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gamed agencieS: affectively  
modulating ouR ScReen- and  

aPP-BaSed digital futuReS

by matthew tiessen

In other words: the internet, like a pack of cigarettes or lots of cocaine, 
lets you just sit in a room and repeatedly trigger reward chemicals that, 
back in the environment of our evolution, you could trigger only with 
more work and only less frequently. That’s why an internet habit, like a 
cocaine habit, can reach dysfunctional levels [. . . W]hat the internet does 
is take lots of things that natural selection designed us to find gratifying 
and make them much easier to get. (Wright 2012)

Imagine waking up on Monday morning with your web-connected alarm 
clock awarding your “Early Bird” account 175 points for getting out of bed 
in less than a minute. Imagine slowly shuffling to the kitchen anticipating 
that your refrigerator will reward you 55 “Health Superstar” points if you 
choose the low-fat organic yoghurt as a topping for your breakfast granola. 
Your shuffling immersion into digital forms of distraction continues when 
you swipe the finger-grease covered screen of your smartphone to check for 
messages – the government reminds you that digitally geo-tagging “suspi-
cious activity” on your commute to work will lead to refunds come tax time. 
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Suddenly, your smartphone vibrates and you anxiously check the status of 
your Facebook page to see if your comments recommending Google’s latest 
wearable technologies on a friend’s “Wall” have received any “Thumbs Up” 
votes – not to mention whether Google’s web-crawlers have credited your 
bank account given your positive comments about their products (Kalwar et 
al. 2012; Weidman et al. 2012). Having finished your yoghurt and granola, 
you trundle to the bathroom to brush your teeth with your digitally-enabled 
BeamBrush toothbrush1, which you know will add “Sparkly Smile” badges via 
your smartphone to your online account if you brush for a solid three min-
utes. But your favourite part of your morning ritual is your commute to the 
office in your new hybrid automobile. You experience such a profound thrill 
watching the digital readouts of your Ford Fusion Hybrid playfully depict 
growing virtual plants on your instrument panel as a digital reflection of your 
attempts to drive as efficiently as possible (Zichermann and Cunningham  
2011, 78). The fact that driving this way is better for the environment is also 
a bonus. Upon arriving at your job for a Web 3.0 venture-capital supported 
startup, you feel great about your morning, about your contributions to so-
ciety, about games well played, and about your chances of success in your of-
fice’s new Worker Incentivisation Challenge… (Heisler 2012; Meister 2012).

This hypothetical vignette of future morning rituals gives us a glimpse 
of a not too distant world in which everyday activities are overrun by digi-
tally mediated gamification – a world in which the embedding of game-like 
logics and game-like mechanics into the screens and digital devices that 
mediate between us and our everyday routines adds “value” and a layer of 
quantification-derived incentives to previously non-game contexts. This is a 
digitally and visually mediated world in which intrinsic values aren’t quite 
valuable, profitable or affectively desirable enough and so are overcoded and 
re-coded by icons, graphs, statistics, points, and badges, all in pursuit of ac-
cess, privileges, productivity, prestige, and feelings of satisfaction. This is a 
world in which the awarding, redeeming, gifting, and trading of credits, dig-
ital achievements, and virtual trophies has become an end in itself. 

1 See: www.beamtoothbrush.com (accessed May 6, 2014).
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Increasingly, gamification software applications are embedding digitally 
and virtually readable metrics into people’s everyday lives (Anderson 2012; 
Juul 2010; Kohler 2010) in order, for instance, to encourage individuals to: 

1. Embrace repetitive chores
2. Complete customer surveys
3. Promote socially desirable behaviour (Greitemeyer and Osswald 2010; 

Harris 2010)
4. Engage more deeply with social media and company websites (Curran 

2012)
5. Achieve fitness and health goals (Read and Shortell 2011; Lin et al. 2006; 

Woods 2012)
6. Contribute to e-learning contexts (Kapp 2012; Tannahill, Tissington 

and Senior 2012)
7. Support desirable financial behaviour (Shin and Shin 2011; Yamakami 

2012)
8. Even make crowd-sourced scientific discoveries (Cooper et al. 2010) 

Indeed, the increasing role being played by visual and digital representa-
tions of quantified success finds emerging and market-driven modes of dig-
ital discipline, such as gamification, encroaching upon and colonising new 
areas of life that presumably require “added value” in order to be meaning-
ful. Consider the number of “likes” you get on Facebook, the number of 
followers you have on Twitter, not to mention your salary, your credit score, 
your investment returns as examples of “values” in a valueless world. This is 
the very type of meaning making that Nietzsche once diagnosed as typical 
for our valueless and nihilistic era. For Nietzsche, nihilism was in part a 
disheartening product of his historical moment, one in which he diagnosed 
humanity to have become corrupt insofar as it had lost “its instincts”. As 
Nietzsche explains it, a species becomes corrupt “when it loses its instincts, 
when it chooses, when it prefers, things that will harm it” (Nietzsche 2005, 6).  
In Nietzsche’s view, a life full of value and health must manifest “an instinct 
for growth, for endurance, for the accumulation of force, of power” since 
“when there is no will to power, there is decline” (ibid.). Nietzsche, then, was 
compelled to announce to all who would hear that “nihilistic values, values 
of decline, have taken control under the aegis of the holiest of names” (ibid.). 
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While Nietzsche’s bombastic admonitions that we have lost our instincts can 
be regarded as ever so slightly extreme, are they not also illuminating for 
us as we live through this era of gamified toothbrushes and algorithmically 
driven online dating platforms?

A future overrun by gamification – whether we deem it nihilistic or 
not – won’t be one in which the rules, conditions, and incentives of the 
“games” – and of our gamed lives – remain static; rather, by layering high-
speed computational capacities on top of digitally enabled everyday objects, 
context-bound information is able to be fed to game-players in real time, 
creating adaptive game-spaces capable of modulating gamer behaviour in 
milliseconds by providing game-based inputs based on the game-player’s 
outputs. In other words, in the hypothetical total-game-space of the future, 
it won’t be us creatively adapting to our games, but our games creatively 
adapting to us (in real time). Drawing on high-speed algorithmic techniques 
already at work in the financial world, the gamification of the future is being 
developed today. The goal of this capital-obsessed development: to develop 
new forms of digital distraction and sensory stimulation capable of overcod-
ing self-reflexive and, as Nietzsche might say, “instinctual” ways of negotiat-
ing life’s challenges and choices (Martin 2002).  

gamification’S PRehiStoRy
In the face of the burgeoning gamification explosion, my objective here is 
to develop a more critical understanding of the affective dimensions of our 
increasingly mobile and screen-based economy by interrogating some of the 
social, political, and expanding economic implications of gamification. More 
specifically, I want to objectify and critically examine two ways gamification 
is reshaping everyday social relations between humans (and machines): 

First, the ways game-like apps and game-based modes of incentivisa-
tion are affecting relations between humans and other humans, humans 
and nonhumans, and even nonhumans and nonhumans as they become an 
increasingly prominent phenomenon in our digitally mobile and wireless 
world, infiltrating the realms of business, education, health, public policy, 
and “global governance” (Pearce 2009; Schreiner 2008). 

Second, the idea that while the gamification of everyday life affords so-
cieties, businesses, institutions, and communities the ability to encourage 
and support socially, politically, and economically “desirable” behaviour 
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(Deterding et al. 2010; Whitson and Dormann 2011), the desirability of  
organisations attempting to use real-time managerial control in a deliberate  
attempt to direct “dividualized” (Deleuze 1992) behaviour through affec-
tively charged modulations of desire (Dormann and Biddle 2008) and point-
based modes of incentivisation and quantification might not be so desirable 
after all.

Of course, attempts to control, train, coerce, and compel populations 
using seductively designed new media platforms are not by any stretch 
new. We recall that in the 1920s, modern propaganda’s founding father 
Edward Bernays seized on the power of what was the “new media” of the 
time in order, in his words, to “manipulate” and to “mould” public opinion.  
Bernays understood then what gamification’s proponents are mobilising 
today – the idea that, through the “mass distribution of ideas” using new 
media platforms, public opinion could be “moved, directed, and formed” 
(Bernays 1928, 971). Moreover, Bernays understood that to appropriately 
“move” people, you needed to define, activate, and in turn fulfil the public’s 
yearnings and desires – their (apparent) longings for success, achievement, 
recognition, and so on. As he explained: 

Public opinion can be moved, directed, and formed by such a technique. 
But at the core of this great heterogeneous body of public opinion is a te-
nacious will to live, to progress, to move in the direction of ultimate social 
and individual benefit. He who seeks to manipulate public opinion must 
always heed it. (Ibid., 971)

For Bernays, those wishing to control the individuals within the mass had to 
gain access to the “great basic motivations” which he described as: “self-pres-
ervation, ambition, pride, hunger, love [. . .] imitativeness, the desire to be a 
leader, [and] love of play”. “[T]hese and others”, he wrote, “are the psycho-
logical raw materials of which every leader must be aware in his endeavour 
to win the public to his point of view” (Bernays 1935, 83). They are also, of 
course, the targets of gamification’s designers, practitioners, and boosters. 
Indeed, it’s interesting just how apparently natural and intuitive this logic of 
affectively modulated control and persuasion is to gamification’s practition-
ers whose ideas and strategies could be regarded as being at the forefront of 
current academic thought insofar as they are, in many respects, premised on 
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thinking “the human” as a potential cyborg (Hayles 1999), as an affectively 
motivated “desiring machine” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), and as one agen-
tial actor among others (Latour 2005; Thrift 2008).

Later on, Marshall McLuhan echoed Bernays’ promise of mediated pub-
lics in his famed Playboy interview from 1967 when he noted that through 
the use of a pre-iPhone screen-based technology the public could be manip-
ulated and affectively modulated through the power of sensorial – primarily 
visual – stimulation. As McLuhan explained: “There’s nothing at all difficult 
about putting computers in the position where they will be able to conduct 
carefully orchestrated programming of the sensory life of whole popula-
tions” (McLuhan 1969, 19). 

Similarly, in the early 1990s Deleuze was warning us of the dark side 
of digital quantification. In his “societies of control” article, he warned us 
that future modes of discipline and control would be, at once, more focused 
on targeting the individual (consider, for instance, your debt score or credit 
rating) and more capable of dividing us up into numerical strata – of dividu-
alizing us. As he explains: 

The disciplinary societies have two poles: the signature that designates the 
individual, and the number [. . .] that indicates his or her position within 
a mass. This is because the disciplines never saw any incompatibility be-
tween these two, and because at the same time power individualises and 
masses together, that is, constitutes those over whom it exercises power 
into a body and molds the individuality of each member of that body. 
(Deleuze 1992, 5)

For Deleuze, digital forms of dividualising quantification would offer “power”  
the means to control subjects using a light – almost imperceptible – touch. 
Digital “control mechanisms” – as he called them – would form a system of 
“variable geometry the language of which is numerical”. These control mech-
anism would work using modulation, they would be responsive to subtle  
changes, to invisible variations. He explains that the controlling mechanisms 
of the future (of our present) would operate almost intuitively, “like a self-de-
forming cast that will continuously change from one moment to the other,  
or like a sieve whose mesh will transmute from point to point” (ibid., 4).
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More recently, in the late 1990s, techno-sceptics like the artist/activist 
group the Critical Art Ensemble were feverishly warning us of the dangers 
of our post-visual data-bodies and the ways they will – in the future – begin 
to define what our fleshy selves are capable of. As they explained in 1997: 

With the virtual body came its fascist sibling, the data body – a much more 
highly developed virtual form, and one that exists in complete service to 
the corporate and police state [. . .] What brought the data body to ma-
turity is the technological apparatus. With its immense storage capacity 
and its mechanisms for quickly ordering and retrieving information, no 
detail of social life is too insignificant to record and to scrutinize. From 
the moment we are born and our birth certificate goes online, until the 
day we die and our death certificate goes online, the trajectory of our  
individual lives is recorded in scrupulous detail [. . .] The desire of author-
itarian power to make the lives of its subordinates perfectly transparent 
achieves satisfaction through the data body. Everyone is under perma-
nent surveillance by virtue of their necessary interaction with the mar-
ketplace. Just how detailed data body information actually may be is a 
matter of speculation, but we can be certain that it is more detailed than 
we would like it to be, or care to think [. . .] But the most frightening 
thing about the data body is that it is the center of an individual’s social 
being [. . .] We are powerless to contradict the data body. Its word is the 
law [. . .] The corporate intention for deploying this technology (in ad-
dition to profit) is so transparent, it’s painful. The only possible rejoin-
der is: ‘Have you ever been at a work station... 24 hours a day, 365 days 
a year? You will’. Now the virtual sweat shop can go anywhere you do! 
(Critical Art Ensemble 1997, 145–146)

For the Critical Art Ensemble, the emergence of the “virtual” digital platform 
created the conditions for the immaterial expansion of capital-driven ways 
of being, thinking, and doing. The Internet, in their view, would emerge as a 
computerised tool for the powers that be who were – as they are now – intent 
on maintaining, quite literally, business as usual. In their view, “the most 
significant use of the electronic apparatus is to keep order, to replicate dom-
inant pancapitalist ideology, and to develop new markets” (ibid., 141). In the 
face of this imminent future (our NSA-surveilled present [Gellman, Soltani 



258

and Peterson 2013; Risen and Poitras 2013]), they urged anyone who would 
listen that the “need for Net criticism certainly is a matter of overwhelming  
urgency”. Critical Art Ensemble acknowledges that “a number of critics have 
approached the new world of computerised communications with a healthy 
amount of scepticism”. They fear that “their message has been lost in the noise 
and spectacle of corporate hype – the unstoppable tidal wave of seduction has 
enveloped so many in its dynamic utopian beauty that little time for care-
ful reflection is left” (ibid., 139). Their hyperbolic observations might even  
give us pause by encouraging us to ask: If that was then, what about now?

Well, for one thing we could observe that social media platforms, the 
touch screens and mobile technologies that help enable them, and emerging 
gamification protocols and databases are valuable not because they involve 
data, statistics, tweets, and desires expressive of the general experience of 
being alive, but because this data produces a useful resources for organi-
sation whose professional interest is in surveilling us once we “go public”, 
as Greg Elmer (2013) has observed. Moreover, as is increasingly becoming 
clear, once we’ve rendered ourselves transparent to the digital apparatus, our 
desires are parsed before being fed back to us in a virtuous – and seemingly 
benign – loop of desiring rewards and rewarding desires. 

gamification hyPe-noSiS
But let’s look a bit more closely at gamification today – as a market, a prom-
ise, a quasi-religion, an incentivisation tool, a way to manufacture “better” 
human beings… Over the past few years, gamification has been taking the 
digital – and especially the mobile – world by storm, promising at once to 
increase bottom lines, promote healthy behaviour, while extending and 
deepening social as well as virtual relationships. The hype surrounding gam-
ification has generated a certain level of debate about its merits, its relation-
ship to gaming-culture more generally, whether it works at all, etc. Indeed, 
“real” gamers – those who use consoles like the just released Xbox One or 
PlayStation 4 – are embarrassed by the gamification upstarts who want to 
associate with them. But whether or not gamification lives up to the hype, 
its strategists and proponents persist in their attempts to embed game-based 
logics into more and more of the screens and devices that define our every-
day (digital) lives. 
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But the hype surrounding gamification was – and is – certainly real, and 
occasionally breathless. For example, gamification guru Jane McGonigal has 
insisted that “reality is broken” and that digital games can “save the world” 
(2011). Similarly, game designer Jesse Schell wondered in a recent TED talk 
whether using “game-like external rewards” can “make people lead better 
lives?” (2010). The scale of today’s gamification industry is enormous and 
growing; for example, in 2011 the profits from social gaming company Zynga 
– which recently held its initial public offering (IPO) – made up 12% of Face-
book’s entire revenue stream prior to Facebook’s own controversial IPO (i.e. 
of Facebook’s $3.71 billion in sales in 2011, Zynga contributed $445 million) 
(Geron 2012). Indeed, gamification-based companies such as Bunchball.
com, Badgeville.com, and Bigdoor.com are helping global corporations like 
Adobe, eBay, Intel, ABC, CBS, ESPN, NBC, CISCO, Microsoft, Toyota, and 
Ford connect digitally with their customers through mobile communication 
technologies (smartphones, tablets, laptops, etc.), “Corporate Game De-
sign” and “Emotion Hacking” by embedding game-driven incentives into, 
for example, employee training programs, financial services websites, shop-
ping websites, enhanced loyalty programmes, social networks, e-surveys, 
call-centre protocols, and market research. Other gamification companies 
such as Strava and Fitocracy (more about Strava later) turn fitness into a 
game by encouraging users to upload GPS data onto the web from their 
mobile devices where it is data-mined and quantified in order to provide us-
ers with feedback and graphs that not only contain information about their 
individual athletic performances and newly “quantified selves” (Wolf 2010), 
but help place their performances among an athletic hierarchy of digitally 
equipped athletes. Additionally, e-learning companies such as the Canadian 
company Desire2Learn are applying game-based strategies to the field of 
learning management systems, embedding digital technologies into “real” 
and “virtual” classrooms, and enabling instructors at, for example, the Uni-
versity of Waterloo, to make “data-driven decisions” in order to design, cus-
tomise, develop, and deliver online “social learning” experiences capable of 
catering to students at a “granular” level across mobile platforms by allowing 
them to collaborate virtually while being data-mined and assessed by their 
teachers (Desire2Learn 2011). 

The basic strategic motivation driving gamification’s designers is to pro-
vide rewards for repetitive tasks at regular and random intervals in order  
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to allow for the perception of constant im-
provement, thus providing an addictive mo-
tivation for gamers to keep playing the game 
(Wills 2009). Essentially, the thinking goes, if 

gamification can provide the right set of data-driven and sensorial stimuli, 
our brains will treat software-based digital representations like a drug, po-
tentially resulting in the Pavlovian responses marketers dream about. The 
potential result of the gamification of everyday life is that, over time, more 
and more daily events and professional activities will develop a sort of vir-
tual “achievement layer” that primarily reflects gamers’ abilities to fulfil their 
desire to click buttons, remain distracted, follow guidelines, achieve top 
scores, and make it to the next level. Indeed, the ideal gamification scenario, 
we might say, would result not so much in gamers playing games as it would 
in gamers being played by their games. It would also result, let’s not forget, 
in digital metadata pertaining to the patterns of everyday life to be uploaded 
and instrumentalised in new and powerful ways, resulting in the creation of 
yet more information-driven markets capable of absorbing the seemingly 
endless flows of liquidity flowing from central bank “printing presses”. 

As I’ve already suggested, given the unrelenting process of gamifying 
everyday life, gamification has its critics. For instance, Ian Bogost, a prom-
inent game-theorist, describes game-based digital strategies – particularly 
those designed to sell merchandise and manipulate customers – as “exploita-
tionware” (Bogost 2011) due to the ways these games prey on affective and 
emotional needs for quantifiable achievement and re-value “play” as a mere 
product promotion strategy. Moreover, Bogost – also an object-oriented on-
tology philosopher (Bogost 2012) – cautions us about the potential for life 
in a future gamocracy to become one in which the relationship between hu-
man, machine, and digital agency becomes increasingly blurred. As he ex-
plains: “When people act because incentives compel them toward particular 
choices, they cannot be said to be making choices at all” (Bogost 2010).

Indeed, it is this “beyond the human”, or posthuman (Barad 2003;  
Braidotti 2013; Hayles 1999), dimension of gamification that is perhaps 
most interesting and will become increasingly worthy of critical examina-
tion, particularly as attempts at algorithmic and digitally modulated control 
intersect with social, legal, moral, and ontological conventions that regard 
the so-called “human” as the locus for agency, decision-making, and desire. 

Will we live in a “gamocracy” 
where we’re 
the ones being played?



261

As has already been demonstrated and critiqued, 21st-century digital algo-
rithms and computational capacities are increasingly being used to analyse 
and represent complex streams of what’s known as “big data” in order to 
attempt to pre-emptively modulate, customise, and control the (actual and 
virtual) world before we encounter it (Andrejevic 2011; Best 2010; Bratich 
2006; Crang and Graham 2007; Elmer 2003; Elmer and Opel 2006; Fuchs et 
al. 2012; Lyon 2001; Lyon 2003; Massumi 2007). Gamification, then, has the 
potential to short-circuit or pre-empt our desires by being better and faster 
at being contextually aware of a world increasingly overlayed with – and de-
termined by – the data we generate as we go about our lives (not to mention 
the data that has already been accumulated and mined from the past). That 
is, the persistent extension of gamification and achievement-driven metrics 
of value has the potential to result in a corresponding decrease in the once 
“inherent” value of things like health, education, friendship, and communi-
ty-building insofar as they will become increasingly obscured or replaced 
by quantified metrics and credits such that the act of choosing and making 
everyday decisions is pre-emptively short-circuited or modulated (Deleuze 
1992) by not only extra-subjective motivations, but also by nonhuman algo-
rithms whose secret “understanding” (Tiessen and Seigworth 2012) of de-
sires is perpetually being discerned and translated into computer-readable 
binary code and other virtual quanta (Galloway 2004; Munster 2011).

oveRcoding the out of dooRS: mountain Biking, Road 
cycling, and StRava
At this point, in the spirit of peering into the darker sides of the digital, I 
want to shift gears a bit to focus on some of the very tangible effects of the 
overlaying of gamified logics onto previously non-game contexts, namely 
mountain biking and road cycling. I want to focus on these sporting activi-
ties and some of the ways they intersect with a gamification-facilitating web 
platform named Strava, in order to examine what can happen when digital 
data comes to overcode the immersive continuity of what, in this case, we 
might describe as the thrill-seeking pursuit of flow, adrenalin, speed, and en-
counters with “nature”. Indeed, as an avid mountain biker, the implications 
of the digital overcoding of the woods, mountains, and trails is a topic that 
is of great interest to me.
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As you may know, mountain biking is usually an activity that allows us 
to encounter the beauty of our natural environments while, at the same time, 
seeking out spills, thrills, physical challenges, and – when done with others 
– social camaraderie. This changes on the race course, but this description 
is fairly comprehensive. This bucolic bubble, however, is increasingly being 
burst by the adoption by mountain bikers of mobile GPS units that allow 
them to visually map their ride and digitally data-mine their adventures be-
fore uploading the metadata generated by the ride to websites like Strava.com  
(2009) where this data is pooled with the data – the heart-rates, the dis-
tances, the speeds, the caloric output, the number of rides, times, and biom-
etric data – of other riders. The experience of mountain biking, then, is in-
creasingly being quantified – and overcoded. This quantification, in turn, has 
led to measurement and measurement, in turn, has led to comparison, and 
comparison has led to competition where it didn’t exist before. Competition 
is then catalogued, represented, and shared by Strava, which gives riders the 
ability to transform even solo rides into “social” – as in, social media – expe-
riences. The thing is, though, riders are finding that the virtual and digital 
social spaces created by Strava are feeding back into the analogue spaces 
of the mountain bike trails in not so desirable ways. Indeed, increasingly 
riders are commenting that their rides are becoming less bucolic, less social, 
less sensorially immersive and satisfying as those riders pursuing virtual tro-
phies or seeking to become “KOMs” (Kings of the Mountain on Strava) in 
order to impress their online followers and “friends”, holler at fellow riders to 
“Get outta the way! Strava! Strava!” as they ride past at a pace that turns the 
once immersive and flow-centric experience into nothing but a statistically 
focused blur. As Tom Vanderbilt recently wrote in Outside Magazine, Strava 
has led to the quantified self-equipped cyclist having to ask herself or him-
self: “Is the unexamined ride worth riding?” (Vanderbilt 2013).

According to Strava’s “About” page, the website and gamification plat-
form grew out of the needs of its digitally connected designers to create 
quasi-social athletic experiences in the face of their professional lives which 
were exceedingly busy and usually only allowed for solo cycling excursions. 
They explain: 

We missed the sense of camaraderie and friendly competition that drove 
us to achieve our best through training with others. We envisioned Strava 
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as the means to put our workouts and races into context. We call that  
social fitness. Today, Strava lets athletes all over the world experience so-
cial fitness – sharing, comparing and competing with each other’s personal 
fitness data via mobile and online apps. Currently focused on the needs 
of avid cyclists and runners, Strava lets you track your rides and runs via 
your iPhone, Android or dedicated GPS device to analyze and quantify 
your performance. Strava makes fitness a social experience, providing 
motivation and camaraderie even if you’re exercising alone. (Strava 2013) 

Obviously, the intentions of Strava’s designers are more or less straightfor-
ward and noble ones. But like gamification itself, Strava’s infiltration of cy-
cling’s ranks – not to mention its disturbance of the once less competitive 
and more casual and flow-centric thrill-seeking of mountain biking – has 
been the target of some unsubtle critique by those with a pulpit in the moun-
tain biking world. Author Seb Kemp’s rant from Bike Magazine – an influen-
tial mountain bike publication – sums up the situation without pulling any 
punches. In his view:

The Strava app helps you become more and more of a desperate loser by 
creating an imaginary world where every moment on your bicycle can be 
turned into a race. Not against yourself, but against other people. Other 
imaginary people. Each part of your ride becomes a series of timed sec-
tions where you compete with the virtual world for the title of KOM (King 
Of the Mountain). It is sort of like internet gaming except the people that 
play Strava actually go outside. 
Anyway, Strava has become very popular in a very short amount of time, 
which goes to show that not that many people actually ever enjoyed rid-
ing their bike. Strava gave internet [surfers] a reason to grin and bare the 
drudgery of riding because now they could be in contact with their in-
ternet friends and, better still, compete with them for an imaginary title. 
(Kemp 2012) 

But Strava’s gamified effects on non-digital space and time go beyond its 
ability to transform random stretches of road or trail into time-trail-like 
segments of a quasi-virtual or quasi-actual race course. In fact, Seb Kemp’s 
commentary in Bike Magazine is a response to another story involving, in 
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this case, Strava, virtual competition, and death – what has become known 
as “Stravacide”. The virtual recognition afforded by Strava is a gamified re-
ward in recognition of the speed cyclists can achieve while passing through 
given sections of road and trail. The faster, the better! To paraphrase me-
dia theorist Paul Virilio: “In the world of Strava, speed is power” (Virilio 
2006). Of course, KOM (King of the Mountain) recognition does not only 
go to those with the best climbing speeds, it also gets bestowed upon those 
capable of the quickest descents. For one cyclist – William K. Flint, Jr. – the 
overlay of digital incentives onto his everyday life while out for a ride in the 
hills above Berkeley, California proved fatal (Darlington 2013). Flint, an avid 
Strava user, twitterer, and computer coder, died on a descent after running 
into a car at the intersection of Grizzly Peak Blvd. and South Park Drive. It 
seems Flint’s King of the Mountain time on that stretch had just been beaten 
by some other unnamed and faceless virtual nemesis, and in an attempt to 
reclaim the crown he crashed into a sport utility vehicle driven by a mother 
and her daughter and met his demise (McLaughlin 2012). 

But what’s perhaps most interesting about this tragic situation – this 
tragic conflagration of virtual and actual environments and desires – is what 
happened next: Flint’s parents decided to sue Strava – which they claimed 
had developed a sort of nonhuman agency in excess of that of its user,  
William K. Flint – and was now at fault for “failing to warn cyclists compet-
ing in KOM challenges that the road conditions were not suited for racing” 
and “encouraging dangerous behaviour” (Bicycle Retailer 2012). According 
to Flint’s parents, Strava failed “to host a safe competition” (ibid.). By ex-
tension, the Flints’ legal argument can be seen as representing the nascent 
emergence among an increasingly digitally and algorithmically modulated 
public of what will become a more widespread – and ontologically significant 
(Bennett 2010; Bogost 2012; Pickering 1995) – notion: that when faced with 
the right digital and algorithmic architecture, humans will be unable to resist 
its plans for them. In this case, of course, the plan was to go faster and farther 
at any cost. What this case objectifies and even foreshadows, is that popu-
lar understandings of the lines that distinguish between human agency and 
the “agency” of computer code and digital devices will increasingly become 
blurred and destabilised in the popular imagination in the not too distant fu-
ture, giving rise to ontological and existential questions and complexities that 
will increasingly challenge legal, political, and philosophical paradigms –  



265

all thanks to the affectively enticing lure of online achievements and the per-
petual pursuit of virtual supremacy and digitally designed deliverance.

The author wishes to acknowledge the support of the Social Science and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada (SSHRC).
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