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What are 
anxiety 

and panic 
disorders?

▪ A range of mental illnesses, characterised by 
excessive feelings of fear, apprehension, and 
dread

- Social anxiety disorder: intense fear of 
being embarrassed, humiliated, or judged 
negatively by others in a social or work 
setting

- Claustrophobia: fear of confined spaces

- Agoraphobia: fear of being in a situation 
that would be difficult to escape from

- Health anxiety: preoccupation with the idea 
that you have (or will have) a physical illness

▪ Panic disorders: sudden, frequent, and intense 
feelings of panic or fear, sometimes for no clear 
reason



Anxiety for 
Beginners Quote

“If someone tells you they 

never experience anxiety, 

they’re either a) lying or 

b) a sociopath. Really.”



Social media poll of anxiety 
triggers



Urgency



Booking.com example 



Unpredictability



example

“I didn’t mean to 

‘like’ it, but will I 

look weird or 

like a stalker if I 

leave it? Or will I 

look rude if I 

remove it? … 

I find Instagram 

immensely 

stressful.”



A prime example…

No thanks, I don’t want any benefits



Powerlessness



Video will play 

after ad

“Ads on YouTube are probably the worst 

offenders for me, especially suddenly being 

randomly assaulted by them at intervals 

throughout an interesting video.

I find ads that seem to be forced on us 

against our will a kind of invasion of our 

personal space”

Targeted advertising



Account deactivation example

Steve will miss you

Send Steve a Message

Pat will miss you

Send Pat a Message

Jonny will miss you

Send Jonny a Message

Are you sure you want to deactivate your account?
Deactivating your account will disable your profile and remove your name and picture from anything you’ve shared. 



Sensationalism



“That’s how these websites operate. They know that anxious people find it 

hard to resist anxiety triggers such as ‘Breaking News’. More often than 

not, Breaking News is pretty routine news anyway. It used to be called 

‘News’. Now everything is sensationalised for dramatic effect.”

“I hate reading a cute news story about dogs and then randomly get 

slapped with a link to an article entitled ‘Putin threatens to nuke’. This is 

one of the main ways that I accidentally stumble across events which 

trigger my anxiety in recent times.”

reporting

Image by Freepik
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Are men being 

’nagged to death’?

Stress really DOES 

turn your hair grey!

CHILLAX 

ON HOL IS 

'DEADLY' 

Lavender scent may 

help with anxiety

Image: Public Health Image Library / Wikimedia Commons / Public Domain
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Tackling tension



The Cycle of 
Anxiety

Image source: 

https://www.therapistaid.com/

worksheets/cycle-of-anxiety



Information/education campaigns



Anxiety-related 
resources

▪ Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
2.1 
by the W3C
www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/

▪ Inclusive Design Principles 
inclusivedesignprinciples.org

▪ Designing for users with anxiety 
by the UK Home Office
accessibility.blog.gov.uk/2016/09/02/dos-
and-donts-on-designing-for-accessibility/



COGA Task Force
https://www.w3.org/TR/coga-usable



Pattern library example

https://designpatternsformentalhealth.org



prefers-reduced-anxiety ?
Calmly Writer

Calm mode in the Ford Explorer

Calm mode in the game, Paper Wings



the world
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The trouble with regulation…

▪ New deceptive patterns are being developed all 
the time

▪ Defining deceptive patterns…

- too precisely → legislation becomes outdated

- too loosely → legislation is circumvented

▪ Also a risk of banning potentially useful patterns



38 people are looking at 
this flight – or are they?



Treating Customers Fairly

▪ Principle-based approach to regulation by the UK 
Financial Services Authority (FCA)

▪ Businesses are also obliged to treat customers fairly to 
comply with the FCA’s regulations

▪ All firms must be able to show consistently that fair 
treatment of customers is at the heart of their business 
model

▪ Firms that fail to treat customers fairly can receive large 
financial penalties from the FCA and suffer reputational 
damage



How to make the web 
a less stressful place

▪ Do nothing and encourage users to confront 
their fears?

▪ Follow established accessibility resources to 
create less stressful experiences 

▪ Tackle deceptive patterns on a case-by-case basis 
through browser extensions and plug-ins

▪ Outlaw the most egregious examples of anxiety-
inducing patterns through tightly-defined laws

▪ Encourage companies to behave ethically and 
treat users fairly and with respect
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Thanks 
for listening!

David Swallow

Principal UX Consultant
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