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THE DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD: AESTHETIC-USABILITY EFFECT  

WHAT IS IT?  

The aesthetic-usability effect is a design principle that can work for or against you. When a product or design is 

aesthetically pleasing, it is perceived as easier to use. This principle holds even when the product has errors or 

is difficult to use. Aesthetic designs create a positive attitude towards a product which helps create an overall 

positive brand. It is important to try to create designs that are pleasing to customers while remaining practical. 

Designs that are not useful but are pleasing may not have the staying power of a more functional product. The 

same is said for a product that isn’t pleasing to the eye but is very functional. An overreliance on aesthetics can 

result in a design that isn’t functional, so it is important to marry your design aesthetic with functionality. 

Remember: Create something functional AND beautiful. When you have both, you foster loyalty from 

consumers.  

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

People like to beautiful products. People really like beautiful products that work. Whether a product is a 

computer, phone, print ad or book; consumers want something that looks professional and sometimes a little 

different.  

The question is how does a designer do it? How does a designer make a product that is visually stunning and 

still maintains its functionality? Why is it that people can look at two functional products, but they prefer one 

over the other? This is the aesthetic-usability effect in action.  

The aesthetic-usability effect encompasses a variety of design principles. It’s impossible just to make something 

aesthetically pleasing and functional without employing principles like forgiveness and picture superiority 

effect or thinking about typography and layout. Learning the design principles found in Universal Principles of 

Design will allow designers of different fields to create products that are beautiful and functional.  

Learning the design principles is only half the battle. To determine what is aesthetically pleasing, a designer 

must think about the audience they are targeting. What is pleasing to a 21-year-old fashionista isn’t always 

going to match the ideal looks of a 70-year-old grandparent. A designer must think about the industry they are 

targeting and what matters most to that industry. A graphic designer’s goal may not be the same as an 

instructional designer’s goal. Researching industry standards of design and seeing how design principles are 

being used will help determine what an audience wants.  

Aesthetics is not just about the look of a design, it also relates to the wording of things in a design. Wording 

can make the audience have a positive or negative reaction towards a product.  

Usability is essential in design and should be a designer’s first concern with a product. If users find that a 

product is not functional, it will not take long for the product to be passed on. The most beautiful websites still 

have to communicate their message effectively. The most eye-catching products still have to work properly. 

Luckily, the need to functionality is embedded throughout the design principles. 
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A designer that is not utilizing some design principles may be able to get by, but a designer engaging with the 

principles and watching the trends will have a better understanding of what people what and how to make it 

work.  

WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

MAC VS PC 

The aesthetic-usability effect can come in many different forms from marketing to products. Using this 

principle allows creators to cater to different types of people. They 

can focus on mass consumers or focus on a niche market and zero 

in on different demographics.  

Apple’s marketing campaign against PC’s used a variety of design 

principles, but it is also a perfect example of the aesthetic-usability 

effect. Apple turned their computer into a young actor that was 

trendy and relaxed. In some commercials he boasted about the 

innovated features of a Mac and in others he embodied the “vibe” 

that a Mac had. The PC, on the other hand, was seen as a boring, 

sometimes uneducated, being. The Mac was always nice to the 

dim-witted PC, but that just continued to show the amazingness of the Mac. Apple has focused on making 

their designs aesthetically pleasing, but instead of trying to explain that in the commercial while showing the 

computer, they turned the computer into an aesthetically pleasing person. Is the Mac as easy-going as its 

human version? Mac users are pretty devoted. Shortly after the Mac commercials aired, “I’m a PC” commercials 

began to air showing that PCs are the “every man’s” computer. The debate is still out.  

 

 
Click Image to View Mac Commercials 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5z0Ia5jDt4
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THE BEACH CRUISER  

The beach cruiser is an example of how the aesthetics of a design 

can cater to a specific market and foster loyalty, even when the 

functionality is no longer completely up to par. Cruisers are 

functional bikes that have been around since the 1930’s as an 

affordable, design-savvy, and sturdy way of getting around. It soon 

became a part of everyday life, as it gained the reputation as a nice 

ride suited for everyone. In the 1950’s and 60’s, bikes with more 

gears and lighter designs came into the market, and the cruiser 

became pretty much obsolete. However, a small group was still 

drawn to the design and the positive attitudes associated with 

riding the easy-going beach cruiser. It was, after all, the bike 

associated with cruising to the beach, having picnics and enjoying 

life. This positivity has kept the obsolete beach cruiser alive. With 

the introduction of newer bikes and multiple gears, there is no question that a multi-speed bike is more 

functional than a cruiser. A multi-speed bike is the easier ride, but there is no denying the beauty of a cruiser.  

MAGAZINE LAYOUTS 

   Magazines constantly have to change their methods to align with the 

expectations of their readers. The layout of a magazine can play a huge part 

in attracting a reader. The Morgan Fisher Interview below has very few breaks 

in the text and no color. It is not as aesthetically pleasing as the colorful 

layout (left). When looking at the aesthetically-usability effect, the colorful 

layout would be considered easier to use. It is broken up in a way that allows 

the reader to quickly scan the text, but the reader may feel like they are not 

setting themselves up to read something dense. The pictures draw your eye 

and provide even more information. However, this presents the double-

edged sword of the principle. When looking at these two pieces the colorful 

one is easier to “use” but may not be the one considered to be worth taking 

the time to read. The colors and layout make it good for a casual read but not 

a text to gain valuable information. The second text 

appears to have a journalistic vibe and makes the 

reader feel like they are about to experience 

something worthwhile. This is a perfect example of 

how catering to the aesthetics of your audience, will 

foster loyalty and create a positive attitude.  
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HOW CAN I USE IT? 

  WEB DESIGN 

There are millions of websites on the internet. How will yours stand out? One way to achieve this is to make 

your site visually appealing by keeping it simple and using a template or designing something that is clean and 

unique. The fastest way to get people to run 

away from your site is to make it visually 

unappealing. The site to the left seems to have 

enough functional information, but it lacks in 

aesthetic design. It doesn’t look like one cohesive 

site. It could be a little more dynamic by creating 

a consistent navigation bar, using a consistent 

color theme, and incorporating images.  

The website below has incorporated color, easy 

navigation, images and consistency to make a 

clean design that shares their message in a 

dynamic way. It isn’t overly showy, looks 

professional and well designed.  
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DYNAMIC INFORMATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Design is about communicating a message, and that message can come in many different forms. In 

instructional design, it’s important to engage learners so that they understand information and can recall it 

when needed. Learners may need information quickly, and that is when things like job/informational aides and 

infographics are useful.  

When done correctly, they are aesthetically pleasing and dynamic. They capture the learner’s attention with 

images, symbols, and color. They are to the point while providing essential information to the reader. They 

incorporate multiple design principles that allow readers to remain engaged and establish a positive attitude 

towards these types of learning materials. These aides are considered easier to use compared to a manual or 

textbook because of these elements and are relied on by many.  

Using the aesthetic-usability effect is means incorporating multiple design principles while meeting the needs 

to your audience. Infographics like the one to the left, do a great job of utilizing design principles to convey a 

message.  
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EVERYONE (AND EVERYTHING) NEEDS IT: FORGIVENESS 

WHAT IS IT?  

Forgiveness is a much-needed design principle that is used every day, but may be taken for granted. It makes 

people’s lives easier while increasing the usability of a product. Forgiveness is the idea that designs should help 

people avoid mistakes or reduce their possibility of making an error. This principle helps provided feeling of 

security in a design and the willingness to further explore it. These are essentials in instructional design. 

Without security and motivation, users will be distrustful and resent their learning environment. There are a few 

different ways to incorporate forgiveness into a design: 

 Good Affordance – making a design intuitive to use reducing obvious mistakes. 

 Reversibility of Actions – allowing users to go back when needed and correct errors or erase a mistake.  

 Safety Net – if all else fails, there is an end all be all way to attempt to save the user.  

 Confirmation – ensuring the users actions before continuing. 

 Warnings – attempting to make the user aware of their warnings.  

 Help – providing a “phone a friend” option when users come to a roadblock. 

Good designers should use forgiveness, but good designs shouldn’t have to rely on the principle to be 

successful. If everyone needs to employ the forgiveness principle that is incorporated into the design, it’s 

probably not a good design. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

People make errors. If designers do not offer a way for users to come back from their errors, the product 

becomes frustrating or even useless. Think of all the everyday uses of the forgiveness design. Phones have 

locks on them to prevent outsiders from using them but to also prevent the user from accidently calling people 

throughout the day. Cars have sensors on them to warn users of possible missteps. Most examples of 

forgiveness that are in everyone’s live are so consistent that they go unnoticed until needed.  

Why use the forgiveness design principle? 

It allows users to feel secure. If the user feels that they cannot fix their errors on their own or come back from 

an error, they are more likely to give up. When creating a website, designers only have a few moments to 

impress users. If a user finds the site to cumbersome, they will leave.  

The trick with using forgiveness is to collaborate with others. A designer may not be able to spot the 

possibilities for error in their product. Collaborating with a team or doing pilot testing for a product allows the 

designer to see how their product works in a real world situation. This can be done for any design, from web 

development to building instructional material. The designer is bound to miss things that could make or break 

their product without having an outsider’s opinion.  

Once the designer completes some testing on their product, they will end up with a two types of concerns. 

There will be errors in the design that every user will hit and errors that only a few users will hit. The errors that 

every user comes across should not use the forgiveness principle, if possible, correct it in the design. The errors 
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that only a few users encounter can help the designer determine how to implement forgiveness. It’s a much-

needed principle to ensure usability.  

WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

THE UNDO AND REDO BUTTONS 

The undo and redo buttons use the reversibility of actions strategy to incorporate 

forgiveness into many different programs. The most notable might be Microsoft Word. 

The undo button allows the user to erase a mistake that was just made and the redo 

button allows the user to reapply it. If the user makes multiple mistakes, click the undo 

button until the last saved point. The user feels like they can always go back if they 

make a mistake without having to start over. 

 

REVIEW PAGES 

The review page is another feature that is standard for 

websites that sell products. It uses the confirmation strategy 

because the user must confirm their actions after reviewing 

their inputs. If they have made an error, they can quickly go 

back and correct it. Sites without this feature can be 

annoying and stressful when trying to determine an error. 

It’s a feature in many sites that goes unnoticed until it’s 

needed, and then users are thankful that they trusted their 

money to a site that allows for the correction of errors. It’s 

an essential for any retail site.  

 

ARE YOU SURE? BUTTONS 

 The “Are you sure?” button can be a bit annoying when the 

user is trying to complete an action that the software thinks 

could be an error. However, this confirmation or warning 

based strategy allows users to slow down and think about 

their actions before doing something irreversible. It is 

confirming the intent to complete an action, but it is also 

warning the user that they will be doing something that they 

may not be able to undo.  This forgiveness principle is in 

most software and usually when the user is deleting or altering files.   
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CHILD SAFETY LOCKS 

Child safety locks use the safety net strategy to ensure the protection of 

children in the backseat of a car. When a person attempts to open the door, 

they remain locked in until someone opens the door from the outside. So if a 

person was to leave the door unlocked or someone in the backseat was to 

unlock the door, they would not be able to get easily out of a moving vehicle. 

It is now a standard safety feature in many cars.  

 

  HOW CAN I USE IT? 

TROUBLESHOOTING GUIDE 

As stated in the aesthetic-usability effect section, informational aids employ many design principles to engage 

learners. The troubleshooting guide is an example of an aid that uses another design principle to be effective. 

The aid uses the “help” strategy. When the user runs into a problem with composting, they can use this 

troubleshooting guide to determine how to remedy their problem. These types of guides can be simple one-

page aids like the one seen here, or they can be booklets that offer the user many different ways to 

troubleshoot a product. In the workplace, these can be created to help learners as a quick refresher without 

having to repeat a course. It also helps learners feel more secure in their environment because they can explore 

a task knowing they have something to fall back on.  
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BRANCHED SCENARIOS IN ELEARNING 

Branched scenarios are eLearning courses that allow learners to engage in the content. Learners are brought 

into to the experience and have to make decisions. Their decisions determine their path and through that, they 

absorb the material of the course and meet the learn objectives. A key element of this type of eLearning is the 

use of the forgiveness principle. If learners choose the wrong path and automatically fail, they will become 

disinterested in the course. While it is important to be realistic, in the branches, it is important to allow a little 

leeway. The type of forgiveness used can vary. The example below uses the warning strategy. The first step of 

this course is to determine the proper time to get to an interview. If you pick the latest time, you have to start 

over because you are late to the interview. The earliest time is correct. The middle time is incorrect, but you are 

still able to go to the next step of the course while receiving a warning. The course is realistic while making the 

learner aware of any small missteps they take.  
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IT’S ALL ABOUT HOW YOU PHRASE IT: FRAMING 

WHAT IS IT?  

Framing is a design principle that can in marketing, politics, content development and more. It is a technique 

that manipulates the presentation of things to influence decision making. One idea can be presented two 

different ways and get two completely different responses. Framing uses that concept to elicit a positive or 

negative response from users. The stronger the framing, the stronger the response can be. If there are 

conflicting ideas being presented it can lower the effectiveness of framing. Another way to use this principle is 

to use positive and negative examples of both to neutralize framing allow users to make their decisions.  

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

When a parent tells their child to clean their room, they probably aren’t going to get the best response. When 

that same parent says, everyone with a clean room gets $100 a week. They will probably have their kids in a 

cleaning frenzy. No one likes to be lectured or talked down to, and everyone wants to be right. That is why 

framing is such an important design principle.  

In retail, everything is framed to get consumers to buy things, and in education teachers try to frame their 

lessons to engage their students. Everyone wants to know what’s in it for them? The way a designer answers 

that question determines the positive or negative reaction that they get.  

When you ask a person outside of instructional design how they feel about eLearning courses, they usually are 

not happy. They don’t like having to spend their day taking online courses on things that they already know, 

and they don’t like having to pretend to learn. It is an instructional designer’s job to figure out how to engage 

these learners. The learners need to feel like they have a purpose in a course and that they are not being taken 

back to school. Framing can help instructional designers phrase material in a way that engages learners, peaks 

their interests, and learn the material.  

How does a designer learn how to use framing?  

There are numerous examples of framing in the world, from retail to politics. Politics does a great job of 

framing to elicit a positive or negative response from supporters. Simply being aware of how companies are 

using this technique can help a designer learn how to use it for themselves.  

One important thing to be aware of when using this technique is the possibility of conflicting statements. If 

there is an outside influence that is conflicting with the way a designer is using the framing technique, it can 

neutralize the effects. That can also work in a designers favor if they would like to pull users out of a group 

mentality and get them to think for themselves.  

When working on a design, think about the wording of the material and how that impacts the user. Is it going 

to get a response out of the user, is the message trying to get a response? These important questions will help 

designers use framing to their advantage when working on projects.  
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WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

OWNERSHIP 

One example of framing in everyday life is tying certain ideas to ownership of the 

user. If the user feels they are negatively affecting something that is theirs, they 

may be less inclined to harm it. Examples of that are in the images on the left. By 

saying it’s your park or monument, the user may feel bad about littering or 

defacing it. It is certainly more impactful than saying no littering. The concept of 

ownership is in many campaigns about littering, recycling, and 

maintaining public domains.  

  

 

THE GOLDILOCKS EFFECT 

The Goldilocks effect is a strategy based on the framing principle that pins competing products against each 

other to influence consumers to buy the “best” product. The consumer is given the option of three products; 

one that is cheap but barely usable, one that is the ideal product in 

the middle price range, and one that is overpriced and extravagant. 

The user is more likely to pick the middle of the road product that is 

considered just right.  

 

 

The same concept is present in restaurants. The menu has two insanely priced products. They don’t expect 

most consumers to buy them. Instead, the consumers will feel that the other products are reasonably priced 

compared to these items.  
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MAGAZINE AND ARTICLE TITLES 

Magazines and articles are screaming “read me!” With so many options out in the world, 

how to they catch the eye of readers? By framing their titles in a way that will make 

consumers stop and take notice. The Newsweek article does a great job of framing their 

titles in a way to attract a reader’s attention. They don’t simply say childhood obesity. 

While that’s an important issue, and what they want to talk about, it’s been discussed 

before. If someone wanted to read about childhood obesity or obesity they could 

Google it. This magazine has a baby making a bold statement, something babies 

obviously can’t do, which makes the reader stop and think. It’s unusual, it’s addressing a 

real issue, and it’s making the reader wonder, what else the article has to say.  

 

 HOW CAN I USE IT? 

COVERS 

The cover an instructional designer chooses can influence the 

learner before they begin a course. First impressions are everything. 

When a learner opens a course they could simply say “How to Use a 

Computer” or they can see the cover on the left. It shows a spark of 

creativity and lightness to a course that is covering the basics of 

computers. The same goes for the font course. The author could 

have simply called it “Using Proper Fonts” but they chose to make a 

disaster movie style cover and title it something memorable. The 

learners will certainly remember not to use comic sans and how to 

avoid other font disasters. This type of framing creates a positive attitude towards 

eLearning, something many learners associate with a negative experience. 
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OBJECTIVES 

Badly framed objective can also give learners negative feelings towards a course. They want to know what’s in 

it for them. The course must have clear objectives. A badly-framed objective will be confusing and miss 

components to make it meaningful to the learner. It must be written to meet the needs of the audience. The 

designer may want the learner to complete an assessment successfully by the end of the course, but that 

means nothing to the learner. Have an objective for the course or don’t have a course at all.  
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NEVER FEAR: HORROR VACUI 

WHAT IS IT?  

Horror Vacui is the fear of blank space. In design, this means people have a tendency to fill empty spaces with 

objects. This concept does not reflect the state of design today. While it may be people’s tendency to fill empty 

spaces, it is not what is preferred. Empty space, when done well, is considered sleek and savvy. Minimalism 

shows value and professionalism in a product while horror vacui is considered to be lower in standards. When 

using this design principle, it is important to think about balance, aesthetics, and functionality. If a design 

requires a lot of space for instance when printing text, it is still possible to incorporate some white space into 

the page. White space is clean, and clutter is unprofessional.  

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

Horror Vacui is a perfect example of how design choices change over time. While it’s important to know about 

this unique design principle, the focus of this section is how to embrace empty space that is the opposite of 

horror vacui. 

It used to be the standard to fill spaces with elements to make it seem warm and full; now that is frowned 

upon. Things will begin to look busy and unkempt if filled with objects. People tend to associate minimalism 

with higher values. Most likely because it makes consumers think there isn’t a lot of the product available.  

The same idea translates into web development. If a retail site is cluttered, consumers assume it should have a 

lower value. When a retail site uses the minimalist approach, consumers are more understanding of higher 

prices. When users very a website, if it uses clean lines and isn’t cluttered it is considered more professional.  

So how does a designer utilize this principle? 

First, designers should realize that people still have a tendency to fill empty spaces, and they should be aware 

of their misgivings.  Research current trends to see how other designers are balancing functionality with 

minimalism and creating beautiful products. See how web developers and print ads are using blank space to 

their advantage. There is still a possibility of making designs look empty if done incorrectly.  

Secondly, the shift from horror vacui to minimalism shows that designs change over time. If designers aren’t 

aware of current trends and how to marry those trends to their personal style, they will fall behind. Always be 

aware of what is popular, but don’t rely too heavily on current design trends. Designs should always have 

unique elements that show personal style and a break from the mold.  

Finally, as with all design principles, the idea of using empty space must be utilized in conjunction with other 

principles or it will fall flat. There are plenty of websites that are using empty space that look boring. It’s not 

easy to create something that takes advantage of its blank space while still being dynamic and unique.  
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WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

FURNITURE 

Furniture has a way of going back and forth with this design principle. Minimalism is 

one style that ignores horror vacui. It embraces open space with straight lines and solid 

colors. The consumer must find a balance between keeping furniture functional and 

clean. For instance if the bookshelf (left) were full, it would not look as clean and 

modern. The balance of openness in the product with usefulness makes it unique. 

Traditional furniture and décor follows the horror vacui principle and fills the space with 

ornate objects and elements. It creates a warmer environment but easily can begin to 

look cluttered.  

 

STORE LAYOUTS 

 

Above are two computer stores; one is using the horror vacui principle and one is not. These layouts further 

reinforce the idea of value added to this principle. The store on the left looks like it has open space, it’s a little 

expensive, and a little refined. The store on the right is cluttered and cramped into a small space. One might 

expect to get a better deal at the store on the right because it clearly has more products. The store on the left 

presents the illusion of scarcity. They don’t tell the consumer how many of a product they have; they simply 

offer product samples for the consumers to experience. For a customer to buy a product, they must interact 

with a sales person. The consumer knows they are going to receive personal attention in this store. In the store 

on the right, a consumer can go in, grab a box, and get out without saying much to anyone.  
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 HOW CAN I USE IT? 

INFOGRAPHICS 

Infographics done right will have just enough text to convey their point. 

If a large amount of text is needed, an infographic may not be the right 

way to present the message.  

For example, this infographic (left) is very text heavy. It may present 

valuable information, but it is suffering from a minor case of horror 

vacui. It is no longer an easy read. To break up with text, the author 

could have stuck to a few topics on the hazards of sitting or broken the 

infographic up into smaller parts. The author chooses to go over many 

different hazards and loses the message in all of the text presented.  

To make an engaging infographic keep the text concise and engaging 

while hitting the huge points. Avoid cluttering your page.  

 

 

PARAGRAPH SPACING 

Sometimes a block of text is unavoidable. To apply a cleaner look to the text, simply consider breaking up the 

paragraphs more. The example (left) shows 

text pushed together and then spaced out. 

The spaced out text is easier to read and 

pleasing to the eye.  

Finding a balance can be tricky, but allowing 

room for open space gives the reader a 

chance to pause and reflect. It also helps the 

reader when they need to find something 

they have previously read in the text. It is a 

simple but effective way to embrace white 

space. 
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WEB DESIGN 

 

 

Codecademy is just one of many sites that rejects horror vacui and embraces white space. They do so in a way 

that makes their site look clean without it becoming boring. On their main page (above) they have two flat 

designs on a grey background. Behind that, they have included icons of the things to learn on their site. The 

light icons help the site from looking too empty and reflect the design aesthetics of coders and developers.  

Creating a site without clutter along with incorporating other design principles will make the viewer feel that 

they are using something professional and well designed.  
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ICONS MAKING AN IMPACT: ICONIC REPRESENTATION 

WHAT IS IT?  

Iconic representation is a design principle that is what it sounds like, using icons as representations to improve 

recall or recognition of concepts. Icons can be used to replace text, draw attention to information or identify 

something. They help reduce space used in a project and make concepts understandable for a large audience. 

The four types of iconic representation are:  

 Similar – good for simple actions, objects or concepts. Should be parallel to what they represent.  

 Example –images commonly associated with their action, object or concept. Can be used for slightly 

more complex ideas.  

 Symbolic – images that represent abstract concepts but are easily recognizable.  

 Arbitrary – images that have little to no relationship to what they represent, so they must be learned. 

Once learned, they are usually the same throughout an industry. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

Iconic representation has become a big trend lately with the use of badges and icons in web design. Before 

they made a big splash on the web, they could be seen almost anywhere in everyday life. Why? Icons are an 

easy and effective way to convey a message.  

A red stop sign means stop. Even if the words were missing from the sign if it were the correct shape and it was 

red people would know to stop. That makes it even easier for someone that doesn’t know the language to 

understand what to do. Almost everyone knows the social media icons, and websites don’t even have to spell 

out for users what they mean.  

So how would a designer use iconic representation? 

Designers can use symbols to solidify a point or to make users aware of something on their site. They can cross 

language barriers when web translators may not do a great job of conveying a message. They can use icons for 

just about anything that is a concrete concept.  

Instructional designers can use these same principles when creating learning materials or courses. They can use 

icons to help learners quickly understand the point of a section in the course or to help them recall 

information. A learner may not remember all ten courses they had to complete, but they can go through and 

look at an iconic representation of each and recall the main ideas.  

While icons are already in the k12 environment, they are starting to pop up in higher education and businesses. 

It’s a simple image that can have a large impact on learning and understanding.  
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WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

ICONS FOR LANGUAGE BARRIERS 

These icons represent a variety of places that assist people 

with a language barrier.  The arrows are similar icons and 

help people with directions. The other icons are symbolic. 

Medicine represents a pharmacy, a place where someone 

would get medicine and so on. While some of the icons may 

not be common knowledge, they have a clear connection to 

their concepts. These types of icons are a good way to help 

people identify places they want to go when they are 

unfamiliar with a location.  

 

 

 

ICONS IN GAMES 

Icons are used throughout the gaming world because they are easy to 

identify. In The Sims, icons allow the players to understand their Sims. 

The Sims speak simlish and without the icons and gestures, the player 

would not know what their Sims were thinking about or saying. The 

icons are usually similar or example icons that are easy for players of 

any age to understand. In a way, these icons are breaking a language 

barrier between the player and the Sim.  

 

 

ICONS FOR QUICK UNDERSTANDING 

These icons are similar icons found at the memorials in Washington D.C. They show two things 

that have not been in the previous icons. They are all similar icons they mean: throw away 

trash, don’t throw items or have drinks. The bottom two icons include a red slash. It is 

common knowledge that it means to not do something, but the unique thing is that it is an 

icon of its own. The red is like an urgent marker, telling the user to stop and pay attention. The 

slash indicated the not. The icon now has additional meaning because of the red slash is 

layered on top of it.  
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ICONS FOR HAZARDS 

A biohazard bin is another example of using red to show urgency and stop the 

user. Once the user has stopped to realize it is not a typical trash can, they can 

see the arbitrary symbol on the container to understand it’s hazardous. If 

someone did not know that the symbol meant that the container was hazardous, 

the red color would indicate to use caution.  

 

 

 

HOW CAN I USE IT? 

ICONS FOR SIMPLICITY AND RECALL 

 

Using icons in web design can help users easily identify parts of the site. Icons can help visualize a main point 

in a section of your site or course. The icons in the website example are symbolic of their concepts and make 

them “stickier”.  They are reinforcing the main idea of the concept. A user may remember the life vest on the 

site, meaning there is great customer service over simply reading it.  

These types of icons can also be used throughout courses to help reinforce concepts. One way to go through 

the instructional design process is in the example above. Instead of just listing the concepts, the chart shows an 

iconic representation of each. It helps explain what each section requires without writing it out.  
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THE PROPER WAY TO GIVE A PUSH: NUDGE 

WHAT IS IT?  

Nudging is behavior modification that leads to an outcome everyone wants. It allows users to feel free to make 

a choice but there is a clear choice that allows everyone to win. It is important not to rely on nudging as a way 

to completely change behavior. It is just one of many tools needed to modify behavior. Too hard of a push, and 

people will feel manipulated; too gentle and the users will not meet desired outcomes. There are many 

different ways of using this strategy: 

 Defaults – changing the defaults to be more favorable and do the least harm. Use the desired behavior 

option when choosing a default. 

 Feedback – provide clear and immediate feedback for actions and inactions.  

 Incentive – align incentives to match the behaviors wanted. 

 Structured Choices - simplify choices to make decision making clear. 

 Visible Goals – make measures clear so that people can assess their performance. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

Nudging like framing is an another way to influence users to behave a certain way. This concept applies to 

things throughout everyday life. For example, when consumers shop at certain stores they earn money, 

coupons or points. This incentive pushes the consumer to come back within a certain timeframe and buy more 

items. If the consumer chooses not to use the incentive it doesn’t affect anyone, but if they use it, everyone 

wins. Nudging is constant, but not intrusive. Once it becomes intrusive, it’s no longer a nudge and consumers 

will no longer enjoy it.  

So this seems like a great marketing ploy, but how would a designer use it outside of retail? 

In course development, nudging can help motive learners to do more and stay engaged. If this principle blends 

with iconic representation, employees can earn badges for learning more or doing things that help their team 

success. Through a points system or friendly competition, companies can help boost employee relations and 

drive sales.  

These are just a few ways to nudge employees without completely changing attitudes or behaviors. It’s 

important to remember that nudging is used to modify behavior, and it should produce a positive outcome for 

everyone. If employees, consumers, or users begin to feel that they are not benefiting from the nudge, they will 

not participate. 

Some have argued that using this principle is manipulative and unfair to the recipients. That is why it is 

important to offer choices to people so that they know they can always opt-out. Nudging is a tricky principle to 

use, but when correctly utilized, everyone wins. 
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WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

ELECTRONIC PAY 

Some small coffee shops have move to an electronic pay system that allows consumers to tip while they are 

paying for their products. It’s like the coin jar left on the counter 

except it gives an exact percentage amount. It helps ensure that that 

if the user wants to give a tip they can give the proper amount.  

This breakdown of tipping has also appeared on some receipts at 

restaurants making it easier for people to give an accurate tip without 

having to do the math. This type of nudge can be considered a 

default nudge if the tip comes automatically applied or a structured 

choice nudge that eliminates having to decide what to tip.  

EVERYDAY MOTIVATORS 

 

Some motivators attempt to provide incentives like the recycling bin 

pictured. They are trying to nudge people to recycle for prizes. Recycling 

helps everyone and prizes are always exciting. This incentive allows 

people to make a responsible decision that helps the environment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another great motivator is the steps shown below; this is a visible goal nudge 

because it includes a clear goal and performance measures. They make people 

think twice about taking the escalator. They are fun to look at which makes 

people pay attention to the message of walking more. The steps also frame 

the message in a way that makes a person take ownership of their decision to 

climb the steps and feel good about making the obvious choice.  
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HOW CAN I USE IT? 

POINTS INCENTIVES 

Some companies provide points incentives to help increase 

healthy choices. Once employees reach a certain number of 

points, they get a reward.  

Health care companies have also used this technique to 

increase insurer’s healthy choices. It’s a nice nudge to help 

people make better choices compared to doing nothing. 

A points system can be used to boost employee motivation 

for many activities. From completing professional 

development to checking into to developing better habits, 

employers can help build positive change. If it has to do with 

adjusting a behavior, it can use this technique. 
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GAMIFICATION  

 

Gamification is a lot like using a points system to increase motivation in learners. It employs the elements of 

games to engage employees. While gamification requires a lot of work on the instructional designers end, it 

has a payoff that’s making it a popular trend. Gamification blends friendly competition, collaboration and a 

commitment to learning. As the infographic above illustrates, gamification is a fun way to nudge employees to 

do better in the workplace. 
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AN IMAGE CAN SAY EVERYTHING: PICTURE SUPERIORITY EFFECT 

WHAT IS IT?  

 

 

Picture superiority effect is a design principle that is a lot like iconic representation. Images are easy to 

remember and recognize.  Images paired with words help learners and consumers remember information. 

Words alone do not always help people recall information. Pictures are often used in instructional design to 

make information easier to recall. Pictures are betters when they are used to represent concrete things and 

when there are distinct differences between the different pictures used. When using this principle, use text to 

reinforce more abstract concepts. Using this principle is another way to make a design sticky. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

Picture superiority effect is a lot like iconic representation in that it helps with recall and remembering 

information. The big difference is that this principle utilizes full photographs to help convey a message. Think 

of a meme, little pictures that have been taking over the internet for years. They usually have some pop culture 

image that sets the tone and sometimes gives away the meaning, and then there will be some text that goes 

along with it. Not all memes even have text. Sometimes they are just pictures that tell their story in the context 

of a situation.  

While memes typically appeal to teens and young adults, there is no denying that pictures have a huge impact 

on meaning. When done correctly the picture will have a bigger impact than even the words presented. 

So outside of social media and internet fun, how does a designer use this principle in a professional way?  

First, presentations can become dynamic and engaging by using the right pictures. They can help an audience 

hone in on the essential information and take away the core message. That does not mean a presenter can 

expect the pictures always to engage the audience. It is just one way to help peak the interests of audience 

members and stand out.  

Click Image to View Video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=12&v=cLLDUyy8utY
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Another great way to use this principle is in web design. Include text with pictures that create the biggest 

impact and help pull users in the right direction this allows users to have a lasting impression of a site even 

after clicking on 20 others.  

When creating instructional material, the picture superiority effect helps pull courses together and not seem so 

mundane. It also helps the learners know what’s important in a course.  

Don’t use pictures for the sake of using them. Be selective and have purpose or the message will fall flat.  

 

 

WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

ADVERTISEMENTS 

Print ads do a great job of using this principle to make consumers notice their product. The example could be 

an ad for car insurance. Instead of listing the facts and data or focusing 

on something that doesn’t have a lot to do with cars, this ad uses a 

surprising image and impactful text to engage the consumer. 

Consumers may not remember the exact text, but they may remember 

that most people believe they are above-average drivers, and that’s 

not true.  

The Verizon Ad is another example of how an 

advertisement can convey a point with very little text. Their 

coverage maps show that they are a better network. 

Simply saying it does not have the same impact as seeing 

a map of it.  

That is why some ads choose to use some comparison 

graphs to show that they are a viable competitor. 
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HOW CAN I USE IT? 

IMPACTFUL PRESENTATIONS 

PowerPoints are often considered boring. They don’t get their 

message across because the learners aren’t engaged. If 

designers employ the idea of “show-don’t-tell” to their 

presentations, they can have a greater impact on the audience.  

Using the concept of show-don’t-tell means using the picture 

superiority effect to in a way that makes the pictures part of the 

story. The chart on the left shows different ways different 

content can develop into a visual element. It is also an example 

of using a visual element to convey meaning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Using this 

principle means including fewer words in presentations 

if possible. Incorporating words in the picture helps create 

dynamic presentations. Like the example on the right and 

below.  
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INFOGRAPHICS (AGAIN!) 

 

 

 

This infographic uses the picture superiority effect to reinforce abstract concepts in a fun way. As it goes 

through the steps of an eLearning revision, it includes a picture to help solidify the concept. The unique take on 

an everyday task for instructional designers peaks the interests of viewers. The layout (another design principle) 

helps the learner pause and reflect on their understanding of the concepts. While this example loosely uses the 

design principle because it doesn’t solely rely on the images. It is effective and can be replicated by other 

designers in their work.  
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MAKE A LASTING IMPACT: STICKINESS 

WHAT IS IT?  

The design principle of stickiness is a method for increasing the traffic of an idea or concept and dramatically 

increasing its recognition, recall, and unsolicited sharing. Effective stickiness in the media can become part of 

popular culture.  On a smaller scale, it’s a great way to motivate collaboration in design. There are six essential 

variables to stickiness.  

 Simplicity – ideas can be simple without sacrificing depth. 

 Surprise – grab the attention of the audience.  

 Concreteness – ideas are concrete, use plain English or imagery. 

 Credibility – ideas communicated by a trusted source. 

 Emotion – elicit some emotional reaction. 

 Story – idea is in the context of a story. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

It is very easy to recognize products from their logo or catch phrase. It’s even possible to recognize people 

from things they have said that have become part of popular culture. Some of these things happen by mistake 

while others go out into the world with the intent of becoming sticky.  

So how can a designer become sticky in their industry? 

The first think a designer needs is to do research. What are others in their industry doing to become sticky, how 

are they standing out? When they can figure out how other people are branding themselves, they can think 

about how they fit into the equation. They way that a politician’s idea becomes sticky may not be the same way 

a concept in IT becomes sticky. Is the designer trying to make a product, concept or even themselves sticky? 

The way of making that happen will be different. 

Then, a designer needs to think about how they would like to be perceived, are they going to be a storyteller or 

the person that is always doing something surprising and different. Or do they just want a plain professional 

reputation? All of these things matter because it determines how a designer will learn skills and what they will 

choose to present to the world.  

After doing research and thinking about their image, designers need to look at the six essential variables and 

try to incorporate them into their design. That can mean making a logo, or developing a portfolio that follows 

the variables.  

It is difficult to incorporate all of the elements of stickiness into a design, and one important variable is missing, 

that is consistency. If the designer is not consistent with their message, it will be difficult to become sticky. In 

instructional design, if a short and clear message can be repeated throughout a course and shown in different 

ways, it has a better chance of being recalled by the learner.  
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Making a brand sticky helps the designer stand out, making a design sticky helps the product grow, and 

making a concept sticky helps solidify the message.  

 

WHERE DO I SEE IT? 

BRANDING 

Companies usually have a logo that they use to show their brand identity. Logos are a great way to create a 

“sticky” brand. Once it gets around, it’s easy to identify by consumers and usually elicits a positive or negative 

reaction.  

For example, Starbucks has done a great job of making their brand stick by 

putting their logo on everything. It’s on the wall, the to-go cups, on their 

brewing machines, coffee bags, and more. Since their logo is on everything 

people share the logo simply by walking out of the store with the product.  

When people see the logo, they think Starbucks. It is even easy to find a store 

by looking for the green letters or logo while driving or walking in a mall. 

While this is under things seen in the real world, sticky branding is something a designer can do by consistently 

using a site logo.  

IMPACT AND EMOTION 

There are commercials for products and ideas that attempt to 

become sticky by appealing to the emotions of people. A type of 

commercial that always makes the rounds is teen prevention 

commercials. They focus on the current issue affecting teens 

today and try to show teens what can happen if they choose the 

wrong path. The issues have changed throughout the years, but 

the message has remained the same. Choose the right path and 

do the right thing.  

The example is a commercial about the dangers of texting and driving. It can apply to anyone that has this 

habit. Some view it as a small thing, but the commercials show that one small event can completely change a 

person’s life. With the conflicting influences that teens have in their lives, it’s hard to say how effective these 

commercials are, but they have always been around and can be considered to be sticky.  
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TRUSTED SOURCES 

The ad below is for Weight Watchers. They are known to use a 

celebrity to sell the effectiveness. Currently, they are using 

Jennifer Hudson as their celebrity endorsement. She started out 

plus size and then came out saying she lost a lot of weight with 

Weight Watchers. She is trustworthy because she started off 

her career facing issues because of her weight and still 

persevered. She lost weight for herself, and you can too. 

Weight Watchers has used celebrity endorsement as a way to 

be sticky for many years, and it works.  

HOW CAN I USE IT? 

EMOTIONAL CONNECTION 

One of the best eLearning courses that I have taken was about 

what to do if there is an active shooter on the grounds. The 

course had such a lasting impact because it started out with a 

video that created an emotional connection to the topic. A 

group of employees was trying to survive an active shooter 

event.  

Instead of just giving the information in a typical course it made 

the learner sit up and realize the gravity of the situation. The 

actors played out all three possible scenarios of what someone 

should do and presented a how to behave in each situation.  

Adding an emotional element to a design through a story or image will help learners engage in the content 

and pay attention to the important message.  

REPETITION  

This instructional designer does a great job of reinforcing her brand 

through her website. She uses the name Mel’s Learning Lab as her 

URL, logo, and header. Unlike other designers that use their first and 

last name, she has created a unique name that shows she is on a 

learning journey and is taking the view along for the ride. 

 Her site is easier to remember because it’s simple, unique, and 

relevant to her field. It is an easy way for a designer to make 

themselves stand out and be sticky to readers, potential clients, or 

employers.  



 

 


