
The Power of Negative 
Thinking

How to Plot, Scheme, and Cackle Your Way to a Better 
Design



despair



pain



frustration



malice



Two Flavors of  Negativity



What’s the worst thing 
that can happen to us?

Debbie Downer



What’s the worst thing 
that can happen to us?

Debbie Downer Molly Malicious
What’s the worst thing 

that we can do to others?




Better Know a 
Worst Case 

Scenario











Every bad design 
decision made 
sense to 
someone



Tech plus society 
equals a mess









https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/26/style/phones-children-
silicon-valley.html

“On the scale between candy 
and crack cocaine, it’s closer 
to crack cocaine,” Mr. 
Anderson said of screens.


Technologists building these 
products and writers observing 
the tech revolution were naïve, 
he said.


“We thought we could control 
it,” Mr. Anderson said. “And 
this is beyond our power to 
control. This is going straight 
to the pleasure centers of the 
developing brain. This is 
beyond our capacity as regular 
parents to understand.”





These problems 
emerged because 
designers were too 
optimistic



Debbie Downer 
Toolkit



Nielsen heuristic number 5  
 

Error Prevention



Premortems



User Testing  
Gone Wild



Prioritizing 
Issues



Malicious Design 
101



Painstorming
• A term I coined last week

• But probably someone’s used it 

before

• Bullet points illustrate specific 

concepts

• People who look at this graphic 

see a blue brain

• One human child is born every 

day







Doing this



Helps you

understand this





What do these people have in common

They’re having a great time

Two of them are Jack Nicholson



Your Evil Toolkit



True Affordance  
vs 

Perceived 
Affordance



“The affordances of the environment are what it 
offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, 
either for good or ill [...] It implies the 
complementarity of the animal and the 
environment.”


-James J. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception



True Affordance



Perceived Affordance













Remote ControlTakeaways
• Clear branding and labeling is critical

• It should be optimized to be lifted easily and fit 
comfortably into a hand

• Modes can cause errors and confusion

• Respect your perceived affordances!



Know your 
enemy

user



Dr. Martinez Molly Malicious

Nemeses



“As a [user type], I [challenge user 
faces], so the worst thing a [what 
you’re designing] could do would be 
to [thing that would exacerbate that 
problem].”



“As a physician, I have to rapidly 
understand and synthesize large 
amounts of data, so the worst thing 
a BPA could do would be to present 
irrelevant and untimely 
information.”













What does this tell us
● BPA color should raise the level of alarm 

proportionate to the amount of danger to the patient

● The problem should be summarized in the first few 

words of the header of the BPA

● Follow-up actions should be comprehensible at a 

glance and the recommended one should be pre-
selected


● BPAs should not require the user to navigate away 
and remember information to resolve


● Information should be concise and relevant to the 
problem at hand



Conclusion



Designing 
with 

positive 
intent

Delineating 
the solution 
with negative 
intent



The Role of 
Optimism





Questions


