
Design with Emotion



Significance of Emotion

Emotions play a critical role in our daily lives, 

helping assess situations as good or bad, safe or 

dangerous. 

Everyone is born with emotions, it is the “common 

language” of humans. 

Positive Emotions
Critical to learning, curiosity, and creative thought

Negative Emotions
Tend to create anxiety, narrowing one’s focus



Emotion-Memory Link

Emotional experiences are important because 

they make a profound imprint on our long-term 

memory. 

Emotionally charged events persist in our 

memories beyond the product’s base functional 

value. We remember things that make us feel a 

certain way.



Emotional Hierarchy



Building on Maslow In his book, “Designing for Emotion,” Aarron 

Walter describes emotional design by 

building on Maslow’s famous “Hierarchy of 

Human Needs”, which states that humans 

need to achieve elementary states of being, 

such as health and safety, before they can 

start thinking about higher-level needs, such 

as self-actualization.



Building on Maslow

A product has to be functional, reliable and 

usable (in that order) before a layer of 

pleasure can be applied. 

Emotional design, then, is the pleasurable 

layer that you put on top of a functional, 

reliable and usable product.





“Emotional design turns casual 
users into fanatics, ready to tell 
others about their positive 
experience.” 

- Aarron Walter, Designing for Emotion



Functional Beauty & Emotion



Form & Function

“Form follows function” is a principle of 

design associated with late 19th and early 

20th century architecture and industrial 

design, which states that the shape of a 

building or object should primarily relate to 

its intended function or purpose.

Frank Lloyd Wright found this to be 

misunderstood and proposed that “form and 

function should be one, joined in a spiritual 

union,” using nature as the best example of 

this integration.



Attractive Things 
Work Better

Don Norman is the co-founder and principal 

of the Nielsen Norman Group, IDEO fellow, 

retired professor, former employee of Apple, 

etc., and an industry-leading advocate for 

human centered design.

In his book, “Emotional Design,” he describes 

why “attractive things work better”...



Aesthetic-Usability 
Effect

Attractive products make us feel good, 

which triggers our creativity and ultimately 

expands our mental processes, making us 

more tolerant of minor difficulties.

Aesthetically pleasing experiences empower 

usability and increase the user’s willingness 

to learn and adapt.



Attractiveness Bias

“Human beings have an attractiveness bias; 

we perceive beautiful things as being better, 

regardless of whether they actually are 

better. All else being equal, we prefer 

beautiful things, and we believe beautiful 

things function better.”

“You’ve baked a really lovely cake, but then 
you’ve used dog shit for frosting.” —Steve Jobs





Cognition & Emotion



Cognition + Affect

Research from “Emotion as a Cognitive Artifact and 
the Design Implications for Products That are 
Perceived As Pleasurable” by Frank Spillers

Research into emotions and user experience 

is finding that we can’t actually separate 

cognition from affect.

In other words, how we “think” cannot be 

separated from how we “feel.”

This raises some interesting questions — 

especially in the area of decision making. In 

short, our rational choices aren’t so rational.



Persuasive Emotion 
(Gut Feeling) Emotions enable users to make gut and swift 

decisions. We use cognition to understand 

and interpret our world, but our emotions 

catalyze decision-making.



Ownership Effect
Users place more value in experiences 

where they feel a sense of personalized 

ownership, as if the experience/product is an 

extension of themselves.



Levels of Emotional 
Cognitive 
Processing

Visceral
Behavioral
Reflective

“Which design I choose depends on the 

occasion, the context, and above all, my 

mood. The teapots illustrate several 

components of product design: usability (or 

lack thereof), aesthetics, and practicality.”

- Don Norman



Levels of Emotional 
Cognitive 
Processing

Norman identified three cognitive levels of 

processing that designers can apply to their 

products.



Visceral (The Feel)

The visceral level has to do with the initial impact 

of the appearance, touch and feel. This can be 

studied by observing people’s first impression.

The visceral level works instinctively, and both our 

personality and cultural values can influence how 

we perceive something.



Behavioral (The Use)

Behavioral is all about how things work and how 

we use and experience them. 

What matters on this level is function, 

performance and the physical feel of something.



Reflective (The Story)

On the reflective level, we interpret and 

understand things, we reason about the world, 

and we reflect on ourselves.

A reflective reaction is how we feel after we have 

been immersed in the experience. It is how we 

remember the experience itself and how it made 

us feel. 



Delight

In good design, all three levels work together. 

They may not be equal, but they should all be 

addressed.

Delight (enduring, lasting pleasure) is at the 

intersection of visceral, behavioral, and reflective 

emotional design



Implementing Positivity



Positivity

Instilling positive memories makes users 

want to interact with your product in the 

future.

Top 10 Positive Emotions

● Joy

● Pride

● Gratitude

● Amusement

● Serenity

● Inspiration

● Interest

● Awe

● Hope

● Love



Positive 
Reinforcement Positive reinforcement involves the addition 

of a reinforcing stimulus following a 

behavior that makes it more likely that the 

behavior will occur again in the future.







Positive Surprise
Evoke positive emotional reactions by 

surprising your users with delight.







Implementing Humor



Humor &
Relatable Voice

Humor is an effective way to connect with 

people. A good laugh or even a little smile 

can break the ice and make people feel 

comfortable.

Humor sells. It makes the experience of 

using your product more memorable.

It can transform the experience from likable 

to lovable. As a result, people not only 

remember the delightful experience, but 

they tell others about it as well.





Bandcamp



Smashing Mag







Google Hangouts





Humor is 
Double-Edged 
Sword

It can bring delight when used appropriately, 

but it can cause a lot of harm when it’s 

implemented without tact and foresight.

Humor is contextual. A joke that can be 

funny in one situation can be terrible in 

another. It’s important to put extra attention 

to the copy you use for error states of your 

app (especially when the problem has a 

negative impact on your users).



Medium



Confirm-shaming



Guilt-shaming



6 Tips to 
Implement Humor

Suits your brand.

Research your audience.

Hire a UX writer.

Be consistent.

Don’t go overboard.

Test with real users.



Implementing Relatable Design



Relatable Design Use images, illustrations, and animations 

that your users can relate to — the visuals, 

themselves, can demonstrate emotion and 

help your users empathize.

We constantly seek emotional connections 

with others. 

We know ourselves so well that we try to 

relate everything we see to ourselves.



Face Recognition First impressions.

Guide line of sight.

Elicit emotional response.

Build trust.

Create authority.

Create visual appeal.



First Impressions



Line of Sight



Emotional Response



Trust



Authority



Visual Appeal



Visual Patterns 
Meet Expectations Patterns help us understand and learn how 

things work, and they give us an idea of what 

to expect—and we love to know what to 

expect, because it makes us feel 

comfortable.











Implementing Engagement



Engagement
People want to be engaged, have fun, and be 

entertained. This engagement could take the 

form of playing, interaction, personalization, 

or customization of content.















Empathy with 
Personalization Consider the consequences of letting our 

products create personalized experiences 

for us. 







User Control
In response, many systems now allow for 

greater user control and customization to 

avoid negative emotions.  





What ideas do you have for 
infusing emotion into your 
designs?




