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ABSTRACT 

The proliferation of digital interfaces has created a paradox: while technology offers 

unprecedented connectivity and information, it often comes at the cost of mental and 

emotional health. This paper addresses the growing crisis of digital ill-being, identifying 

the web design practices of the "attention economy" as a primary contributor to user 

anxiety, distraction, and addiction. We synthesize research from Human-Computer 

Interaction, psychology, and technology ethics to analyze the mechanisms through which 

design patterns manipulate user behavior and erode wellbeing. This study proposes a 

novel, multi-layered framework—The Ethical Design Pyramid—for integrating digital 

wellbeing principles directly into the web design process. The framework prioritizes user 

autonomy, cognitive respect, and the promotion of human flourishing over simple 

engagement metrics. Through a comparative analysis of existing web platforms, we 

demonstrate the framework's utility in evaluating and guiding the creation of healthier 

digital environments. The findings indicate that a paradigm shift towards wellbeing-

centric design is not only a moral imperative but also a strategic necessity for building 

sustainable, trust-based relationships with users in an increasingly saturated digital 

world. 
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INTRODUCTION:  

The Digital Paradox and the Imperative for Wellbeing 

The modern digital landscape presents a profound paradox. It is an era of unprecedented 

access to information, social connection, and utility, yet it is concurrently marked by 

rising rates of anxiety, depression, and a pervasive sense of distraction directly linked to 

our technological environment.1 This paper posits that this is not an accidental outcome 

but a direct consequence of a dominant design philosophy engineered to capture and 

monetize human attention, often to the detriment of human wellbeing. To address this, a 

fundamental shift in the principles and practice of web design is required—a shift from 

designing for engagement to designing for wellbeing. 

 

The Rise ofi the Attention Economy and Its Psychological Toll 

At the heart of the digital wellbeing crisis is the "attention economy," a business model that 

treats human attention as a scarce and valuable commodity.2 In this model, success is 

measured by the duration and intensity of user engagement, creating powerful incentives for 

technology companies to develop products that maximize the time users spend on their 

platforms.3 This has given rise to a sophisticated field of "persuasive technology," where 

principles of psychology are applied to design interfaces that can effectively change user 

behaviors and form habits.4 Features such as infinite scroll, intermiflent variable rewards 

(modeled after slot machines), and red notification badges are not neutral design choices; 

they are carefully engineered triggers designed to exploit cognitive biases and keep users 

compulsively checking and scrolling.3 

 

The psychological consequences of this model are well-documented. Studies have 

established a moderate positive correlation between problematic internet use and negative 

mental health outcomes, including depressive symptoms, anxiety, and loneliness.1 The 

relationship is often cyclical and self-reinforcing. Research from MIT shows that 

individuals already struggling with their mental health are more likely to browse negative or 

fear-inducing content online, which in turn exacerbates their symptoms, creating a vicious 

feedback loop.8 The dominant narrative often places the responsibility for managing this 

on the individual, promoting solutions like "digital detoxes." However, this overlooks the 

systemic nature of the problem. The issue is not a failure of individual willpower but an 

inherent conflict between a user's desire for wellbeing and a platform's economic 

incentive to subvert their self-regulation. Therefore, a meaningful solution must address the 
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root cause: the design of the technology itself. 

 

Figure 1: A diagram illustrating the feedback loop of the Aflention Economy, showing how 

user engagement generates data, which fuels algorithmic personalization, which in turn is 

designed to capture more attention, creating a self-reinforcing cycle.2 

 

Defining Digital Wellbeing: Beyond Screen Time 

To effectively design for digital wellbeing, one must first adopt a nuanced understanding 

of the concept. It is not merely the reduction of "screen time" but rather the cultivation of 

an "intentional and healthy relationship with technology".9 Digital wellbeing is a 

multifaceted state that considers the holistic impact of technology on a person's 

emotional, mental, and physical health.10 It represents a state of optimal balance where 

technology supports and enhances an individual's health and happiness instead of 

undermining it.12 This stands in contrast to the often-pathologized framing of "digital 

addiction," which can medicalize the user's relationship with technology and overlook the 

potential for positive and fulfilling digital experiences.13 

A comprehensive view of digital wellbeing encompasses several key dimensions. These 

include the mental and emotional states influenced by digital interactions, the physical 

effects such as eye strain and sleep disruption, and the social implications of online life.12 

This broader definition also includes concepts such as: 

 Digital Health: Managing the physical and mental effects of screen time and using 

technology to access health resources.12 

 Digital Safety: Recognizing and managing online threats like cyberbullying, 

misinformation, and privacy violations.12 

 Digital Citizenship: Engaging in responsible, respectful, and ethical online behaviors.12 

 

By adopting this holistic definition, the goal of web design shifts from a simplistic focus 

on minimizing usage to a more ambitious aim: creating digital environments that actively 

support these diverse dimensions of human health. 

 

The Architect's Responsibility: Web Design as a Determinant of Mental Health 

Web designers are the architects of the digital spaces where a growing portion of human 

experience unfolds. As with physical architecture, the design of these spaces has a profound 
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impact on the psychology and behavior of their inhabitants. Given that 94% of a user's first 

impression of a website is design-related, the designer's choices are the primary mediator of 

the user's digital experience, shaping their trust, emotional response, and cognitive load.16 

This position confers a significant moral and ethical responsibility for the psychological 

impact of their creations.17 

 

This responsibility is not limited to individual designers but extends to the organizations that 

employ them. Providers of digital systems and services have a duty to ensure their platforms 

are managed, supported, and accessible in a way that empowers users and enhances their 

wellbeing.11 This imperative is also a mafler of equity and social justice. Poorly designed 

systems that induce stress, require high cognitive load, or use deceptive language 

disproportionately harm vulnerable users, including those with disabilities, lower digital 

literacy, or pre-existing mental health conditions. For example, the vicious feedback loop 

of negative content consumption has a greater impact on those already struggling with 

mental health issues 8, while confusing interfaces are more likely to deceive users with 

cognitive or visual impairments. Principles for digital health inclusion from the World 

Economic Forum rightly emphasize the need to prioritize equity and access for 

underserved communities.20 Therefore, designing for digital wellbeing is not a mere 

lifestyle enhancement but a critical step toward creating a more equitable, accessible, and 

humane digital society. 

 

Related Works: The Psychology of Digital Interfaces 

To construct a framework for wellbeing-centric design, it is essential to first understand the 

established mechanisms through which digital interfaces influence human psychology. 

The academic field of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI), combined with research in 

psychology and ethics, provides a robust foundation for analyzing both manipulative and 

constructive design practices. 

 

The Two Faces of Persuasion: From Usability to Manipulation 

The study of how technology can be designed to influence human aflitudes and behaviors is 

known as Persuasive Technology.21 Pioneer B.J. Fogg identified three primary ways in 

which computers can persuade: as tools that increase a user's capabilities, as media that 

provide simulated experiences, and as social actors that leverage social dynamics.22 For 

example, a financial planning tool can motivate users to save for retirement by simplifying 

the process, while a health app might use an encouraging virtual coach (a social actor) to 
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promote better nutrition.22 

 

These principles are not inherently negative; they can be used to help users achieve their own 

goals. However, this same toolkit of psychological influence forms the basis of 

manipulative design. The critical distinction lies in intent. Ethical persuasion aligns with 

the user's intrinsic goals and values, empowering them to make better choices for 

themselves. Unethical manipulation, in contrast, uses these same psychological levers to 

steer the user toward a business's goals, often at the user's expense.4 The application of 

persuasive principles without a strong ethical foundation is what gives rise to deceptive 

design patterns. 

 

Dark Patterns: A Taxonomy of Deceptive Design 

"Dark Patterns" are user interfaces intentionally crafted to trick users into taking actions they 

would not otherwise choose, such as making unintended purchases, signing up for recurring 

subscriptions, or surrendering more personal data than necessary.24 These are not simple 

design errors; they are the deliberate application of psychological principles for 

deceptive ends. While many variations exist, several common patterns have been 

identified and categorized (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Taxonomy of Dark Patterns in Web Design. 

Pattern Name Description Psychological 

Principle Exploited 

Real-World Example 

Roach Motel Makes it very easy for 

a user to get into a 

situation but difficult 

to get out of it.26 

Status Quo Bias, Sunk 

Cost Fallacy 

A premium 

subscription that is 

easy to sign up for but 

requires navigating 

multiple confusing 

pages or a phone call 

to cancel.28 

Bait and Switch The user sets out to do 

one thing, but a 

different, undesirable 

thing happens 

instead.25 

Expectation Violation Clicking a prominent 

"X" icon on a pop-up 

ad that, instead of 

closing the ad, 
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   initiates a software 

download or redirects 

to another page.25 

Forced Continuity A free trial for a 

service ends, and the 

user's credit card is 

silently charged 

without a clear 

warning or reminder.25 

Inaflentional Blindness Subscription services 

that automatically 

convert to a paid plan 

without sending a 

notification that the 

trial period is ending.30 

Misdirection / False 

Hierarchy 

The design 

purposefully focuses 

the user's attention on 

one thing to distract 

them from another, 

often using prominent 

visual cues.28 

Pre-attentive 

Processing, Framing 

Effect 

A cookie consent 

banner with a large, 

brightly colored 

"Accept All" button 

next to a small, low-

contrast "Manage 

Settings" link.28 

Sneak into Basket The website adds an 

additional item to the 

user's shopping cart, 

often through a pre-

selected checkbox.26 

Inattentional Blindness An e-commerce site 

automatically adding a 

warranty or 

"recommended" 

accessory to the cart 

during the checkout 

process. 

 

This taxonomy provides a critical vocabulary for identifying specific manipulative 

techniques.  
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The Corrosive Impact of Deceptive Design 

The consequences of deploying dark patterns are significant and multi-layered. For the 

individual user, they lead to immediate harm, including cognitive overload, frustration, 

unwanted financial charges, and a feeling of being deceived.24 These negative 

experiences have a lasting impact that extends to the business and society at large. The 

most significant long-term damage is the erosion of user trust. Research shows that 

users who encounter deceptive interfaces are not only more likely to abandon that 

specific service—with as many as 88% being less likely to return—but also develop a 

generalized distrust of digital platforms.16 A study published in the Journal of Legal 

Analysis confirmed that an oversaturation of dark patterns negatively impacts both user 

trust and brand perception.31 This creates a causal chain from a single, poorly designed 

UI element to broader societal harm. A "Roach Motel" cancellation process 26 causes 

immediate frustration, which erodes trust in that brand.16 Repeated exposure to such 

patterns across the web cultivates a systemic distrust, making people more cynical and 

less willing to engage with beneficial technologies. The micro-interaction of a 

deceptive buflon has macro-societal consequences. While these tactics may yield short-

term gains in revenue or subscriptions, they are fundamentally unsustainable, leading to 

high customer churn, significant reputational damage, and increasing legal scrutiny 

under consumer protection regulations like the GDPR and CCPA.16 

 

The Countermovement: Humane and Ethical Design Philosophies 

In response to the proliferation of manipulative design, a countermovement advocating 

for more ethical and humane technology has emerged. A leading voice in this space is the 

Center for Humane Technology (CHT), which argues that the root of the problem lies 

in the misaligned incentives of the aflention economy. Their proposed solution is a 

systemic transformation of these incentives through a combination of policy reform and 

the adoption of alternative design philosophies that prioritize human wellbeing.3 

 

This movement builds upon a strong academic foundation within HCI. Core 

methodologies like User-Centered Design (UCD), which places the user at the center of 

the design process, and Value Sensitive Design (VSD), which accounts for human 

values in a principled and comprehensive manner, provide frameworks for creating 

technology that is not only usable but also ethical.33 The fundamental pillars of ethical 

UX research—transparency, informed consent, privacy, the principle of "do no harm," 
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and neutrality—offer a moral compass for designers.34 These principles establish a 

baseline of respect for the user that stands in direct opposition to the deceptive nature of 

dark patterns and provides the foundation for building a more positive and constructive 

design framework. 

 

A Proposed Framework for Wellbeing-Centric Web Design 

To translate the principles of ethical design into actionable practice, this paper 

proposes a new hierarchical framework: The Ethical Design Pyramid. This model 

synthesizes best practices from humane technology, calm technology, and mindful 

design into a coherent structure that web designers can use to evaluate existing products 

and guide the creation of new ones. The pyramid structure signifies a hierarchy of needs 

for digital wellbeing, where the foundational levels must be satisfied before the higher-

level goals can be effectively achieved. 

 

The Ethical Design Pyramid: A Hierarchical Model 

 

The framework is composed of three distinct but interrelated levels, moving from the 

prevention of harm to the active promotion of human flourishing. 

 

Figure 2: A diagram of "The Ethical Design Pyramid." The base is "Respect for User 

Autonomy," the middle is "Cognitive Respect," and the peak is "Promotion of 

Flourishing." 

 

Level 1 (Foundation): Respect for User Autonomy 

This foundational level is predicated on the ethical principle of "do no harm".34 It is 

concerned with eliminating deceptive and coercive practices to ensure that users are in 

full control of their digital experience. A design that fails at this level is fundamentally 

unethical, regardless of its usability or aesthetic appeal. Key implementation 

requirements include: 

 Elimination of Dark Patterns: A strict prohibition on all identified dark patterns, such 

as Roach Motels, Bait and Switch, and Sneak into Basket tactics.25 

 Transparency and Honesty: The use of clear, unambiguous language. This means no 

trick questions or misleading copy designed to confuse the user.27 
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 Informed Consent: Users must give explicit, informed consent for all data collection and 

processing. Opt-in should be the default, not opt-out.30 

 Reversible Actions: Providing clear, easily accessible, and straightforward methods for 

users to reverse decisions, such as canceling a subscription or deleting an account.27 

 

Level 2 (Middle): Cognitive Respect 

Once the foundation of autonomy is established, the next level focuses on respecting the 

user's finite cognitive resources. This moves beyond simply preventing harm to actively 

reducing the mental burden imposed by technology. The goal is to create interfaces that are 

calm, focused, and unintrusive. This level is primarily informed by the principles of Calm 

Technology.35 Implementation involves: 

 Requiring Minimal Attention: Technology should accomplish its purpose while 

demanding the smallest possible amount of the user's mental energy.35 

 Utilizing the Periphery: Information should be conveyed through ambient, peripheral 

channels whenever possible, allowing the user to stay focused on their primary task. A 

subtle status light is calmer than a vibrating notification, which is calmer than an audible 

alert.35 

 Creating Calm: The overall design should foster a sense of calm and focus, avoiding 

clufler, unnecessary animations, and other sources of digital "noise" that contribute to 

cognitive overload.35 

 

Level 3 (Peak): Promotion of Flourishing 

The highest level of the pyramid represents the most aspirational goal of wellbeing-centric 

design. It is not enough to avoid harm and reduce stress; the aim here is to create digital 

experiences that proactively contribute to a user's personal growth and flourishing. This level 

is guided by the principles of Mindful Design.5 Implementation focuses on: 

 Designing for Intentionality: Creating interfaces that encourage deliberate, purposeful 

navigation rather than mindless, reactive scrolling.39 

 Integrating Natural Pauses: Building "pause points" into the user journey to give users 

moments for reflection and to prevent impulsive actions. This could be a simple 

confirmation screen or a summary page before a major action.39 

 Empowering Self-Awareness: Providing users with tools and feedback that help them 

understand their own digital habits and align their online behavior with their offline 

values and goals.17 Examples include clear data visualizations of time spent or features 
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that allow users to set their own usage limits.44 

 

Comparative Analysis ofi Design Philosophies 

To provide conceptual clarity, it is useful to distinguish between the key philosophies that 

inform the pyramid. While often used interchangeably, they have distinct goals and 

principles. 

 

Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Ethical Design Philosophies. 

Philosophy Core Goal Key Principles Example Feature 

Humane Design (CHT) Realign technology 

with humanity's best 

interests and values. 

Acknowledge digital 

vulnerability; foster 

non-extractive 

attention; prioritize 

"Time Well Spent".3 

A social media feed 

that prioritizes content 

from close friends and 

family over 

algorithmically-bo sted 

viral content. 

Calm Technology Reduce cognitive load 

and minimize 

technological 

intrusion. 

Use the periphery; 

require minimal 

attention; inform and 

create calm.35 

The subtle glow of a 

smart home device's 

status light, which can 

be understood at a 

glance without 

interrupting a 

conversation.35 

Mindful Design Encourage user 

intentionality, 

reflection, and self-

awareness. 

Embrace simplicity; 

integrate natural 

breaks; promote 

deliberate navigation; 

minimize digital 

noise.39 

A video streaming 

service that asks, "Are 

you still watching?" 

after several episodes, 

providing a gentle 

prompt for the user to 

make a conscious 

choice. 
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Proposed Flowchart of the Wellbeing-Centric Design Process 

To operationalize the Ethical Design Pyramid, its principles can be integrated into a standard 

design methodology, such as the five-phase Design Thinking process.46 This ensures that 

wellbeing is not an afterthought but a central consideration at every stage of development. 

 

Figure 3: Flowchart of the Wellbeing-Centric Design Process. 

 

1. Empathize: The process begins with deep user research that goes beyond task analysis to 

understand users' values, vulnerabilities, and sources of digital stress. The key question is 

not just "What does the user want to do?" but "How does the user want to feel?". 

2. Define: The problem statement is framed in terms of user wellbeing. Instead of defining 

the goal as "increasing daily active users," it is reframed as "How can we help the user 

achieve their primary goal efficiently and leave them feeling respected and in control?". 

3. Ideate (Wellbeing-First): Brainstorming sessions are explicitly guided by the Ethical 

Design Pyramid. For any proposed feature, the team asks: Does this respect user 

autonomy? Does it reduce cognitive load? Does it provide an opportunity for flourishing? 

4. Prototype: Prototypes are built to embody these principles. This involves testing for 

clarity over cleverness, calm over excitement, and control over compulsion. 

5. Test: User testing protocols are expanded to include wellbeing metrics. In addition to 

measuring task completion and usability, researchers assess perceived control, post-

session mood, and levels of anxiety or frustration (see Section 4.4 for more on 

metrics). The design is then iterated based on this holistic feedback. 

 

This integrated process reframes ethical design not as a set of constraints but as a source of 

innovation. It presents an opportunity for businesses to differentiate themselves not just on 

features or price, but on the basis of respect for their users' time, aflention, and mental 

health. In an increasingly crowded market, trust and respect are becoming powerful and 

sustainable competitive advantages.16 

 

Application and Analysis: Case Studies in Web Design 

The true value of a theoretical framework lies in its ability to illuminate real-world 

phenomena. This section applies the Ethical Design Pyramid to analyze existing web 

platforms, demonstrating its utility as both a critical lens for evaluating current practices 

and a generative guide for future design. 
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Analysis of Manipulative Designs: Deconstructing Dark Patterns 

Many popular e-commerce and subscription-based websites provide clear examples of 

designs that fail at the most basic level of the Ethical Design Pyramid. These platforms often 

prioritize short-term conversions over user autonomy, employing dark patterns that are 

explicitly manipulative. 

 

Figure 4: An annotated screenshot of an e-commerce checkout page automatically adding a 

"product protection plan" to the user's cart. This is a classic example of the "Sneak into 

Basket" dark paflern.26 

 

 Analysis: This design fails at Level 1: Respect for User Autonomy. By pre-selecting an 

additional paid item, the design subverts the principle of informed consent. It relies on 

user inattention to increase revenue, treating the user not as an agent making a conscious 

choice but as a target for exploitation. 

 Figure 5: An annotated screenshot series showing the convoluted, multi-step process 

required to cancel a popular streaming service's premium subscription, a prime example 

of a "Roach Motel".27 

 Analysis: This design also fails at Level 1: Respect for User Autonomy. While signing up 

is a one-click process, canceling is intentionally made difficult through friction and 

misdirection. This disrespects the user's right to easily reverse their decisions and 

creates a coercive environment where continued subscription is the path of least 

resistance. 

 

Analysis of Mindful Designs: Best Practices in Action 

In contrast, a growing ecosystem of applications is being built with user wellbeing as a 

core part of their value proposition. These platforms demonstrate the principles of the higher 

levels of the pyramid. 

 

Figure 6: An annotated screenshot of the main interface of the meditation app Headspace, 

showing its clean layout, soothing color palefle, and clear, task-oriented navigation.47 

 

 Analysis: This design succeeds at Level 2: Cognitive Respect. The minimalist interface, 

lack of intrusive notifications, and soft visual design create a calm digital environment. 

It minimizes cognitive load, allowing the user to focus on their primary goal of engaging 

in a mindfulness exercise. It also succeeds at Level 3: Promotion of Flourishing, as its 
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entire purpose is to provide tools that help users cultivate self-awareness and manage 

stress. 

 

Figure 7: An annotated screenshot of the Forest app, which gamifies focus by growing a 

virtual tree while the user refrains from using their phone.45 

 

 Analysis: Forest is an excellent example of Level 3: Promotion of Flourishing. It 

reframes the act of disconnecting not as a loss or a restriction, but as a positive, 

generative act of cultivation. By providing a "reward for non-use" 17, it uses persuasive 

principles ethically to help users achieve their own goal of being more present and 

focused. It empowers users by giving them a simple, engaging tool to manage their own 

digital habits. 

 

Comparative Analysis: Evaluating Mainstream Platforms 

The Ethical Design Pyramid is most powerful when used as an analytical tool to conduct 

nuanced evaluations of complex, mainstream platforms that often exhibit a mix of good and 

bad practices. 

 

Table 3: Framework-Based Evaluation of Selected Web Platforms. 

Platform Pyramid Level 1 

(Autonomy) 

Pyramid Level 2 

(Cognitive 

Respect) 

Pyramid Level 3 

(Flourishing) 

Overall Analysis 

Amazon.com Poor. Employs 

multiple dark 

patterns, including 

"Roach Motel" for 

Prime 

cancellation 29 and 

"Misdirection" 

Fair. The core 

shopping 

experience is 

highly efficient for 

goal-oriented 

users. 

However, the 

interface is 

Poor. The 

platform is 

optimized for 

consumption, not 

reflection. There 

are few, if any, 

features designed 

to encourage 

A highly effective 

commercial tool 

that consistently 

prioritizes 

business 

objectives over 

user wellbeing, 
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 with visually 

prominent but less 

desirable options 

during checkout. 

User autonomy is 

frequently 

subverted for 

commercial gain. 

cluffered with 

upsells, ads 

disguised as 

search results, and 

complex 

navigation, 

increasing 

cognitive load for 

exploratory 

browsing. 

mindful 

purchasing or 

help users align 

their behavior 

with their long-

term financial or 

personal goals. 

particularly at the 

foundational level 

of autonomy. 

Headspace.c om Excellent. Clear 

terms, 

straightforwar d 

subscription 

management, and 

a focus on user 

consent. The 

design respects 

the user's choices 

and makes it easy 

to manage their 

engagement with 

the service. 

Excellent. The 

entire user 

interface is 

designed to be 

calm and 

minimalist, using 

a soothing color 

palefle and simple 

navigation to 

minimize 

cognitive load and 

create a focused 

environment.47 

Excellent. The 

core product is 

explicitly 

designed to 

promote 

flourishing by 

teaching 

mindfulness and 

providing tools 

for stress 

reduction and 

self-reflection. 

An exemplary 

model of 

wellbeing-cent ric 

design, where the 

business model 

and the user 

experience are 

fully aligned with 

the goal of 

improving the 

user's mental 

health. 

A Major News 

Website 

Fair. Generally 

provides clear 

consent for 

cookies, but often 

uses "False 

Hierarchy" to 

nudge users 

toward accepting 

all tracking. 

Subscription 

Poor. Interfaces 

are typically 

cluttered with 

autoplay videos, 

intrusive 

pop-up ads, and 

distracting 

"related articles" 

designed to 

maximize page 

Poor. The design 

encourages 

reactive, 

continuous 

consumption of 

content, often 

sensationalize d, 

rather than deep, 

reflective 

engagement 

Fails significantly 

at Levels 2 and 3 

by creating a 

stressful and 

distracting 

environment. The 

business model, 

reliant on ad 

revenue and 

engagement, is in 
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cancellation direct 

 can be difficult, 

bordering on a 

"Roach Motel." 

views. This 

creates high 

cognitive load and 

a stressful reading 

experience.48 

with information. 

There are no tools 

to help users 

manage their 

information diet. 

conflict with the 

principles of calm 

and mindful 

design. 

 

This analysis reveals that ethical design is not an aesthetic quality. A visually "clean" or 

minimalist interface can still be highly manipulative if its underlying function is deceptive. 

The pyramid forces an evaluation of function and intent over mere form. 

 

Performance Metrics for Digital Wellbeing: A New KPI 

To truly incentivize the adoption of this framework, organizations must adopt new metrics 

for success. Traditional Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) such as Daily Active Users, 

Time on Site, and Conversion Rate often reward designs that are antithetical to wellbeing. A 

paradigm shift in design requires a corresponding shift in measurement. Alternative, 

wellbeing-centric metrics could include: 

 Autonomy Score (Level 1): A composite metric measuring the ease with which users can 

perform actions like finding privacy controls, adjusting notification settings, and 

deleting their account. This could be measured via timed task analysis. 

 Task Efficiency (Level 2): For utility-focused applications, success should be measured 

by how quickly and easily a user can accomplish their goal and leave. Shorter session 

times, when correlated with high task success rates, become a positive indicator of a 
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respectful, efficient design. 

 Reflective Engagement Score (Level 3): Tracking the adoption of features designed for 

wellbeing, such as the use of content filters, time-limit settings, or "do not disturb" 

modes. 

 Qualitative Wellbeing Feedback (All Levels): Directly asking users about their 

experience through post-session surveys with questions like: "How do you feel after 

using this service?" or "Did you feel in control of your time during this session?".8 

 By adopting such metrics, organizations can align their business goals with their 

users' wellbeing, creating a sustainable model built on trust and respect rather than 

manipulation and extraction. 

 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

The digital world is at a crossroads. The prevailing design paradigm, driven by the economic 

imperatives of the attention economy, has created a generation of technologies that are 

powerful and useful, but also corrosive to individual and collective wellbeing. This paper 

has argued that an alternative is not only possible but necessary, and has proposed the 

Ethical Design Pyramid as a practical framework to guide this transition. 

 

Synthesizing the Case for a Paradigm Shift in Web Design 

The central argument of this research is that the negative psychological impacts of 

modern technology are not inevitable side effects but are, in large part, the result of 

specific design choices. By deconstructing manipulative techniques like dark patterns 

and analyzing the economic incentives that produce them, we can see a clear need for a new 

design philosophy. The Ethical Design Pyramid offers a structured pathway for this 

change. It reframes the designer's task, moving from a narrow focus on usability and 

engagement to a holistic concern for the user's psychological state. By building a 

foundation of Respect for User Autonomy, progressing to Cognitive Respect through 

the principles of Calm Technology, and aspiring to the Promotion of Flourishing via 

Mindful Design, this framework provides a comprehensive model for creating healthier 

digital environments. This is not an anti-technology stance, but a profoundly pro-human 

one, seeking to fulfill technology's original promise of augmenting human capability and 

improving lives.32 

 

Recommendations for Designers, Policymakers, and Educators 
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Effecting a paradigm shift of this magnitude requires concerted action from multiple 

stakeholders: 

 For Designers and Developers: The immediate task is to adopt and advocate for ethical 

frameworks like the one proposed. This involves questioning briefs that prioritize 

engagement at all costs and championing the adoption of wellbeing-centric metrics 

within their organizations. Ethical design should be viewed as a source of innovation 

and a powerful brand differentiator, not as a set of restrictive constraints. 

 For Policymakers: Regulation must evolve to address the root causes of manipulative 

design. This means moving beyond simply banning specific dark patterns to scrutinizing 

the data-extractive business models that incentivize their creation. Legislation should 

strengthen user rights regarding data ownership, transparency, and the "right to 

disconnect," creating a regulatory environment where ethical design is the most viable 

business strategy.20 

 For Educators: Technology ethics and digital wellbeing must become core components 

of all computer science, design, and information technology curricula. Future 

technologists must be equipped not only with technical skills but also with a deep 

understanding of ethical frameworks like Value Sensitive Design and the psychological 

impact of their work.33 

 

Future Work: The Role of AI, VR, and Next-Generation Interfaces 

The principles outlined in this paper will become even more critical as technology evolves. 

The rise of artificial intelligence presents both a threat and an opportunity. AI-driven 

personalization can be weaponized to create hyper-manipulative experiences tailored to 

an individual's specific psychological vulnerabilities. Alternatively, it could be used to 

create truly adaptive systems that understand a user's cognitive state and adjust the 

interface to support their wellbeing—for example, by simplifying the UI when it detects 

signs of stress or cognitive overload.32 

 

Furthermore, as interfaces become more immersive in virtual and augmented reality 

(VR/AR), the potential for both psychological harm and benefit will be magnified.37 The 

principles of calm and mindful design will need to be re-interpreted for these new 

contexts, where the boundary between the digital and physical worlds becomes 

increasingly blurred. Future research should focus on developing and validating the 

proposed wellbeing metrics, conducting longitudinal studies on the impact of wellbeing-
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centric design, and exploring how these ethical principles can be effectively embedded 

into the architecture of the next generation of intelligent and immersive systems. The 

ultimate goal remains the same: to ensure that as our technologies become more 

powerful, they also become more humane. 
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