
This paper provides an overview of the current methodologies used to 
design persuasive systems. The intent here is to help designers to think 
critically about ethical issues at the convergence of technology and 
persuasion, which has not been considered to its optimum. Persuasive 
technologies are evolving and will be commonplace, affecting more and 
more people in the near future. Designers of these persuasive systems 
need to be trained and educated well to take persuasion technologies to 
the next level.

So what is persuasive technology? Persuasion is a form of social influence 
that Zimbardo and Leippe define as “changing a person’s behaviors, 
feelings or thoughts about an issue, object or action”. BJ Fogg defines it as 
“an attempt to change attitudes or behaviors or both (without using 
coercion or deception)1. Fogg’s behavioral model explains that the three 
factors — motivation, ability and trigger — have to be present at the same 
time in order for a person to be persuaded using technology(Fig. 1). 
Persuasive systems are inherently transformative in nature as they 
provide guidance using extrinsic and intrinsic motivations techniques by 
focusing on technology-mediated transformation of either behaviors. 
Persuasive systems deliberately attempt to infuse a cognitive or an 
emotional change in the mental state of a user to transform the user’s 
current cognitive state into another planned state.2 

Research papers and recent applications of ‘persuasive technology’ feature 
the latest insights into how mobile and internet applications such as mobile 
games and social networking sites can be designed to support positive 
behaviors changes in areas such as health, safety, sustainability and 
education. There is an increasing popularity of applications designed to 
promote healthy living by promising ways to help users set and achieve 
their health-related goals, but they have not yet proven themselves for 
long-term adoption, adherence and behavior change. Thus, more design 
guidance and a better understanding of how technologies can be 
customized to fit users’ lives is needed.

There are exploratory studies that investigates the correlational 
relationship between the ‘Big Five’ personality domains and perceptions on 
different forms of ‘persuasive technology’3. The long term goal is to use the 
findings to encourage and provide guidelines for the development of  
persuasive technologies which can be tailored to individual personalities 
across a diverse population. 

Goal setting as a strategy has proved to be effective for changing behavior; 
therefore employing goal setting in persuasive technologies could be used 
as a motivational tool to encourage behavior change. Its worth noting how 
rich an experience Nike+ is able to generate for its 1.2 million users with 
just three data points.

Persuasion in the media age using dominant forms like television or the web 
have become great medium for persuaders to convey their message. 
Television images are not always indicative of true events. For example, 
persuaders manipulate advertisements by adjusting what is seen through 
framing and camera angles. Marketers have been using these methods for 
decades to get users to engage in unhealthy behaviors; employers and policy 
makers are beginning to consider the use of similar approaches to influence 
guided choices.

Designers should be warned towards an ethicical use of ‘persuasive 
technology’ by providing sufficient information and guidelines. Designing 
psychological cues like deception and coercion into computing products can 
raise ethical and practical questions. Some researchers suggest that 
deliberately designing computers to project psychological cues is unethical 
and unhelpful5. However, concerns have been raised regarding issues such as 
surveillance, lack of autonomy and coercion that might be involved with the 
application of such technologies. 

The field is evolving and there is room for improvement in both the research 
topics and methods utilized. Persuasive designers will have to know about 
many different aspects of technology, and at the same time to understand the 
deliberate content as seen from the perspective of persuasive communication. 
This should be reflected in the educational programs on persuasive systems 
and design.

Researchers have previously worked on developing guidelines and models for 
‘persuasive technologies’4, and the application space for persuasive 
technologies has been well explored but the future also lies in adopting these 
theories to large scale behavioral change models. There are evidences and 
initial explorations in new applications of ‘persuasive technology’ in 
organizational transformation. It can also be applied to service design 
industry. Designing persuasive systems that could resolve even some small 
parts of these problems and aid in true long-term sustainable change would 
prove to be very valuable. As the use of technolgy is becoming ubiqutous and 
inevitable, there is a need to be able to design systems that may persuade 
users to engage in such altruistic behaviors.3

In conclusion, I believe that to effectively shape the future landscape of 
persuasive technologies, we first have to educate the designers about the 
attached potential and pitfalls. By understanding persuasive computing, 
designing responsible computing technologies, and discussing and acting on 
ethical issues, we have the opportunity to leverage persuasive computing to 
improve our lives, our communities, and our society.1

 This paper articulates a set of design concerns around these themes and 
presents a study of the TV Companion, an instance of a behavior change 
system that takes into account these concerns. 
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