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Wha· A«e Da«} Pa··e«�¯?
Dark Patterns are design choices embedded into user interfaces that are intentionally crafted to trick or manipulate users into taking actions that 
benefit the service provider, often at the expense of the user's interests or privacy.

Deceptive Design
Design choices that intentionally deceive 
or manipulate users into actions 
benefiting the business, not the user.

Common Tactics
Examples include hidden costs, forced 
subscriptions that are difficult to cancel, 
or confusing, multi-step opt-out 

processes.

Historical Context
The term was coined by UX researcher 
Harry Brignull in 2010 to expose and 
catalogue these widespread deceptive UX 

tactics.
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Wh× Da«} Pa··e«�¯ Pe«¯l¯· l� 2025
Despite increasing consumer awareness and the introduction of stricter privacy regulations globally, dark patterns continue to flourish across the 
digital landscape.

Lega� L��¨h��e¯
Despite tighter privacy laws (GDPR, CCPA), enforcement can be slow, 
and companies exploit ambiguities in the regulations to continue 
manipulative practices.

C��Ðe«¯l�� Ob¯e¯¯l��
Dark patterns are highly effective in the short term, driven by A/B 
testing methods focused narrowly on maximizing conversion rates, 
sign-ups, or revenue per user.

Wlde¯¨«ead Ad�¨·l��
Studies indicate that over 10% of top e-commerce sites and an alarming 

95% of popular mobile applications utilize some form of deceptive 
design, normalizing these unethical tactics.

C�¨×ca· De¯lg�¯
As industry leaders adopt these patterns and see success, others 

quickly copy them, leading to a race-to-the-bottom in terms of ethical 
standards in user experience design.
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Common Dark Patterns & Real-World Examples
Understanding the nomenclature is the first step toward combating these manipulative techniques. Here are four prevalent dark pattern types:

R�ach M�·e�
Easy to get into, but hard to get out of. Example: Adobe Creative 

Cloud's complex, multi-step process and cancellation fees to 

unsubscribe from a service. S�ea} l�·� Ba¯}e·
Adding unwanted items to a user's shopping cart or transaction 
during the checkout flow. Example: Ryanair pre-selecting 
optional travel insurance or other add-ons without clear 
consent.

Hldde� C�¯·¯
Surprise fees revealed late in the purchase process, often right 

before the final payment. Example: Ticketmaster's exorbitant 
service charges and fees only disclosed at the last checkout 

stage.
C��fl«�¯ha�l�g
Using language designed to guilt or shame users into opting into 

a service or promotion. Example: Prompts that frame declining a 
newsletter as being against knowledge or 'too boring to care'.
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The P¯×ch���glca� I�¨ac· �� U¯e«¯
Dark patterns are effective because they prey on human psychology, capitalizing on moments of distraction, urgency, or cognitive overload. The 
fallout is significant.

EÖ¨��l·l�g Bla¯e¯

They exploit cognitive biases like the fear of missing out 
(FOMO), status quo bias (inertia), and the tendency to trust 
default settings, pushing users toward unwanted choices.

E«�ded T«¼¯·

Each manipulative encounter degrades the user's trust and 
sense of autonomy, leading to frustration and, ultimately, 
resentment toward the brand.

Sh�«·-Te«� Ð¯. L��g-Te«�

While manipulation might yield immediate conversions, the 

long-term cost is significant brand damage, loss of loyalty, and 
negative word-of-mouth far outweighing any short-term gains.
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E·hlca� De¯lg�: The A�·ld�·e ·� Da«} Pa··e«�¯
Ethical design principles provide a robust framework for creating honest, respectful, and empowering user experiences that prioritize the user's 

well-being.

Transparency
Clear, honest communication about all choices, data usage, terms, 
and costs. Nothing should be obscured or misleading.

User Control
Users must have accessible and easy-to-use mechanisms for 
opting out, changing privacy settings, and managing their data, like 
Apple's detailed app tracking permissions.

Informed Consent
All consent must be active and explicit. Avoid pre-checked boxes, 
offer clear language, and ensure terms and conditions are 
accessible and understandable, mirroring platforms like GitHub's 
clear pricing models.

Accessibility
Inclusive design ensures that interfaces are usable by everyone, 
regardless of ability or technology, which often leads to clearer and 
less manipulative experiences for all users.
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F«�� Da«} ·� Llgh· Pa··e«�¯: Re·hl�}l�g UX E·hlc¯
The shift from manipulative design to ethical practice requires a fundamental change in mindset, viewing the user as a partner rather than a target 
for optimization.

Recognition

Refocus

Empowerment

To execute this transition, design teams must actively:

Recognize and audit existing interfaces for manipulative tactics to ensure they are not inadvertently or deliberately repeating them.

Refocus success metrics from maximizing short-term conversions to building long-term trust, customer loyalty, and lifetime value.

Design interfaces that empower users by providing clear choices, respecting their decisions, and ultimately strengthening the relationship with 

the brand.
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The De¯lg�e«9¯ Re¯¨��¯lbl�l·× & B¼¯l�e¯¯ Be�efl·¯
Adopting an ethical design approach is not just a moral imperative; it offers substantial, measurable business advantages in the modern market.

94%
I�c«ea¯ed T«¼¯·

Ethical design builds a brand reputation for 
integrity, making users 94% more likely to 

return and recommend the service.

30%
Hlghe« Re·e�·l��

Users who feel respected are less likely to 
churn, leading to a predicted 30% increase in 
customer retention over competitors using 

deceptive tactics.

1.5M
Red¼ced Rl¯}

Avoiding dark patterns helps companies steer 
clear of potential legal risks, regulatory fines 

(which can reach millions), and costly 

compliance audits.

Ethical design is the only sustainable strategy for long-term growth. It translates respect for the user directly into business success.
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How to Spot and Avoid Dark Patterns in Your Designs
Design teams need to implement rigorous ethical checks throughout the development process, focusing on intent and user experience rather 

than solely conversion metrics.

T«a�¯¨a«e�c× A¼dl·
Actively watch for any lack of transparency, misleading language, or 

pressure tactics (like countdown timers or limited-stock claims).

Te¯· f�« F«lc·l��
Test critical user flows (sign-up, opt-out, purchase) specifically 

looking for confusion, unexpected hurdles, or forced actions where 
users lose control.

E·hlca� G¼lde�l�e¯
Integrate a formal ethical review stage into your design sprints. 
Prioritize user feedback that highlights frustration or confusion as 

potential red flags for manipulation.

Tea� Acc�¼�·abl�l·×
Ensure all stakeholders, from marketing to development, 
understand and commit to ethical guidelines to prevent dark 

patterns from being introduced by any team.
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C��c�¼¯l��: De¯lg�l�g Ñl·h I�·eg«l·× f�« a Be··e« Dlgl·a� 
F¼·¼«e
While dark patterns might offer a temporary boost to engagement metrics, their long-term cost4harming users, eroding trust, and damaging 
brand reputation4is unsustainable.

E·hlca� UX l¯ a C��¨e·l·lÐe AdÐa�·age
In a world increasingly aware of data privacy and manipulative tactics, consumers 
actively seek out and reward brands that treat them with honesty and respect. A 
commitment to ethical UX is the key differentiator.

Let's commit to creating honest, respectful, and empowering user experiences 
that build genuine relationships, not manipulative transactions.
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