
Silvio Nocilla May 18 2026  pg. 1 

Why Feelings Matter in Design: Rethinking 
Emotional UX 
By Silvio Nocilla 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Intorduction 
This reflection represents my journey so far through the Emotional Design unit that I am 
currently studying with the Interaction Design Foundation (IXDF). The concepts explored 
throughout this unit have been a genuine discovery for me, especially in understanding how 
deeply emotions influence user experience, interaction, and human behavior. 

One of the strongest realizations I gained is that while AI can support many aspects of design 
and automation, it cannot fully replace the human aspect of emotional understanding and 
communication. Meaningful UX design requires empathy, lived experiences, emotional 
awareness, and human-centered thinking. The emotional connections people develop with 
technology are shaped through context, memories, personal experiences, and human 
interaction elements that go far beyond technical functionality alone. 

This unit has helped me better appreciate that successful design is not only about creating 
usable systems, but also about understanding how people feel when interacting with 
technology. Emotional integration in design remains deeply connected to human 
communication, empathy, observation, and research, making the human element essential 
within the future of UX and AI-driven technologies. 

When we talk about good design, the conversation usually starts with usability does it work, 
is it intuitive, can people figure it out? But there's a quieter, harder-to-measure dimension that 
shapes whether someone actually enjoys using a product, sticks with it, or quietly abandons it 
after a bad experience. That dimension is emotion. 

Emotions don't sit alongside the user experience. They are the user experience. Every tap, 
scroll, and interaction carries an emotional undertone even when users can't articulate it. 
Understanding that relationship is one of the most important things a designer can do. 

Emotions Are Not the Enemy of Usability 
A common misconception in UX practice is that emotional responses are noise irrational 
reactions that get in the way of clean, functional design. In reality, they're signals. 

Emotions emerge from a complex mix of psychophysiological responses, personal histories, 
expectations, and context. The same interface can feel effortless and reassuring to one person 
and confusing and frustrating to another not because the design changed, but because the 
person's emotional context did. This is what makes UX design genuinely difficult: you're not 
designing for a neutral, predictable agent. You're designing for a human being having a day. 
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And not all negative emotions are problems to be eliminated. In gaming, fear and tension are 
core to immersion. In certain onboarding flows, a gentle sense of urgency encourages action. 
The question isn't whether a design produces emotion — it always does. The question is 
whether the emotions it produces are the right ones for the context. 

What does need to be avoided is the kind of friction that produces helplessness: interactions 
that confuse without purpose, steps that appear for no clear reason, or interfaces that behave 
differently than users expect. These reliably generate frustration and erode trust, even when 
the product technically works. 

A Ringtone, a Stressful Season, and What It Taught Me 
About Design 
Sometimes the most useful lessons in UX theory arrive through lived experience rather than 
textbooks. 

Consider a simple scenario: during a difficult, stressful period of life, a phone ringtone starts 
to feel deeply unsettling. Not because anything is wrong with the tone itself but because it has 
been repeatedly paired with anxious moments. The brain learns the association. The sound 
becomes a trigger. 

Switching to a calming, favourite song seems like a logical fix. And for a while, it works. But 
if that song keeps playing during the same stressful circumstances, it eventually carries the 
same weight. The music hasn't changed. The emotional meaning attached to it has. 

What actually resolves the problem isn't a design change at all it's the improvement of the 
underlying life situation. As stress fades, so does the emotional charge around both sounds. 

This is a useful lens for UX designers. Sounds, colours, icons, and interface patterns don't 
come pre-loaded with emotional meaning. Users attach meaning to them through experience, 
repetition, and context. A red notification badge might feel alarming to one user and 
completely neutral to another, depending on their history with the product. 

The implication is significant: designers cannot assume that their carefully chosen colour 
palette, tone of voice, or micro-animation will land the same way for every user. Empathy 
and research aren't soft extras in the design process they're foundational. 
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Designing to Support, Not Just to Function 
Good emotional design doesn't happen by accident. It requires deliberate choices at every 
level of the interface. 

One of the most consistent principles is removing unnecessary obstacles. Every additional 
step, every moment of uncertainty, every action that requires effort the user didn't expect — 
these accumulate. They increase cognitive load and erode patience. Users don't usually 
analyse why they feel frustrated with a product; they just stop using it. 

Predictability matters enormously here. People form mental models based on prior 
experience. When an interface behaves the way users expect, it feels trustworthy. When it 
doesn't — when a button does something unexpected, or a flow takes a surprising turn — 
confidence drops. Confusion and mild anxiety follow. This isn't dramatic, but it's cumulative, 
and it shapes the overall impression of the product. 

Affordances play a central role too. The visual and sensory cues that communicate how 
something should be used — the shape of a button, the weight of a label, the placement of a 
control — reduce the need for guesswork. When affordances are clear, users feel capable. 
When they're absent or misleading, users feel uncertain. The difference between a confident 
and a hesitant user is often just a matter of whether the interface communicated clearly. 

The Human Layer That AI Cannot Replace 
It's worth pausing on what all of this means as AI continues to reshape how products are built 
and used. 

AI can automate enormous amounts of complexity. It can personalise content, predict 
behaviour, surface relevant information, and reduce friction in ways that weren't possible 
before. These are genuine advances in usability. But automation and emotional resonance are 
not the same thing. 

Emotional support, trust, empathy, and the sense that a product genuinely understands the 
user's situation — these are not outputs that AI can simply generate. They emerge from 
careful observation of how people actually think and feel, from research that respects human 
diversity and context, and from design decisions that treat users as whole people rather than 
task-completion machines. 

As AI capabilities expand, the risk isn't that design becomes redundant. It's that design 
becomes purely functional again — fast, efficient, technically impressive, and emotionally 
hollow. The designers who will matter most are those who hold onto the human side: who 
insist on empathy, who ask how something feels, and who treat emotional experience as a 
first-class design requirement rather than a nice-to-have. 
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Emotional Design: Recommendations and Suggestions for 
Better User Experiences 
Emotional design focuses on how users feel while interacting with products, interfaces, and 
digital experiences. Good design is not only about functionality or appearance, but also about 
creating experiences that feel intuitive, comfortable, engaging, and emotionally supportive. 
Based on the discussed concepts and questions related to usability, affordances, emotions, 
and interaction design, several important observations and recommendations can be 
identified. 

One important principle is that usability and emotional experience should work together. 
Users generally focus on completing their tasks rather than thinking deeply about the object 
or interface itself. When a design works smoothly and produces expected results, users feel 
more confident and comfortable during interaction. Objects and interfaces should therefore be 
designed so that user actions lead to predictable and understandable outcomes. 

The discussion also highlighted that emotional responses are not always negative or positive 
in a simple way. In some cases, negative emotions can still contribute to a meaningful 
experience when used carefully and appropriately. However, interfaces should avoid 
unnecessary frustration, confusion, or stress caused by poor usability, cluttered layouts, or 
unclear interaction feedback. 

Affordances and cues are also important in emotional design. Users rely on visual and 
cognitive clues to understand how an object or interface should be used. For example, 
perceptible cues help guide users naturally towards interaction. Similarly, cognitive 
affordances in interfaces, such as large coloured buttons or clear interaction indicators, help 
users quickly understand available actions without needing extra explanation. This reduces 
uncertainty and improves confidence during use. 

Another key point is that users typically focus on their tasks while the interface acts almost 
invisibly as a supporting tool. A successful design therefore should not constantly demand 
attention from the user. Instead, it should support interaction naturally and smoothly through 
clear navigation, visual consistency, feedback, and predictable behaviour. 

Based on these concepts, several recommendations can strengthen emotional design: 

• Design interactions that produce expected and predictable results.  
• Use clear cognitive affordances to help users understand actions quickly.  
• Include perceptible cues that guide users naturally during interaction.  
• Reduce unnecessary frustration, confusion, and uncertainty.  
• Keep interfaces intuitive so users can focus on their tasks rather than the system itself.  
• Use emotional design to create confidence, reassurance, and engagement.  
• Balance visual appeal with usability and clarity.  
• Avoid excessive distractions or overly complicated interactions.  
• Provide clear feedback after user actions.  
• Design interfaces that feel supportive rather than overwhelming.  

Overall, emotional design should help create experiences that feel natural, understandable, 
and emotionally comfortable. When usability, affordances, and emotional experience are 
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balanced effectively, users are more likely to feel satisfied, confident, and engaged while 
interacting with products and digital systems. 

 

Conclusion 
Emotional design is not about making interfaces pretty or adding friendly illustrations. It's 
about recognising that every interaction produces a feeling, and that feeling shapes whether 
users trust a product, return to it, and find it genuinely useful. 

That means reducing friction, communicating clearly, behaving predictably, and perhaps 
most importantly understanding that users are not neutral. They arrive with histories, 
associations, expectations, and emotional states that design cannot control but absolutely 
must account for. 

Technology should ultimately serve human needs. That sounds obvious. But in practice, it 
means doing the harder work of understanding what those needs actually are including the 
emotional ones that users themselves might never think to mention. 
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