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Preface 

The whitepaper is written by A. Kuijt, a digital marketing student, currently studying 
at the HvA in Amsterdam. 

This whitepaper will be about what bevarioral design really is and what the ethics are 
when you are using behavioral design. This whitepaper provides examples of 

behavioral design. 
Also the ethics of behavioral design will be discussed and practical information will 

be given in the second chapter to help you further as a designer or marketer. 
The whitepaper will focus on the following question: ‘Do customers still have a 

choice in the customer journey?’. 
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Behavioral design, design in particular is something we all use everyday in our life, 
most of the time without realising it. It is something we do since we were born. 
We put on fancy clothes when we go to job interviews to be more appealing, we 
make good looking powerpoint presentations to help us with telling stories etc. We 
do these things everyday, just think about it. 
We all have things we think are pretty or look good. We like seeing those things. 
We act on those things more easily. If you 
had to choose between picking an ugly 
flower or a beautiful flower, you would 
most likely pick the beautiful flower. 

 
 

        Picture 1.1 
 
Behavioral design can be used for many things depending on the goals you or the 
company you work for has set, but the environment is also important. 
Designing something for a website is something else than designing something for 
an app. In the end you design something for one main purpose and that is that you 
want something from the customer. That can be money, data, engagement or 
something else. 
How do I get what I want from the customer, you might ask yourself. How do you 
design something good? The short and easy answer is being persuasive, you should 
not give a lot of room for making a choice in your design. 
Possible techniques 
There are different techniques to consider when you are designing your website into 
a persuasive website. Most of the them work greatly for websites, but you can use 
them for other things too, like games. The list of techniques will be shown in picture 
1.2 titled ‘technique list’. There are 3 categories show in the picture. The categories 
are: Triggers, ability and motivation. 
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picture 1.2 technique list 
 
All of the techniques listed are interesting for designing an e-commerce website. 
Out of every category, some techniques will be highlighted to show what it means. 
The techniques that won’t be discussed in this whitepaper will be discussed in the 
next white paper. 

 
Picture 1.3 Booking.com 
Booking uses a technique that is 
not currently on the list above, 
but should be. It is called 
scarcity. What Booking does is 
creating for you enough 
motivation to buy it. You will get 
the feeling that you should book 
a room quickly before it isn’t 
possible anymore. 
You can see it on the picture on 
the left side. Creating a feeling of 

needing to buy fast is persuasive. You are luring to someone to buy something 
quickly, but the ethics will be discussed further down the line. 
For an e-commerce website, scarcity is a useful and proven technique if you want 
the customer to buy or book something quickly. Booking for became a large 
company because of it. 
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Picture 1.4 
Nintendo 
 
What Nintendo 
does is 
triggering the 
customer to buy 
a product. The 
technique used 
is ‘exceptional 
advantage’ and 
the customer 
wants to buy the 
product. 

 
Sometimes you can make it easier for someone to buy a product. In picture 1.5 you 
can see on the left side all the washing machines. On the right side there are 
washing machines that are most watched and best reviewed. This makes the ability 
to choose a lot easier for the consumer. 
Picture 1.5 

 
 
Those are just 3 examples of the list of techniques that are given. As you can see, all 
the techniques are influencing the process of choosing and buying products and 
services. Customers are influenced in the customer journey, but is this morally okay? 
That will be answered in the next chapter. 
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The goal of this whitepaper is to get you to engage with the products more often and 
to spend more time on them and to change people’s behavior. If this sounds too 
much like manipulation and makes you a little uneasy, you’re probably wondering 
about the ethics of behavioral design. 

There’s a fine line between working toward positive behavior change and 
manipulation. We’re just as passionate about ethics as we are about product design. 

The main question of this whitepaper is:  ‘Do customers still have a choice in the 
customer journey?’. The answer is yes and no. As confusing as its sounds, it can be 
explained. Of course, you can decide to buy or not to buy something. Based on that, 
you can say that customers have a choice, but it bigger than just that. Every 
company has customers just like that every company wants the customer to do 
something. Companies create advertisements for their services and products. What 
are companies doing with those advertisements? They are persuading customers to 
buy their products, services or something else. Customers are being pushed into a 
direction. Some people can resist the advertisements, but not everyone. There are 
enough people in this world who can be manipulated more easily than others. That is 
the reason why not everyone has a choice. They are being pushed into a direction. 
The same goes for designs on websites, games and other places. That can make 
behavioral design unethical. 

The case is, it is impossible to live without behavioral design. A company without 
customers can’t exist. Design is needed to draw people to your company, to make 
them buy something, to let them do something. It is a matter of perspective of how 
(un)ethical something is. I think the ethical side is protecting the customer from doing 
things they actually do not want to do. 

In the next section you can find practical information about ethics and how you as an 
designer, marketeer or anything can act. 

Practical info for e-commerce sites 

There are some tips for e-commerce sites that can be given. They will give some 
insights. 
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1. Don't decrease the number of choices on your website, otherwise you are limiting 
people in their choice. Customers aren't always happy with that and they can not 
always find the best option for themselves. 

2. Do not use anything to can create fear for the customer that they are going to be 
late for something or going to be left out. Creating the feeling that something is 
scarce is such a thing. People buy or order something quicker, maybe something 
they are not happy with. 

The Matrix for Ethical Behavioral Design 

The Manipulation Matrix was designed by Nir Eyal, author of ‘Hooked: How to Build 
Habit-Forming Products.’ (MacPherson, 2018) The matrix is a tool to support you in 
the decision-making process, to help you determine whether the product you’re 
preparing to build, or the functionality you’re planning to use, is ethical.  It will help 
you uncover the answer to the following question: “Should I attempt to hook my 
users on this product?” This can be used for an already existing website with 
products that you are designing. 

 

As you can see, the two primary questions that determine the ethics of driving 
behavior change are 1 “Does it materially improve the user’s life?” and 2 “Does the 
maker use it himself or herself?” You should be able to answer these questions 
quickly and with confidence. If you can’t, then you may be on the path of trying to 
justify an unethical product. 
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The Facilitator: The Target 

The best scenario in the matrix is that your product is a Facilitator. Your product 
materially improves the lives of users and you use it yourself. If you use (or would 
use) the product yourself, you understand exactly why it’s needed and precisely how 
it would help. You understand the consequences of use and the consequences of 
living without it. You believe in the product enough to become your own guinea pig. 

The Peddler: Noble, but Potentially Off-Base 

A Peddler product has good intentions. The maker of the product wants to help 
others improve their lives. But if you don’t use and don’t intend to use the product 
yourself, chances are high that you’re missing some important factors. The reason 
that using the product yourself is so valuable is that, unless you do, you may not fully 
understand the obstacles that lie in the way of intended users or unintended 
consequences of use. If you don’t (or wouldn’t) use your product, be sure to do 
extensive research with your target audience to ensure you fully understand their 
challenges, needs, and struggles. And be wary of developing a savior complex as 
you go along, which can end up inadvertently harming the users you want to help. 

The Entertainer: Probably Unsustainable for the Long Haul 

The maker of an Entertainer product uses it himself or herself and finds it fun and 
harmless. It lightens her mood. It relieves his stress. Repetitive use causes no 
problems. There’s nothing at all wrong with healthy entertainment. Sometimes you 
just need to rest your mind and do something else. But if a product doesn’t solve a 
problem or make users lives materially better, you’re relying on fad to drive interest. 
Will your product go viral like Candy Crush Saga? Who knows, but there are 
thousands of similar apps lying in the app graveyard that never made it. If your app 
doesn’t serve a meaningful purpose, even if you use it yourself, you may find that 
users seeking novelty quickly move on to the next form of entertainment. 

The Dealer: Unethical 

When you are creating a product that the you as a designer/marketeer do not believe 
improves the users’ lives and that you would not use, but trying to sell it is called 
exploitation. Every person is responsible for his or her own actions. But the fact is 
that people have not yet evolved enough to always control their habitual responses, 
and that’s why behavioral design works. Attempting to create an addiction to a 
product simply to make money or achieve fame or any other reason is not ethical 
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according to Nir Eyal, and all of us should be wary of contributing to a product that 
falls into the Dealer category. 

Most important advice 

Think about what you want as a company. Do you just want to get customers to your 
website and leaves them with all the options to choose, all the products and whether 
they buy it or not? Or do you want to use behavioral design to get as many people as 
you can, including the people who get persuaded easily, to pay for products and 
services? You will have to think about how much of a choice and freedom you want 
to give to a customer. You will have to find a balance. There is no good or bad. 
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