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Are Unknown Consequences 
predictable?



Should Unknown Consequences be 
predictable?



Five Possible Causes of 
Unanticipated Consequences

Robert K. Merton 1936



1. Ignorance
(It is impossible to anticipate everything, thereby leading to incomplete analysis)

2. Error
(Incorrect analysis of the problem or following habits that worked in the past but may not apply
to the current situation)

3. Immediate interest
(which may override long-term interests)

4. Basic values may require or prohibit certain actions 
even if the long-term result might be unfavourable
(these long-term consequences may eventually cause changes in basic values)

5. Self-defeating prophecy
(Fear of some consequence drives people to find solutions before the problem occurs, thus the
non-occurrence of the problem is not anticipated.)



Unanticipated
or

Unintended?



unanticipated consequences can only be unintended,
but unintended consequences can be either
anticipated or unanticipated,
a distinction lost in modern translation.





Butterfly Effect





























Comfort over Safety





Titanic was considered unsinkable.





Industrial Greed













Driven by Consumer Greed







Louisa Huntbach 2021/22



Technological Innovation Pull



Challenging the Innovation Paradigm - Karl-Erik Sveiby

Question:
Has Innovation got the world into the mess it’s in 
today?

Answer:
If innovation got us into this mess, what makes us 
think that more innovation will get us out of it?















In 2019, using a mobile phone was a 
contributory factor in 103 serious road 
accidents and 17 fatal ones in the UK.*

*According to the 2019 DfT report on Contributory Factors for Reported Road Accidents





























Mobile to Smart phone
Terminology shift













Adam Higgins 2020/21



Connell Davison 2020/21



Proliferation of Information





https://youtu.be/cQ54GDm1eL0


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-62821117


Even Old Masters cannot escape 
unintended consequences!





https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/oct/14/just-stop-oil-activists-throw-soup-at-van-goghs-sunflowers


Lack of understanding to tackling 
the real problem





Humans know best!





Nature reclaims













Human Psychology





http://s1.cdn.autoevolution.com/images/news/keyless-ignition-likely-to-be-standardized-in-the-us-34608_1.jpg




https://harmonious-entrepreneurship.org/7-unintended-consequences-the-cobra-effect/


Lack of understanding Culture





Inadequate Research















Unforeseen or Predicable?







Addiction











Historical









Vandalism





Medical













Evil material











Global Phenomenon
of Bottled Water







The Humble plastic bag















Nature has been making Plastics for millennia.
But these can be completely broken down through 

natural decomposition processes.





Scientists are yet to discover ways
of reproducing this phenomena.



(most) industrially made Plastics are (chemically) inert.
It is how we, as humans, treat this valuable commodity. 



Are Unknown Consequences of 
design manageable?



History is repeating itself, will 
Humanity ever learn?



“Design is about restriction; you 
need to be aware of your own 

limitations and that of your 
designs.” 

Alain Dujardin 31.05.2017



Who is responsible for Unintended 
Consequences?



It is YOUR work
OWN IT!





Patents Title: W0038916A1: Repair of Flaws or Voids in Bodies: Published: 06.07.2000
Patent Title: W09739879A1: Damage Repair: Published: 30.10.1997



Or should we take this stance for 
Unintended Consequences?



Three little sentences that will get you 
through life no matter the consequences.



Three little sentences that will get you 
through life no matter the consequences.

Number 1: Cover for me.
Number 2: Oh, good idea, Boss!
Number 3: It was like that when I got here.



After all ………





Our ingenuity has not only changed 
our world - it has changed us. 

Focusing on immediate benefits, 
we rarely pause to consider the 
longer-term costs of innovation. 

Peter Gluckman & Mark Hanson – Ingenious 2019 





Thank you

Matt Archer
04.11.22
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