusted magazines?


	If you’re a technologist, it might help to consider seating all those folks at your roundtables, and getting a discussion going about every possible outcome of your technology. Understand the potential for harm. Try to find a way to educate people about ways to use your technology responsibly, in ways that are aligned with your original vision for it. We don’t necessarily have to surrender control to the highest bidder.


	I’m talking to myself. I’m in the middle of building a groundbreaking technology that revolves around my favorite topic: stories. I’m building it with the best intentions. Hopefully, by the time you read this book, it will be in your hands already. I hope you’ll be using it in all the ways I’ve imagined. I’m sure some of you will get creative and see other ways to use it. My grandfather taught me to embrace human ingenuity and multitudes of possibilities. I only ask that you use this technology wisely.




	Chapter 2


	We’re in Trouble


	I want to be a good mom, but I’m so scared, you know? It doesn’t really feel like I have much control at all. Sure, I can give hugs and tell them I love them, but society seems to dictate so many things. I made sure to give them yellow and green so they wouldn’t be bound by some blue and pink rules but guess what they ended up loving? Pink and blue. I do such a good job not body shaming myself, and guess what my eight-year-old daughter said the other day? That she’s fat. And on and on. This world we live in has such a hold on who we become! Are my kids going to ditch their childhood imaginary friends one day for actual AI imaginary friends? Will their brains eventually be rotted away by microplastics? Will they become adults who can even function in this world? Oh man, I really hope so. I hope so sooo much. It’s all I can do but hope so.


	—Anonymous, audio-recorded story
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	I feel lucky to be old enough to be able to remember a time before the internet and cell phones. I practiced cursive writing with my number 2 pencil until my black and white composition notebooks were full. I watched the flag wave while the National Anthem played on my family’s television set before the station shut down for the night and the television screens turned to static. I henpecked the clunky keys on a Commodore 64 in my classroom. I printed homework using a dot-matrix printer with perforated paper. I made mixtapes on tape recorders. I found books using the Dewey decimal system, which we were forced to memorize. And yes, I was among the prehistoric human beings who witnessed the advent of the internet, often pacing around my living room while the screeching dial-up took ten minutes to catch.


	In the ’80s, I came home after school and played Atari, a prehistoric system for playing prehistoric video games on a big honker of a prehistoric TV set back in the day—as deep as the screen was wide. We often played Breakout, pushing the heavy weighted joysticks in our laps to control the game on the honker TV screen, bouncing a ball off a paddle, which knocked down rows of colored bricks.


	Breakout is kind of like Ping-Pong in that you move the paddle to hit the ball, which then bounces from the paddle to the bricks, knocking the bricks down one by one . . . unless you’re a skilled player and have figured out some better techniques.


	In 2012, Mustafah Suleyman developed Deep Mind for Google, an AI system to train that would “exceed human performance at most cognitive tasks.” He worked with a London team to teach the AI (which he called DQN, or Deep-Q Network) to learn how to think for itself through that very Atari game Breakout, which I had once played back in my carpeted basement.


	At first, according to Suleyman, the DQN was terrible, as most humans are when first learning a new game. The DQN wasn’t following a specific code. Instead, he was learning like any of us would.


	One day, the DQN discovered a new strategy all on its own! According to Suleyman, “Instead of simply knocking out bricks steadily, row by row, the DQN began targeting a single column of bricks. The result was the creation of an efficient route up to the back of the block of bricks. DQN had tunneled all the way to the top, creating a path that then enabled the ball to simply bounce off the back wall, steadily destroying the entire set of bricks like a frenzied ball in a pinball machine.”


	This was a strategy most humans would never have figured out on their own. The DQN had learned independently. This was huge—an absolute breakthrough moment when the team realized that an AI agent could discover new strategies on its own.


	I thought AI deserved a quick mention up top because it is now one of our biggest wildcards. Who could have predicted that our antiquated Atari games (one I played so much it occasionally cramped my hands) could have been used to teach a technology that is not human to think kind of like a human and then to go ahead and think better than a human? Who could have predicted that teaching Mr. DQN to learn could have been one factor that led to AI’s rampant evolution?


	Evolve it did. It totally did. In China there are newscasters (two, one fake man and one fake woman) who look like humans but are entirely run on AI that broadcast the news into people’s living rooms. I just listened to a podcast about a guy who is cheating on his wife with an AI girlfriend. There are self-driving cars that relegate the humans sitting behind the wheels to “secondary drivers” who are not supposed to touch the wheel or the brakes unless the robot driver messes up (and by that time you are generally already doomed). And there is a myriad of everyday ways our pal AI mines for and often exploits our data for purposes over which we as humans have little or no control—which right now could include things critical to our humanity or survival—making real paintings that have meaning, landing a job, or getting approved for a loan.


	AI became so normalized, so quickly, we don’t even know how to refer to it through language. We can’t decide if we should use a pronoun or a noun when discussing it. Is it a machine we should not try and anthropomorphize and always refer to as an it?


	For purposes of this book I will define AI as anything that meets these three requirements:


	

			It’s autonomous (meaning it can do things all on its own including make decisions).
	

			It can learn.
	

			It’s non-biologic (meaning it’s not a human or animal or other kind of living being, and we created it).




	To make it even simpler: AIs are machines we created that can operate without assistance and learn.


	Perhaps more important (and more terrifying): We can’t really wrap our minds around what the future of our spunky little circuitous genius disembodied tin will entail. We fear for humanity. Outspoken prognosticators like our friend Elon Musk are predicting that AI will take on all employment and “probably none of us will have a job.”1


	Other individuals (from conspiracy theorists to the sweet grandma next door) are proselytizing that AI will usurp all our artists, writers, and innovators—essentially removing all emotion and humanity from our paintings and books. Governments are fighting for mining rights to rare earth minerals all over the world that can be used for some portion of AI’s guts or life support. Many are terrified that AI will take over. Their minds may even jump to the worst-case scenario—that the most potentially monstrous, more embodied AI may someday run amok, cause destruction, and even start wars.


	I like to believe that is all pretty far-fetched, that the future isn’t that shady. But the truth is we just don’t know yet. We are in a kind of existential limbo. And I actually believe that we have the power to do something about it, but we have to act now.


	Think about what this kind of thinking does to our kids.
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Regain Control Over Your
Data, Devices, and Freedom

In a world where private data is sold and jobs are lost to Al,
many people have lost all agency. As Big Tech’s tools are used
against us, we risk becoming a society that is lonely, broke, and
lost. Technologist William Welser IV has a plan to help us regain
control over our data, devices, and freedom.

His book, The Story Economy, offers a guide to an alternative
economy where our personal stories become solutions to
overwhelming new problems. Welser outlines an innovative
marketplace that allows us to use our stories as currency, provid-
ing new purchasing power for goods and services. This system
grants us transparency, showing exactly where our data goes
and to whom. By making technology work for us, we can close
critical divides in healthcare, education, and wealth, fostering
self-awareness and mutual respect.

“This book proves our stories aren’t just
memories, they're currency for influence,
growth, and transformation.”

—Doug Downs, President, Stories and
Strategies Podcast Productions

William Welser is a serial entrepreneur with the
goal of closing the socioeconomic gap and helping
people regain agency over themselves and their
data. Welser began his career as an officer in

the U.S. Air Force. He then spent a decade as a
research leader with the Rand corporation and has
worked as CTO of various startups since. He's a
passionate technologist, bent on working across
business sectors to create bold uses for new tech-
nologies. He lives in Austin with his family.





