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Prologue

This book is primarily about principles of 
human behavior: why people do the things they 
do, feel the things they feel, and make particu-
lar choices. 

But there’s more to this book.
If trying to understand human behavior 

was the only goal, I’d have stopped by now and 
pointed you to dozens of other (much better) 
books on the subject.

I’ve spent the last decade trying to design the 
experiences people have online. I suspect that 
your own entry into user experience started 
with an established discipline such as library 
sciences, visual design, computer science, or 
education.

I formally entered the design field as a Web 
and graphics designer for a technology start-
up, during the dot-com boom (and subsequent 
bust). But prior to that, I taught high school 
English classes. 

Like all teachers, my first year was a sur-
vival story: getting lesson plans done, photo-
copying assignments before the morning bell 
rang, wondering why anyone would put up with 
ninth graders for such a measly salary! My sec-
ond year, things began looking up. I cracked the 
code, and figured out how to motivate students. 
I had lessons I could improve upon. And I started 
getting curious—what could the sciences teach 

me about how we learn? Or how things stick in 
memory? Most of what I read at that time could 
be classified as pop  psychology—secondhand 
accounts of “brain science” studies. But, there 
were interesting nuggets in there. For example, 
did you know that a steady diet of chocolate 
actually keeps the brain more engaged? (On 
that one, we may have violated a few policies on 
food in the classroom.) One study of particular 
interest involved our sense of smell and mem-
ory. I had been reading Robert Jütte’s 2004 
book A History of the Senses and I stumbled 
across this interesting remark:

“Our sense of smell is most directly linked to 
memory.”

Hmm—smell and memory are linked. I began 
thinking about how this could be applied to 
some of our creative writing assignments. What 
followed was a rather interesting experiment. 
I collected a bunch of film canisters (this was 
in the days before digital photography). Inside 
each small container, I placed a strong smell: 
spices from the kitchen, a cotton ball soaked in 
Kool-Aid or Sprite, a squirt of toothpaste. The 
instructions were simple. Each student was to 
grab a single canister, open it, smell, and write 
about the memories that came to mind. I was 
testing the science I had read about: Would 
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ideas. Some of them are my own. Many more 
of them I’ve collected as online examples of the 
psychology I find so fascinating. Some of these 
have been tested, and proved to positively affect 
business goals such as conversion, sign-ups, or 
sharing. Many others are waiting to be tested 
and proven. The psychology has been demon-
strated in other fields. Let’s test out these ideas 
in an online context. 

In my early days as a designer, I focused 
on how things looked. This led to a few years 
of thinking about larger brand and marketing 
issues. Then, I learned about making things 
more usable. My design skills only improved. 
And then I worked on a project with thousands 
of pages, forcing me to blueprint the page types 
and relationships; I began practicing informa-
tion architecture before I knew that’s what it 
was called. 

This led to a “seat at the table” in discussions 
on product strategy and business goals. I began 
seeing the much bigger world of concerns: con-
straints of technology platforms and budgets, 
the ecosystem of partners and relationships, 
balancing the needs of current customers while 
moving ahead, dealing with corporate poli-
tics. All this led me back to that same place I 
arrived in my brief career as an educator: What 
motivates people? What makes people tick? If I 
could understand that, I’d be much better at my 
job, whatever my title or role became. 

What I’ve tried to do in this book is to col-
lect some curious insights into human behavior, 
and suggest how we might apply those insights 
to all kinds of interaction design. Understand-
ing human behavior is really the only way to 

using smell as the trigger for a creative writing 
assignment result in more vivid writing?

Fast forward to the present. 
I no longer teach in the formal sense. The 

last decade has been spent helping all manner 
of companies improve their online and offline 
presence. But this same inquisitiveness per-
vades everything I do. If I know x, how might I 
apply that to my current project? If, for exam-
ple, I read a study about how an energy company 
added an emoticon to their customers’ energy 
bills, and this influenced the amount of energy 
used, I want to know if this same psychology 
might work in other contexts. What effect would 
adding an emoticon have on online data? We’re 
talking about behavior. While context does 
have some effect on how we behave, people are 
people. The things that occur internally when 
we make a decision should be roughly consis-
tent with the things that frustrate or delight us. 
When people ask if some of the “playful” ideas 
I suggest would work for business software, I 
respond: “Is there a human involved?” 

Regardless of context, there are some univer-
sal patterns of behavior that, once understood, 
can help us design better interactions. This 
book is about some of those ideas—principles 
of human behavior—and how they might be 
used to improve the design of interactions. In 
this book, I try to bridge academic theory with 
practical Web application. I look at some of 
the fascinating studies that have been done in 
behavioral economics or neuroscience and ask, 

“Can we apply this to an interactive context?” I 
see my role as connecting theory with practice.

The ideas presented here are precisely that: 
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as my focus shifted from beautiful designs to 
the effect of those designs on people. In writing 
this book, my hope is that you can share in and 
experience this same shift in focus.

Enjoy the ride!

make effective designs. Whether your prior-
ity is delighting customers or making a busi-
ness financially successful, how else can you 
evaluate the effectiveness of design choices? 
Even simple things such as an appreciation of 
visual design (or “aesthetics”) have deepened 

We do not write in order to be understood; we write in 
order to understand. 

—C. S. Lewis
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C h a p t e r  4

Are You Attractive?

When We talk about affect, we’re talking 
about feelings and emotions. In marketing, feel-
ings are often reduced to “I feel positive about 
your brand.” here, however, we consider the 
ways in which feelings and emotions can influ-
ence perceived and actual usability. let’s revisit 
our button example, with a slight change:

Search

Search

Cognitively speaking, both of these are obvi-
ously buttons. neither button is “wrong” as in 
our earlier example. however, research into 
attention, persuasion, choice, happiness, learn-
ing, and other similar topics suggests that the 
more attractive button is likely to be more 
usable by most people. to get an idea of where 
this perspective might come from, consider 
this comment on emotions from neurobiologist 
antonio Damasio: 

“Emotion is not a luxury: it is an expression of basic 
mechanisms of life regulation developed in evolu-
tion, and is indispensable for survival. It plays 
a critical role in virtually all aspects of learning, 
reasoning, and creativity. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, it may play a role in the construction of 
consciousness.”*

That our emotions govern our thinking is a 
theme we’ll develop throughout this book. 

In many design conversations, there is a 
belief that applications are made enjoyable 
because we make them easy to use and efficient. 
(Whether it’s stated or not, these conversations 
value the role of aesthetics in cognition.) how-
ever, when we talk about how emotions influ-
ence interactions, it’s closer to the truth to say 
things that are enjoyable will be perceived as 
easy to use and efficient. allow me to explain.

Since the effects of our emotions may be one 
step removed from actual use, let’s consider the 
things emotion (or affect) influences directly.

*Damasio, antonio. “emotions and Feelings: a neurobiological Perspective.” Feelings and Emotions, The Amsterdam Symposium. 2004.

Efficient

+

Easy to Use

=

Enjoyable

?
Contrary to popular opinion, things that are enjoyable will be 
perceived as easy to use and efficient.
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Similarly, the user interface design decisions 
we make affect the perceived personality of 
our applications. In the examples below, which 
window is friendlier? Which one looks more 
professional?

to be clear, it’s not that either of them is nec-
essarily right or wrong. each user interface has a 
distinct personality appropriate for the content, 
the context, and the audience. The example on 
the left has the “pro” look and its sophistication 
may actually appeal to that intended audience. 
The example on the right was a simple widget 
designed to track points in a rewards program. 
So, in each case, the personality is tailored to 
the intended purpose. 

You remind me of…
Product personality influences our perceptions. 
Think about how quickly we form expecta-
tions about someone simply based on how they 
dress or present themselves. This is something 
the automobile industry has known for years, 
as they spend money to create products that 
express a specific personality that customers 
might identify with. Why does a Dodge Ram 
seem more durable? What makes a Mini Coo-
per seem zippy and fun? While there are cer-
tainly performance features to support these 
mental claims, we can also see these attributes 
expressed in each car’s form.

Notice how each of these user interfaces has a unique personality.
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If this robot was an adult butler that 
responded to only half our requests and fre-
quently did something other than what we 
asked, we’d consider it broken and useless. but 
as a puppy, we find its behaviors “cute.” Pup-
pies aren’t known for following directions. and 
when the robot puppy does succeed, we are 
delighted. “look, it rolled over!” What a great 
way to enter the robotics market.

Consider what kind of personality you’re cre-
ating with your application, and what expecta-
tions that personality brings with it.

Can You trust me on this?
Can you guess the most frequently cited factor 
for evaluating the credibility of a Web site?

according to a 2002 study out of Stanford 
university, it is the “appeal of the overall visual 
design of a site, including layout, typography, 
font size, and color schemes,” (Fogg, et al., 2002). 
The look and feel of a site influenced judgments 
about credibility far more than other factors 
like structure, usefulness of the information, 
tone of the content, and name recognition!

Products have a personality. Why should we 
care? Consider this:

•	 People identify with (or avoid) certain 
personalities.

•	 trust is related to personality.
•	 Perception and expectations are linked with 

personality.
•	 Consumers choose products that are an 

extension of themselves.
•	 We treat sufficiently advanced technology  

as though it were human.

by making intentional, conscious decisions 
about the personality of your product, you can 
shape positive or negative affect responses. 
take a look at Sony and how they applied this 
knowledge in the Sony aIbo. let’s consider why 
they made this robot resemble a puppy (above).

here, you have a robotic device that isn’t per-
fect. It won’t understand most of what you say. 
It may or may not follow the commands it does 
understand. and it doesn’t really do all that 
much.
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So, how do we create trust in our applica-
tion interfaces, aside from providing the basics, 
such as reliable information and uptime? be 
attentive to visual design, for one thing. atten-
tion to design details implies that the same care 
and attention has been spent on the other (less 
visible) parts of the product, which implies that 
this is a trustworthy product.

I’ve seen many great design comps get 
butchered during development. Things such as 
inconsistent fonts, odd padding, line heights, 
and over-compressed images plagued the final 
release. While this may never come out during 
functional testing, how might these sloppy uI 
details affect perceptions of your product?

a different study found that “Web users form 
first impressions of Web pages in as little as 
50 milliseconds (1/20th of a second).” What’s 
more, these initial attractiveness evaluations 
based on just a brief exposure “were very highly 
correlated with attractiveness evaluations of 
the same pages under unlimited exposure.*”

These findings make sense. Think of how 
quickly we form judgments about people in the 
first few moments after we meet them. Con-
versely, think about how our personal appear-
ance (our personal aesthetic) affects the way 
people perceive us; or how product packaging 
influences our perception of the product inside. 
We may know better, but we continue to judge a 
book by its cover.

below left is a gas pump near my house. Con-
trast that with the station shown on the right.

I’ve stopped filling up at the gas station 
on the left, even though it’s closer to where I 
live. Why? This kind of maintenance (or lack 
of maintenance) leaves me unwilling to trust 
them with my credit card information. Clearly, 
appearance does affect trust.

Photo by Sean M
unson

Which gas station would you trust to safely process your credit card information?

*Gitte lindgaard, Gary Fernandes, Cathy Dudek and J. brown, “attention web designers” in Behaviour & Information Technology, 2006.
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The magazine found that “by using an effec-
tive illusion, it can seem like a file is download-
ing 11 percent quicker than it really is.”

I’ve observed a similar illusion with different 
kinds of preloaders. our brains tend to count 
cycles, not seconds. Consider two preloaders 
that involve a clear, cyclic routine. I believe that 
a slower cycle would make time appear to pass 
faster. Why? It might only make it through two 
complete cycles in a five-second period. Con-
trast that with a much faster spinner that we 
tire of much sooner because it’s faster. 

PerCePtions of time
If you’ve ever been to a Disney theme park, 
then you’ve experienced firsthand the magic 
of  Disney—not just in the shows and rides, but 
in how lines are handled. Disney’s “imagineers” 
have perfected ways to make a long wait seem 
shorter, with some lines so elaborately designed 
that it’s hard to tell where the line ends and the 
ride begins. Through distractions and illusions, 
the experience of waiting in long lines may not 
seem so bad.

along the same lines (no pun intended), con-
sider preloaders and progress bars. Given that 
a download will take the same amount of time 
in all cases, are there different preloaders that 
would seem to take less time? 

The magazine New Scientist ran an experi-
ment in which at least nine variations on the 
progress bar used to monitor Web downloads 
were tested. It was found that:

•	 Pulses that become more frequent as the 
bar progresses create the illusion that it’s 
 moving faster.

•	 bars filled with ripples heading left make  
a progress bar appear to move faster.

The sloppy lack of attention to UI details in the lower, implemented version will negatively 
affect user perceptions.
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What is a brand but perceptions? In this 
study, functionally identical results were per-
ceived as better due to brand attributes such as 
trust, personality, and perception. I’d say that 
our own perceived experiences might be more 
important than a measurable reality.

We should be very concerned with how aes-
thetics shape perceptions, especially given the 
extent to which perceptions shape judgment, 
influence behavior, and shape our memories.

“attraCtive things work better”
okay, so maybe perceptions are important to 
product design. but what about “real” usability 
concerns such as lower task completion times 
or fewer difficulties? Do attractive products 
actually work better? 

one of the most widely cited studies asso-
ciated with the “attractive things work better” 
argument is cited in the opening chapter of 
Donald norman’s 2003 book Emotional Design. 

Researchers in Japan set up two atMs that 
were identical in function, the number of but-
tons, and how they worked. The only difference 
was that one machine’s buttons and screens 

We know that speed is in the eye of the 
beholder. While engineers toil away shaving off 
two milliseconds from a load time, what might 
we gain by creating preloaders that buy us more 
time? 

“…something that takes longer but that 
is perceived to be efficient is superior to 
something that is shorter but perceived 
differently.”

–Donald norman

Put it all together
So perceived time, personality, trust—certainly 
these are important. but these are just percep-
tions, right? how much should we really care 
about shaping perceptions? Well, our experi-
ences (and to some extent our reality) are based 
on perceptions. but our evaluation of a system’s 
performance is surely based on something 
more substantial, right?

Consider these findings from research pre-
sented at the human-interaction conference 
ChI 2007. users were asked to “judge the rel-
evancy of identical search results from dif-
ferent search engines.” The only difference in 
the studies was the branding attached to the 
results. The search results were identical in all 
cases. Were people rational? Did they focus on 
the relevancy of the results? nope. “Partici-
pants in the study indicated that the results 
from Google and Yahoo were superior to iden-
tical results found through Windows live or a 
generic search engine.”
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We’re more tolerant of problems in things that 
we find attractive. how many of us have toler-
ated faults in a person due to their attractive-
ness? You don’t have to answer that question.

Following these atM studies, a number 
of other researchers have explored connec-
tions between visual aesthetics and usability. 
While many of these have proven a correlation 
between attractiveness and perceived usability, 
a few recent studies are finding more direct cor-
relations between visual aesthetics and actual 
performance.

In one study, described in the article “a 
blessing, not a Curse: experimental evidence 
for beneficial effects of Visual aesthetics on 
Performance” (Moshagen, 2009), volunteers 
completed a series of search tasks on a site that 
provided health-related information. “Four ver-
sions of a website were created by manipulat-
ing visual aesthetics (high vs. low) and usability 
(good vs. poor)” The results? Good visual 
aesthetics did compensate for poor usability, 
improving task completion time, and reducing 
errors.

another study, “The Influence of Design 
aesthetics in usability testing: effects on user 
Performance and Perceived usability,” (Son-
deregger and Sauer, 2009), presented ado-
lescents with one of two mobile phones, an 
attractive one, and one less so. The conclusion? 

“The visual appearance of the phone had a posi-
tive effect on performance, leading to reduced 
task completion times for the attractive model.”

not only do aesthetics affect perceived usabil-
ity, they also influence actual performance. 
however, more studies under different circum-
stances are needed to clarify these findings.

were arranged more attractively. In both Japan 
and Israel (where this study was repeated 
to test for cultural differences), researchers 
observed that subjects encountered fewer dif-
ficulties with the more attractive machine. a 
point of clarification: if you read the original 
studies, you’ll see that people perceived that the 
attractive machine actually worked better. This 
is a slight difference, and a small detail that in 
no way diminishes norman’s argument that 
attractive things work better.*

The explanation norman offers cites evolu-
tionary biology and what we know about how 
our brains work. basically, when we are relaxed, 
our brains are more flexible and more likely 
to find workarounds for difficult problems. In 
contrast, when we’re frustrated and tense, our 
brains get a sort of tunnel vision where we only 
see the problem in front of us. Sound like the 
the candle problem (see Chapter 2)? It should. 
how many times, in a fit of frustration, have 
you tried the same thing over and over again, 
hoping it would somehow work the seventeenth 
time around?

norman offers another explanation: we want 
those things that we find pleasing to succeed. 

*kurosu and kashimura, 1995; Noam Tractinsky, 1997.
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Consider what you’re doing with your inter-
faces to speak to people’s emotions. Industrial 
product design, automobile manufacturing, 
and other more mature industries get this—
with tools such as kano modeling that have 
been used for decades (see Chapter 24). but 
user interface development is still catching up 
on what these other disciplines already know: 
the most direct way to influence a decision or 
perception is through the emotions.

So, is “pretty design” important?
When you consider application design 

and development, how do you think of visual 
design? Is it a skin that adds some value—a 
layer on top of the core functionality? or is this 
beauty something more?

In the early 1900s, “form follows function” 
became the mantra of modern architecture. 
Frank lloyd Wright changed this phrase to 

“form and function should be one, joined in a 
spiritual union,” using nature as the best exam-
ple of this integration.

The more we learn about people, and how 
our brains process information, the more we 
see the truth of that phrase: form and function 
aren’t separate. If form exists independently of 
function, and we can treat aesthetics and func-
tion as two separate elements, then we ignore 
the evidence that beauty is much more than 
decoration. our brains can’t help but agree.

stitChing it all together
For simplicity, I’ve presented two separate argu-
ments for the value of aesthetics: one focused 
on cognitive benefits, the other citing how aes-
thetics influence affect.

but there’s another bit of information I saved 
for last. 

Recent studies of emotions are finding that 
we can’t actually separate cognition from affect. 
Separate studies in economics and in neurosci-
ence are proving that:

“affect, which is inexplicably linked to attitudes, 
expectations and motivations, plays a significant 
role in the cognition of product interaction…the 
perception that affect and cognition are indepen-
dent, separate information processing systems is 
flawed.”*

In other words, how we think cannot be 
separated from how we feel. at all times, we are 
evaluating (affect) and interpreting (cognition) 
the world around us.

This raises some interesting questions—
especially in the area of decision making. In 
short, our rational choices aren’t so ratio-
nal (something we’ll talk about in Section 
Three). From studies on choice to first impres-
sions, neuroscience is exploring how the brain 
works—and it’s kind of scary. We’re not as in 
charge of our decisions as we’d like to believe. 

*Frank Spillers. “emotion as a Cognitive artifact and the Design Implications for Products That are Perceived as Pleasurable.” 
Design and emotion. 2004.
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While sentiments like these may be accurate, they’re 
inconsistent with the way humans respond to visual 
stimuli. the distinction between how something looks 
and how it works is somewhat artificial.

 “ It doesn’t matter how pretty your 
site is or how many bells and whistles 
you have. While a high-quality site 
is important, the majority of people 
today value usability more than good 
looks or fanciness.”

“ The beauty of the Web lies in its 
function, not its form, and I would 
rather that my sites attract attention 
because they are widely useful and 
usable than because they are pretty.”

“ The site doesn’t need to look good,  
it just needs to be easy to use.”

“ Do users want applications that 
work, or applications that can wrap 
themselves into funny shapes? I’m 
sure it looks really whizzy in demos, 
but come on, we’re just trying to give 
users applications that help them do 
their jobs.”

Myth

Cognition Affect
How I ‘think’ 
cannot be  
separated 
from how I 
‘feel’

Reality
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realitY CheCk!

this chapter was largely an argument for visual aes-
thetics in interactive environments. However, none of 
this should be taken as an argument against basic 
usability and usefulness. the most attractive site in 
the world will fail if it doesn’t deliver on basic prom-
ises or is too difficult to use. 
 if adding more images adds significantly to the 
load time, this will detract from the overall experi-
ence. if a fancy-looking title bar confuses people into 
thinking it’s clickable, that’s a problem. if a really nice 
layout means your content will be difficult to read on 
a mobile device, that’s a serious consideration. 
 As interaction designers, we make things people 
use. We have to consider the people, the activities, 
and the context of these interactions. And while 
there are certainly plenty of patterns and conven-
tions we can fall back on, every project presents new 
and unique challenges. there is rarely a clear-cut way 
of doing things (and i’d be wary of anyone saying oth-
erwise). What works in one situation may fail miser-
ably in another, and we often have to prioritize one 
thing at the expense of another. Agencies tend to 
value branding and identity over all else. it depart-
ments often see visual design as an afterthought. 
Usability tests focus on functionality, efficiency, and 
task completion, but rarely measure whether or not 
the experience was actually enjoyable.
 Design, in a general sense, is largely about mak-
ing difficult decisions. “if we do x, will it detract 
from y?” Sometimes it’s about finding the delicate 

balance. Sometimes it’s about a trade-off. other 
times it’s a prioritization. the key is to be clear about 
the end goals of the project, and then make deci-
sions accordingly. 
 My aim with this section is to elevate the role of 
aesthetics in our functional conversations, to provide 
an objective way to balance aesthetic considerations 
and traditional (functional) considerations. in doing 
so, i’m hoping people can make more informed and 
less-biased judgments. Aesthetics are but one aspect 
of the overall user experience. But they should be 
taken as seriously as reliability, uptime, or speed. By 
shifting the conversation to perceptions, judgments, 
and behavior, we can make informed design deci-
sions, whether for or against a particular choice.
 Since entering the field of user experience design 
(UX) more than a decade ago, i’ve witnessed the 
constant tension between usability engineers, devel-
opment teams, designers (with different levels of 
experience), business folks, marketing groups, and 
others. Each has something quite valuable to add to 
the equation. But, it’s frustrating when we don’t value 
one another’s contributions or understand how to 
orchestrate these different interests to work together 
to create value for both business and customers.
 Aesthetics are only one consideration. However, 
much is lost by isolating them as an afterthought or 
a separate consideration. i think it’s more accurate to 
think of aesthetics as a key ingredient in a recipe, as 
opposed to the icing on the cake.
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