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Abstract The maturity of digital and social media marketing has introduced a "dark side" to 

technology-mediated commerce. This paper explores "dark patterns"—user interface designs 

intended to manipulate consumers into making decisions that benefit the retailer—with a specific 

focus on urgency-based messages and sneak-into-basket strategies. By synthesizing classical 

economic theories of rationality with modern insights into algorithmic bias and the "privacy 

paradox," this study highlights the critical need for responsible design and enhanced data literacy 

to protect consumers in an increasingly complex digital marketplace. 

Introduction 

The evolution of the digital retail environment has been marked by rapid expansion; by early 

2020, the global digital population reached approximately 4.54 billion active internet users, 

encompassing 59% of the world's population. This widespread adoption of technology, further 

accelerated by the 2020–2021 global pandemic, fundamentally altered consumer behavior as the 

temporary closure of stationary shopping outlets forced a massive shift toward e-commerce. 

While this digital transformation offers organizations lower costs and improved brand awareness, 

it also presents significant challenges, including intrusive and irritating online brand presences. 

As organizations seek to maximize sales in a crowded marketplace, some have turned to 

manipulative design choices—known as dark patterns—to influence the consumer's "path to 

purchase". 

Defining Dark Patterns in the Retail Context 

Dark patterns are generally defined as behavioral and ethical disruptions to the standard 

shopping experience, designed to exert "invisible pressure" on users. These tactics are often 

categorized by their specific psychological triggers. 
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Urgency and the Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) Urgency-based messages are a primary dark 

pattern used to trigger immediate action. By creating a perceived scarcity of time or product 

availability, retailers exploit the consumer's Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), pushing individuals 

toward impulsive purchases to avoid the "regret" of losing a purported deal. This tactic aligns 

with the "scarcity principle," which artificially increases the perceived value of an item through 

time-bound limitations. 

Sneak-Into-Basket Strategies Another prevalent pattern is the "sneak-into-basket" strategy, 

where additional items or services are added to a consumer's digital cart without their explicit 

initial consent. This represents a "hidden addition" that relies on consumer inattention or the 

complexity of the checkout process to increase transaction value. Such practices are viewed as 

violations of generally accepted norms of conduct in consumption situations. 

Theoretical Foundations of Consumer Manipulation 

The effectiveness of dark patterns is rooted in the transition from classical economic theories to 

modern behavioral insights. 

From Rationality to Bounded Rationality Classical economic models, such as those proposed 

by Adam Smith (1776), assume that consumer decisions are rational—individuals take actions 

that bring the most significant benefits to themselves. However, modern research highlights the 

limitations of this theory through the lens of bounded rationality, which suggests that consumers 

often operate with limited information-processing capacity. In a state of information overload, 

consumers may fail to use diagnostic information and instead rely on non-diagnostic cues—like 

those provided by manipulative interface designs—to make quick, often biased judgments. 

The Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) Framework Consumer responses to digital stimuli 

are often analyzed using the SOR framework, where dark patterns act as the "stimuli" that affect 

the consumer's internal state ("organism"), leading to specific "responses" such as impulsive 

purchases. Furthermore, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) suggests that when consumers 

are distracted, they are more susceptible to the "peripheral route" of persuasion, which relies on 

emotional appeals rather than logical facts. 

The Ethical "Dark Side" of Digital Technology 

The transition of social and digital marketing has revealed a "dark side" characterized by harmful 

effects on consumer well-being and data integrity. 

Manipulative Personalization and the Privacy Paradox While personalization can enhance 

the customer experience, it is frequently used with manipulative intent. When brands leverage 
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collected data to provide "relevant" content, it can heighten a consumer's sense of being 

manipulated, leading to privacy concerns. This creates a "personalization-privacy paradox," 

where consumers must weigh the benefits of a customized experience against the cost of their 

data and potential exploitation. 

Algorithmic Bias and "Black Box" Systems The increasing use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

and machine learning allows retailers to implement dark patterns with unprecedented precision. 

However, many algorithmic systems operate as "black boxes," learning from biased data and 

producing outcomes that may be outside the control of developers. These systems can reinforce 

structures of control and power over the consumer, sometimes discriminating against 

marginalized populations. 

Erosion of Trust and Mitigation Strategies 

The use of dark patterns has profound consequences for the relationship between brands and 

consumers, primarily through the erosion of trust. Consumer trust is a critical driver of purchase 

intention, yet it is easily damaged by deceptive patterns and "polluted data," such as fake 

reviews. 

To counter these effects, a shift toward responsible AI and ethical design is necessary. 

Responsible AI initiatives involve integrating ethics and transparency into business planning, 

prioritizing meaningful consent over deceptive "opt-in" patterns. Furthermore, there is a critical 

need for data literacy; consumers who understand how their data is mined and how algorithms 

function are better equipped to identify dark patterns and navigate the digital world safely. 
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