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what is psychology? 

Psychology is the scientific study of the mind 
and behavior.  Psychology is a multifaceted 
discipline and includes many sub-fields of study 
such areas as human development, sports, health, 
clinical, social behavior and cognitive processes.



what is psychology? 

With its broad scope, psychology investigates an 
enormous range of phenomena: learning and 
memory, sensation and perception, motivation 
and emotion, thinking and language, personality 
and social behavior, intelligence, child 
development, mental illness, and much more.



can we apply 
psychology to design? 

Since psychology studies how the human brain 
works, it gives us an insight about our behaviours, 
feelings, emotions, attitudes and mindsets.



can we apply 
psychology to design? 

Design is “human centered” - meaning: 
it is tailored around the human being



design is about how 
things look like from an 
external point of view 

psychology is about how things look like from an 
internal point of view



what psychology and 
design have  
in common?



design and psychology 
share the same subject 
of study: 

the human experience



every designer should 
know what are the 
psychological effects on 
the human brain  
(of the user) 

Paul Davies says “Psychology has a huge 
impact,” he argues. “Unlike artists, designers 
have to make something for effect; an artist can 
start a project without a brief, but a designer has 
to have a purpose and they have to do that for a 
particular audience.” 



every designer should 
know what are the 
psychological effects on 
the human brain  
(of the user) 

in this way we can improve our design 
to make it more interesting and appealing 
more useful to the human experience



body and mind 

In order to produce “good design” a designer 
should not only address the body of a human 
being (ergonomics) but also its mind (psychology) 

good design should fit both  
the body and the mind



What psychology  
can do for you 

The value of psychology for designers lies in its 
ability to predict how a user will interact with a 
design. More often than not the most successful 
designers achieve this through a mixture of 
experience and gut feelings. 

Understanding a few key psychology theories 
can help ensure your designs are intuitive and 
engaging.



What the  
basal ganglia does 

The human brain can be thought of as being split 
into three main parts that have evolved across all 
species, but are more pronounced. 

The most basic part of the brain sits at the base of 
the brain, known as the basal ganglia.  

Simple survival behaviours and quick decision-
making are controlled from here. Unsure if you 
should fight that lion or run away? This is the part of 
the brain that makes that choice. 

We designers can use this behaviour to evaluate 
our designs.



What the 
limbic system does 

Sitting above the instinctual brain, we have the 
emotion centre (neuroscientists call it the limbic 
system). The emotional part of the brain helps us 
associate behaviours and memories with positive 
and negative experiences. 

An experiment was conducted by Russian 
physiologist Ivan Pavlov in 1902. He rang a bell 
before feeding meat to dogs to research and show 
how this part of the brain works. The experiment 
shows the dogs began to salivate when the bell 
alone was rung. The dogs associated the positive 
feeling associated with eating to the sound of the 
bell without a need for the food to be present.



Emotion + memory  
is the key 

Associating emotion with a memory is powerful.  

This is where the experience part of what we as 
designers do comes into its own. A strong, 
emotionally effective design can have dramatic 
results. 

DO YOU REMEMBER OR HAVE ANY OBJECT  
THAT HAS AN EMOTIONAL VALUE?  
WHAT IS IT AND WHY?



Emotion + memory  
is the key 

Associating our objects or app or furniture with a 
positive experience means users will be more able 
to recall our product, are more likely to use them 
again and more inclined to recommend us to a 
friend. 

Of course, these can work in reverse. A negative 
experience can mean our product is forever 
associated with frustration and disappointment.



What the neocortex does 

The third part of the brain, and the one most 
developed in humans, is the neocortex or thinking 
brain.  

This is the part of the brain we are most 
comfortable designing for. Giving our users all the 
information we can, describing in detail what our 
products do, and long lists of product features all 
speak to the thinking, reasoning brain.



Cognitive load  
makes us tired 

Thinking, known in the trade as cognition, is what 
makes us humans different. Gathering and 
analysing information before making a decision is a 
very human way of dealing with the world. 

But cognition is costly. It takes large amounts of 
energy to think. The human brain, and specifically 
the neocortex, uses 15–20 % of the total energy we 
use.



Cognitive load  
makes us tired 

A product that has large amounts of information or 
requires focused thinking to use, increases 
cognitive load.  

In other words, making our users think too much 
tires them and when we humans are tired we need 
to stop and rest. 

Anything we as designers can do to prevent 
overloading and demanding too many decisions 
will help limit the cognitive load needed to use 
(and enjoy) our products.



We depend on  
mental models 

What is a mental model? 

Imagine your brain as a computer. 
Your brain is the hardware,  
your mental model is the OS - operative system. 

A mental model is based on your personal, unique 
experience of the world. No two people will ever 
have exactly the same mental model.  

Where are you from? How old are you? You 
childhood education? Your job? Your major 
experiences? What happened to you? Who are your 
friends?



We depend on  
mental models 

A mental model is like a pair of coloured glasses.  
Whatever you see, feel and understand of the 
external world is filtered through these glasses. 

If your glasses are blue, you’ll see the whole world 
(your reality) in blue. 



Mental Model Exercise 

“See you soon” 

What does this expression means to you?



We depend on  
mental models 

A successful product will match the users’ mental 
model of how it works. If our user has a different 
mental model to the product you designed, it won’t 
work well for them; it won’t feel intuitive. 

If you use certain symbols on your products and the 
user doesn’t understand them, this is an example of 
mismatch in mental models.



Our brains are built for 
social interaction 

The neocortex, is more developed in humans than 
any other animal. Robin Dunbar linked large brains 
with organisms that have large, often complex social 
groups. We use our brains to read and analyse 
social situations. Humans are built for social 
interaction. 

He suggested the optimal size of the social groups 
we can operate in based on our brain size. Dunbar’s 
number for humans is around 148, meaning we 
don’t have the mental capacity to manage more 
personal relationships than this.



Our brains are built for 
social interaction 

Given our mental limitations, we should be 
designing our products and apps to match this 
behaviour. Our products should behave like we do. 

BY THE WAY: HOW MANY FRIENDS YOU HAVE ON 
FACEBOOK? MORE THAN 148?



Empathy is the  
basis of social models 

We develop mental models of the behaviour of 
others from an early age.  

The theory of mind, is the scientific basis for 
empathy. Basically we are aware of others - how 
they feel, what they know, what they want.  

Empathy is a very important part of the design 
process - the capacity to put yourself in someone 
else shoes.  

Why is empathy so important to designers?



Empathy is the  
basis of social models 

Designers should always be aware that you are 
not designing something for your own good or 
pleasure. 

Product Design is always at the service or the 
human experience and should always take into 
consideration the needs and expectations of other 
people. 



Ted Talk : Simon Sinek 

How great leaders  
inspire action 

How to design products that talk to the brain





psychology + design





one of the most 
common example of 
psychology applied to 
design is advertising 

on every website, every street, every TV channel 
and every newspaper or magazine, we are 
surrounded by Advertising 



In 2011, Patagonia drew attention when it ran a full-page ad in The New York 
Times on Black Friday, declaring "Don't Buy This Jacket." The ad calls on 
consumers to rethink consumerist behaviors and instead make purchases 
only when necessary and with sustainability in mind. The brand's move 
toward transparency helped consumers see Patagonia as an 
environmentally responsible choice, given the consumer actually needs a 
jacket.





This campaign from Audi arguably uses cognitive dissonance to draw your 
attention. Making the script more difficult to read engages the brain more 
effectively, and therefore allows you to process the message more easily.  



Use Red to Catch Attention 

Most mammals can only see 2 
colors. Humans can see 3. We’ve 
evolved to see reds, blues and 
greens dichromats can see. 

Once our ancestors could see 
the bare skin beneath their hair, 
they could also see the red 
blood pumping through it. We 
would become red when excited 
or angry, and this association 
has stuck. Because of this 
evolutionary change we find the 
color red the most enticing, 
shocking, and exciting color.



persuasion 

“People think that their decisions and choices are 
most of the time made consciously and rational, 
relating to their wishes, interests and motivations,” 
explains Andrews. “Fact is, that most of our 
decisions in daily life are made on an unconscious 
level, which means we are quite vulnerable to 
persuasion attempts which effect our 
unconsciousness.” 

social psychologists Marc Andrews and Matthijs 
van Leeuwen and Rick Baaren



Donald Norman 

Norman’s main idea is that devices, things, 
computers, and interfaces should be functional, 
easy to use, and intuitive.





Gulf of Evaluation and 
Gulf of Execution 

These terms were introduced in Donald Norman 
(1986) and popularised by his book  
The Psychology of Everyday Things



Gulf of Evaluation 

user’s intentions  
(I want to do something with this object) 

gulf of evaluation 

product’s properties and features 
(I am enabling the user to do do what he wants)





Every product enables 
(or not) the user to get 
what he/she wants 

If I want to record a video, I expect to press a 
button with a red circle symbol. 

Is the product doing that? Or I need other steps 
that do not match my mental model?



How the user expects 
this to work? 

Understanding that every user has a mental 
model, therefore he/she expects things to work in 
a certain way - if you product needs the user to 
learn new ways of interaction, is not going to be 
successful 



Gulf of Execution 

user’s goal  
(I want to move to the next step) 

gulf of execution 

product’s properties and features 
(I am giving the user a sign or a clear input about 
what to do next or how to use me)



when was the last time 
you felt frustrated  
about using  
an object/product?  

what do you think was the cause of this 
frustration?



6 principles to improve 
your design based on 
psychology  

in order to not only address the physical 
experience, but also the psychological one



Visibility 
Can I see it? 

Users need to know what all available options 
are, and know straight away how to access them.  

Communicate to the user what is what, using 
colours, shapes, icons, grids etc etc
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Visibility 
Can I see it? 

Any example of  
good / bad visibility?



Feedback 
What is going to happen now? 

Every action needs a reaction. There needs to be 
some indication, like a sound, a moving dial, a 
spinning rainbow wheel, that the user’s action 
caused something.
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Feedback 
What is going to happen now? 

Any example of  
good / bad feedback?



Affordance 
How do I use it? 

Affordance is the relationship between what 
something looks like and how it’s used. 

For designers, it means that as soon as someone 
sees something, they have to know how to use it. 
For example, a mug has high affordance: it’s easy 
to figure out intuitively how to use it.
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Mapping 
Where am I and where I can go? 

Mapping is the relationship between control and 
effect. The idea is that with good design, the 
controls to something will closely resemble what 
they affect. 

A great example of mapping is the vertical scroll 
bar. It tells you where you are in a page, and as you 
drag it down, the page moves down at the same 
rate; control and effect are closely mapped.
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Constraints 
Why I can’t do that? 

Constraints are the limits to an interaction or an 
interface. Some are really obvious and physical, 
for example the screen size on a phone.  

Others are more nuanced, like a single, continuous 
page website having an image peeking onto the 
main page. It is logical for the user to scroll down to 
see the next image, and thus the rest of the 
website.

5





Consistency 
Have I seen this before? 

The same action has to cause the same reaction, 
every time. The same symbol should have the 
same meaning, no matter what context it is.  

Moving clockwise usually means “to open 
something” - think about a plastic bottle.
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To drive the user 
experience thanks to 
your design choices 

Thanks to these - and other - principles we can 
design products that work with the user, and not 
against him 

The next time you are using something and you 
feel frustrated, ask yourself who’s the fault? 



when we design 
something, we should 
also include the 
psychological side of it 

how is the user going to respond to this? 
is the user going to understand? 
is blue or red better for this product? 
which shape is evoking some emotions? 
how can we attract more customers?



Don Norman - 3 ways design makes you happy 
(English with Thai subtitles)



Product Design 
Psychology Tips  

Principles to be applied to your own design in order 
to generate a positive response in the user



The Principles Of Gestalt 

Follow how the brain perceives things around us 
and can help us to produce produce design based 
on our mental models. 

Since these principles are about how perceive 
things, they can be applied to any kind of design.





EMERGENCE  
The whole is perceived before its single parts 

Emergence is the process of forming complex 
patterns from simple rules. When attempting to 
identify an object, we first seek to identify its 
outline. We then match this outline pattern against 
shapes and objects we already know to find a 
match. Only after the whole emerges through this 
outline pattern matching, do we start to identify 
the parts that make up the whole. 

When designing, keep in mind that people will 
identify elements first by their general form. A 
simple well defined object will communicate 
more quickly than a detailed object with a hard 
to recognize contour.





REIFICATION  
Our minds fill the gaps 

Reification is an aspect of perception in which the 
object as perceived contains more spatial 
information than what is actually present. As we 
attempt to match what we see to the familiar 
patterns we have stored in memory, there isn’t 
always an exact match. Instead we find a near 
match and then fill in the gaps of what we think 
we should see. 

Reification suggests that we don’t need to present 
the complete outline in order of viewers to see it. 
We can leave out parts of the outline as long as 
we provide enough of it to allow for a close 
enough pattern match.





MULTI-STABILITY  
The mind seeks to avoid uncertainty 

Multi-stability is the tendency of ambiguous 
perceptual experiences to move unstably back and 
forth between alternative interpretations. Some 
objects can be perceived in more than one way. 

From a design perspective if you want to change 
someone’s perception, don’t try to change it all 
at once. Find a way to get them to see an 
alternative. Then work to strengthen that 
alternative view, while weakening the original.





INVARIANCE 
We are good at recognising  
similarities and differences 

Invariance is a property of perception in which 
simple objects are recognised independent of 
their rotation, translation and scale. Since we 
often encounter objects from different 
perspectives, we’ve developed an ability to 
recognise them despite their different appearance. 

Imagine if you could only recognise someone you 
knew if they stood directly in front of you and 
faced you, but you couldn’t recognise them once 
they turned in profile. Despite the different visual 
perspective we can still recognise people.



law of pragnanz 
good figure, law of simplicity 

People will perceive and interpret ambiguous or 
complex images as the simplest form(s) possible 

When confronted with complex shapes, we tend to 
reorganise them into simpler components or into 
a simpler whole.



closure 

When seeing a complex arrangement of elements, 
we tend to look for a single, recognisable pattern. 

With closure, we instead combine parts to form a 
simpler whole. Our eye fills in the missing 
information to form the complete figure.



symmetry and order 

People tend to perceive objects as symmetrical 
shapes that form around their center. 

Symmetry gives us a feeling of solidity and order, 
which we tend to seek. It’s our nature to impose 
order on chaos. This principle leads us to want 
balance in composition, though our compositions 
don’t need to be perfectly symmetrical to be in 
balance.



figure / ground 

Elements are perceived as either figure (the 
element in focus) or ground (the background on 
which the figure rests). 

Figure/ground refers to the relationship between 
positive elements and negative space. The idea is 
that the eye will separate whole figures from their 
background in order to understand what’s being 
seen. It’s one of the first things people will do when 
looking at any composition.



uniform connectedness 

Elements that are visually connected are perceived 
as more related than elements with no connection.



proximity 

Objects that are closer together are perceived as 
more related than objects that are further apart. 

When elements are positioned close to one 
another, they are seen as part of a group rather 
than as individual elements. This is especially true 
when the elements in the group are closer to each 
other than they are to any elements outside the 
group.



focal points 

Elements with a point of interest, emphasis or 
difference will capture and hold the viewer’s 
attention.



colour psychology 

design and colours go together, and applying the 
right colours to the right function should be the 
norm - humans are highly influenced by colours 






















