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Synopsis 

 

We are filling our world with complex intangibles like electronic markets, digital social networks, and rich 

software programs. Since there are significant limitations in our ability to understand these artifacts, this 

is leading to a growing gap between our innate cognitive capacities and the world we’re building. 

 

I outline the “Hard Intangibles” research program which aims to understand the interaction between 

human cognition and complex abstractions, and thus to find ways to improve our thinking and decision-

making. I discuss the results of a conceptual analysis of wireless communications which show how 
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research and policymaking are shaped by a system of metaphors; discuss work-in-progress on how the 

differences between digital systems and the physical world confound our built-in expectations; and outline 

possible ways to answer the question, “Why is Programming Hard?” 
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