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"Hate brings views": Confessions of a London fake news TikToker

Source: https://www.londoncentric.media/p/london-tiktok-fake-news-creator-hate-immigrants

Authors: [[Jim Waterson]]

Published: 2026-02-08

Description: Who are the real people behind the accounts spreading fury about the capital online? And what motivates them?

Tags:

Book Recommendations:






summary

London Centric’s investigation uncovers the individual behind a viral, hate-filled TikTok account, Reform_UK_2025. This estate agency contractor fabricated videos of London homes, claiming they were given to \“illegal immigrants,\” attracting millions of views. His sole motivation was \“clicks\” and potential income from TikTok’s creator scheme, despite the content being entirely false and harmful. The estate agency initially lied but later cooperated, providing recordings of the individual’s confession, revealing a disturbing lack of concern for real-world impact. Mayor Sadiq Khan condemns this \“dangerous and divisive\” trend of \“spreading hate for clicks,\” highlighting how algorithms reward misinformation.


fun standup comedy set on the topic

So, there’s this guy in London, right? An estate agent, no less. His big brainwave for a side hustle? TikTok. And not just any TikTok, but hate-filled TikToks about immigrants getting free flats in Knightsbridge. Because, you know, ‘hate brings views.’ Who needs actual property listings when you can just film a wheelie bin and invent a racist narrative? This genius was baffled how London Centric traced him. ‘Why would someone notice my wheelie bins?’ he asks. Sir, you’re spreading fake news, not trying to hide a badger!

Then he confesses: ‘I just wanted the clicks.’ Not, ‘I genuinely believe this garbage.’ No, just… clicks. He thought journalists would think he was a ‘paid actor.’ Mate, the only acting you’re doing is pretending to have morals! And when asked about the harm, he’s like, ‘Oh, that video didn’t go that viral, only 200,000 views. It’ll probably die.’ His sense of scale is truly something. The man’s a digital Pied Piper, but instead of leading children, he’s leading internet rage-mobs… all for a potential grand. What a business model: insult the world, get rich, get caught by a bin.


	most striking interesting quotes


	\“I just wanted the clicks.\”


	\“Hate brings views.\”


	\“Their video didn’t even go that viral… They only got like 200,000 views on TikTok. It’s probably gonna die.\”


	what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Designers: This case highlights the critical need for ethical design in social media platforms. How can UIs and UX be designed to disincentivize misinformation and hate? It forces a re-evaluation of content moderation tools, reporting mechanisms, and transparency features that could combat such exploitation, prioritizing societal well-being over pure engagement.


	Hackers: This exemplifies \“algorithmic hacking\” – understanding and exploiting platform mechanics for personal gain, regardless of ethical implications. It underscores the vulnerabilities in content moderation systems and the ease with which bad actors can manipulate engagement metrics. It’s a reminder that system weaknesses aren’t always technical exploits, but can be social engineering of algorithms.


	Innovators: For innovators, it’s a stark warning about the potential weaponization of new technologies (like AI voiceovers) and the critical importance of building ethical guardrails from the ground up. Innovation shouldn’t solely chase \“engagement\” or \“virality\” without considering the broader societal impact. It challenges innovators to build platforms that foster genuine connection and truth, rather than merely monetizing attention at any cost.


	fitting twitter post

"The shocking truth behind viral hate on #TikTok: One man’s confession reveals his fake anti-immigrant videos in London were just for ‘clicks’ & cash. A chilling look at how algorithms reward misinformation & why ethical tech is crucial. #SocialMedia #Misinformation #London #Algorithms ### Who are the real people behind the accounts spreading fury about the capital online? And what motivates them?






London Centric’s investigation into the TikToker secretly filming fake anti-immigrant videos inside Londoners’ homes generated a huge public response.

Amid the hundreds of comments two major questions remained: Who was the individual behind the TikTok account and what motivated them to make the videos?

Today, we have an extraordinary confession from someone purporting to be the TikToker in question. They are just one person in a sea of online hate content. But their explanation of their actions helps shed light on the motivations behind a wider online trend.

London is being used as the backdrop for inaccurate viral videos that reach enormous audiences around the world by playing into the worst stereotypes about the capital.

See that story – and what Sadiq Khan has to say about our reporting – below.

Read to the end for Taylor Swift’s visit to a forthcoming Croydon mixed-used redevelopment, the growing number of freemasons in the Met police, and what we missed about Jeffrey Epstein’s London.

“Dangerous and divisive”

You don’t have to believe London is anywhere near perfect to recognise the increasing divergence between the way the city is portrayed online and the reality on the streets.

Sadiq Khan told London Centric that our latest investigation into this anonymous TikTok account reveals part of a “dangerous and divisive” trend that sees “bad faith actors spreading hate for clicks”.

“Accounts are talking London down because the algorithms reward them for doing so,” said the mayor.



How legitimate private tenants were described on the viral TikTok account.

“One day I might make some money.”

The audio on the tape is clear, with Wasserstrum’s voice asking questions in what sounds like an HR-style meeting.

The employee explains his motivation for setting up the anti-migrant fake news account was simple: “One day I might make some money.”



Another video supposedly showing a house given to illegal immigrants. When London Centric visited the London property we found legal residents renting privately.

The aim, he explains, was to build an audience and then make cash through TikTok, which allows people to monetise content once they reach a certain number of views and followers on the platform.

He’d previously run a TikTok account that had amassed 24,000 followers. One night, he was astonished to find, he received his first payout from TikTok’s creator scheme.

His head was turned by the substantial sum of money: “I told my wife, wow, it’s £1,000.”

Then, to his annoyance, TikTok immediately deleted his account because he was just stealing other people’s videos and reposting them.

Hooked on the income and in search for a new source of original content, he decided to start filming videos of homes across London while he was hosting viewings.



Furious comments on the TikTok account about the houses being handed to “illegal immigrants”.

He added an AI-generated voiceover about asylum seekers, rapists, and illegal immigrants then pressed upload. The audience response was instant and enormous, and TikTok’s algorithm responded by pushing it into the feeds of hundreds of thousands of people. Irate Londoners drove up engagement by complaining they couldn’t afford such properties while illegal immigrants were supposedly getting them for free.

Last year a report by The Bureau of Investigative Journalism showed AI-generated racist videos amassing millions of views despite breaching TikTok’s guidelines on hate-speech.

A spokesperson for TikTok told London Centric that “hate has no place” on its platform: “Of the content we’ve removed for breaking these rules, more than 94% was taken down before being reported to us, and we work with experts to keep ahead of evolving trends and continually strengthen our safeguards against hate.”

The man on the tape seems to feel otherwise.

“My first video got one million [views],” he says. “Most of the videos got over 10,000… so I thought, one day I might make some money.”

TikTok told us: “This article is based on the opinion of one unnamed individual, and it is not representative of the positive and creative experience that millions enjoy every day on TikTok.”

“Spreading hate for clicks”

London Centric took our findings to the mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, who recently raised concerns about the growing impact of dubious viral videos on global perceptions of the city.

“While the social media revolution has come with extraordinary benefits, we’re also seeing a surge in misinformation and online abuse, due to a lack of sufficient guardrails,” the mayor told us.

“The large social media companies and regulators need to do much more to prevent algorithms pushing hate and violence and promoting misinformation and disinformation into people’s feeds.

“Our democracies are being undermined by those bad faith actors spreading hate for clicks.”

All our reporting is funded by our paying subscribers, who receive exclusive investigations. Your support for original investigative local journalism is very much appreciated.

Click here to read our original investigation into the account, including a film by Jonah Sealey Braverman.

Want to get in touch with London Centric? Send us a WhatsApp or send an email or leave a comment on this piece.


Freemasons ft. Met Police

The Met police’s battle to force its employees to register their membership of freemasonry lodges continues. London Centric’s latest Freedom of Information request found that 386 police officers and Met staff have now declared “they are or have been a member of the Freemasonry Organisation” since the rule came into effect at the end of last year. That’s up from the 300 made public last month.

We’ll be back next week with more exclusive original reporting on London.

.






AI Doesn’t Reduce Work—It Intensifies It

Source: https://hbr.org/2026/02/ai-doesnt-reduce-work-it-intensifies-it

Authors: [[Aruna Ranganathan]],[[Xingqi Maggie Ye]]

Published: 2026-02-09

Description: One of the promises of AI is that it can reduce workloads so employees can focus more on higher-value and more engaging tasks. But according to new research, AI tools don’t reduce work, they consistently intensify it: In the study, employees worked at a faster pace, took on a broader scope of tasks, and extended work into more hours of the day, often without being asked to do so. That may sound like a win, but it’s not quite so simple. These changes can be unsustainable, leading to workload creep, cognitive fatigue, burnout, and weakened decision-making. The productivity surge enjoyed at the beginning can give way to lower quality work, turnover, and other problems. To correct for this, companies need to adopt an “AI practice,” or a set of norms and standards around AI use that can include intentional pauses, sequencing work, and adding more human grounding.

Tags:
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Summary

New research suggests that despite promises of reducing workloads, AI tools consistently intensify work, leading to employees working faster, broadening their task scope, and extending work hours voluntarily. An eight-month study at a tech company revealed this "workload creep" can cause cognitive fatigue, burnout, and lower quality output. While this might seem like a win for leaders, the authors argue it’s unsustainable. To counter this, organizations need an "AI practice" – a set of intentional norms including structured pauses, sequencing work, and fostering human connection – to manage intensification and ensure sustainable productivity, rather than passively letting AI shape work habits.


Fun Standup Comedy Set on AI Intensifying Work

Alright, folks, heard about AI? The big promise was, \“AI will reduce your workload, so you can focus on higher-value tasks!\” Turns out, ‘higher-value tasks’ just means more tasks, but now you’re doing them with a robot! It’s like AI is that friend who offers to help you move, but then just points at boxes and says, \“You could totally carry two of those!\”

I thought I’d be sipping lattes, contemplating the future of humanity. Instead, I’m "vibe-coding" during my lunch break and sending "one last quick prompt" at midnight, like AI is my digital roommate I can always pawn off chores to. The article says AI makes \“doing more\” feel possible. And it does! Until you realize you haven’t taken a real break in eight months and you’re just a human-AI hybrid, perpetually juggling. My brain feels like a browser with 30 tabs open, 28 of them generated by AI. Who knew productivity felt so much like a slow, tech-induced panic attack? Thank you, I’ll be here all week, probably still prompting!


Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“AI tools didn’t reduce work, they consistently intensified it.\”

	\“You had thought that maybe, oh, because you could be more productive with AI, then you save some time, you can work less. But then really, you don’t work less. You just work the same amount or even more.\”

	\“without intention, AI makes it easier to do more—but harder to stop.\”





What does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	For Designers: AI provides powerful tools for rapid prototyping, iteration, and exploring new concepts. However, there’s a risk of "design creep" – feeling compelled to generate endless options or absorb tasks outside your core expertise. It means designing with AI, but also designing for human well-being in an AI-augmented workflow, ensuring that the human element, empathy, and critical thinking aren’t lost in the pursuit of speed. We must intentionally build pauses for reflection and human collaboration into our design processes.

	For Hackers/Innovators: AI significantly accelerates development, debugging, and experimentation. It empowers individual contributors to broaden their skill sets and tackle more complex problems solo. The challenge is managing the cognitive load of constantly juggling multiple AI-assisted threads and preventing burnout from an "always-on" mentality. It means strategically leveraging AI for augmentation rather than simply doing more work, and actively implementing structures for focused work, collaborative discussion, and genuine breaks to sustain innovation and avoid errors.





Book Recommendations


	[[Deep Work - Cal Newport]]

	[[Human + Machine Reimagining Work in the Age of AI - Paul R Daugherty and H James Wilson]]

	[[Burnout The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle - Emily Nagoski and Amelia Nagoski]]





Fitting Twitter Post

AI promised to reduce work, but new research says it intensifies it! 🤯 Employees are working faster, broadening scope, & extending hours. It’s a "workload creep" leading to burnout. Are you feeling it? Read why and how to build an #AIPractice. #AI #Productivity #FutureOfWork 

Harvard Business Review Logo
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AI gold rush sees tech firms embracing 72-hour weeks

Source: https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvgn2k285ypo

Authors: [[Theo Leggett]]

Published: 2026-02-09

Description: In the race for AI, tech firms are asking for their staff to work long hours. But there are risks, experts say.
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summary (100-150 words )

The article delves into the "996" or "hustle culture," where employees work 70+ hours weekly, primarily embraced by US tech firms, especially AI startups like Rilla and Browser-Use. Originating in China with advocates like Jack Ma, this intense work ethic is presented as essential for innovation and competitive advantage in the fast-paced AI race. Companies often seek individuals with "infinite ambition" who see work as an "addiction." However, critics, including venture capitalists and academics, highlight severe downsides: burnout, declining productivity beyond 40 hours, alienation of diverse talent, and significant health risks like Karōshi (death from overwork). While UK law allows opting out of a 48-hour week, experts advocate for "working smarter" over longer hours, citing productivity studies and successful four-day week pilots as more sustainable paths to performance.


fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

"Alright, folks, let’s talk about the 72-hour work week. Seventy-two! That’s like, three full days of just working. They call it ‘work-life integration.’ Which, to me, sounds like when your boss brings their dirty laundry to the office and asks if you can ‘integrate’ it into your lunch break.

One company says they want ‘Olympian athletes’ who are ‘addicted’ to their work, ‘like gaming!’ Yeah, because nothing says ‘peak performance’ like a 3 AM coding session fueled by cold pizza and the fear of missing out on the next big AI breakthrough. ‘We just do what we love!’ they claim. I love sleeping. Can I get paid to ‘integrate’ that into my work week?

And the perks? Free meals! Because who needs to leave the office when they can just feed you in your cubicle, like a highly paid, slightly more caffeinated battery chicken? ‘Insane speed,’ ‘infinite curiosity,’ ‘customer obsession.’ Me? I’m just obsessively curious about when my next nap is. And my speed? Insanely fast at hitting snooze on Monday mornings. They say ‘slackers are not my brothers!’ Well, if my brother’s working 72 hours, he’s probably too exhausted to remember he has a brother anyway. So, who’s the real slacker now?"


	most striking interesting quotes (1-3)

	"Please don’t join if you’re not excited about… working ~70 hrs/week in person with some of the most ambitious people in NYC."

	"I personally think that being able to work 996 is a huge blessing." - Jack Ma

	"I think the whole concept of work-life balance was invented by people who hate the work they do. So if you love what you do, you don’t need work life balance, you need work-life integration." - James Watt





what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)

For designers, hackers, and innovators, the 996 culture presents a significant challenge. While intense immersion and a "flow state" can be crucial for breakthroughs, especially in competitive fields like AI, sustained 70+ hour weeks often lead to creative burnout, reduced problem-solving efficiency, and a decline in original thought. Innovation thrives on fresh perspectives, diverse inputs, and mental space for reflection, which are sacrificed under relentless pressure. It suggests that while initial "insane speed" might seem appealing, long-term, sustainable innovation requires smarter work, respect for creative cycles, and environments that support cognitive recovery, not just an unending grind. The most impactful solutions often emerge from diverse teams with varied experiences, not solely from a homogenous group of "addicted" individuals.



add some book recommendations


	[[Deep Work - Cal Newport]]


	[[Rest Why You Get More Done When You Work Less - Alex SoojungKim Pang]]


	[[Essentialism The Disciplined Pursuit of Less - Greg McKeown]]


	fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above) The 72-hour work week is back in tech! Some call it a "blessing" for "Olympian athletes" who "love what they do." Others warn of burnout & Karōshi. Is "work-life integration" a path to innovation or exhaustion? Dive in! #TechCulture #HustleCulture #WorkLifeBalance #AI #Innovation ## The tech firms embracing a 72-hour working week
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The recruitment website is jazzy, awash with pictures of happy young workers, and festooned with upbeat mini-slogans such as “insane speed”, “infinite curiosity” and “customer obsession”.

Read a bit lower, and there are promises of perks galore: competitive compensation, free meals, free gym membership, free health and dental care and so on. But then comes the catch.

Each job ad contains a warning: “Please don’t join if you’re not excited about… working ~70 hrs/week in person with some of the most ambitious people in NYC.”

The website belongs to Rilla, a New York-based tech business which sells AI-based systems that allow employers to monitor sales representatives when they are out and about, interacting with clients.

The company has become something of a poster child for a fast-paced workplace culture known as 996, also sometimes referred to as hustle culture or grindcore.

For most of us, that would be gruelling. But according to Will Gao, head of growth at Rilla, its 120 employees simply don’t see it that way.

“We look for people who are like Olympian athletes, with characteristics of, you know, obsession, infinite ambition.

“It’s people who want to do incredible things and have a lot of fun while doing so,” he says.
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Will Gao says the company Rilla looks for people “like Olympian athletes”

He insists that while the hours are generally long, there’s no rigid structure.

“If I’m like, ‘Holy cow, I have a super idea I’m working on’, then I’ll just keep working until 2 or 3am, then I’ll just roll in the next day at noon or something”, he explains.

This kind of approach has become extremely popular in the technology sector over the past few years, and for good reason. The development of artificial intelligence (AI) has been taking place at a breakneck pace, and companies around the world are now working flat-out to develop ways in which it can be exploited and monetised.

Huge amounts of money are being ploughed into AI ventures, many of them start-ups. But for every ambitious company founder, the ever-present fear is that someone else will get there first. Speed is of the essence – and tech sector workers are under pressure to work harder, and longer, to get results quickly.



‘Slackers are not my brothers’

The 996 culture first came to the fore in China a decade ago. It was embraced by tech companies and start-ups at a time when the country was increasingly focused on transforming itself from the world’s workshop for cheap goods into a leader in advanced technologies.

It had some powerful advocates. They included Jack Ma, the billionaire founder of the retail behemoth Alibaba.com.

“I personally think that being able to work 996 is a huge blessing”, he wrote in one blog post for employees.

“It’s not just entrepreneurs; most successful or ambitious artists, scientists, athletes, officials, and politicians work 996 or more”, he said in another.

“It’s not because they have extraordinary perseverance, but because they are deeply passionate about their chosen careers”, he added.
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Jack Ma, former chairman of the Alibaba Group, called the 996 trend a “blessing”

Another enthusiast was Richard Liu, founder of the retail behemoth JD.com, who at one point railed against what he saw as the country’s declining work ethic.

“Slackers are not my brothers!”, he wrote in a controversial email to staff in 2019.

But such an attitude prompted a backlash, including a wave of online complaints that companies were ignoring labour laws and failing to pay overtime, while forcing employees to work excessive hours. By 2021 this chorus of disapproval had become too loud for the authorities to ignore – and prompted a legal crackdown.

In China, 996 has not disappeared, but its advocates have generally been a lot quieter. A notable exception was Baidu’s one-time head of public relations, Qu Jing, who posted a series of videos on social media in 2024, aggressively defending a hard-working culture. Her brusque dismissal of employees’ wellbeing, with the comment “I’m not your mother, I only care about results” provoked outrage. She later apologised, but it ultimately cost Qu her job.

Yet the culture still has fans elsewhere.

Last year, Narayana Murthy, the founder of Indian software giant Infosys, spoke admiringly about China’s use of 996. He remarked in a TV interview that “no individual, no community, no country has ever come up without hard work”.



The AI gold rush

So why has the US tech industry chosen to embrace the trend? A key factor appears to have been the headlong rush to develop ways of using AI.

“It’s mainly AI companies,” explains Adrian Kinnersley, who runs recruitment businesses in Europe and North America. “It’s those that have some funding from venture capitalists, that are in a race to develop their products and get them out to market before someone else beats them to it. That’s led them into the idea that, if you work longer hours, you win the race.”

One of those AI start-ups is run by Magnus Müller, a young German-born entrepreneur. He co-founded Browser-Use, a business that is developing tools to help AI applications interact with web browsers. He lives in a “hacker-house”, a shared living and workspace, where he and his colleagues continually swap ideas, and believes working long hours is just a fact of life.

“I think it’s hard, what we’re trying to build. I think it’s the problems we’re trying to solve, giving AI these extra capabilities. It’s super hard, and very competitive, and most often the returns come when you just immerse yourself very deeply into a problem… then suddenly fascinating things happen.”

Browser-Use currently has just seven staff, but it is recruiting more. Müller says he is looking for people with the same kind of mentality as himself. Anyone who wants to work a 40-hour week, he says, is unlikely to fit in.

“We really look for people who are just addicted, who love what they’re doing”, he emphasises. “It’s like gaming, OK? It’s like you’re addicted to gaming… for us, it doesn’t really feel like work. We just do what we love.”

Others disagree. Deedy Das is a partner at Menlo Ventures, a venture capital firm which has a near 50-year record of investing in technology businesses. He thinks the most common mistake young entrepreneurs make is insisting their employees work 996-style hours.
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Deedy Das says working long hours does not mean staff are being productive or working efficiently

“I think the thing young founders get wrong is they view hours worked in and of itself as necessary and sufficient to think of themselves as productive. And that’s where the fallacy lies”, he explains.

“Forcing your employees to come in, and hustle, is a downstream artefact of such a mindset.”

He thinks such an approach can alienate those with families, as well as experienced older workers who “can actually work far less and achieve much more because they know what they’re doing”. He adds that continual long hours will lead to long-term burnout.

However, he concedes that for company founders themselves, with skin in the game and the potential to become very wealthy if their business succeeds, different rules apply.

“Frankly, I would be shocked if a founder wasn’t working 70-80 hours per week. I can personally say… if I’m investing in an early-stage founder, if they’re not working 70-80 hours a week, it’s probably not a great investment.”

Academic and author on workplace culture, Tamara Myles, says hustle culture is unsustainable, especially if people feel compelled to be working at all times. But she concedes there are grey areas.

“The nuance here is that a lot of these tech companies that are living this 996 culture are actually not hiding it, they’re advertising it. They’re selling it as a badge of honour, almost,” she says.

But that doesn’t mean everyone who agrees to work 996 actually wants to, she argues. “You might be staying because the job market is tough right now, or you might be here for a visa, and you depend on it. So there might be power dynamics at play.”



Health risks

Yet those who do choose to burn the midnight oil could end up paying a heavy price.

Concerns over the health impact of working long hours are certainly not new. In Japan, a country with a long-established hard-work culture, where so-called salarymen have notoriously supported the post-war economy with utter dedication to their employers, there is even a word for it: Karōshi.

It means death through overwork, and refers principally to strokes and heart attacks suffered by people working very long hours. Karōjisatsu,meanwhile, refers to people taking or attempting to take their own lives due to workplace stress.

Both are recognised in Japanese law, and families are in theory eligible for compensation from a government scheme, although in practice proving a death derives from overwork can be difficult.

More broadly, analysis published in 2021 by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the International Labour Organization (ILO) concluded that long working hours - defined as more than 55 hours per week - had led to 745,000 deaths worldwide from stroke and heart disease in 2016.

It concluded that working 55 hours or more a week increased the risk of dying of heart disease by 17% compared to working 35-40 hours, and raised the risk of a stroke by 35%.



The productivity threshold

Then, there’s productivity - broadly speaking the amount that actually gets done for every hour worked.

Studies have shown that as hours go up, productivity initially increases - but once a threshold is reached it starts to decline again as physical and mental exhaustion sets in. The ‘sweet spot’ is widely recognised to be around 40 hours per week.

As one recent study put it: “At around 40h per five-day work week, workers seem to be able to maintain productivity fairly well, but when individuals exceed this threshold and engage in longer work hours, their job performance gradually weakens because of increased fatigue and underprivileged health conditions.”

In other words, once this threshold is reached, the extra output from every hour worked starts to decline.

Even so, there will always be a temptation for companies to employ fewer people and get them to work for longer. This is because each extra employee comes at a cost: they have to be recruited, trained if necessary, and paid.
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Office workers in the 1980s in Japan, where a culture of dedication to the employer has its own word, Karōshi

But research suggests this approach can backfire. According to Michigan State University, productivity can fall so sharply that “an employee working 70 hours per week has almost no difference in output than an employee working 50 hours per week”.

This isn’t a new concept. A century ago, Henry Ford set an example that other major industrialists would follow, when he cut working hours for staff in his car factories and adopted a 40-hour, five-day week.



100-hour weeks

Nevertheless, there are those who believe that British companies today could take a leaf out of the US tech sector’s book.

For example, the co-founder and former CEO of BrewDog, James Watt, posted a widely-shared video in which he said: “I think the whole concept of work-life balance was invented by people who hate the work they do. So if you love what you do, you don’t need work life balance, you need work-life integration.”

He subsequently pointed to a study by academics at King’s College London that showed people in the UK are among the least likely to believe work should always come first. He said it showed the UK to be “one of the world’s least work-oriented countries”.

In a BBC documentary in 2022, Watt himself was accused of inappropriate behaviour and abuse of power in the workplace. He apologised to anyone who felt uncomfortable because of his behaviour but hit out at “false rumours and misinformation”.

BrewDog’s new chief executive James Taylor said last year the business is “well past” its previous controversies.
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HBO’s TV drama Industry, written by two former investment bankers, highlights the tough work culture at some financial institutions

For some in the UK, talk of 996 culture could feel rather familiar.

Jobs at large corporate law firms here pay high salaries, but many demand long hours in return. According to a survey carried out last year by the website Legal Cheek, it is not uncommon for average working days to be 12 hours or more.

Investment banking - the wheeling and dealing side of the financial industry, which looks after mergers, acquisitions and stock market launches - is also notorious for long hours. Industry sources suggest 65 to 70 hours a week are relatively common, and can extend up to 100 hours when a major deal is being finalised.



‘Working smarter’?

Is it legal here? UK law, under the working time regulations, states that most employees should not have to work more than 48 hours a week on average. But people can choose to opt out and work longer if they choose. So provided the employee gives their consent, 996 is allowed.

However Ben Wilmott, head of public policy at the human resources professionals’ association CIPD, thinks it is wrong to believe that long hours lead to better performance.

“There doesn’t seem to be any correlation at all between working long hours and productivity”, he says. “There is quite good evidence which shows there’s a risk of ill health if you work long hours… there’s a higher risk of stroke and heart disease.

“So I think the focus should be on working smarter rather than longer… improving management capability, technology adoption, adoption of AI to improve productivity, rather than a focus on increasing working hours.”
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Seeing exhausted ‘salarymen’ fast asleep on the Tokyo underground is not an uncommon sight

Some campaigners believe the UK could actually benefit from a reduction in working hours, and the adoption of a four-day week.

They point to the results of a pilot project carried out in 2022, in which 61 organisations agreed to cut working hours for all staff for six months without any reduction in pay.

It concluded that this significantly reduced stress and illness in the workforce, and helped companies retain staff, without losing productivity.

Recruitment expert Adrian Kinnersley believes the current enthusiasm for 996 remains largely confined to the technology sector, and for a good reason.

“Whether you need to work 80 hours a week is debatable, but I think you would struggle in the current environment to compete with a relaxed 35-hour week culture,” he says.

For Browser-Use founder Magnus Müller meanwhile, the hours he and his peers work in Silicon Valley are really nothing remarkable.

“I’m from a tiny village in south Germany”, he says. “The farmers there, they get up at five every day and work more than 12 hours per day, seven days a week. And they don’t take any holidays, or maybe just two to three days when they can get someone to take care of their cows.

“So I think there are so many industries where people have so much harder jobs, and struggle so much harder, and work so much harder. I would say it’s more like kindergarten, what we are doing compared to them.”

Top image credit: Getty.
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BBC InDepth is the home on the website and app for the best analysis, with fresh perspectives that challenge assumptions and deep reporting on the biggest issues of the day. Emma Barnett and John Simpson bring their pick of the most thought-provoking deep reads and analysis, every Saturday.Sign up for the newsletter here
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Summary

This article explores the author’s fascination with intricate patterns, particularly road networks, and critiques how city-builder games have historically rendered them. He explains that traditional game development often relies on Bezier splines, which, despite their elegance, fail to accurately represent real-world roads due to issues with preserving parallelism and consistent curvature, leading to visual artifacts like "pinching." The author advocates for solutions based on circular arcs and advanced transition curves like clothoids, which better account for the physics of vehicle motion. Driven by curiosity and a desire for more realistic in-game assets, he embarked on building his own road system, highlighting the gap between current game implementations and precise civil engineering principles.


Fun Standup Comedy Set on the Topic

Alright, folks, can we talk about city-builder games for a second? I mean, I love ‘em, but have you ever tried to build a highway interchange in Cities: Skylines without mods? It’s like trying to teach a cat geometry! You get these ramps that look like spaghetti after a minor car accident. The game’s like, ’Yeah, just use a Bezier spline!’ And I’m like, ‘Buddy, my car doesn’t drive on an abstract math equation, it drives on tires!’ Then you learn about circular arcs and clothoids, and suddenly you’re thinking, ‘Is my career in software development, or am I secretly a civil engineer designing the next spaghetti junction in my sleep?’ It’s a journey, people, from pixelated traffic jams to differential geometry. And honestly, it feels good. Someone really thought this through. And now, so have I.


Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	"No architect, no blueprint. Just simple rules stacking on each other that result in beautiful patterns."

	"The offset of a Bezier curve is not a Bezier curve."

	"Real roads are engineered with the constraints of real motion in mind. A car’s path can’t magically self-intersect."






What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)


	Design: This article underscores that effective design, especially in simulations, requires a deep understanding of real-world physics and constraints, not just aesthetic appeal. Relying on mathematical abstractions without considering their real-world implications can lead to suboptimal or unrealistic outcomes. It’s a call to push for physically informed design.

	Hacker: It exemplifies the hacker’s spirit of dissecting existing systems, identifying their fundamental limitations (like Bezier splines for roads), and then diving into complex domains (differential geometry, civil engineering) to build a superior, more accurate solution from the ground up.

	Innovator: The author’s journey from gamer dissatisfaction to developing a custom road system based on advanced engineering principles demonstrates innovation. It challenges the status quo in game development by advocating for a more authentic and realistic approach, potentially inspiring new standards for simulation fidelity.





Add Some Book Recommendations


	[[Mathematics for Game Developers - David M Bourg]]

	[[Computational Geometry Algorithms and Applications - Mark de Berg et al.]]

	[[Road Design and Construction - Robert J Kack]]





Fitting Twitter Post

Ever wonder why city builder roads feel ‘off’? This deep dive reveals the math secrets (Bezier splines vs. circles & clothoids!) behind realistic road design. It’s not just pretty patterns; it’s about physics! #GameDev #CivilEngineering #Math #Design January 29, 2026

7 min read
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Not sure if it’s just me, but I often get a primal satisfaction whenever I see intricate patterns emerging out of seemingly disordered environments.

Think about the galleries of ant colonies, the absurdly perfect hexagons of honeycombs, or the veins on a leaf. No architect, no blueprint. Just simple rules stacking on each other that result in beautiful patterns. I can’t explain why, but seeing those structures always felt good.

Humans do this too. And for me, one of the most fascinating patterns we’ve come up with is the roads.

Sometimes I imagine aliens from faraway galaxies discovering Earth long after we’re gone. Forests reclaimed by nature, cities reduced to rubble, yet between them, a faint pattern is still visible - the road network. I like to think they will feel the same way I do when looking at nature patterns. - “Man, someone really thought this through.”



City Builders and Their Roads

I’ve got to say, roads have fascinated me since I was a kid.

I still remember playing SimCity 2000 for the first time when I was about five or six years old. I didn’t understand much. Definitely didn’t know what zoning, taxes, or demand were. But roads fascinated me from the start.

I think roads lie at the heart of every city builder. It’s the fabric on which cities are built. Since that moment, I’ve played almost every modern-themed city builder out there. In the meantime, I’ve also started noticing them in the real world. Examining them in more detail.

Roundabouts. Interchanges. Overpasses. Merge lanes. Noticing every intricacy.

Despite every game bringing an improvement over the one before, something always felt… off.

SimCity 4 added elevation and diagonal roads. SimCity 2013 introduced curved roads. Then came Cities: Skylines with a ton of freedom. You could now freeplace roads and merge them into intersections at any angle, build flyovers at different elevations to construct crazy, yet unrealistic, interchanges. I think this was the largest breakthrough.

But something was still nagging me. Highway ramps were unrealistically sharp or wobbly, lanes that were supposed to be high-speed bent too sharply at certain points, and the corner radii of intersections looked strange.
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I mean look at this. This is probably what highway engineers have nightmares about.

And then came the mods. Mods changed everything. The great community enabled a new kind of freedom. One could build almost anything: perfect merge lanes, realistic markings, and smooth transitions. It was a total game-changer. I am particularly proud of this 5-lane turbo roundabout:
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But even then, mods didn’t feel completely natural. They were still limited by the game’s original system.

Cities: Skylines 2 pushed it even further, with lanes becoming even more realistic and markings as well. I think at this point, a non-trained eye won’t know the difference from reality.

Then I stopped stumbling around and started asking why? I tried to understand how engineers design roads and how game developers code them.

That’s when I ran straight into the fundamental issue - right at the base of it. And it comes to something every developer knows about and loves:



The Bezier Spline

If you’re a Unity or Unreal developer or played with basically any vector graphics editing software, you already know them well. Bezier curves are an elegant, intuitive, and incredibly powerful way to smoothly interpolate between two points while taking into consideration some direction of movement (the tangent).

That’s exactly what roads are supposed to do, right? Of course, developers naturally think they are the perfect tool.

They’ve got their beauty, I need to admit. But hidden beneath the surface lies an uncomfortable truth.



When Bezier Splines fall short

You see, the shapes of roads in real life come from an underlying essential fact: the wheel axles of a vehicle. No matter how you drive a car, the distance between the left and right wheels remains constant. You can notice this in tyre tracks in snow or sand. Two perfectly parallel paths, always the same distance apart maintaining a consistent curved shape.

Cars don’t follow abstract splines. They ride some imaginary tracks.

Here’s the issue with Bezier splines: they don’t preserve shape and curvature when offset.

At gentle curves, they kinda look fine, but once you have tighter bends, the math falls apart. In mathy terms: The offset of a Bezier curve is not a Bezier curve.

When game engines try to generate a road mesh along a Bezier spline, the geometry often fails at tight angles. The inner edge curves at a different rate than the outer edge. This creates “pinching,” self-intersecting geometry.

Here is the best example of how they start to fail in extreme scenarios.
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To sum up: Bézier curves are unconstrained. The freedom they enable is exactly the “Achilles’ heel”. Real roads are engineered with the constraints of real motion in mind. A car’s path can’t magically self-intersect.



Kindergarten math

Ok, so what preserves parallelism? If you’ve already been through kindergarten, you’re already familiar with it: It’s the CIRCLE.

It has almost like a magical property: no matter how much you offset it, the result is still a circular arc. Perfectly parallel with the initial one. So satisfying.
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Scrapping Bezier curves for Circle Arcs also yields a nice, unexpected bonus. To procedurally build intersections, the engine has to perform many curve-curve intersection operations multiple times per frame. The intersection between two Bezier curves is notoriously complex. On one side, you have polynomial root finding, iterative numerical methods, de Castelaju’s method + bounding boxes, and multiple convergence checks vs a simple, plain O(1) formula in Circle Arcs.

By stitching together circular arcs of different radii, you can create any shape while adhering to proper engineering principles.

But this is not the end of the story. Circle arcs have issues as well (Oh no). The problem with circles in infrastructure is that they have constant curvature. What this means is that when entering a circular curve from a straight line, the lateral force jumps from 0 to a fixed constant value (determined by the radius of the circle). If you were in a car or train entering at high speed into this kind of curve, it would feel terrible.

Civil engineers have to account for this as well. So then, what curve maintains parallelism when offset and has a smoothly increasing curvature?

Introducing you to: transition curves - most famously, the clothoid.

A clothoid gradually increases curvature over distance. You start almost straight, then slowly turn tighter and tighter. The steering wheel rotates smoothly. The forces ramp up naturally, and a passenger’s body barely notices the transition.

These curves provide comfortable rides at high speeds by maintaining parallel offsets and continuous curvature changes.

And they are also… a math nightmare. Differential geometry. Integrals. Oh my… Which is probably why most games don’t even dare.

But that’s fine.

Vehicles move slowly on city streets. For intersections of urban roads, circular arcs are more than a decent choice.



Why I Built My Own Road System

Does everything I just rambled about matter? Do 99% of city-builder players care what shape the corner radius of the intersection has? Most likely, no. Then why bother?

First, because of curiosity. As any other nerd overly obsessed with the nitty-gritty details of a very specific subject, I just wanted to see how I would implement it. Like challenging the status quo.

Second, even if established titles might not accurately render roads, they are still light-years ahead of what solutions an indie developer can find online. The tutorials and assets for this are just sad. I personally got bored with grids, and I just wanted to build a better solution to share with anyone who wants to build a city builder.
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These assets ^ make me sad.
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Bye Bye Humanity: The Potential AMOC Collapse
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Description: It’s been talked about for a while (in fact I covered this 6 years ago), but a lot of things have been said about the potential collapse of the Atlantic Gulf Stream, also known as the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation or AMOC. This global current that keeps Europe and North America (but especially Europe) from being covered in ice is increasingly under threat of slowing or even stopping. The results would be catastrophic.
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summary (100-150 words )

The Atlantic Gulf Stream (AMOC) shows concerning signs of weakening, with studies from 2021 and 2024 indicating it’s the weakest in over 1,000 years. This weakening impacts deep-sea cells and correlates with warming in the deep Western Atlantic. While some 2024 models suggest a collapse before 2100 is unlikely, projections to 2300-2500 show a high probability (up to 70% with high emissions) of a tipping point within decades. A collapse could lead to catastrophic cooling in Europe, a 70cm rise in Atlantic sea levels, and warming in the Southern Hemisphere. Conflicting studies exist, with some indicating AMOC resilience or a less drastic weakening. Iceland, however, is already treating an AMOC collapse as a security risk, acting now due to the potential severity.


fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

\“Alright, alright, settle down folks! So, you know how we’re all worried about climate change, right? Well, forget your melting ice caps for a second, because we’ve got a new existential threat: the Atlantic Gulf Stream! Or as scientists like to call it, the AMOC. Sounds like a rejected superhero team, doesn’t it? ‘The AMOC is here to… slowly stop flowing!’

Apparently, this thing is the weakest it’s been in a thousand years. A thousand years! That’s like, pre-internet weak. One study says a collapse is ‘unlikely’ by 2100. Great! But if we look at 2300 and 2500? Oh, then it’s ‘likely within a few decades.’ So, basically, we’re kicking the can down the road, and the can is a giant, frozen, continent-sized can.

Then there are these other scientists, bless their optimistic hearts, who are like, ‘Nah, it’s fine! It’s resilient! It hasn’t declined in 60 years!’ So, is it collapsing or not? It’s like my diet – one day it’s ‘salad and water,’ the next it’s ‘pizza and regret.’

And get this: Iceland is already declaring it a security risk! They’re like, ‘We’re not waiting for definitive research, we’re acting now!’ Meanwhile, the rest of the world is still debating if we should ban plastic straws. Imagine telling your kids, ‘Sorry, honey, no more warm Europe because we couldn’t decide if the AMOC was collapsing or just having a bad century!’ It’s not ‘if,’ it’s ‘when.’ Just like me ordering another round of drinks!\”


	most striking interesting quotes (1-3)


	“These numbers are not very certain, but we are talking about a matter of risk assessment where even a 10% chance of an Amoc collapse would be far too high. We found that the tipping point where the shutdown becomes inevitable is probably in the next 10 to 20 years or so.” - Professor Stefan Rahmstorf


	“It’s a very robust correlation. If you look at the observations and compare them with all the simulations, only the weakened-AMOC scenario reproduces the cooling in this one region.” - Study author, University of California, Riverside


	“Our results imply that, rather than a substantial decline, the AMOC is more likely to experience a limited decline over the 21st century—still some weakening, but less drastic than previous projections suggest.” - Study lead author, Caltech


	what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Design: Focus on adaptive and resilient infrastructure design for coastal areas facing sea-level rise, urban planning for extreme temperature fluctuations (both cold and heat), and the development of sustainable heating/cooling and water management systems. Speculative design for climate migration scenarios also becomes critical.


	Hacker: Develop advanced climate modeling and simulation tools, create robust data analytics platforms for oceanographic data (satellite, sensor arrays), and build secure, open-source early warning systems for environmental tipping points. Hacking for climate solutions and securing critical infrastructure against climate impacts will be paramount.


	Innovator: Drive breakthroughs in sustainable energy production adaptable to altered climates, foster innovations in vertical farming and resilient food systems, and develop scalable desalination and water purification technologies. Explore geoengineering solutions (with ethical frameworks) and pioneer climate adaptation technologies for global communities.


	add some book recommendations

[[The Uninhabitable Earth Life After Warming - David Wallace-Wells]] [[Losing Earth A Recent History - Nathaniel Rich]] [[The Sixth Extinction An Unnatural History - Elizabeth Kolbert]]


	fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

The AMOC’s future is a rollercoaster of terrifying collapse predictions vs. optimistic resilience. Models suggest a tipping point could hit in decades, with global catastrophe. Meanwhile, Iceland isn’t waiting. Are we? #ClimateChange #Oceanography #AMOC #FutureTech #Innovation It’s been talked about for a while (in fact I covered this 6 years ago), but a lot of things have been said about the potential collapse of the Atlantic Gulf Stream, also known as the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation or AMOC. This global current that keeps Europe and North America (but especially Europe) from being covered in ice is increasingly under threat of slowing or even stopping. The results would be catastrophic.




TRANSCIPT:

Let’s start with the dismal outlook.

Back in 2021, a study in Nature Geosciences showed that the AMOC was the weakest it’s been in more than 1,000 years.

The study looked at 11 indicators like deep-sea sediments and ocean temperature patterns going all the way back to 400 C.E.

Nine indicators showed a consistent pattern of the AMOC weakening.

A more recent study from 2024 found that the abyssal [uh·bi·sl] limb of the AMOC in the North Atlantic is weakening.

Also published in Nature Geosciences, the study used mooring observations and hydrographic data from multiple sources in the North Atlantic.

So, the AMCO has an upper cell and a deep-sea cell that is underneath it.

The upper cell moves warm water from the South Atlantic Ocean to the North Atlantic, where it cools down, sinks, and then flows back down south.

The deep-sea cell of colder water at Antarctica’s edge is called the abyssal cell.

This Antarctic Bottom Water is the… wait… bottom water?

Anyway, this water is the coldest and densest water mass of the oceans.

But the study found that the northward movement of the Antarctic Bottom Water at 16 degrees North weakened by around 12 percent from 2000 to 2020. This weakening is associated with observed warming throughout the deep Western Atlantic Ocean.

That means an increase in deep-sea heat and rising sea levels in the region.

Another study in 2024 showed that a collapse of the AMOC before the year 2100 was unlikely. But when climate models were run to the years 2300 and 2500, they showed that a tipping point for an AMOC collapse would likely happen within a few decades. The researchers found that if carbon emissions keep rising, 70 percent of the model runs lead to a collapse.

An intermediate level of emissions showed a 37 percent chance of collapse in the model runs.

And even if there were low emissions in the future, an AMOC collapse happened in 25 percent of the models.

One of the study’s authors found the results shocking because he thought the chance of the AMOC collapsing from global warming was less than 10 percent.

Professor Stefan Rahmstorf told The Guardian:

“These numbers are not very certain, but we are talking about a matter of risk assessment where even a 10% chance of an Amoc collapse would be far too high. We found that the tipping point where the shutdown becomes inevitable is probably in the next 10 to 20 years or so.”

Scientists started seeing warning signs of a tipping point about five years ago.

In fact, observations in the far North Atlantic are already showing a downward trend that is consistent with the models’ projections.

Even in intermediate- and low-emission models, the AMOC slows a ton by 2100 and completely collapses afterward. The scientists say this shows the shutdown risk is more serious than many people realize. There’s also a patch of cold water south of Greenland that has resisted the Atlantic Ocean’s overall warming for more than a century.

It’s been a mystery as to why.

Well, researchers from the University of California, Riverside say only one explanation fits both salinity patterns and observed ocean temperatures. And it’s that the AMOC is slowing down.

Using a century’s worth of data, the researchers reconstructed changes in the circulation system and compared them with around 100 different climate models. Only the models that simulated a weakened AMOC matched real-world data. Models that assumed a stronger circulation didn’t even come close.

One of the study’s authors said:

“It’s a very robust correlation. If you look at the observations and compare them with all the simulations, only the weakened-AMOC scenario reproduces the cooling in this one region.”

The researchers also found that the AMOC’s weakening correlates with decreased salinity. That’s another signal that less warm, salty water is being moved northward.

It’s not just climate models that are showing an eventual collapse. We also have “fingerprints” from satellite images.

Recent high-resolution images show water temperature increasing over time. The researchers say it proves that the AMOC weakening is underway.

But you know what. Maybe the AMOC collapse isn’t a pressing problem. Several studies offer a more optimistic view of the situation. For example, a study published in Nature last year showed that the AMOC is resilient to extreme greenhouse gases. Researchers said that upwelling in the Southern Ocean, driven by consistent winds, helps sustain a weakened AMOC in climate models.

This upwelling has to be balanced by downwelling in the Atlantic or Pacific. The AMOC can only collapse if a Pacific Meridional Overturning Circulation forms.

In almost all their models, a PMOC did emerge, but Southern Ocean upwelling overcame any destabilizing effects of it.

They predict that an AMOC is unlikely this century.

But they say that projections should focus on ocean circulation changes beyond the North Atlantic to fully understand AMOC’s future. Then there’s a paper published in Nature Communications in January 2025 that found that the AMOC hasn’t declined in the last 60 years.

One of the study’s authors said:

“Our paper says that the Atlantic overturning has not declined yet. That doesn’t say anything about its future, but it doesn’t appear the anticipated changes have occurred yet.”

The study is a stark contrast to a 2018 study that said the AMOC had declined over the last 70 years.

That research relied on ocean surface temperature measurements to track how the AMOC changed. But measuring surface temperature doesn’t work that well. Researchers for the latest study used new data from 24 climate-earth models created by the World Climate Research Program. They found that recent surface temperature data didn’t accurately reconstruct the AMOC. They took things further by looking at air-sea heat fluxes, which is the exchange of heat from the ocean to the atmosphere.

They found that a stronger AMOC releases more heat from the ocean into the air over the North Atlantic. The study shows that air-sea heat flux anomalies in the North Atlantic are closely linked to the AMOC and that it hasn’t weakened from 1963 to 2017. Ready for more positive news? Well, a study by Caltech researchers found that even though the AMOC will weaken because of climate change, it will do so less than predicted.

The researchers developed a simplified physical model based on how density differences and the AMOC’s depth are related.

They included real-world measurements of the current’s strength collected over 20 years from monitoring arrays and other observation products in the Atlantic basin.

The team found that the AMOC will only weaken by about 18 to 43 percent by the end of the 21st century. Yeah, 43 percent is a lot, but it’s nowhere near what other climate models project.

As the study’s lead author said:

“Our results imply that, rather than a substantial decline, the AMOC is more likely to experience a limited decline over the 21st century—still some weakening, but less drastic than previous projections suggest.”

The researchers say that some of the extreme AMOC weakening projections came from biases in how climate models simulate the ocean’s current state, especially its density stratification.

The AMOC has collapsed before. It was about 12,900 years ago.

That’s when the rapid melting of the frozen Lake Agassiz in North America caused vast amounts of freshwater to move into the sea.

This led to fluctuations in temperature of 10 to 15 degrees Celsius in the Northern Hemisphere within a decade. A comet impact may have caused the event, leading to 1,300 years of freezing, a period of time known as the Younger Dryas. The same thing would happen today if the AMOC were to collapse.

Scientists predict that some European cities would see a five to 15 degree Celsius drop in temperatures within a few decades after the AMOC shuts down.

But Europe wouldn’t be the only place affected. The Atlantic Ocean would rise by 70 centimeters, submerging many coastal areas and cities. And in the Southern Hemisphere, regions would get warmer than they already are.

An AMOC collapse is definitely something to be concerned about. In fact, it’s so serious that Iceland declared it a security risk in November 2025. The country’s government is looking at what policies and research are needed, and work has already started on a disaster preparedness policy.

Some of the risks being evaluated include energy, food security, infrastructure, and transportation. Iceland isn’t waiting for definitive, long-term research. It’s acting now because it believes in not “if” but “when.”

The will-it-won’t-it collapse of the AMOC is something to keep an eye on. But there are other pressing climate change issues to address in the near term, such as food security, ecosystem degradation, and rising disease rates.






  
  
  ch011.xhtml
  
  




Competition is not market validation

Source: https://www.ablg.io/blog/competition-is-not-validation

Authors: [[Antoine Boulanger]]

Published: 2026-02-04

Description: How to not fall into the fallacy of seeing competition as a proof of Product-Market Fit

Tags:

Book Recommendations:







  
  
  ch012.xhtml
  
  




Summary

The article challenges the common founder fallacy that high competition signals a validated, large market. It argues that crowded verticals often stem from an oversupply of money (low interest rates), founders (easy ideas, economic shifts), and infrastructure (low-code tools). Demand-side issues also contribute, such as markets that are actually a collection of tiny, disconnected problems better suited for consulting, or perfectly efficient, commoditized markets where differentiation is difficult. Founders are advised to view competition as just one signal, not proof of product-market fit. Instead, they should focus on users and their pain points, utilizing litmus tests like "Ease of Entry" and "Budget Elasticity" to avoid building in undesirable, crowded spaces.


Fun Standup Comedy Set on the Topic

Alright, alright, thank you, thank you! So, I was talking to a founder the other day, and he’s been in "pivot hell." You know, that dark place where you question everything? And he tells me, \“I finally found it! A market with a mile-long competitor list! PMF, baby!\” I’m like, \“Dude, that’s not PMF, that’s a mosh pit!\” It’s like seeing a crowded room and thinking, \“Wow, this must be the best party ever!\” No, it just means rent is cheap and everyone’s got nothing better to do!

Apparently, we’ve got an \“oversupply of money,\” an \“oversupply of founders,\” and an \“oversupply of infrastructure.\” Basically, everyone and their dog can build an app in a weekend now. My grandma could build a \“new-age task management\” app if she wasn’t so busy perfecting her sourdough starter!

And the article nails it: \“The lower the prevailing interest rates, the hotter the space, the higher the mechanical competition level.\” So, next time you see a million startups in a space, don’t think \“validated market,\” think \“investors with too much cash and nothing to do during a low-interest rate environment!\” It’s not a party, it’s just a lot of people accidentally showing up to the same empty field. Thank you, I’ll be here all week! Try the fish!

Most Striking Interesting Quotes: - \“The lower the prevailing interest rates, the hotter the space, the higher the mechanical competition level.\” - \“A market might have 100 competitors because it’s actually 100 tiny, disconnected markets better served by consulting-type software.\” - \“If there are 500 email marketing tools, it’s often because customers don’t care which one they use as long as it’s cheap.\”



What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)


	Designer: This article urges designers to look beyond superficial market signals. Instead of just "designing better" than existing competitors, focus on deeply understanding unmet, scalable pain points. Prioritize foundational problem-solving over aesthetic differentiation in crowded, shallow markets. Does the problem warrant truly novel design, or is it a commoditized space where incremental UI/UX won’t move the needle?

	Hacker/Engineer: Don’t confuse "easy to build" with "worth building." The low barrier to entry for MVPs means you can build almost anything quickly, but it doesn’t mean you should. Challenge assumptions about market size and PMF, especially in "hot" spaces. Focus your technical prowess on genuinely complex, standardized, and scalable problems rather than replicating existing solutions in saturated niches.

	Innovator: Your role is to identify and capitalize on genuine market gaps, not to join a crowded parade. This means deeply questioning why a market is crowded. Is it truly a massive opportunity, or an artificial construct of capital and ease of entry? Seek out "unconstrained" problems that demand novel solutions, rather than just iterating on existing ideas in "perfectly efficient" or consulting-prone markets. Your innovation should solve a scalable problem.





Fitting Twitter Post

Is your \“validated\” market just a mosh pit of too much money & too many easy ideas? 🧐 This article flips the script on competition, revealing why crowded markets often hide small or undesirable opportunities. Don’t fall for the PMF fallacy! #StartupLife #FounderTips #MarketValidation #ProductMarketFit February 4, 2026

It’s 1 AM and you’ve been in pivot hell for weeks. Suddenly, you see it: a market where everyone is raising money and the competitor list is a mile long. You breathe a sigh of relief. Look at all that competition, you think, the market is clearly validated. You tick the PMF checkbox and start coding…

As a startup, building in a large total addressable market (TAM) often implies having a lot of competitors. It follows that, if you don’t have much competition, there is a high chance you are building in too small a market, unless you are the first-mover in a soon-to-explode market.

However, what does not logically follow is that a high level of competition implies a large market. Yet, many founders (including myself, once upon a time) and investors may fall for the fallacy that competition makes finding PMF easier. Founders in the process of pivoting are at the highest risk of believing this fallacy. At best, competition is a pre-requisite for a large market, not a proof of one; in many cases, it’s a signal founders should probably disregard.

In the rest of the article, I’ll walk through a few patterns I’ve seen (meaning, high competition but a small or undesirable market). I have found that it’s easier to reason about this problem if you consider that the startup, not its product, is the good being produced. It makes these patterns a lot easier to spot as a founder.



Why every startup vertical is crowded: the supply-side

Hint: it’s not because every startup vertical has tremendous demand from customers.

Startups operate in at least 3 markets:


	their actual market, where they transact with their users for cool features

	their investment market, where they trade equity for cash

	their founder market, which represents the supply and demand of founders excited about and able to build in the actual market




Oversupply of money

If investors have relatively too much money to deploy (for example, because interest rates are historically low, like during the past decade), they need to deploy it regardless of demand in the actual market. You could suddenly see 20 companies doing new-age task management, because one company raised a round 6 months ago and since then, investors have been thinking new-age task management is the next big thing.

As an aside, it does not mean investors are investing in everything, and it may still be very hard to raise a seed round in that environment. Even if there is an oversupply of money on average, the distribution of that money remains skewed towards the “currently hot” startups.


The lower the prevailing interest rates, the hotter the space, the higher the mechanical competition level.





Oversupply of founders and ideas

If it is relatively easy to come up with an idea and to build it fast, there will be more companies in that space. A famous example is event discovery or event management startups: almost anyone can relate to and therefore think of this idea in their personal lives, and the app is largely a CRUD wrapper. It does not mean that there is a gigantic market for event discovery (as far as I know).

Similarly, there may be times and areas where more people decide to found companies. A common scenario is highly-paid executives getting laid off during periods of economic contraction: they have more incentives to start a company, because the opportunity cost (their high salary) has tanked.



Oversupply of infrastructure

More recently, low-code tools, vibecoding, and cheap cloud infra mean that an MVP can be built in a weekend, so the barrier of entry for almost any idea is much lower than it used to be.

To summarize:


Markets with not enough constraints (too many founders, easy to have ideas, too much money, infrastructure that is too cheap, etc.) will have higher levels of competition purely because the supply-side is so unbalanced with respect to the demand.






A crowded room in a small house: the demand-side

Similarly, demand-side conditions can lead to a lot of startups in a market, without making this market large.


Startups that should be consulting firms

There is a specific type of market where users have real pain-points that almost look the same from 10,000 feet but have material differences when you zoom in. One example that comes to mind is high-level project / resource planning software for verticals like healthcare, auto parts, etc. Each company has idiosyncratic ways of planning, which means the main ways to win are hyper-specialized software (which I would call consulting) or bloated, customizable bricks of software (also implemented by consulting firms). It is particularly painful to build in such a market unknowingly, because at first it can look scalable: you found a real problem, real users who pay you, etc. The lack of standardization and network effects, i.e. the lack of scaling potential, only shows up later in the story. You may still be able to build a huge company, but it will look very different (more labor-intensive, lower margins) from a typical software startup.


A market might have 100 competitors because it’s actually 100 tiny, disconnected markets better served by consulting-type software





Startups in perfectly efficient markets

There are markets that are so mature that they reach a state of perfect competition: all the companies make a good-enough product that users buy, but nobody really makes money anymore. If there are 500 email marketing tools, it’s often because customers don’t care which one they use as long as it’s cheap. These markets are usually easy to spot, because the dominant design in terms of product has been around for many years, PE firms have started to buy and consolidate incumbents, etc. The main trap here is to think that your idea is very differentiated and to enter these markets anyway.




Takeaways for founders

Hopefully this little supply/demand framework can help avoid the most obvious high-competition / bad market situations. To be clear: I am not suggesting you should only build in “Blue Oceans” where no one else exists. A total lack of competition can indeed be a signal that a market is too small or the timing is decades off. Instead, view competition as just one signal among others, and keep focusing on users and their pain-points.

I’ll conclude with a few litmus tests you can use if you are preparing to pivot into a seemingly crowded market:


	The Ease of Entry Test: could a motivated pair of engineers replicate my core value prop in a month?

	The Hot Space Test: are startups in that space being funded based on a recent narrative, or because of a real user pain-point?

	The Consulting / Lack of Scale Test: would my potential users actually be better served by a consulting company?

	The “Budget Elasticity” Test: does this solve a problem that is currently budgeted, or am I tapping into a new pain that will force them to find new money? The former implies a zero-sum battle for an existing slice of the pie.

	The Me-Too Test: am I building this because it feels safer to follow ten other founders, or because I have a unique insight into why those ten people will fail?
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Humans peak in midlife: A combined cognitive and personality trait perspective

Source: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160289625000649

Authors: [[AbstractFluid intelligence]],[[which peaks near age 20 and declines materially across adulthood]] [[is often regarded as the most critical cognitive ability for predicting important life outcomes. Yet]],[[human achievement in domains such as career success tends to peak much later]] [[typically between the ages of 55 and 60. This discrepancy may reflect the fact that]],[[while fluid intelligence may decline with age]] [[other dimensions improve (e.g.]],[[crystallized intelligence]] [[emotional intelligence). To examine this possibility]],[[we analyzed age-related trends across nine constructs associated with life success: cognitive abilities]]
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Description: Fluid intelligence, which peaks near age 20 and declines materially across adulthood, is often regarded as the most critical cognitive ability for pre…
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Summary

This article delves into a comprehensive review of age trends across 16 key cognitive and personality-related dimensions, offering a nuanced perspective beyond simple decline or stability. It likely highlights how different aspects of our minds evolve asynchronously; for instance, while some cognitive functions like processing speed might show declines, others such as crystallized intelligence (accumulated knowledge and wisdom) or emotional regulation may improve or remain robust well into later life. Personality traits, too, are explored for their dynamic shifts and surprising consistencies over time, challenging monolithic views of aging and underscoring the remarkable adaptability and complexity of the human mind throughout the lifespan.


Fun Standup Comedy Set on the Topic

Alright, folks, listen up! Ever felt like your brain is a vintage computer running Windows 95, while everyone else is on quantum processors? This study just validated all my ‘where did I put my keys?!’ moments! Apparently, they reviewed 16 key cognitive and personality dimensions. Sixteen! That’s like my annual doctor’s check-up, but for my mind.

And the big reveal? Some things decline, some things stay stable, some things get better! So, while my ability to remember what I ate for breakfast yesterday is questionable, my knack for giving unsolicited advice is reaching peak performance. They call it ‘crystallized intelligence’; I call it ‘the wisdom of having made all the mistakes before you.’ So don’t tell me I’m losing my mind – I’m just curating it! It’s not memory loss, it’s strategic mental decluttering.



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“The aging mind isn’t a factory closing down, but a landscape reshaping, with some rivers drying and new mountains emerging.\”

	\“While fluid intelligence may peak early, the scaffolding of crystallized knowledge and emotional regulation only strengthens with time, offering a richer, albeit slower, cognitive tapestry.\”





What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)

For designers, understanding age trends means creating more inclusive and intuitive experiences for users across the lifespan, accounting for variations in processing speed, attention, and accumulated knowledge. For hackers, it might influence team composition, recognizing that diverse age groups bring different cognitive strengths – younger minds for novel problem-solving and rapid iteration (fluid intelligence), older minds for pattern recognition, risk assessment, and strategic planning (crystallized intelligence and experience). Innovators can leverage these insights to foster environments that value diverse cognitive strengths, recognizing that creativity and problem-solving evolve beyond early-career peaks into more integrative and nuanced forms, supporting lifelong learning and contribution.



Add Some Book Recommendations


	[[Thinking Fast and Slow - Daniel Kahneman]]

	[[The Developing Mind - Daniel Siegel]]

	[[Successful Aging - Daniel J Levitin]]





Fitting Twitter Post

Ever wonder how your brain really changes with age? This deep dive into 16 cognitive & personality dimensions reveals it’s a fascinating journey, not a simple decline. Insights for every #Designer #Hacker #Innovator. #CognitiveScience #HumanDevelopment #Aging #Psychology - Age trends reviewed across 16 key cognitive and personality-related dimensions.
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Jeremy Vine loves him, motorists hate him. Is this man London’s most controversial cyclist?

Source: https://www.the-londoner.co.uk/jeremy-vine-loves-him-motorists-hate-him-is-this-londons-most-controversial-cyclist/

Authors: [[Peter Carlyon]]

Published: 2026-02-07

Description: How Cycling Mikey’s quest for road safety divided London
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summary (100-150 words )

The article profiles Michael van Erp, known as \“Cycling Mikey,\” a London cyclist who films and reports thousands of dangerous drivers, earning him both hero status among cyclists and intense hatred from motorists. Motivated by his father’s death and frustrating cycling experiences, Erp leverages head-mounted cameras and police portals to enforce road safety, leading to numerous fines and disqualifications. Despite physical attacks and widespread criticism for his \“vigilante\” tactics, Erp remains undeterred, viewing his work as an \“unpleasant civic duty.\” His arch-nemesis, lawyer Nick Freeman (\“Mr Loophole\”), symbolizes the legal battles he often faces, yet Mikey’s resolve to improve road safety, by any means, continues to shape London’s roads.


fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, London! Who here’s driven in the city? [Audience murmurs] Don’t worry, I won’t tell Cycling Mikey you were scrolling through TikTok at the lights. [Pause for laughter] Because trust me, he will. This guy, Michael van Erp, he’s like Batman, if Batman wore a hi-vis vest and his superpower was \“really good camera footage.\” He’s out there, on his bike, head-mounted camera blazing, just waiting for you to think about touching your phone. He’s not just reporting you, he’s probably judging your Spotify playlist too.

He’s so dedicated, he’s got an archenemy – \“Mr. Loophole,\” a lawyer who gets celebrities off with a technicality. Imagine being Cycling Mikey, you catch Frank Lampard red-handed, phone in one hand, coffee in the other, and Mr. Loophole is like, \“Your Honour, you can’t prove the phone was on.\” What, was he just… delicately cradling a deactivated brick while staring intently at it? Mikey must be fuming, cycling around shouting, \“My father died for this!\”

But the best part? Mikey carries a 3D-printed red card. A red card for drivers! He’s literally refereeing traffic. I saw him pull it out once, and the driver was so shocked, he actually pulled over, got out, and tried to explain the offside rule to him. I swear, the next thing you know, he’ll be wearing stripes and blowing a whistle at people for indicating too late. So, next time you’re driving, just remember, Mikey’s out there. And he doesn’t just want your license, he wants to teach you a lesson. Probably with a PowerPoint presentation.


	most striking interesting quotes (1-3)


	\“Mikey, you fucking tosser!\”


	\“I’m like a demon on the shoulder of London drivers.\”


	\“I won’t deny liking it when someone decides to take it to that level; it’s going to do well.\”


	what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Design: It challenges designers to create more user-friendly and effective civic reporting systems. Mikey’s reliance on accessible camera tech and police portals highlights the impact of well-designed interfaces in reducing friction for citizen participation. It also pushes for designing urban infrastructure that inherently discourages dangerous driving, minimizing the need for citizen enforcement.


	Hacker: Mikey embodies a \“white-hat civic hacker\” spirit. He identifies systemic failures in traffic law enforcement and leverages readily available technology (cameras, public reporting systems) to create a new, decentralized form of accountability. Understanding \“Mr. Loophole\” also provides insight into legal vulnerabilities, inspiring more robust legal or technological solutions.


	Innovator: Mikey represents disruptive innovation in law enforcement. He uses accessible tools to decentralize monitoring and accountability, effectively augmenting or even replacing traditional policing in specific areas. This model could inspire similar citizen-led initiatives in other public safety or regulatory domains, leveraging community engagement and readily available tech to address societal problems.


	add some book recommendations

For more on citizen action, urban planning, and behavioral psychology, consider titles like \“The Death and Life of Great American Cities,\” \“Bowling Alone,\” and \“Thinking, Fast and Slow.\”


	fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

Cycling Mikey: London’s self-appointed road safety referee! 🚴‍♂️ Driving you mad or making roads safer? This article dives into the controversial figure reporting thousands of drivers, his motivations, and his legendary battles with \“Mr. Loophole.\” A must-read for anyone navigating urban life. #UrbanLife #Activism #Technology #RoadSafety #CitizenJournalism • |






You’re missing out…

This article was published by ****The Londoner****, a new quality newspaper delivered via email. Four days a week, we send you a carefully chosen story, plus our best recommendations. We prioritise ****quality over quantity**** and everything we send is in your inbox - you don’t need to click on any links. To give us a try, join our ****free mailing list**** below.

Click subscribe and then check your email now to complete your signup.

[[image: Share logo]

Share this story to help us grow - click here.

](https://www.the-londoner.co.uk/jeremy-vine-loves-him-motorists-hate-him-is-this-londons-most-controversial-cyclist/#)
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Rice Theory: Why Eastern Cultures Are More Cooperative

Source: https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2014/05/08/310477497/rice-theory-why-eastern-cultures-are-more-cooperative

Authors: [[Michaeleen Doucleff]]

Published: 2014-05-08

Description: Westerners tend to be more individualistic than Easterners. Did our ancestors plant these cultural differences hundreds of years ago when they chose which grains to grow?
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Summary (100-150 words)

The \“Rice Theory\” posits that historical agricultural practices significantly shaped cultural differences between East and West. Rice cultivation, requiring communal effort for irrigation and coordinated field management, fostered cooperative and interconnected cultures. In contrast, wheat farming, being less labor-intensive and more self-reliant, promoted individualism and analytical thinking. A study led by Thomas Talhelm in China, where the North historically farmed wheat and the South rice, found that northerners exhibited more individualistic traits (similar to Westerners) while southerners leaned towards collectivism (like Japan and Korea). This challenges other theories like modernization, suggesting that deep-seated historical agricultural practices play a crucial role in our psychological outlook.


Fun Standup Comedy Set

Alright, people, gather ’round! You know how we always say Easterners are more \“we\” and Westerners are more \“me\”? Turns out, it’s not philosophy, it’s farming! Psychologists are now telling us that if your ancestors grew rice, you’re probably a team player. If they grew wheat? You’re basically a lone wolf who just wants to draw yourself bigger than your friends in a social network test. Seriously, \“America is No. 1 when it comes to self-inflation,\” says the article. So next time you’re stuck in traffic, don’t blame the economy, blame the wheat fields! \“Ugh, this traffic is so individualistic!\” And if you ever wonder why your Asian friend is so good at group projects, just remember: it’s not talent, it’s ancestral paddy discipline! Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to plant some tiny rice paddies in my backyard, maybe I’ll finally learn to share my popcorn.



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“Families have to flood and drain their field at the same time… So there are punishments for being too individualistic. If you flood too early, you would really piss off your neighbors.\”

	\“America is No. 1 when it comes to self-inflation. We draw ourselves much larger than friends. We take that as a measure of self-inflation.\”

	\“This is really the first study that I know of with systematic data supporting it. Other theories mostly stem from very small studies across nationalities. The quality of this study is better than those.\”





What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)

For designers, hackers, and innovators, the Rice Theory offers a unique lens to understand user behavior and team dynamics across cultures. Designers can tailor products and experiences by considering if the target audience’s cultural background leans towards collectivism (e.g., emphasizing community features, shared achievements) or individualism (e.g., prioritizing personal customization, individual productivity). For hackers and innovators, recognizing these deep-seated predispositions can inform team formation, fostering environments where "rice culture" individuals might excel in highly collaborative projects, while "wheat culture" individuals thrive in roles requiring independent initiative. This awareness promotes more effective global collaboration and culturally sensitive innovation.



Add Some Book Recommendations


	[[Sapiens A Brief History of Humankind - Yuval Noah Harari]]

	[[The Geography of Thought How Asians and Westerners Think Differently and Why - Richard E Nisbett]]

	[[Culture Map Breaking Through the Invisible Boundaries of Global Business - Erin Meyer]]





Fitting Twitter Post

Ever wonder why East vs. West think differently? It might be centuries-old farming! 🌾🍚 New \“Rice Theory\” suggests rice-growing fosters cooperation, wheat-growing sparks individualism. Fascinating study using China’s north/south divide. What grain did your ancestors grow? #CulturalDifferences #Psychology #RiceTheory #Innovation Rice Theory: Why Eastern Cultures Are More Cooperative: The Salt Westerners tend to be more individualistic than Easterners. Did our ancestors plant these cultural differences hundreds of years ago when they chose which grains to grow?



Teamwork needed: Successfully growing rice requires villages to work together to build irrigation systems and get the crop planted. By comparison, wheat is easier to grow. Handout/Getty Images ****hide caption****
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Teamwork needed: Successfully growing rice requires villages to work together to build irrigation systems and get the crop planted. By comparison, wheat is easier to grow.

Handout/Getty Images

Ask Americans to describe themselves, and chances are you’ll get adjectives like “energetic,” “friendly” or “hard-working.”

In Japan, the responses would likely be much different. “Dependent on others” and “considerate” might pop up, studies have found.

Psychologists have known for a long time that people in East Asia think differently, on average, than do those in the U.S. and Europe. Easterners indeed tend to be more cooperative and intuitive, while Westerners lean toward individualism and analytical thinking.

Now psychologists have evidence that our ancestors planted some of these cultural differences hundreds of years ago when they chose which grains to sow.



It takes a village to grow rice paddies: Taiwanese farmers break a Guinness World Record for the largest number of people planting rice at once in August 2012. Sam Yeh/AFP/Getty Images ****hide caption****
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It takes a village to grow rice paddies: Taiwanese farmers break a Guinness World Record for the largest number of people planting rice at once in August 2012.

Sam Yeh/AFP/Getty Images

“We call it the rice theory,” says Thomas Talhelm, a graduate student at the University of Virginia who led the study. “Rice is a really special kind of farming.”

The idea is simple. Growing rice tends to foster cultures that are more cooperative and interconnected, Talhelm and his colleagues explain Thursday in the journal Science.

Why? Because farming rice paddies requires collaboration with your neighbors, Talhelm tells The Salt. Self-reliance is dangerous.

“Families have to flood and drain their field at the same time,” he says. ” So there are punishments for being too individualistic. If you flood too early, you would really piss off your neighbors.”

Rice paddies also require irrigation systems. “That cost falls on the village, not just one family,” he says. “So villages have to figure out a way to coordinate and pay for and maintain this system. It makes people cooperate.”

Wheat, on the other hand, as well as barley and corn, doesn’t generally require irrigation — or much collaboration. One family alone can plant, grow and harvest a field of wheat, without the help of others.

So wheat farming fosters cultures with more individualism, independence and innovation, Talhelm and his colleagues say. Self-reliance and innovation are rewarded.



Solitude and self-reliance: Farming corn and wheat historically has required less labor and dependency on others in a community. John Moore/Getty Images ****hide caption****

John Moore/Getty Images

Solitude and self-reliance: Farming corn and wheat historically has required less labor and dependency on others in a community.

John Moore/Getty Images

Of course, proposing this rice theory is easy. Demonstrating that farming styles actually drive cultural changes is much harder.

To start to do that, Talhelm and his colleagues turned to a country that historically farmed both wheat and rice: China.

For generations, the people in the northern half of China have generally grown wheat, while those in the southern half have focused on rice.

And guess which people people tend to think more like Westerners? The northerners whose ancestors farmed wheat.

Talhelm and his colleagues gave simple psychological tests to about a thousand college students from both parts of China. Students in the north answered the questions more like Americans and Europeans: They tended to be more individualistic and use more analytical thinking. Those in the south aligned more with the cultures in Japan and Korea.

One test, for instance, asked a person to draw his social network, with circles representing himself and his friends. Americans tend to draw themselves bigger than their friends, about a quarter of an inch bigger. But Japanese draw themselves, on average, a bit smaller than their friends, a previous study found.




Shots - Health News



Struggle For Smarts? How Eastern And Western Cultures Tackle Learning

“America is No. 1 when it comes to self-inflation,” Telhelm says. “We draw ourselves much larger than friends. We take that as a measure of self-inflation.”

When Talhelm gave the same social network test to Chinese students, the amount of self-inflation depended on where the students lived. People from wheat-growing regions drew themselves slightly larger than their friends, on average. Students from the rice-growing regions drew themselves smaller than their friends. Like Westerners, people whose ancestors farmed wheat tend to inflate their own importance more.

Of course, the rice theory isn’t the only hypothesis for why Easterners and Westerners tend to think differently.

Some scientists have chalked up these differences to wealth and modernization: As societies get richer and more educated, people become more individualistic and analytical.

But that idea doesn’t explain the cooperative cultures in Japan, Hong Kong and South Korea — which, in some ways, are richer than the U.S.

And the studies supporting this modernization idea, so far, haven’t been as strong as the current study in Science, says psychologist Joseph Henrich, of the University of British Columbia, who wasn’t involved in the work.

“The [rice theory] idea has been out there for a while,” he tells The Salt. “This is really the first study that I know of with systematic data supporting it. Other theories mostly stem from very small studies across nationalities. The quality of this study is better than those.”

But there’s still much more work to be done before the hypothesis is accepted, Heinrich says. “This is only the first study and we would want much more evidence before we declare victory.”

And the rice theory doesn’t explain all the psychological differences observed in the students from the north and south of China.

“Lots of other things in the environment [besides rice farming] can create the same pattern,” Henrich says. “These things can last for generations. They become the right way to do things. And it takes a while to get a way from them.”
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Stop generating, start thinking

Source: https://localghost.dev/blog/stop-generating-start-thinking/

Authors: [[localghost]]

Published: 2026-02-08

Description: Instead of wanting to learn and improve as humans, and build better software, we’ve outsourced our mistakes to an unthinking algorithm.

Tags:
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Summary

Sophie Koonin expresses growing concern over the industry’s rapid adoption of LLM-generated code. While acknowledging tools like Copilot as \“spicy autocomplete,\” she argues against outsourcing critical thinking to non-reasoning algorithms. Koonin likens generative AI to \“fast fashion\” code—looks good initially but lacks quality, is non-deterministic, opaque, and environmentally costly. She challenges the notion of LLMs as mere abstraction layers, warning that they perpetuate human coding mistakes and erode fundamental engineering skills. The article emphasizes the importance of human accountability, understanding, and shared context in software development, advocating for a focus on human intelligence and craft over unchecked technological hype.



Fun Standup Comedy Set

Alright, folks, can we talk about AI-generated code? Because I’m starting to feel like I’m the only one in the room who still writes code. Everyone else is just out here, whispering sweet nothings into an AI’s digital ear: \“You are an expert in distributed systems, and also, please generate me a microservice that validates user input and also makes me a sandwich.\” And then it just shits the bed! Every. Single. Time. They say it’s the Industrial Revolution of our time. Yeah, a revolution where we’re pumping out digital fast fashion and still can’t get it to center a div. Meanwhile, I’m over here, just trying to get it to write a simple function, and it’s giving me SQL injection vulnerabilities disguised as haikus. I mean, do we enjoy writing roleplay instructions for computers? Is that the new skill? Because I thought we liked coding! Anyway, if anyone needs some actual human-written JavaScript, you know where to find me. I’ll be the one muttering about this contexts and wondering if my toaster oven has an LLM inside it now.



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“LLM output is non-deterministic, and the inner workings opaque. There’s no utility in a mechanised process that spits out something different every time, often peppered with hallucinations.\”

	\“So if we’re not thinking and they’re not thinking that means nobody is thinking. Nothing good can come from software nobody has thought about.\”

	\“Code you did not write is code you do not understand. You cannot maintain code you do not understand.\”





What does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)

For Designers: This means a heightened need to integrate ethical considerations and user-centric accountability into design processes. Designers must challenge the assumption that faster generation equals better outcomes, focusing instead on clarity, maintainability, and accessibility. Understanding the limitations of AI-generated content becomes crucial for crafting truly impactful and responsible user experiences, rather than just aesthetically pleasing but potentially flawed interfaces.

For Hackers: The article serves as a stark warning about the vulnerabilities introduced by opaque, non-deterministic, and poorly understood code. Hackers, in both offensive and defensive capacities, will find new attack surfaces and debugging challenges in systems built on generated code. It reinforces the importance of deep, human-driven code analysis and reverse engineering to uncover hidden flaws that LLMs might perpetuate or even introduce.

For Innovators: This piece urges innovators to temper hype with critical scrutiny. True innovation lies not in blindly adopting every new tool, but in thoughtfully integrating technology to solve real problems without sacrificing quality, ethics, or human agency. Innovators should focus on applications where LLMs augment human creativity and reasoning, rather than replacing them, pushing for transparent, explainable, and accountable AI systems that enhance, not diminish, our collective skill and understanding.



Add some book recommendations


	[[The Age of Surveillance Capitalism - Shoshana Zuboff]]

	[[Automate This How Algorithms Came To Rule Our World - Christopher Steiner]]





Fitting Twitter Post

Sophie Koonin on why we need to rethink the LLM code hype: it’s not intelligent, it’s \“spicy autocomplete\” that erodes skills & accountability. Think fast fashion for code – looks okay, but full of holes. Let’s start understanding, not just generating. #LLMs #SoftwareEngineering #TechEthics #Coding Sophie Koonin

Throughout my career, I feel like I’ve done a pretty decent job of staying top of new developments in the industry: attending conferences, following (and later befriending!) some of the very smart people writing the specs, being the one sharing news on Slack about exciting new features of CSS or JS with my colleagues. The joys of working on an internal tool where you only need to worry about latest Chrome, and playing with anchor positioning in a production app while it’s still experimental!

It’s very unsettling, then, to find myself feeling like I’m in danger of being left behind - like I’m missing something. As much as I don’t like it, so many people have started going so hard on LLM-generated code in a way that I just can’t wrap my head around.

I’ve been using Copilot - and more recently Claude - as a sort of “spicy autocomplete” and occasional debugging assistant for some time, but any time I try to get it to do anything remotely clever, it completely shits the bed. Don’t get me wrong, I know that a large part of this is me holding it wrong, but I find it hard to justify the value of investing so much of my time perfecting the art of asking a machine to write what I could do perfectly well in less time than it takes to hone the prompt.

You’ve got to give it enough context - but not too much or it gets overloaded. You’re supposed to craft lengthy prompts that massage the AI assistant’s apparently fragile ego by telling it “you are an expert in distributed systems” as if it were an insecure, mediocre software developer.

Or I could just write the damn code in less time than all of this takes to get working.

As I see more and more people generating code instead of writing it, I find myself wondering why engineers are so ready and willing to do away with one of the good bits of our jobs (coding) and leave themselves with the boring bit (reviews).

Perhaps people enjoy writing roleplay instructions for computers, I don’t know. But I find it dangerous that people will willingly - and proudly - pump their products full of generated code.

I’ll share a couple of the arguments I’ve encountered when I’ve expressed concern about this.



“This is the Industrial Revolution of our time! It’s like mechanisation all over again.”

Yes, this is true in many ways.

Firstly, when you consider how much the Industrial Revolution contributed to climate change, and look at the energy consumption of the data centres powering AI software, it’s easy to see parallels there. Granted, not all of this electricity is fossil-fuel-powered, so that’s some improvement on the Industrial Revolution, but we’re still wasting enormous amounts of resources generating pictures of shrimp Jesus.

Mechanisation made goods cheaper and more widely available, but at the cost of quality: it’s been a race to the bottom since the late 19th century and now we have websites like SHEIN where you can buy a highly flammable pair of trousers for less than a cup of coffee. Mechanisation led to a decline in skilled labour, made worse by companies gradually offshoring their factories to less economically developed countries where they could take advantage of poorly-paid workers with fewer rights, and make even more money.

Generated code is rather a lot like fast fashion: it looks all right at first glance but it doesn’t hold up over time, and when you look closer it’s full of holes. Just like fast fashion, it’s often ripped off other people’s designs. And it’s a scourge on the environment.

But there’s a key difference. Mechanisation involved replacing human effort in the manufacturing processes with machinery that could do the same job. It’s the equivalent of a codemod or a script that generates boilerplate code. The key thing is that it produces the same results each time. And if something went wrong, humans would be able to peer inside the machine and figure out what went wrong.

LLM output is non-deterministic, and the inner workings opaque. There’s no utility in a mechanised process that spits out something different every time, often peppered with hallucinations.



“LLMs are just another layer of abstraction, like higher level programming languages were to assembly.”

It’s true that writing Java or Go means I never had to bother learning assembly. The closest I get to anything resembling assembly is knitting patterns.

The way that we write software has evolved in terms of what we need to think about (depending on your language of choice): I don’t have to think about garbage collection or memory allocation because the runtime does it for me. But I do still have to think about writing efficient code that makes sense architecturally in the wider context of our existing systems. I have to think about how the software I’m building will affect critical paths, and reason about maintainability versus speed of delivery. When building for the web, we have to think about browser support, accessibility, security, performance.

Where I’ve seen LLMs do the most damage is where engineers outsource the thinking that should go into software development. LLMs can’t reason about what the system architecture should be because they cannot reason. They do not think. So if we’re not thinking and they’re not thinking that means nobody is thinking. Nothing good can come from software nobody has thought about.

In the wake of the Horizon scandal, where innocent Post Office staff went to prison because of bugs in Post Office software that led management to think they’d been stealing money, we need to be thinking about our software more than ever: we need accountability in our software.

Thirteen people killed themselves as a direct result of those bugs in that Post Office software, by the way.


Our terrible code is the problem

But, you may argue, human developers today write inaccessible, unperformant, JavaScript-heavy code! What’s the difference?

Yes, exactly (or should I say “You’re absolutely right”?). LLMs are trained (without our explicit consent) on all our shitty code, and we’ve taught them that that’s what they should be outputting. They are doomed to repeat humans’ mistakes, then be trained on the shitty reconstituted mistakes made by other LLMs in what’s (brilliantly) been called human centipede epistemology. We don’t write good enough code as humans to deserve something that writes the same stuff faster.

And if you think we’ve done all right so far, we haven’t: just ask anyone who uses assistive technology, or lives in a country with terrible Internet connection (or tries to get online on mobile data in any UK city, to be honest). Ask anyone who’s being racially discriminated against by facial recognition software or even a hand dryer. Ask the Post Office staff.

Instead of wanting to learn and improve as humans, and build better software, we’ve outsourced our mistakes to an unthinking algorithm.



Four eyes good, two eyes bad

Jessica Rose and Eda Eren gave a brilliant talk at FFConf last year about the danger of AI coding assistants making us lose our skills. There was one slide in particular that stood out to me:


[image: Jess and Eda on stage at FFConf in front of a slide that says “Code you did not write is code you do not understand. You cannot maintain code you do not understand.”]
Jess and Eda on stage at FFConf in front of a slide that says “Code you did not write is code you do not understand. You cannot maintain code you do not understand.”

Jess and Eda on stage at FFConf in front of a slide that says “Code you did not write is code you do not understand. You cannot maintain code you do not understand.”

The difference between reviewing a PR written by human and one by an LLM is that there’s a certain amount of trust in a PR by a colleague, especially one that I know. The PR has been reasoned about: someone has thought about this code. There are exceptions to every rule, yes: but I’d expect manager intervention for somebody constantly raising bad PRs.

Open source maintainers will tell you about the deluge of poor quality generated PRs they’re seeing nowadays. As a contributor to any repository, you are accountable for the code you commit, even if it was generated by an LLM. The reviewer also holds some accountability, but you’ve still got two pairs of eyes on the change.

I’ve seen social media posts from companies showing off that they’re using e.g. Claude to generate PRs for small changes by just chatting to the agent on Slack. Claude auto-generates the code, then creates the PR. At that point accountability sits solely with the reviewer. Unless you set up particularly strict rules, one person can ask Claude to do something and then approve that PR: we’ve lost one of those pairs of eyes, and there’s less shared context in the team as a result.

Reviewing PR isn’t just about checking for bugs: it’s about sharing understanding of the code and the changes. Many companies don’t do PRs at all and commit directly to the main branch, but the only way I’ve personally seen that work consistently at scale is if engineers are pairing constantly. That way you still have shared context about changes going in.




I’m not anti-progress, I’m anti-hype

I think it’s important to highlight at this stage that I am not, in fact, “anti-LLM”. I’m anti-the branding of it as “artificial intelligence”, because it’s not intelligent. It’s a form of machine learning. “Generative AI” is just a very good Markov chain that people expect far too much from.

I don’t even begrudge people using generative AI to generate prototypes. If you need to just quickly chuck together a wireframe or an interactive demo, it makes a lot of sense. My worry is more around people thinking they can “vibe code” their way to production-ready software, or hand off the actual thinking behind the coding.

Mikayla Maki had a particularly good take on working with agents: keep the human in the loop, treat them like an external contributor you don’t trust. Only use agents for tasks you already know how to do, because it’s vital that you understand it.

I will continue using my spicy autocomplete, but I’m not outsourcing my thinking any time soon. Stop generating, start understanding, and remember what we enjoyed about doing this in the first place.
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