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Abstract

In light of the standardisation of interfaces and the ubiquity of dark patterns, this article
presents a participatory action research project exploring the creation of an alternative
notification pattern.

Drawing on a co-design methodology involving digital design professionals and adopting an
open approach, it examines the creation of an ethical pattern (from the perspective of both
the proposed solution and the methodology to be implemented) and demonstrates the value
of a participatory process through a compagnonnage approach, which empowers users.

It proposes opening up the discussion on the use of the term ‘pattern’ rather than ‘heuristic’.
It also examines the role of a design project within the participatory action research method
and the contribution of design, whether in research through the creation of an artefact (the
alternative notification pattern) or of action through co-design. This project explores the
creation of digital design commons, and, in particular the concept of open design, and the
role of imagination in the democratisation of design.

State of the art: from patterns to ethical patterns

At the end of the 20th century, the design patterns movement emerged. It was inspired by
the pattern language of the world of architecture, which “describes a problem which occurs
over and over again in our environment, and then describes the core of the solution to that
problem, in such a way that you can use this solution a million times over without ever doing
it the same way twice” (Alexander, 1977). The aim was, therefore, to develop a common
language that could be used by both architects (who designed these spaces) and residents
(who lived in them).

The design patterns were originally defined in software engineering as “descriptions of
communicating objects and classes that are customized to solve a general design problem
in a particular context” (Gamma and al.,1995). Then, more recently in HCI, such as “a
semi-structured description of an expert’s method for solving a recurrent problem, which
includes a description of the problem itself and the context in which the method is
applicable, but does not include directives which bind the solution to unique circumstances”
(Mor and Winters, 2007).
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This movement gave rise to projects such as ui-patterns.com, which provided digital
designers with access to lists of standard interface elements (such as navigation tabs,
accordion menus and cards) to use in their productions. In this sense, these design patterns
were the forerunners of the user interface components (a standalone, modular and reusable
graphical user interface element, such as a button or an input field) that are predominantly
used today.

It is from these design patterns - a set of standardised and freely accessible interface
elements - that anti-patterns arise. These are defined almost simultaneously by Brown as
“software mistakes that most of us make frequently” (1998), then, by Koenig as “just like a
pattern, except that instead of a solution it gives something that looks superficially like a
solution but isn’t one” (1998). These anti-patterns describe the unintentional mistakes made
by designers when they misidentify the problem to be solved, which negatively affects users.
The aim is to highlight poor-quality designs. This concept encompasses issues relating not
only to interfaces and interactions, but also to maintenance and the way in which a service is
architectured.

Among these anti-patterns, Widdicks and his colleagues have identified two main processes
that lead to their creation: backfiring and favouring (2020). The first, backfiring, involves
finding solutions to problems that appear relevant but ultimately make the situation worse.
They give the example of social media platforms (such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter),
which were originally designed to bring people together but, due to design flaws, have
become harmful to users, such as through the sharing of misinformation. The second,
favouring, focuses on improving the user experience without considering the negative
consequences created, such as increasing screen time through infinite scrolling or autoplay.

It was in 2010 that Brignull identified patterns deliberately designed to mislead users,
coining the expression “Dark Patterns” for them. These complement anti-patterns, as Brignull
states in his original definition:
“Normally when you think of "bad design", you think of laziness or mistakes. These are
known as design anti-patterns. Dark Patterns are different - they are not mistakes, they
are carefully crafted with a solid understanding of human psychology, and they do not
have the user’s interests in mind” (2010).
What distinguishes dark patterns from anti-patterns is therefore the question of intent: if the
pattern is intentional, then it is a dark pattern.

This new area of research, as thus defined, will give rise to numerous publications
(Bongard-Blanchy and al., 2021; Luguri & Strahilevitz, 2021; Mathur and al., 2021) aimed at
assessing how these dark patterns contribute to mislead users. In particular, the literature
proposes to list cases of dark patterns, focusing primarily on the effect perceived by the user.
It is notably the categorisation by Gray and al. (2018) that has gained consensus within the
academic community. Beyond these classifications, numerous publications seek to
determine how to identify dark patterns, using methods that are more or less automated
(Chen and al., 2023; Hasan Mansur and al., 2023).

In exploring this new field, the distinction between dark patterns and anti-patterns (linked to
the question of intention) has not always been taken into account. For example, Greenberg
and his colleagues (2014) chose, in their list of patterns based on proxemics systems, not to
differentiate anti-patterns from dark patterns, focusing instead on the negative effects
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caused by these patterns. Indeed, they fall within what is now a standard framework used to
analyse dark patterns: their effects on users rather than their intentionality:
“We do not differentiate whether a particular pattern is dark vs. anti: as our examples
suggest, the difference between the two often arises from the designer’s intent rather
than a particular design feature. That is, the same pattern - depending on the
designer’s intent - can be viewed as either a dark pattern or an anti-pattern”.

In light of the negative effects caused by dark patterns, new initiatives are seeking to equip
digital professionals within the non-use of these dark patterns, all while claiming to uphold
an “ethical design” approach. Therefore, in the rest of this article, we will refer to these
counterpoints to dark patterns as ethical patterns.

In this list, we can mention the Bright Pattern project (Sandhaus, 2023), which defines itself
as the opposite of dark patterns - “tricks used in websites and apps that make you do things
you didn’t intend to do”'. We can also mention the Fair Patterns project? (Potel-Saville and Da
Rocha, 2024), which is “designed to counter dark patterns, addictive design and protect user
autonomy” and aims to “empower users to make free and informed choices online”.

These projects may also aim to promote player well-being, such as Radiant Patterns (Filho
and al., 2026), which are “interaction patterns intentionally selected and implemented during
the digital game design process to allow the pursuit of development goals whilst ensuring
foundational player well-being is not significantly undermined”. These “represent a
conscious design choice focused on minimising predictable risks of psychological harm and
avoiding design patterns known to consistently frustrate these basic psychological needs,
thereby establishing ethical boundaries for the player experience”.

Finally, these ethical patterns may also focus on desired outcomes, such as Hoepman'’s
Privacy Design Strategies (2014), which “describe a fundamental approach to achieving a
specific design goal”.

All these ethical patterns offer unique solutions to a specific problem. Whether through work
on the graphic interfaces (Fair Patterns) or on the design rules for these interfaces (Radiant
Patterns, Privacy Design Strategy or Bright Patterns). They are therefore limited to a specific
field, preventing their use from being generalised.

Another limit of these projects is the lack of documentation regarding the methodology
required to create an ethical pattern. They are therefore of limited use to professional
interface designers.

It is to overcome these limitations that the project described in this article seeks to
implement a design methodology that can be generalised to the various components of an
interface. To this end, it adopts a methodology for designing a pluralistic solution, tailored to
different uses and situations, through a participatory, open and empowering approach for
designers, in line with the philosophy of open design.

2. Methodology for designing an alternative pattern

2.1. The participatory project process

This project was led by a digital design association in France, seeking to forge links between
academic research and professional practice.

" https://brightpatterns.org
2 https://www.fairpatterns.ai/resources/library

3/19



It was conducted in a spirit of openness, both in terms of information sharing and
participation. Indeed, regarding information sharing, all documents were freely accessible
within the association’s community, and updates on progress and summaries of
developments were also regularly shared through the public instant messaging platform
(Mattermost). As for participation, anyone was free to join the project at any time, with no
preconditions.

The project ran for a year and a half, during which time the participants first selected an
interface component as a case study, then carried out user research on it, and finally
prototyped a solution regarding this pattern.

2.1.1. Component selection: the notification as a case study

Through a classic coparticipation approach - in which all participants work together - the
participants selected the first interface element to be addressed. This process was carried
out in three stages: brainstorming, vote and discussion.

During the brainstorming session, each participant was asked to list interface elements that
they felt were particularly damaging to digital usage. The session brought to light about
twenty elements, such as terms and conditions of sale, consent banners, news feeds,
notifications, or account creation and login features.

A vote then settled the matter. Each participant was given three stickers, which they could
place on one to three items they felt were particularly worth exploring. This stage highlighted
three key elements: cookies, notifications and the terms and conditions of sale.

Finally, following a discussion, a decision was reached by consensus to settle on notification.

2.1.2. Exploring the use of a notification

The participants began by collecting screenshots of the various visual representations of
notifications they encounter in their daily lives (fig. 1). Here, the aim was to gain an overview
of the different types of notifications, as well as to visualise what a notification looked like in
the participants’ imagination. This helped to establish a framework for what we meant by
‘notification’ and what we would be addressing as the project progressed.

This visual exploration was supplemented by a review of the literature on notifications. It
provided an insight into how users process and interact with notifications, whether in terms
of reaction time, type of reaction and the importance of different types of notifications, or in
relation to the total number of smartphone notifications received each day. This revealed that
users react more quickly to messages and social media notifications and more slowly to
news and utility notifications, that they received an average of 63.5 notifications per day on
their smartphones, and that they tended to respond quickly because they felt social pressure
to do so (Pielot and al., 2014; Sahami Shirazi and al., 2014).

Also, it helped to understand the impact of notifications, depending on their frequency, and
whether a particular frequency results in fewer interruptions. Indeed, sending a notification
when an interruption of user action is detected, as well as at regular intervals (for example,
three times a day), was preferable, as it resulted in fewer interruptions and less stress (Fitz
and al., 2019; Morrison and al., 2017).

As well as the impact in terms of disruption, we also explore how the arrival of a notification
is experienced. Literature shows that all types of notifications cause disruption; however, the
impact of this disruption varies from person to person (Kushlev and al., 2016).

Finally, this literature review has highlighted possible approaches to designing existing
notifications in accordance with the GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation) (LINC, n.d.).
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Figure 1: Examples of notification visuals collected by participants

The participants then expanded their understanding of the use of notifications using a
grounded theory methodology (originating in the social sciences) - where theory emerges
from data collected in the field - (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), starting with semi-structured
interviews. These were structured to question the use, experience and impact of
notifications. All interviewees were required to own a smartphone. Each participant was free
to conduct as many interviews as they were able to, as long as they complied with the
smartphone requirement and prioritised a range of different interviewee profiles. This
resulted in a total of 33 interviews, conducted by five participants, which were transcribed
textually and then analysed. The analysis was carried out using a spreadsheet, with the
interviewees listed on the vertical axis and the questions on the horizontal axis. The verbatim
were categorised using a coding system designed to identify underlying concepts, in line with
grounded theory. This process led to the creation of three personas.

2.1.3. Design of an alternative version of the notification component

With all these elements in place, the participants were able to move on to designing an
alternative version of the notification.

The solution design was based mainly on an inductive approach. The prototyping was
grounded in interviews and the professional experiences of the participants (most of whom
came from the field of digital interface design). It was through this participatory approach
that each participant was able to propose a solution offering a wide range of uses. This is not
only a countermeasure against dark patterns, but a set of diverse alternatives grounded in
real-world experience.

The prototyping process was carried out through successive iterations. Each participant
worked alone or in small groups on a defined and chosen part of the prototyping process for
a short period (around two weeks) before presenting their findings collectively at follow-up
meetings for discussion and feedback.
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2.2. The participants, digital professionals

This project followed a participatory design methodology, enabling participants to

collaborate on their current practices in order to achieve common goals, learn from other

participants and reflect on possible alternative futures.

As described by Badker and his colleagues, what is important in participatory design is to :
“understand that mutual learning is not just a simple relationship between individuals.
We focus on the empowerment of people not only as individuals but as part of their
groups and communities, both as they currently stand and for the (possible) future.”
(2022)

In line with the book, Badker and his colleagues discuss the issue of empowerment, which is

the main reason behind our choice of this method. The participatory design methodology

contributes to the empowerment of digital professionals, which aligns with what the

association behind the project is striving to implement in its projects and has, indeed,

enshrined in its mission statement. There is also a desire to support professionals in jointly

designing their professional practices, a concept particularly central to the logic of action

research, where participants shape the subject of study as they study it.

The participants comprised nineteen people, including user experience designers (eight
participants), user experience researcher (one participant), product designers (three
participants), user experience and user interface designers (three participants), engineer
(one participant), associate professor (two participants) and project manager (one
participant). In other words, they were mainly digital professionals and designers, the
majority of whom were young professionals.

This approach has fostered a collaborative learning environment that builds skills and leads
to greater autonomy. It can be likened to the French compagnonnage system. Indeed, this
project has facilitated the transfer of expertise between professionals. This practice of
knowledge transfer is similar to what takes place within the compagnonnage tradition.

The “Compagnons du Devoir” is a traditional French institution that trains young artisans in
craft trades (for example cabinetmakers, blacksmiths, cheesemakers, leatherworkers,
stonemasons). This training, which aims for excellence, is achieved through the transmission
of technical skills and ethical values between peers and through travel. During their travels,
the “tour de France”, they master the techniques learnt from various masters while living
together in a community within a brotherhood.

Organisations targeting digital professionals can also be inspired by these peer-training
methods, as they have proven highly effective.

Here, the use of this compagnonnage approach enabled participants to share and pass on
their methodological skills, thereby achieving autonomy. In fact, that was one of the main
reasons why the participants decided to take part.

Other reasons inspired participants to get involved in this voluntary project, such as an
interest in the subject—which may have stemmed from personal awareness—, the time
available, curiosity and, above all, a desire to contribute to research into more digital ethical
practices. This last motivation aligns with the project’s aim of developing practices that break
away from existing patterns, thereby working towards increasing democratic approaches in
technology.
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As participation was open and voluntary, almost no participants stayed with the project from
start to end. However, once they had started work on a particular part of the project, the
majority stayed on until that part was completed. Other participants were involved on a more
specific basis, working on particular tasks such as transcribing interviews.

3. The methodology for designing an alternative
pattern and the alternative notification pattern:

results of this project
3.1. The project as publicly published

The finalised and published draft of the alternative notification pattern comprises several
sections. It includes the definition of a notification, user research and suggestions for
prototyping.

This definition of the notification explains what a notification is, including its format and how
it can be displayed. There are examples of what a notification might look like, details of the
possible uses of a notification (to provide information, to announce an action that has been
carried out, to announce an action to be carried out, to issue a reminder and to alert), then
followed by an argument outlining the issues raised by notifications: interactions, attention
capture, stress... And finally, a summary of the project’s stages and objectives.

The user research, published in an open design approach, includes the methodology, details
of the participants, a breakdown of the interviews by question, and a summary of the
research.

The methodology section includes details of the target audience for the interviews, the
interview protocol, details of how the interviews were conducted and transcribed, the analysis
method, and an anonymised summary table. As for the participant details, these include their
gender, age, socio-professional category, their digital usage (personal and professional), as
well as the types of digital tools they own. Regarding the details of the interviews by question,
for each question, it could include verbatim quotes, graphical representations of
percentages, the number of keywords (categorisation) highlighted in the question, and a
short summary of the key takeaways.

Finally, the summary of the research highlights five key points to bear in mind: the concept of
notifications is difficult to define; current notification settings are complicated; some
participants received a large number of notifications every day; the majority of notifications
are unnecessary; and people experience incoming notifications in both positive and negative
ways. Three personas emerging from this research: the independent (who rarely has their
phone with them), the normative who follows the norms (they always have their phone with
them, respond quickly, and keep the default settings), and the rebel, who fights to bring about
change (who puts their phone aside and uses the settings to avoid being overwhelmed).
There are also suggestions for designing more respectful notifications, such as having
minimal notifications by default, simple settings, less aggressive notifications, and moving
away from instantaneity.

The prototyping suggestions incorporate a decision tree (fig. 2) and best practices to be
implemented depending on the project and the intended use of the notifications.
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The decision tree guides users through a series of closed questions (“Is the information
contained in the notification essential to the user?” “Could the information contained in the
notification be useful to the user?” “And must the information contained in the notification
be provided to the user immediately?”), towards the type of notifications to implement
depending on the use case (from no notification to a default instant notification).

On the other hand, the ten best practices (table 1) address the problems they are designed to
solve and suggest possible solutions, which may include examples of interfaces to
implement, existing examples to follow, and others to avoid.

As an example, the best practice “limiting the use of red dots” addresses the issues
associated with the use of notification red dots that are highly eye-catching (they encourage
users to react, annoy them, and encourage them to check notifications regularly) by linking
interview transcripts with research studies. Following this, two approaches to a solution are
proposed. Approach A suggests choosing less striking colours and moving towards cold
colours, greys or pastels. It presents an existing example where this approach is used: the
WhatsApp notifications within the app, which are green. Approach B suggests allowing users
to customise the colours of notification red dots according to the type of notification. This
approach would allow the user to customise the notification red dots and thus visually
indicate (according to their own preferences) its importance or category. It presents an
example of a similar design to this existing approach, in the form of the Android status light,
which has a colour that can be configured depending on the notification received.

Which notification should | add?

Decision tree from Designers Ethiques

Is the information contained in
the notification essential for the user?

No Yes
Could the information contained in Must the information contained in the notification
the notification be useful to the user? be provided to the user immediately?
No Yes No Yes
Not useful Useful Essential Essential and immediate
No use No f!efault notification Default notification are enable, Default notifications enabled
of notification of the item, but configurable but not instant and set to instant
by the user
e T s | | Bl e Ll iatart sotification |
= Oetautt nottication |
[ irstamt nottication |
No notifications Detautt and instant notifications

Figure 2: Decision tree
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BP 1 Keep notifications to a minimum by default

BP 2 Provide a comprehensive notification hub

BP 3 Limit the use of red dots

BP 4 Configure notifications upon installation

BP 5 Ensure that the notification includes a comprehensive and clear summary
BP 6 Provide a summary of all notifications

BP 7 Be able to configure reception times

BP 8 Be able to configure notifications according to profiles

BP 9 Do not pressure the user into enabling notifications

BP 10 Have ephemeral notifications

Table 1: List of ten best practices (BP)

3.2. The impact on participant practitioners

Participating practitioners were able to develop technical skills—some of which may or may
not be related to design (such as oral communication, project management, the creation of
an interview framework, the conduct of interviews, the function of a notification, or the
prototype of a notification)—as well as their ethical considerations.

It was through the feedback provided by participants after the project that improvements in
technical skills were most significant. For their part, the exploration and empowerment of
ethical thinking were visible through the participants' feedback, their participation in
conferences to raise awareness of this subject (related to dark patterns, attention capture
and notifications), and the implementation of these reflections in their current professional
practices. All these elements show that the participants were thus able to move towards
greater autonomy in their practices.

As for the use of the alternative notification pattern developed in this project, it is clear that
the participating practitioners have taken the concept on board, as they have produced
numerous communications on the subject. However, there has been little reuse of the pattern
as it stands in their interface designs.

3.3. The impact on the design community

When the project was launched, and through its promotion on social media and at
professional presentations, there was a clear interest of the French digital professionals and
design communities.
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The project was constantly consulted on its website, with at least 2,165 visits® between late
September 2025 and February 2026. The project was also featured in communications on
digital social media.

Overall, it helped to highlight the potential harmfulness of the notification feature, opened
the door to further discussions, and to present alternatives to members of the
French-speaking design community.

No detailed evaluation of this participatory design project was carried out by the lead
organisation due to a lack of time, which is a common limitation of this type of project, as
noticed by Bossen and colleagues (2016).

4. Discussions

This experimental project exploring a methodology for creating an alternative pattern raises
numerous questions, and in particular, its epistemological basis (4.1), the type of project
(4.2), its purpose and impact (4.3) and finally, its limitations and future work (4.4).

4.1. The term “pattern” used to refer to heuristics.

Our work shows that the term “pattern” has been widely used by the academic and
professional community for the past twenty years or so. Yet its meaning is more akin to the
heuristic concept, in the sense given to it by Bastien and Scapin (1993) or Nielsen (2005):
rules of best practice that are subsequently detailed and implemented in practical
applications.

Indeed, a pattern is an interface standard that is easily applicable. For example, standard
settings for notifications. This contrasts with a heuristic, which corresponds to a rule or a
general principle of interfaces. For example, the user must be able to configure the
notifications they receive.

For the past twenty years or so, the academic community has been discussing ‘patterns’,
whether in the context of dark patterns, deceptive patterns, and so on. These are more akin
to anti-heuristics than to patterns, in the sense that they represent bad general principles of
interface design.

In one of the key articles categorising dark patterns, Gray and his colleagues present eleven
dark patterns, which are: Bait and Switch, Disguised Ad, Forced Continuity, Friend Spam,
Hidden Costs, Misdirection, Price Comparison Prevention, Privacy Zuckering, Roach Motel,
Sneak into Basket and Trick Questions (2018). All these elements, described as patterns,
actually correspond to bad interface design principles. Indeed, they illustrate principles that
lead the user to a result different from what was initially expected, and thus to
disappointment.

In the same way, Brignull’s original classification, which is largely adopted in the work of Gray
and his colleagues, includes poor design principles (Brignull, 2010).

It is in contrast to these dark patterns that other patterns have been developed, which we
have chosen to group under the term “ethical patterns”. These encompass all patterns that
offer ethical solutions, seeking to propose designs that do better.

3 This corresponds to the visits recorded by the Matomo tool uses to track views. However, this tool
does not count users who use ad blockers.

10/19



The choice of this name responds to a need for a single term to refer to all these different
patterns, which use different names. It is even more crucial considering that these different
names, which represent this concept, can be likened to brand names.

For instance, “fair patterns” is a registered trademark in various countries, including the
European Union and the United States. As for the other terms—"bright patterns”, “radiant
patterns”, “privacy design strategy” and “alternative patterns”—although they are not
registered trademarks, they can be considered as a form of intellectual property. They belong
to their respective authors and organisations and are not used elsewhere.

All these ethical patterns, developed in opposition to dark patterns, are, like dark patterns or
deceptive patterns, closer to heuristics than to patterns. They also describe interface
principles to apply. For example, the “dumb it down” pattern from the Bright Patterns project
highlights the importance of providing clear and understandable explanations of how user
data is processed by Al. This is indeed an interface principle.

The predominant use of the term “pattern” is driven by marketing considerations. It
establishes a direct affiliation with the dark patterns to which they respond. It also serves to
gather a community around it, acting as a flag-bearer. Finally, its use is more “marketable” in
business and the professional world, where heuristics—under the umbrella of Bastien and
Scapin’s heuristic criteria—may be seen as too academic, outdated or difficult to implement.
One of the underlying problems created by the use of the term “patterns” is that the
solutions provided—these ethical patterns—are difficult for interface designers to implement
when they are not linked to a desire for ethical communication. It is complicated for
practitioners to take them on board and use them in their professional practice. Furthermore,
despite the number of projects proposing ethical patterns, we see that they have little
resonance within professional design communities. This is, in fact, one of the aims of this
article: to explore the creation of solutions that can be used by practising designers and that
fit into their working practices.

4.2. A design project falling within a participatory action research

approach, involving both research and action

Traditionally, action research is an approach that breaks down the division between the
researcher, who observes, and the subject, who is observed. It is not a matter of conducting
research on people, but with them, in order to solve a real problem. It has a dual objective: to
produce theoretical knowledge (research) through the resolution of an existing concrete
problem within a social context or an organisation, leading to transformation (action). These
two objectives are interlinked. Action research is characterised by a cyclical and iterative
process, comprising phases of planning, action, observation and reflection (Lewin, 1946).
According to Swann, the action research methodology lends itself easily to design processes,
as the two are similar. The iterative and cyclical nature of action research is also a feature of
the design process (Swann, 2002).

As part of this project, a key focus of the creative cycle was the prototyping of an artefact,
which is the alternative pattern of a notification. This artefact served not only as a tool for
knowledge (a tangible manifestation of the experimentation, of the knowledge that was
created), but also as a mediation tool (facilitating dialogue, an understanding of ethical
issues, the exploration of a new form of notification, and the development of reflection on
these issues). This pattern thus became a reflective tool for participants, enabling them,
through its manipulation and direct engagement with the object, to shift their professional
11719



approaches. There was a transition from an intuitive design practice to a reflective and
tool-based one.

To put it another way, within the framework of this project, what constitutes the research is
the design process as well as its outcome. And what constitutes the action is the impact of
this co-design project on the participating practitioners, that is to say, their autonomy and
empowerment.

The knowledge generated was put into practice by the professionals, leading to further
learning, which, in turn, was put into practice, and so on. This process is representative of the
cyclical nature of any action research project.

A key difference between this project and traditional action research is the absence of social
change, in the sense of bringing about a shift in society. Here, what the project has produced
is a transformation, an impact on a small community of practising professionals.
Furthermore, unlike in conventional action research, where interviews constitute the main
research material, here it was the entire process of designing an alternative notification
artefact that served as the research material.

This action research has led to tangible changes, whether through the development of skills
and the empowerment of participants, or ethical awareness regarding the use and
application of notifications. The social change inherent in action research has been shaped
by the participants’ perspectives.

As the participants took ownership of the research, despite a collaboration that was not
always perfectly symmetrical (inherent to the initial phase where the project is first framed), it
can be said that this constitutes participatory action research as defined by MacTaggart
(1991). That is, research in which researchers and practitioner designers collaborate,
improving their knowledge, tools and/or working methods through joint and documented
work, and which, through cycles of iteration, enables the improvement and change of
practices by learning and taking a step back from the subject and their experiences.

Finally, and this is one of the project’s key contributions, it demonstrates that, in the field of
design, participatory action research involves not only dialogue, but also the co-production of
artefacts that act as catalysts for the transformation of professional practices. Design is here
research and action. The research involves the creation of the artefact (an alternative
element of a notification), and the action is carried out through co-design.

4.3. Creating digital commons that foster a design democracy

through the creation of imaginaries

This project challenges the concept of open design, contributing to the creation of digital
knowledge commons.

These were first defined by Hess and Ostrom (2007), who distinguished them from physical
commons (such as water and forests). Unlike physical commons, they are non-depletable
(reading a Wikipedia page does not prevent others from reading it as well); however, they can
be degraded by enclosure (overly restrictive copyright), pollution (misinformation), or the
obsolescence of knowledge. The major risk here is underutilisation of these commons.

In the world of design, this is a concept that is frequently cited (Bosqué, 2021). Yet it
struggles to gain recognition outside of fablabs and makerspaces.
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However, other forms of open design have historically been present in interface design, such
as design patterns, components, system designs, style guides, and so on.

The project presented in this article proposes a method for what a form of open design
applied to interfaces might look like. This method is based on available documentation, and
opportunities for the project to be reused. This documentation should cover the full process
of design, including user research, design concepts, or decision patterns. Also, it should be
reusable, through a CC BY (Creative Commons Attribution) license, allowing for sharing and
adaptation, or through the sharing of duplicable (forkable) working documents such as the
decision tree in a format available directly on Figma (main interface design tool) or other
design tools.

In this project, our goal was to redesign the original design concept. This is what we propose,
and it is one of the key contributions of this project: an experiment in open design that offers
an open design project methodology.

One of the key benefits of this work to create digital commons is that it fosters openness and
empowers the participating practitioners. They have been able to deepen their ethical
reflections and professional practices through a compagnonnage approach.

A second advantage is the ability to spark the imagination. Today’s digital landscape has
undergone significant standardisation, whether through the development of standards
(Bastien & Scapin, 1993) or system design (Google, 2014). This standardisation has been
largely influenced by the GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, Microsoft), which
pioneered the standardisation of freely accessible interfaces. In doing so, they created a
standard for the imagination tied to these interfaces.

This standard of imagination, sustained by the aesthetic and functional hegemony proposed
by GAFAM, emerged in opposition to the plural imaginaries that were available in the
historical diversity of interfaces.

It is this diversity of interfaces—which is virtually absent from today’s interfaces—that we
need to reclaim and reinvest in, thereby creating alternative visions that challenge the
prevailing interface standards, which are also the primary breeding grounds for dark patterns.

Indeed, interfaces shape our imagination. Beignon and his colleagues, in their research on
how companies encourage us to use artificial intelligence, have shown us that the creation of
imagination can be used to encourage users to adopt a particular technology—in this case,
Al They do this by shaping the imagination surrounding AI as a magical element, free of
processes and environmental costs (Beignon and al., 2025).

The reappropriation of the creative imagination surrounding interfaces and their openness
makes it possible to propose alternative forms of interface standards and imaginaries, and
thereby, at the same time, to combat the dark patterns that arise from these interface
standards.

One of the contributions of the project described in this article was that it helped to reopen

the imagination of the practising designers who carried out the project, as well as, by
extension, the imagination of all those who interacted with it. This practice of creating
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imagination and developing utopian visions is, in fact, one that is particularly favoured by
participatory design (Teli, 2015).

This expansion of the imagination therefore also allows users to reclaim digital technology
and interfaces, leading to a design democracy: a design process shaped by everyone, rather
than by a small group of individuals, mainly from Silicon Valley.

4.4. Limitations and future work

This experimental and volunteer-based co-design project faces the typical limitations of such
initiatives. It includes difficulties in retaining participants over the long term. As participants
have varying levels of commitment, very few of whom stayed with the project from start to
finish. It also includes difficulties to make decisions that were guided more by engagement
considerations than by strict academic rigour: through user research that focused on
smartphone notifications, the absence of consideration for disabilities in the user research,
and the proposed solutions, which primarily addressed visual notifications while overlooking
other forms of notifications.

The main limitation of the project concerns the limited professional perspective we have on
the project and its actual relevance to professional interface design communities.

In future studies, it would be interesting to examine, through the lens of organisational
sociology, whether the various existing ethical patterns (alternative patterns, bright patterns,
fair patterns, radiant patterns, privacy design strategies) actually align with the practices of
professional interface designers. This includes shared research, resources, and potential use
cases. The goal is to more accurately assess the impact of these projects on the interface
design community.

5. A project representative of ethical design
practices within the French-speaking community

The article presents an experiment using a methodology for creating an ethical pattern
through participatory design. This project is typical of how digital ethical design projects are
carried out.

As such, it forms part of an approach aimed at empowering stakeholders (both designers and
users), that is to say, ensuring that these individuals’ ability to exercise control is developed.
This vision is part of the perspective initiated in particular by Douglas Engelbart, a pioneer in
human-computer interaction research, on the augmentation of human intelligence (Bardini,
2000). For him, the computer is a tool that enables humans to become better. Interfaces
must, therefore, be tools that enable the development of individuals’ capabilities. Tools that
they can control and direct according to their original goals.

Also, this perspective of empowerment takes place in other ethical design projects, such as
the “Oracle du net”* project developed by LINC (the digital innovation laboratory of the CNIL:
the French Data Protection Authority) and the designer Victoria Duchatelle. It invites users to
visualise the challenges of digital technology, and more specifically, how algorithms work,

* https://linc.cnil.fr/loracle-du-net-vous-revele-comment-les-algorithmes-vous-calculent
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through the installation of a “Hally” plugin. For its part, the Tarot Tech of Cards® project by
Artefact enables designers to consider the impacts of technology. Cards such as “The Radio
Star”, “Mother Nature” and “The Forgotten” allow designers to examine the consequences of
the solution they have designed. Finally, the agency Design Ethically has developed a new
design process® that incorporates steps to take ethical considerations into account.

Another key feature is the emphasis on sobriety, or even frugality, within the digital industry.
In the context of the project presented, this sobriety is particularly evident in the design of
the patterns. These must take into account the environmental impact they will have and, for
example, must not encourage unnecessary use (Papanek et al., 2021).

In the case of notifications, it is even more important not to use re-capture
elements—notifications sent to the user to attract them on an app and thus capture their
attention (Monge Roffarello and al., 2023). This pattern may be seen as an interface standard,
but it will have a significant environmental impact. Indeed, by re-capturing users’ attention, it
encourages them to continue using the app. As all use of digital interfaces has environmental
consequences (Roussilhe and al., 2023), increasing usage increases the environmental
impact.

Across France, the integration of ethical design considerations into environmental issues is
therefore a major trend. This is obvious both within professional communities—as seen in the
numerous tech and design events dedicated to this topic: Green 10, Green Tech Forum,
“Journée de l'éconconception numérique”—and within research communities that regularly
intersect environmental issues with the problem of dark patterns (Beignon and al., 2025).

We are also seeing a trend within design communities to anchor ethical questions—which
may appear philosophical or disconnected from professional practice—in specific themes
that bring these issues down to earth: accessibility, eco-design, dark patterns... (Poiroux and
Pineau, 2023). Here, this project does indeed focus on a specific topic: the use of dark
patterns. It proposes an alternative that falls within the realm of ethical patterns, as we have
defined them: patterns that offer solutions to equip digital professionals in the non-use of
dark patterns, whilst claiming to be part of an ‘ethical design’ approach (doing things better).

Fourthly, this project is rooted in professional design practice. It aims to produce methods
and design artefacts that will be used in a professional context. As such, it is in line with
current research aimed at aligning ethical design principles with current professional
practices (EBmeyer and al., 2026). In this case, this takes the form of a participatory action
research method, which also helps to forge links between professional practice and
academic research.

As such, it addresses the need for tools and methods required by practising designers,
whether in the project initiation phase or the project execution phase, thereby enabling them
to implement ethical design initiatives (Oz and al., 2026).

Ultimately, beyond these characteristics found in many projects within ethical design
communities, we also see a drive towards standardising practices through this type of
project. These forms of practice standardisation—to varying degrees of regulation—currently
exist in many areas of ethical design: accessibility (WCAG), eco-design (RGESN in France),
and personal data (GDPR). The field of combating dark patterns starts to be subject to this

® https://tarotcardsoftech.artefactgroup.com
5 https://www.designethically.com/framework3
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type of standardisation of practices (european DSA). However, these standards are emerging
and this project—among ethical pattern practices—contributes to.

Conclusion

In this paper, we looked back at how we moved from patterns to dark patterns and finally to
“ethical patterns”—which we have defined as patterns that offer solutions to equip digital
professionals to avoid using dark patterns, while claiming to uphold an “ethical design”
approach.

We then presented the reusable methodology of a project exploring the creation of an ethical
notification pattern, which can be used by practising designers and integrated into their
workflows. Through its participatory approach, we also theorised the concept of a
compagnonnage approach within a digital project, as a learning approach enabling the
transmission of know-how and ethical values. Finally, we challenged the epistemological link
through the use of the concept of patterns, widely employed in the literature to discuss
heuristics.

The project’s typology, based on participatory action research methodology, involved not only
dialogue but also the co-production of artefacts serving as catalysts for the transformation of
professional practices. And its use and impact through the creation of digital interface
commons that foster a democracy of design by drawing on the imagination of the practising
designers who carried out the project, as well as, by extension, all those who have interacted
with it.

Finally, we outlined how this project exemplifies ethical design practice within the
French-speaking community, through its focus on empowering stakeholders, its work on
digital sobriety, its application of a specific ethical design approach—here the dark
patterns—,its commitment to methodologies and tools rooted in existing practices, and
finally, its drive to standardize professional practices.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the participants who contributed to this project (Sophie Girard
Boisramé, Arnaud Girard, Esther Jacquet, Enora Le Turnier, Léopoldine Mennessier, Kévin
Moutoucarpin, Julie Nahon, Alix Paoli, Clémence Piteau, Laila Tamini, Stéphanie Vachon and
Patrick Vallon) for the work they have done. We would also like to thank those interviewed for
their time and feedback.

This paper was written, thanks to the grant from the Fondation de France.

Bibliography

Alexander, C. (1977). A pattern language : Towns, buildings, construction. Oxford
university press.

Bardini, T. (2000). Bootstrapping : Douglas Engelbart, coevolution, and the origins of
personal computing. Stanford University Press.

Bastien, C., & Scapin, D. (1993). Ergonomic criteria for the evaluation of
human-computer interfaces (RT-0156; Numéro RT-0156, p. 79). INRIA.
https://inria.hal.science/inria-00070012

Beignon, A, Thibault, T., & Maudet, N. (2025). Imposing AI : Deceptive design patterns
against sustainability (Version 2). arXiv.

https://doi.ora/10.48550/ARXIV.2508.08672

16/19


https://inria.hal.science/inria-00070012
https://inria.hal.science/inria-00070012
https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2508.08672
https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2508.08672

Badker, S., Dindler, C., Iversen, O. S., & Smith, R. C. (2022). Can You Define Participatory
Design for Me? In S. Badker, C. Dindler, O. S. Iversen, & R. C. Smith, Participatory
Design (p. 1-4). Springer International Publishing.
https:/doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-02235-7_1

Bongard-Blanchy, K., Rossi, A., Rivas, S., Doublet, S., Koenig, V., & Lenzini, G. (2021). "I
am Definitely Manipulated, Even When I am Aware of it. It's Ridiculous!”—Dark
Patterns from the End-User Perspective. Proceedings of the 2021 ACM Designing
Interactive Systems Conference, DIS 21, 763-776.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3461778.3462086

Bosqué, C. (2021). Open design : Fabrication numérique et mouvement maker. Editions
B42.

Bossen, C., Dindler, C., & Iversen, O. S. (2016). Evaluation in participatory design: A
literature survey. Proceedings of the 14th Participatory Design Conference: Full
Papers - Volume 1,151-160. https:/doi.org/10.1145/29408299.2940303

Brignull, H. (2010). Dark Patterns. https://old.deceptive.design/

Brown, W. J. (Ed.). (1998). AntiPatterns : Refactoring software, architectures, and projects
in crisis. Wiley.

Chen, J., Sun, J., Feng, S., Xing, Z., Lu, Q., Xu, X., & Chen, C. (2023). Unveiling the Tricks:
Automated Detection of Dark Patterns in Mobile Applications. Proceedings of the
36th Annual ACM Symposium on User Interface Software and Technology, 1-20.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3586183.3606783

EBmeyer, T., Gunawan, J., Gray, C. M., Sanchez Chamorro, L., Monge Roffarello, A.,
Seaborn, K., Sandhaus, H., Lukoff, K., Savino, G.-L., Chivukula, S. S., & Nakamura, S.
(2026). Bridge Over Troubled Water : Aligning Commercial Incentives With Ethical
Design Practice To Combat Deceptive Patterns. Proceedings of the Extended
Abstracts of the 2026 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems,
1-8. https://doi.org/10.1145/3772363.3778758

Filho, L. S., Carneiro, N., Junior, A. S., & Darin, T. (2026). Why Don’t You Let the Light In ?
Developing Radiant Patterns for a Critical Game Aiming Player Empowerment.
Journal on Interactive Systems, Porto Alegre, RS, v. 17, n. 1, p. 1-29, 2026.
https://doi.org/10.5753/}is.2026.5923

Fitz, N., Kushlev, K., Jagannathan, R., Lewis, T., Paliwal, D., & Ariely, D. (2019). Batching
smartphone notifications can improve well-being. Computers in Human Behavior,
101, 84-94. https://doi.org/10.1816/j.chb.2019.07.016

Gamma, E., Helm, R., Johnson, R., & Vlissides, J. (1995). Design patterns : Elements of
reusable object-oriented software. Addison-Wesley.

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory : Strategies for
qualitative research. Aldine de Gruyter.

Google. (2014). Material Design. Material Design. https://m1.material.io/

Gray, C., Kou, Y., Battles, B., Hoggatt, J., & Toombs, A. (2018, avril 1). The Dark (Patterns)
Side of UX Design. https:/doi.org/10.1145/3173574.3174108

Greenberg, S., Boring, S., Vermeulen, J., & Dostal, J. (2014). Dark patterns in proxemic
interactions: A critical perspective. Proceedings of the 2014 Conference on
Designing Interactive Systems, 523-532. https://doi.org/10.1145/2598510.2598541

Hasan Mansur, S. M., Salma, S., Awofisayo, D., & Moran, K. (2023). AidUI : Toward
Automated Recognition of Dark Patterns in User Interfaces. 2023 IEEE/ACM 45th
International Conference on Software Engineering (ICSE), 1958-1970.
https://doi.org/10.1109/ICSE48619.2023.00166

17/19


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-02235-7_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-02235-7_1
https://doi.org/10.1145/3461778.3462086
https://doi.org/10.1145/3461778.3462086
https://doi.org/10.1145/2940299.2940303
https://old.deceptive.design/
https://doi.org/10.1145/3586183.3606783
https://doi.org/10.1145/3586183.3606783
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772363.3778758
https://doi.org/10.5753/jis.2026.5923
https://doi.org/10.5753/jis.2026.5923
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.07.016
https://m1.material.io/
https://doi.org/10.1145/3173574.3174108
https://doi.org/10.1145/2598510.2598541
https://doi.org/10.1109/ICSE48619.2023.00166
https://doi.org/10.1109/ICSE48619.2023.00166

Hess, C., & Ostrom, E. (Eds.). (2007). Understanding knowledge as a commons : From
theory to practice. MIT Press.

Hoepman, J.-H. (2014). Privacy Design Strategies. In N. Cuppens-Boulahia, F. Cuppens,
S. Jajodia, A. Abou El Kalam, & T. Sans (Eds.), ICT Systems Security and Privacy
Protection (Vol. 428, p. 446-459). Springer Berlin Heidelberg.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-55415-5_38

Koenig, A. (1998). Patterns and antipatterns. In The patterns handbook : Techniques,
strategies, and applications (Vol. 13, p. 383). Cambridge University Pr.

Kushlev, K., Proulx, J., & Dunn, E. W. (2016). « Silence Your Phones » : Smartphone
Notifications Increase Inattention and Hyperactivity Symptoms. Proceedings of the
2016 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, 1911-1020.
https://doi.org/10.1145/2858036.2858359

Lewin, K. (1946). Action research and minority problems. Journal of social issues, 2(4),
34-46.

LINC. (s. d.). [Attirer I’attention] Notifications - Données & Design par LINC. Consulté 20
octobre 2024, a l'adresse https:/design.cnil.fr/design-patterns/notifications/
Luguri, J., & Strahilevitz, L. J. (2021). Shining a Light on Dark Patterns. Journal of Legal

Analysis, 13(1), 43-109. https://doi.org/10.1893/jla/laaa®86

Mathur, A., Kshirsagar, M., & Mayer, J. (2021). What Makes a Dark Pattern... Dark? : Design
Attributes, Normative Considerations, and Measurement Methods. Proceedings of
the 2021 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, 1-18.
https:/doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445610

McTaggart, R. (1991). Principles for Participatory Action Research. Adult Education
Quarterly, 41(3), 168-187. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001848191041003003

Monge Roffarello, A., Lukoff, K., & De Russis, L. (2023). Defining and Identifying Attention
Capture Deceptive Designs in Digital Interfaces. Proceedings of the 2023 CHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, 1-19.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3544548.3580729

Mor, Y., & Winters, N. (2007). Design approaches in technology-enhanced learning.
Interactive Learning Environments, 15(1), 61-75.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820601044236

Morrison, L. G., Hargood, C., Pejovic, V., Geraghty, A. W. A, Lloyd, S., Goodman, N.,
Michaelides, D. T., Weston, A., Musolesi, M., Weal, M. J., & Yardley, L. (2817). The
Effect of Timing and Frequency of Push Notifications on Usage of a
Smartphone-Based Stress Management Intervention: An Exploratory Trial. PLOS
ONE, 12(1), e®169162. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0169162

Nielsen, J. (2005). Ten usability heuristics.

Oz, G., Dindler, C., Gall Krogh, P., & Lindberg, S. (2026). Ethical Encounters in Design
Practice : A Framework Grounded in Practitioner Experience. Proceedings of the
2026 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, 1-16.
https:/doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791435

Papanek, V. J., Clarke, A. J., & Quinz, E. (2021). Design pour un monde réel : Ecologie
humaine et changement social. les Presses du réel Fondation Victor J. Papanek.

Pielot, M., Church, K., & De Oliveira, R. (2014). An in-situ study of mobile phone
notifications. Proceedings of the 16th International Conference on
Human-Computer Interaction with Mobile Devices & Services, 233-242.

https://doi.org/10.1145/2628363.2628364

18/19


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-55415-5_38
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-55415-5_38
https://doi.org/10.1145/2858036.2858359
https://doi.org/10.1145/2858036.2858359
https://design.cnil.fr/design-patterns/notifications/
https://doi.org/10.1093/jla/laaa006
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445610
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445610
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001848191041003003
https://doi.org/10.1145/3544548.3580729
https://doi.org/10.1145/3544548.3580729
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820601044236
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820601044236
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0169162
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791435
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791435
https://doi.org/10.1145/2628363.2628364
https://doi.org/10.1145/2628363.2628364

Poiroux, J., & Pineau, K. (2023). Criticizing and Putting Criticism into Practice: The Case
of Digital Designers. XX ISA World Congress of Sociology (June 25-July 1, 2023).
https://isaconf.confex.com/isaconf/wc2023/meetingapp.cqi/Paper/149170

Potel-Saville, M., & Da Rocha, M. (2024). From Dark Patterns to Fair Patterns? Usable
Taxonomy to Contribute Solving the Issue with Countermeasures. In K. Rannenberg,
P. Drogkaris, & C. Lauradoux (Eds.), Privacy Technologies and Policy (Vol. 13888, p.
145-165). Springer Nature Switzerland.
https:/doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-61089-9 7

Roussilhe, G., Ligozat, A.-L., & Quinton, S. (2023). A long road ahead : A review of the
state of knowledge of the environmental effects of digitization. Current Opinion in
Environmental Sustainability, 62, 101296.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2023.101296

Sahami Shirazi, A., Henze, N., Dingler, T., Pielot, M., Weber, D., & Schmidt, A. (2014).
Large-scale assessment of mobile notifications. Proceedings of the SIGCHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, 3055-3064.

https:/doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557189
Sandhaus, H. (2023). Promoting Bright Patterns (Version 1). arXiv.

https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2304.01157

Swann, C. (2002). Action Research and the Practice of Design. Design Issues, 18(1),
49-61. JSTOR. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1512029

Teli, M. (2015). Computing and the Common. Hints of a new utopia in Participatory
Design. Aarhus Series on Human Centered Computing, 1(1), 4.
https://doi.org/10.7146/aahcc.v1i1.21318

Widdicks, K., Pargman, D., & Bjork, S. (2020). Backfiring and favouring : How design
processes in HCI lead to anti-patterns and repentant designers. Proceedings of the
11th Nordic Conference on Human-Computer Interaction: Shaping Experiences,
Shaping Society, 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1145/3419249.3420817

19/19


https://isaconf.confex.com/isaconf/wc2023/meetingapp.cgi/Paper/149170
https://isaconf.confex.com/isaconf/wc2023/meetingapp.cgi/Paper/149170
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-61089-9_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-61089-9_7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2023.101296
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2023.101296
https://doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557189
https://doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557189
https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2304.01157
https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.2304.01157
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1512029
https://doi.org/10.7146/aahcc.v1i1.21318
https://doi.org/10.7146/aahcc.v1i1.21318
https://doi.org/10.1145/3419249.3420175

	Alternative Patterns, a participatory project to practise ethical design in HCI professional community 
	Abstract  
	State of the art: from patterns to ethical patterns 
	2. Methodology for designing an alternative pattern 
	2.1. The participatory project process 
	2.1.1. Component selection: the notification as a case study 
	2.1.2. Exploring the use of a notification 
	2.1.3. Design of an alternative version of the notification component 

	2.2. The participants, digital professionals 

	3. The methodology for designing an alternative pattern and the alternative notification pattern:  results of this project 
	3.1. The project as publicly published 
	3.2. The impact on participant practitioners 
	3.3. The impact on the design community 

	4. Discussions 
	4.1. The term “pattern” used to refer to heuristics.   
	4.2. A design project falling within a participatory action research approach, involving both research and action 
	4.3. Creating digital commons that foster a design democracy through the creation of imaginaries 
	4.4. Limitations and future work 

	5. A project representative of ethical design practices within the French-speaking community 
	Conclusion 
	Bibliography 

