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1. Introduction

Currently, there is a widespread push for creativity in all aspects of human existence – from 
job advertisements seeking “creative thinkers” to educational curricula designed to foster 
creativity from a young age and leaders across various disciplines calling to “unleash” our 
creative potential (Mould, 2018). Even the way we choose what to eat and the way we craft 
our curriculum vitaes is influenced by the mantra of creativity and creative thinking. We are 
constantly reminded that creativity is the key to success and fulfillment. In the words of 
Jeanes (2006, p. 127) “create/innovate or die” is the absolute and unchallenged truth of our 
current social, economic, and political contexts. Kačerauskas (2014) argues that current soci-
etal state can be titled as a creative society, which marks a significant shift from traditional 
societal structures towards one where creativity is the main driver of economic, social, and 
technological development. And whilst creativity in our modern world is celebrated as a hall-
mark of human innovation, the negative side of creativity is often overlooked (Cropley, 2010). 
Such constant pursuit of creativity rarely comes with a cautionary note about its potential 
misuse. The realization that creativity, when unchecked, can serve as a vehicle for malevolent 
ends, challenges us to reconsider our pursuits of unchained creativity. 

In terms of the academic creativity discourse, there is a lack of consensus among scholars 
about what should fall under the negative or “dark” side of creativity. Runco (2010) presents 
a compelling argument, comparing creativity to an ordinary tool, such as a hammer, and thus 
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arguing that creativity in itself is neither negative nor positive, but depends on the person 
exercising it. However, such an optimistic view that creativity does not have a dark side may 
oversimplify the complex nature of creativity. Unlike a tool that can be set aside, human 
cognition does not afford us the luxury to simply “turn off” our creative abilities at will. This 
nuance introduces a philosophical dilemma: faced with a morally ambiguous task, can a cre-
ative individual choose not to engage their creative capacities, or rather, the creative view is 
tied to the task at hand, regardless of its moral implications?

This philosophical question introduces the underlying motivation for the production of 
this study: the ethical employment of creativity. Using the case study of confirmshaming 
within digital design as a manifestation of “creativity gone wrong” this article seeks to expand 
the literature on the dark applications of creative thought. Confirmshaming, as a single ele-
ment within the broader collection of dark user experience (UX) patterns was introduced by 
Harry Brignull in 2010. The same patterns are sometimes called deceptive design patterns in 
order to avoid negative racial connotations, thus both terms may appear across this article, 
but should not be confused. Brignull (2024) defines dark or deceptive UX design patterns 
as tricks used in websites and apps that make you do things that you did not mean to, like 
buying or signing up for something. These dark or deceptive UX design patterns embody the 
misuse of creative skills to manipulate and exploit users of the digital interface and, in such 
way illustrates the “dark side” of creativity. Despite the legislative efforts, such as the Digital 
Services Act (DSA) and California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA), to regulate these practices, 
their persistence highlights the necessity of ongoing alertness (Brignull, 2024). 

The decade-long journey to recognize and regulate such questionable design patterns 
highlights the challenges of adapting ethical frameworks to the fast pace of technological 
advancements. In this manner, the study of confirmshaming and similar deceptive practic-
es not only sheds light on the dark side of creativity but also serves as a call to action for 
ethical responsibility in the creative society. Therefore, the upcoming chapter introduces the 
complexities of defining dark creativity, existing literature on the concept of creative society 
as a current paradigmatic shift, types of deceptive design patterns, and motivations for in-
corporating it. The subsequent chapter will delve deeper into the realms of confirmshaming 
as an exemplary case of dark creativity within digital technology design. 

2. Background and literature

Before looking into the aspects of the dark side of creativity, it is crucial to clarify what 
is meant by the term “creativity” itself. Runco and Jaeger (2012) humorously observe that 
nearly every scholarly article on creativity proposes a new definition, resulting in a lack of 
consensus about what is meant by creativity overall. Nonetheless, Morris I. Stein (1953) is 
usually acknowledged in the creative research field as a pivotal figure in articulating a useful 
and comprehensive definition of creativity. Stein (1953, p. 311) posits that creativity is “the 
production of a novel work that is accepted as tenable or useful or satisfying to a group at 
some point in time”. According to Stein (1953), creativity requires both novelty and utility. 
These two components – originality and effectiveness – are recurrent in various scholarly 
attempts to define creativity (Runco & Jaeger, 2012). And even though not every definition 
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emphasizes effectiveness as a key component of creativity, the element of originality or nov-
elty is often regarded as the cornerstone of creative work. As Runco and Jaeger (2012, p. 92) 
suggest, “if something is not unusual, novel, or unique, it is seen as commonplace, mundane, 
or conventional – not original, and therefore, not creative”.

However, applying Stein’s definition to morally ambiguous creation introduces complex-
ity, particularly regarding the aspect of usefulness. Take, for instance, the invention of gas 
chambers – one could not disagree that it was indeed an original method implemented for 
executions in death camps, which served as an effective means for mass murder. When as-
sessed through Stein’s definition, the invention of gas chambers meets the criteria of both 
originality and effectiveness. Does this then imply that such an invention could be considered 
an outcome of the creative process? As it was suggested by James et al. (1999), people often 
fail to recognize that a substantial amount of creative efforts actually serve negative ends. 
Cropley (2010, p. 360) argues that failure to acknowledge dark side of creativity is harmful not 
only to individuals, but society as a whole, by opening doors for “manipulation, deception, 
exploitation, fraud, crime, and terrorism”. 

For the sake of a detailed background, it is important to expand more on the concept 
of creative society as a current societal state that is affecting the object of this study. As 
argued by Reimeris (2016), building on Florida’s (2005) creative class, a creative society is 
a continuation of the information and knowledge society. According to Kačerauskas (2014) 
emergency of creative society marks a shift from traditional societal structures towards one 
where creativity is the main driver of economic, social, and technological development. While, 
widespread employment of technology is often considered as a characterizing feature of a 
creative society, in such a society, technology emerges not merely as an instrument or a 
backdrop but rather as a stimulant that enables and shapes creative expression across various 
domains (Reimeris, 2016). As Kačerauskas (2015a) mentioned in creative society, creativity, 
and technology go hand in hand, while technology fuels creativity by providing new tools 
and platforms for expression and innovation, creativity drives technological development. 
This environment of creative society nurtures a culture where creativity is not confined to 
artistic pursuits but is integrated into the fabric of everyday life, influencing how communities 
engage, communicate, and innovate (Kacerauskas, 2020). Building on the foundational under-
standing of the creative economy, where creativity and technology intertwine to shape social, 
economic, and technological advancements, it becomes evident that creativity has emerged 
as a driving force in the modern economy (Stern & Seifert, 2008). As creativity becomes a 
valued commodity, the pursuit of economic gain through creative means intensifies, leading 
to innovative yet sometimes ethically questionable practices (Kačerauskas, 2015b). One of 
such practice, the dark UX patterns, serves as an example of how creativity, when used for 
increasing economic gain, can gradually progress into the “dark side”. 

The realm of dark UX patterns has received significant attention, both within the pro-
fessional design community and academic research, highlighting the ethical concerns these 
practices raise (Brignull, 2024; Cara, 2019; Gray et al., 2018; Rosala, 2023; Sapio, 2020). And 
while the digital design landscape features a variety of elements tagged under the umbrella 
term of dark or deceptive design patterns, these elements vary significantly in their intent and 
impact – ranging from malevolent to subtly coercive (Mathur et al., 2021). As there is a lack of 
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consensus in categorizing deceptive design patterns, there is even more disagreement about 
the ethical grounds of these deceptive design practices. For instance, Parmer (2022) and 
Wang et al. (2023) argue that dark UX patterns might not appear as manipulative as other de-
sign methods, while Sai Chivukula et al. (2018) debate the fine line between manipulation and 
persuasion inherent in such design methods. However, more scholarship (Bongard-Blanchy 
et al., 2021; Brignull, 2024; Chromik et al., 2019; Mathur, 2021; Monge Roffarello & de Russis, 
2022) is leaning towards the spectrum that deceptive design patterns are employed not for 
the interest of the user. As Brignull (2024) puts it, these deceptive design tactics encompass 
a broad spectrum of manipulative methods including misleading navigation paths, hidden 
costs, obscured information, and the exploitation of psychological biases to subtly influence 
user decisions in a way that prioritizes the interests of organizations, websites, or platforms. 
The ingrained mindset within the digital design field of describing individuals as mere “users” 
introduces yet another philosophical and moral debate about the depersonalization of human 
beings, however, such discussion falls outside of this research article. 

Since this research is centered around the manipulative design methods, it is important 
to acknowledge how manipulation is understood in this context. The distinction between 
persuasion and manipulation has drawn scholarly attention for decades. Scholars agree that 
manipulation is the act of subverting decision making power and denying ownership over 
someone’s free choice (Price Tangney et al., 1996). Coercion and persuasion though often 
going hand in hand with manipulation are completely distinct concepts. Whilst persuasion is 
focused on providing reasoning person could assess to change one’s mind; coercion is about 
making coercer’s option the only acceptable option (Susser et al., 2019). Manipulation on the 
other hand, cause individuals to mistakenly feel they are making their own conscious choices 
and are in control of their own destiny, while in reality, ownership over their actions is taken 
from them (Susser et al., 2019). According to Mathur (2021), manipulation is exploitative, 
impoverish individuals, unfair, and undermine individual autonomy. Bongard-Blanchy et al. 
(2021) study on confirmshaming together with other deceptive design patterns reveals that 
even users with previous awareness of deceptive design practices are not protected from 
manipulative designs and when presented with a choice often choose an option favored by 
the site. Such phenomenon was noticed even earlier and titled as “dark pattern blindness” 
(di Geronimo et al., 2020). If following Susser et al. (2019) description feeling manipulated 
means that you do not fully understand why you acted the way that you did, or whether your 
actions served your own or someone else’s ends, then confirmshaming could be considered 
as a form of manipulation. 

Even if the field of dark UX patterns has been researched for more than a decade, there 
is still a lack of consensus between definition of dark UX patterns (e.g. Mathur et al., 2021) 
in bibliographic study finds nineteen different definitions used in the scholarly literature), 
and there is even more misconception about the classification of these patterns. Mathur 
et al. (2021) in the same bibliographic study on dark UX patterns categorize from five to 
eighteen different taxonomies with the intentions ranging from asymmetric to deceptive and 
restrictive. Besides that in the often case different authors use distinct titles for categorization 
making dark UX patterns into a chaotic research area. Thus, it is worth to acknowledging 
that in this study the taxonomy of confirmshaming as a deceptive design pattern together 



Creativity Studies, 2024, 17(1), 335–344 339

with its definition is borrowed from the Brignull (2024) since he pioneered this research area. 
Finally, talking about how this field has developed, it must be said that dark UX patterns have 
become increasingly sophisticated, evolving in response to advancements in technology and 
changes in user behavior (Obi et al., 2022). The development of more complex algorithms, 
the rise of big data, and the growing reliance on digital platforms for everyday activities have 
all contributed to an environment where deceptive design patterns can flourish (Chromik 
et al., 2019). 

This chapter introduced the necessary background for understanding the main artifact 
of this study, including the concepts of dark creativity and how it is defined in the scholarly 
discourse, creative society as a current societal state, and dark UX patterns as a set of ethically 
questionable design practices. The upcoming chapter will look closer into the confirmshaming 
as an exemplary case of dark creativity manifested within digital user interface design. 

3. Confirmshaming case study 

As argued by Monge Roffarello and de Russis (2022) deceptive design patterns exploit psy-
chological vulnerabilities and cognitive biases to subtly coerce users into making decisions 
that may not be in their best interest. Confirmshaming is a unique element in this landscape 
of deceptive design patterns, characterized by its direct appeal to the emotions of users, 
specifically guilt, and shame, to encourage certain actions or decisions. Confirmshaming 
employs carefully constructed messages that most often present opting out as a morally 
inferior choice, effectively nudging users toward the desired action under the guise of au-
tonomy (Gray et al., 2018). This depletion of free choice, underpinned by emotional appeal, 
distinguishes confirmshaming from other deceptive design patterns and makes it especially 
manipulative. Despite the efforts to regulate confirmshaming and other deceptive design 
practices (e.g.: the DSA and CCPA), their persistence highlights the need for ongoing alertness 
(Brignull, 2024).

What makes confirmshaming unique among other deceptive design patterns is its imple-
mentation. Unlike patterns such as “sneaking into basket” or “preselection”, which predomi-
nantly require only technical adjustments in order to be deployed; “forced continuity” where 
users are unwittingly enrolled in recurring subscriptions; “disguised ads” which capitalizes 
disguising advertisement as content; confirmshaming demands a deeper level of creative 
engagement, which makes it a suitable case for the study of dark creativity. Confirmshaming 
requires crafting content that emotionally manipulates users – guilting or shaming them 
into making decisions they might not necessarily have considered (Gray et al., 2018). This 
differentiates confirmshaming from other deceptive design practices, which may require a 
less creative approach by allowing to follow the template or simply to rely on straightforward 
technical mechanisms.

Traditional approaches to creativity research, such as Rhodes (1961) investigated creativity 
through the 4 Ps framework: person, process, product, press (or environment). Whilst Runco 
(2010) posits that creativity, akin to a neutral tool such as a hammer, possesses no inherent 
moral value; rather, its ethical implications are determined by the user’s intentions. However, 
if looking through the lens of Rhodes’ (1961) 4 Ps of creativity it is clear that Runco (2010) 
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focuses only on a single P – the process of creativity. It is true that there might not be any-
thing morally debatable within the process of creativity, however, judging creativity only as a 
process would mean diminishing other forces involved. The exploration of creativity through 
the Rhodes’ 4 Ps framework sets the stage for a deeper investigation into how dark creativity 
manifests in the design of user interfaces. 

Looking through the lens of 4 Ps it might seem that confirmshaming is focused only on 
a single aspect of Ps – the product, or the final message. However, looking more holistically 
there are other factors that categorize confirmshaming as a dark creativity case. As argued 
by Cropley (2010) the creativity with the intention of causing harm to others can only be 
understood by studying not only the product, but also the person, process and press. How-
ever, following the idea of Runco (2010), that the creative process is neither good nor bad or 
rather neutral, this study will not focus on the creation process of confirmshaming elements.

Starting with the first P – the product it must be said that successful deployment of con-
firmshaming requires an interplay between textual and visual content. Crafting an effective 
confirmshaming message demands a deep understanding of human emotional triggers and 
the ability to articulate these triggers through language that resonates with the target au-
dience (Voigt et al., 2021). The narrative constructed must be powerful enough to evoke an 
emotional response yet subtle enough to avoid overt coercion (Löschner & Pannasch, 2023). 
For example, a user declining to subscribe to a newsletter might be met with a button say-
ing, No thanks, I am fine with losing customers, or No thanks, I’d rather do all the hard work 
myself. User presented with a pop-up window asking for personal information in exchange 
for a discount can be met with a button saying Nah, I like paying full price, or “No thanks, I 
don’t like to save money, etc. 

Beyond the textual content, the visual design of confirmshaming elements play an equally 
important role in enhancing the emotional impact of the message. Designers must make 
strategic choices about color, typography, layout, and visuals to draw attention (Voigt et al. 
2021). Colors and typography can be used to make some text or a button stand out from 
the background, while making other elements to blend within the surrounding space. Specific 
visuals can be used to heighten the emotional impact of the text, for example, the Duolingo 
language learning platform features their green owl mascot as crying if one does not use 
the Duolingo application for a certain period of time. In another instance, the crying bear 
icon appears as a notification to request for switching off an ad blocker accompanied by two 
buttons, the first one to Turn off ad Blocker, while the other functioning as a cancel button 
reading I am a bad person. 

The notion of the press (or the environment) is important in explaining the widespread 
implementation of confirmshaming. As Brignull (2024) voices out – some tech giants are 
increasing conversions through the use of confirmshaming and other deceptive patterns, 
thus imposing the paradigm, that being successful in the tech world involves using deceptive 
design patterns. Mejtoft et al. (2021) present an analysis of websites “bypassing” European 
Union legislation by employing deceptive design patterns for their own gain. Such environ-
ment, influenced by the rapid pace of digital innovation and the competitive pressure to 
capture user attention, fosters a landscape where engagement metrics and conversion rates 
are cherished at the expense of ethical considerations (Brignull, 2024).
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When it comes to the aspect of a person, Monteiro (2019) argues that other professions ca-
pable of inflicting harm usually have some instance of an ethical code or licensing, for example, 
doctors, lawyers, or journalists. However, such an ethical oath does not exist in the world of de-
sign. Even if most design education features the ethical dimension, there is no ethics committee 
that would be able to enforce ethical behavior on designers (Findeli, 2001). Therefore, a person 
is left to be the sole judge of whether their creative products are morally and ethically correct. 
This autonomy, even if celebrated by creatives, places a significant amount of responsibility on 
individual designers to navigate the complex moral landscape of their profession without the 
structured guidance or accountability mechanisms that exist in other fields.

4. Discussion

Stripped down to the basic meaning, confirmshaming employs shame or guilt in order to ma-
nipulate individuals. Shame is a strong emotion of feeling disgust in one’s own actions because 
of violating some moral standards (Price Tangney et al., 1996). As argued by Lickel et al. (2014) 
being ashamed is such intensively disliked feeling, which in the long term can produce behav-
ioral changes. Though confirmshaming does not seek to invoke behavioral changes in the long 
run, it exploits inherent psychological trait – the disgust of feeling ashamed, for the benefit of 
the platform. While in typical scenarios, unsubscribing from a platform does not invoke shame, 
with employing confirmshaming and converting ordinary close button into a button saying I 
am a bad person organizations make unsubscription process an attack on person’s self-image.

In addition, confirmshaming cases typically do not employ or deviate from standardized 
user interface design methods. According to Mahajan and Shneiderman (1997), common 
words associated with the decline button in the graphical user interfaces are cancel, close, 
exit, quit. While in the examples of confirmshaming usage, the buttons allowing functionality 
of closing or cancelling the pop-up window usually begin with no, thanks… followed by the 
shaming or guilting phrase, e.g. no thanks, I don’t care what my cat eats. In this way the de-
signers of confirmshaming messages are appropriating another phrase to serve as a decline 
function, again stressing out the originality and creative capacities required in employing 
confirmshaming pattern. 

Though very little attention in this study was placed on the fact that confirmshaming is 
a feature of technology, it is important to acknowledge that within the context of creative 
society, where technology and creativity goes hand in hand in shaping our everyday lives. 
Various studies (Burg et al., 2022; Naheyan & Oyibo, 2024) confirmed that confirmshaming 
methods are effective in influencing consumer purchase decision in online shopping environ-
ments. Such widespread adoption of confirmshaming methods illustrates not only the power-
ful role of creativity coupled together with latest technology in influencing user behavior but 
also emphasizes the broader possibilities of technological manipulation within the context 
of creative society. As such, deceptive design patterns exploit people by undermining their 
autonomy and trust for the sake of organizational benefit, it demands a discussion about the 
moral responsibilities of those who wield such powerful tools. This research highlights the 
need for further discourse within the context of creative society to ensure that technological 
advancements enhance user experiences without compromising ethical standards. 
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5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study has looked into the interconnectedness between digital creativity, 
deceptive design patterns, and ethical responsibility within the contemporary digital land-
scape. The case study of the deceptive design pattern of confirmshaming has illustrated the 
versatile nature of digital technology, where creativity is celebrated as a driving force of hu-
man innovation, though the dark side of creativity is often overlooked. Central to this study 
is the concept of a creative society, which marks a significant shift from traditional societal 
structures towards one where creativity is the main driver of economic, social, and technolog-
ical development. The continuous development of complex algorithms, the rise of big data, 
and the growing reliance on digital platforms for everyday activities have all contributed to 
an environment where deceptive design can flourish. Within this context, the confirmshaming 
case study acts as an illustration of the ethical responsibility designers hold when crafting 
digital experiences. As digital technologies continue to evolve at a rapid pace, the potential 
for misuse grows, this study advocates for an ongoing dialogue within society to ensure that 
as our digital environments become more sophisticated, they also become more humane.
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