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Motivation, ability, and
trigger—boom!

This chapter covers
■

Understanding the principle of motivation, ability,
and trigger

■

Ensuring your design accommodates this principle

■

Identifying opportunities to design for motivation,
ability, and trigger

■

Discussing designing for motivation, ability, and
trigger with others

■

Applying the principle in digital design contexts

Jonathan has just received a job in a different country. He’s excited for the opportunity and knows it’ll be beneficial to learn a new language. He uses the internet to
research the opportunities to take a class in the local community college, do a distance-learning program delivered online, or download a language-learning application that’s compatible with his tablet and smartphone. The next morning,
Jonathan wakes up, checks his email on his iPad, and finds a discount code to
download the tablet- and smartphone-based application. He clicks the link and
downloads the application. Why did Jonathan choose to go with the app-based
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language-learning system? The principle of motivation, ability, and trigger (figure 4.1)
tells us that he received the email offer (the trigger) at exactly the right moment when
his motivation and ability to purchase the app were high.
So far, we’ve covered two principles of psychology focusing on what leads to
planned behavior and what contributes to making decisions under risk. Let’s continue
our exploration of designing for behavior by examining how we might use technology,
specifically digital design, to facilitate behavior and behavior change.
The principle of planned behavior we explored in chapter 2 shows us
how to account for well-thought-out behaviors. Decisions under risk from
chapter 3 complements these behaviors with the more spontaneous behaviors
(loss aversion and heuristics) and those that lead to a gain or loss.

NOTE

Motivation
Jonathan is very motivated
to use a language learning
product now that he is
moving to a foreign land.

Ability
Jonathan’s smartphone and
tablet PC enable him to
use a learning app; the
discount increases his
ability to purchase the app

Trigger presented before
addressing motivation and ability

Trigger
Jonathan receives
the email coupon
and link at exactly
the right time.

Motivation and
ability exceed
necessary
threshold

Desired Behavior
Jonathan clicks the
link and purchases
the app.

Motivation and/or
ability too low to
produce behavior

Nothing/Behavior
fails

Figure 4.1

Motivation, ability, and trigger need to unfold in a logical way to promote a behavior.

Here we look at motivation, ability, and trigger to explain when we should ask users to
engage in a behavior (use our site, click this button), and how we facilitate getting
them to the point they say “Yes!” Figure 4.1 shows that users first encounter features
designed to increase motivation and ability to engage in a behavior for the trigger to
be successful. If a design presents the trigger (call to action) before motivation and
ability reach sufficiently high levels, or presents the trigger before addressing motivation and ability, the behavior won’t occur.
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Introduction
How can you design your product so that it presents an opportunity for users to
engage in a behavior at the right moment? Motivation, ability, and trigger is a simple
principle—perhaps too simple for academia, which makes it perfect for us. According
to motivation, ability, and trigger, behavior happens when a person
■
■
■

Is motivated
Has the ability to engage in the behavior
Is effectively presented with a trigger that will cause the behavior

That’s it. Let’s call it a day and head home. But wait, there’s more!
These three elements must align at the right moment for the intended behavior to
occur. Ideally, individuals are highly motivated and have the ability to easily engage in
the behavior the moment you present them with a trigger. The principle is based on
Fogg’s Behavioral Model, which describes how to use technology to influence behavior.

4.1.1

Brief academic background
B.J. Fogg and his colleagues at Stanford’s persuasive technology lab provide us with
the foundation for this chapter’s principle. In the 1990s, Fogg was curious to explain
how we can use technology to change behavior. He realized technology, particularly
web-based experiences, was opening up new possibilities for thinking about influencing behavior. He examined the existing psychological literature on behavior change
and identified the key factors of motivation, ability, and trigger, which became his
model. Fogg noted that technology itself isn’t the cure-all for explaining behavior. A
person won’t magically start taking pictures because they have a photo app on their
phone. Users need to understand why they should use the app and when they should
use the app, and the app needs to be presented correctly and at the right time. As
Fogg states on his website, “[technology is] simply a channel for delivering an experience. And you must get the experience right.”
Research on persuasive technology has focused on what elements need to be present for humans to develop relationships with technology. In one study, Fogg and his colleagues manipulated how computers communicated with users, through either a
dominant or a subordinate personality. Participants needed to work with the computer
to determine how to survive being stranded in the desert. A computer with a dominant
personality had traits such as bold typography and made statements with an authoritative tone such as, “In the desert, the intense sunlight will clearly cause blindness by the
second day. The sunglasses are absolutely necessary.” Contrast this with the submissive
computer that would make suggestions like, “The sunglasses might be important.”
The researchers found that people strongly preferred to work with the computer
that matched their personality. Participants judged the computers with similar personalities as more competent, and the interaction as more beneficial than participants
using a computer with a misaligned personality did. Researchers use these findings to
provide evidence that we can use technology to persuade people. Researchers and
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practitioners can now use persuasive technology to help inform our efforts to make
people more efficient or healthier through mobile and wearable technology.
Persuasive technology is a young field and reflects the reality of the situation it’s
growing up in. Academics and philosophers have always theorized on technology and
its effects, but Fogg’s is a model born and raised in the digital age. Seventy-five years
ago, Fogg or another academic wouldn’t have been thinking about how principles of
psychology would apply to digital design on computer and smartphone screens. They
might have been more likely to look at the impact of radio and telephone becoming
ubiquitous in homes.
TurboTax provides a great example of the application of motivation, ability, and
trigger in design. Individuals are pretty highly motivated to file taxes, even if they
don’t like it. They’ll receive large fines and other potential penalties if they fail to file
taxes. But not many people find it easy to understand the U.S. Tax Code.
TurboTax (figure 4.2) ltakes advantage of this motivation and makes up for this
lack of ability by simplifying the process. TurboTax increases users’ ability to find the
correct product and file taxes by asking them simple questions using everyday terminology (for example, did you have a child this year?). TurboTax motivates users by
allowing them to go through the workflows associated with creating tax documents,
but then asking for payment before granting access to the completed forms and official IRS submission. They also offer the option to purchase the software immediately.
Having these two trigger points is a good strategy. People who have familiarity with the
product can purchase it up front, whereas those on the fence can get a realistic feel
for the value the product provides (increased ability), before agreeing to make the
purchase in order to receive the benefit.
Let’s take a closer look at the different elements of motivation, ability, and trigger.

“Telling” TurboTax about
yourself is a simple way
to increase ability.

Starting for free increases
users’ motivation to use
TurboTax by allowing them
to take the product for a
penalty-free test drive.

Figure 4.2

TurboTax increases ability where motivation is already high.
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Key concepts of motivation, ability, and trigger
You won’t find many situations that naturally involve the perfect mix of high motivation, high ability, and an effectively presented trigger. You can do many things to help
increase one area or all three.

What a mess! The butcher, the baker, and the candlestick maker
Once upon a time, there were three entrepreneurs: a butcher, a baker, and a candlestick maker. Each one received money from a venture capitalist. Each one had a great
product design.
Lack of ability
The butcher traveled to a number of well-attended lunch and dinner events and presented the wealthy attendees with free samples of her choicest cuts of meat. She
did this just before the start of the event, when attendees were most hungry.
People trying the meats stated they wanted to immediately place an order. “You can’t
order these here today. I don’t have any way for you to place an order,” the butcher
told potential customers. Instead, she provided them with a card containing her web
address and the name of her tablet/mobile application.
Later, attendees failed to remember their encounter with the butcher, others were so
full of food it no longer sounded appetizing to place an order, and others just didn’t
feel as inspired about the meats as they had after tasting them.
Lack of motivation
The baker took a different approach to growing his business. He showed up at large
dinner affairs with his goods. The baker had the ability to take orders and process
sales on the spot. Everyone wanted to know how they could order them and when
they could receive them. “What luck!” said the baker, “I’ve brought my entire stock
of fresh-baked goods here with me tonight.” Unfortunately, most people chose not to
make a purchase, because they were no longer hungry after the event.
No trigger
The candlestick maker hosted her own special event. She let attendees use her candles to take candlelight tours of the beautiful gardens on the grounds of the facility
hosting the event. She also let people burn candles in order to get a sense of how
they’d smell. At the end of what seemed like an extremely successful event, the candlestick maker collapsed with a sigh onto a couch. “Well, what were our sales like?”
she asked her assistant. “Sales? What sales? We didn’t ask anyone to purchase the
candles.”
A month later, the venture capitalist summoned the three entrepreneurs to her office.
“You have all failed miserably,” she said. “Butcher: you had people extremely motivated to purchase your product, but you failed to provide them with the ability to do
so at the appropriate time. Baker: you had your entire product ready and able to go.
But nobody was motivated to order more food after indulging in a dinner event. Candlestick maker: You had people excited to buy your product, you had all of your product

Key concepts of motivation, ability, and trigger
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ready to go and in the right place, and you completely failed to offer any of it for sale.
People didn’t know how or if they could purchase your candles.”
The moral of the story: Each entrepreneur had a product that met the needs of potential users. Each failed to incorporate one of the key concepts of ability, motivation,
and trigger. You need to account for all three if you want to cause a user to engage
in the behavior you desire, with the least amount of resistance.

4.2.1

People need motivation to complete a task
Motivation provides a reason for someone to engage in a behavior. It can be intrinsic,
coming from within, such as when people are motivated by a sense of accomplishment. Motivation can also be extrinsic, or external, such as when people are motivated by getting money or praise.
Temple Run (figure 4.3) and Temple Run 2 users have downloaded the smartphone games over 1 billion times combined. This number is a good indicator that the
designers have effectively motivated users to download and play the games. The neverending games motivate users to continue playing in an effort to make it further in the
game than they have, to unlock (sometimes through in-app purchases) secret items,
and for bragging rights among friends and other gamers. Players are motivated by the
pleasure they feel playing the game and the hope to continue reaching higher levels.
Motivation is a critical component to any digital property that goes viral.
People are motivated by a number of things, including

Figure 4.3

Temple Run has motivated over a billion downloads and nearly 2 million ratings.
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Pleasure or pain—People are motivated by the opportunity to experience pleasure or avoid pain.
Hope and fear—People are motivated to engage in behaviors that increase hope
and reduce fear.
Social acceptance and social rejection—People are often driven by the desire to be
socially accepted and avoid social rejection.

Motivation is a complex concept and the three pairs listed here just begin to scratch
the surface. Other motivators include alertness and exhaustion, financial loss or gain,
praise or admonishment, and rewards such as food, money, and sex.

4.2.2

People need the ability to complete the task
GrubHub (figure 4.4) is an example of a product that increases ability. Hunger is
already motivating users. GrubHub reduces the time it takes to find local restaurants
that are open, reduces physical effort by showing which ones deliver, and reduces the
amount of thinking by allowing users to filter using a number of categories.
Factors contributing to ability include
■
■

■

■

■

■

Time—Everyone wants more of it and no one has enough.
Money—People with limited resources might find price to be a barrier, with a
reduction in price leading to increased ability.
Physical effort—The more physical effort users need to put forth, the more
demanding the task.
Mental effort—The more thinking needed to understand how to do or use something, the more difficult the behavior.
Social acceptability—It’s easier for people to engage in socially acceptable
behaviors.
Routine—People are better able to engage in behaviors that can become or are
routine.

Location-based search
increases ability to find
local food.

Filters increase ability to
find specific food by type,
price, and rating.

Figure 4.4 GrubHub increases users’ ability to find and order food for delivery … unless it happens to
be 10:45 p.m. in Hoover, Ala; then you won’t find GrubHub that helpful.

How to design for motivation, ability, and trigger
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People need triggers to engage in the task
Triggers tell a person to do something. We typically refer to these as a call to action in
digital design. Without triggers, a person wouldn’t be aware of or able to engage in a
behavior. Triggers must be presented once motivation and ability have reached sufficiently high levels for the person to engage in a behavior. For example, Google offers
a free trial of their Cloud Platform (figure 4.5). They allow users to build ability and
motivation to use their product over the course of the free trial. Once the trial ends,
they’ll present the trigger: the option to purchase the product.
Google’s initial trigger is a free trial.

Later, Google will present users with a
trigger to upgrade to a paid account.
Figure 4.5 Google Cloud Platform presents users with the trigger to “Start your free trial.” When the
trial ends, they’ll present the trigger to purchase access to the product.

The principle of motivation, ability, and trigger identifies three types of triggers (aka
calls to action) for a behavior. The three types of triggers are
■

■

■

Facilitator—A facilitator assists a person engage in a behavior. The tool tips we
encounter when completing online forms are an example of a facilitator.
Spark—A spark provides a boost to a person’s motivation. An email with a limited time discount or early access to a product is a spark.
Signal—Signals are a less assertive type of trigger. Signals can apply to each of
our senses. For example, the Ding! sound of an incoming instant message lets
users know they won’t be wasting time if they check for a new message in the
near future.

Triggers play a critical role in determining when or even if behaviors might occur.

4.3

How to design for motivation, ability, and trigger
The principle of motivation, ability, and trigger provides a lot of relevant information
for you to digest. The principle highlights the need to constantly examine how we’re
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building up our users’ motivation and ability before we ask them to engage in a
behavior. Let’s take a closer look at how you can apply the concepts of the principle
to your work.

4.3.1

Increasing motivation
Many design techniques can be motivational. Researchers have identified two types of
motivation:
■

■

Extrinsic motivation—Extrinsic motivation comes from the outside or external
forces. Examples include money, public praise, a promotion, or having a pizza
party.
Intrinsic motivation—Intrinsic motivation comes from within an individual.
Examples include curiosity to learn something and the satisfaction of solving a
problem or achieving a goal.

Offering a combination of extrinsic and intrinsic motivators is the best strategy. Examples include offering a discount (extrinsic motivation to save money) and providing
an experience that becomes easier to do over time, such as learning a new skill or
healthy habit (intrinsic hope for achieving a goal).
PLEASURE AND PAIN

You account for pleasure when you design a usable experience. You should engage in
usability testing and interviews to identify the areas of your product that cause pleasure or contribute to pain in an experience.
Additionally, you should identify the opportunities to highlight the pleasure your
product can cause. Eventbrite’s mobile application (figure 4.6) allows users to find pleasurable events to attend via their smartphones. Eventbrite highlights what you can do
with the app throughout their online experience. Users can find and attend events their
friends and peers are attending (social acceptance). Users also avoid the pain of losing
or forgetting an event ticket, as they’re able to access their tickets directly from the app.

Figure 4.6 Eventbrite motivates users to find and attend pleasurable
events, and avoid the rejection of missing an event.

How to design for motivation, ability, and trigger
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HOPE AND FEAR

Your design should inspire hope and/or reduce fear. How does your product inspire
hope? If you’re running a dating website, your users are hopeful to find a date or meet
a long-term partner. You would want to focus on facilitating these types of interactions
over ones that distract users from these goals. If you’re creating a discount electronics
e-commerce site, users are inspired by the hope they’ll find a good deal. You can also
account for hope through the following components of design:
■
■

■

■

Simple navigation—Users hope they can find what they’re looking for.
Clear jargon-free terminology, side-by-side comparison of products—Users hope they
choose the correct product.
Progress bars and straightforward error messages—Users hope they’ll complete the
task they engaged in.
Clearly displaying the benefits of using your product—Users hope your product
leaves them better off than their current state.

SOCIAL ACCEPTANCE AND REJECTION

You want to convey the impression to potential users that using your product is
socially acceptable. You can include many features that will create and reflect social
acceptance of your product:
■
■
■
■
■
■

Allow users to share links directly to your product
Display the number of times the product link has been shared
Encourage product reviews
Include links to reviewing your product in the receipt emailed to users
Text users a link to post a review once they’ve used your product
Strategically place requests for users to review your product

Your design can also facilitate users avoiding social rejection. Some examples of
design features that help our users avoid social rejection are as follows:
■
■
■

Timely alerts to breaking news and information (stay as informed as your peers)
Event reminders (meet your obligations)
Creating and sharing group values (creating common terminology and common interests)

Feel free to add more motivators as you see fit. Your goals should be to identify the
motivators that are positive in nature, and how your design addresses or activates
these motivators.

4.3.2

Increasing ability
Digital designs and products should inherently increase the ability of your users over
the nondigital version. Take a mobile phone application for the game solitaire (figure
4.7). An app removes the need for a deck of cards, a playing space, shuffling, and keeping score. Users now have the ability play cards in any space they can use their phone.
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Board game apps turn users’ mobile device into an arcade or card table.

HOW TO DESIGN FOR ABILITY

Your product should increase both the ability for users to accomplish the task it’s
designed for, as well as users’ ability to use the actual product (simple to use). If it
takes users longer to find the shirt they want on your e-commerce clothing site than it
would for them to drive to the mall and buy the same shirt, you’re failing to increase
your users’ ability.
You need to identify which resources are scarcest for users, and how you can
address them in your design:
■

■

■

If users have plenty of time but not much money, offer them a DIY way to make
or save money with your product.
If users have plenty of money and little time, offer them a way to accomplish the
task quicker by paying extra.
If you find that users are thinking too hard or your product is confusing, conduct card sorts, interviews, usability testing, and other UX research methods to
determine how you should categorize content, label fields, and provide FAQs.

Good user experience respects the time and effort a user needs to spend to learn and
use a product.

Forms, damn forms, and digital forms
No one likes filling out forms. Here’s a list of some fatal flaws you need to avoid in
any experience requiring users to complete a form:
■

Asking for information users don’t have readily available—Provide users with a list
of the information they’ll need immediately at the instruction page of the form.

How to design for motivation, ability, and trigger
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Using inconsistent/unclear field labels—Emailing users an «Access Code», for
example, but then labeling the form field «Password». You’ll confuse users and
generate calls to your support center if you fail to provide clear form labels.
Losing the affordances of paper—Users are accustomed to paper forms where
they can skip irrelevant questions, go back and change answers on a whim, and
take their time to complete. You should include logic in any form you create, skipping questions that become unnecessary based on user response, or at least
allow users to skip these questions.
Failing to capitalize on the benefits of digital—Many digital forms fail to prepopulate data. Similarly, if a user already has one type of account with your product,
they should have the opportunity to import all relevant information into form fields
when opening up a new type of account or product.

Forms require designs that delicately balance maintaining the positive affordances of
the physical version, and integrating the enhancements that digital designs allow.

4.3.3

Presenting effective triggers
Triggers are only effective when motivation and ability have reached critical mass.
Let’s review examples of the three types of triggers we’ve discussed:
■

Facilitator—The user should be in a position to begin proficient use once
encountering the facilitator. NBC Sports provides users with an overlay (figure
4.8) that shows users where critical functions are placed and how to use them.
NBC Sports wants to trigger the behavior of using their product and the
updated features.

Figure 4.8 NBC Sports Network facilitates an easy and fun way to learn the location
and functionality of key features available to online viewers.
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Signal—There are limitless potential signals. Our job is to learn which ones are
more effective in specific contexts and around specific behaviors. Signals are
audible, visual, or other sense-related cues that tell a person to do something. A
call to action button, such as Amazon’s “Add to Cart” (figure 4.9), presented
within a product description is an example of a signal; it lets users learn about
the product, and then gives them the signal to make the purchase.

A call to action to add to cart is a signal-type trigger.
Figure 4.9

■

Amazon presents users with a signal to purchase the product on each product’s page.

Sparks—Sparks are good for stimulating brief and simple behaviors. You can send
alerts, tweets, status updates, and notifications directly to users’ devices. Allowing
users to easily share a message, such as retweeting directly from their mobile
phone (figure 4.10), is an example of a simple and common spark trigger.

Retweet and quote tweet
are triggers to engage in
a simple behavior—information
sharing—without requiring
high level of ability.

Figure 4.10 Retweeting a
coupon code is a simple behavior
sparked by users checking
Twitter on their mobile devices.

How to design for motivation, ability, and trigger
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Users need to be aware of the trigger, understand that the trigger will result in engaging in the desired behavior, and be above the threshold of motivation and ability in
order to activate the trigger and engage in the behavior. You address effective triggers
in your design when you
■
■

■
■

■

Present clearly labeled jargon-free calls to action
Place calls to action throughout an experience, particularly after providing
users with motivation and ability
Make the call to action relevant to the topic of the page
Place the call to action for actions like submit, purchase, and continue, in the
appropriate context or location of the workflow
Visually distinguish calls to action from other types of information on the page

The value of patience: When the heck can I present the trigger?
We are an impatient bunch: We want to convert our potential users into power users
overnight. We want our trial version customers to purchase pro accounts in less than
a week.
Motivation, ability, and trigger give us insight into the importance of well-placed triggers. Often, you’ll have multiple opportunities to present users with triggers. You’ll
benefit if you base the presentation of these triggers on behavioral data from users
and the timing is in line with high levels of motivation and ability.

4.3.4

Mobile design increases ability
Each concept we’ve covered in this chapter applies equally to mobile designs. Mobile
delivery inherently increases the ability of many users. Here are examples:
■

■

■

■

■

Banking mobile apps allow for checking balance and depositing checks anywhere with a connection, and in less time than calling customer service or visiting a branch.
Calendar and to-do list apps remove the need to carry around a physical day
planner, can alert users audibly and physically (vibration) to an upcoming
appointment, and don’t require erasing when plans change.
Map applications replace the need to carry around a map, print directions, or
own a separate GPS system in your car.
Video chat apps allow users to view their friends and colleagues while having a
conversation from anywhere with a fast enough connection. Users can give
their loved one a virtual tour of their new house in real time from thousands of
miles away.
Food and grocery applications deliver location-based offers at times users might
be hungry.

Your design should account for mobile, tablet, and wearable technology experiences.
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Beacon technology provides an example of how the future might look for mobile
design. Beacons are meant to trigger a behavior at the exact time users are most motivated and able, while they’re standing in a store looking at a product. Real-time, geographically based triggers provide an exciting opportunity to influence user behavior.
Users can expect to set a reminder based on location and not time (such as “remind
me to buy a new wig next time I’m within 500 feet of a wig shop”). Users will view
these reminders as respectful of their time and resources, allowing designs that
include them to outshine their competition.

4.4

Talking the talk: conversations about motivation,
ability, and trigger
Concepts of motivation, ability, and trigger provide an easy way to discuss elements of
your design with clients or others involved with your project. Let’s say you’re redesigning a client’s website for their data visualization product. The site currently requires
all potential users to register before viewing more information or videos of the product in use. Your redesign will reflect concerns you heard from their potential users
that they didn’t want to create an account before having an opportunity to see the
product in action.
■

■

■

Discussing how you’ve addressed motivation—“We have relocated examples of user
created output from behind the login to having its own navigation category on
the .com homepage. When potential users view this output, they see a label displaying how long it took them to make the visualization, what they listed as their
level of experience with creating visualizations, and if available, testimonials
from users who created images. We believe this will increase potential users’
motivation to create a basic account.”
Discussing how you’ve addressed ability—“We’ve relocated some of the how-to and
demo videos to be accessible before users are required to log in. We’ve added
templates for a number of additional visualizations we heard potential users say
they’d like to have available. We’ve also renamed the navigation categories to
remove terms users felt were jargon. We’ve done this so that we increase potential users’ ability to create an account and potentially purchase the product after
they’re exposed to the increased ability your product will give them.”
Discussing how you’ve addressed triggers—“We’ve added a number of additional
areas where users can pull the trigger on purchasing your product. We’d like to
highlight one specific addition: we now allow users to enter their own data and
create a visualization using a template provided without having purchased the
product. The output contains a watermark that says ‘Free Trial’ as well as deactivating the ability to update field names or labels. We then present users with a
call to action to purchase access, which will take users to the product order
workflow. You can see from the examples that we already use terminology from
the principle of technology and behavior in our everyday conversations. Your
clients and colleagues won’t need an interpreter to understand these words.
Plus, who doesn’t want a reason to get to say the word ‘trigger’ more often?”

Case study: Fitbit

4.5
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Case study: Fitbit
Fitbit creates wearable technology that tracks users’ physical stats and performance
(such as calories burned in a day, steps taken, and time spent sleeping). Fitbit has positioned itself as a leader in health and fitness wearable technology. Fitbit’s products
and success are a reflection of the benefit of shaping your design with the key components of the principle of motivation, ability, and trigger.
Fitbit sells their hardware to users, allowing them to utilize Fitbit’s mobile application to record data, or maintain the use of one of many compatible apps. Fitbit provides software in the form of desktop (figure 4.11) and mobile applications that
address each component of motivation, ability, and trigger.

Figure 4.11 Fitbit provides many features that increase users’ motivation and ability to
use their product, as well as to engage in healthier behaviors.

MOTIVATION

The Fitbit application and wearable unit allow users to
■

■
■

■
■

Feel hope that they’ll increase healthy behaviors, learn more about their current health status, and improve their health if needed
Avoid fear of the consequences of unhealthy lifestyle choices
Maintain intrinsic motivation by setting and achieving goals that also build up
physical endurance as users work toward them
Gain social acceptance and avoid rejection through users’ social networks
Earn badges reflecting specific physical accomplishments
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ABILITY

Fitbit increases ability by
■

■

■

■

■

■

Removing barriers of time in delivering the messages directly to the users, in
the context of their day (time to run!)
Reducing mental effort in allowing users to record their activity and food intake
directly on the mobile application
Providing messages in line with the preexisting routine of carrying a phone
and/or wearing an unobtrusive and comfortable device
Opting users in to alerts that remind them to eat healthy around meal or snack
times
Providing alarms with reminders to promote users’ engagement in healthy
behavior
Transmitting wirelessly user statistics, removing the need to remember to plug
in the product to a computer

TRIGGER

Fitbit presents users with multiple triggers throughout their product’s design:
■
■
■

Friends can send messages or taunts.
Fitbit can send alerts as reminders to users.
Users can see how close they are to achieving a daily goal.

Fitbit is providing technology that will serve as a base for many future wearable devices
and concepts. They’ve already expanded to other types of products, including a scale
that syncs information with the application. We should see an increase in similar
devices that will monitor users’ health in real time, transmitting data to relevant
sources such as doctors or emergency rooms. Fitbit is an example of how wearables
addressing motivation, ability, and trigger might successfully facilitate the desired
behaviors and generate use of a product.

4.6

End-of-chapter exercise: motivation, ability, and trigger
We’ve covered the three main components of motivation, ability, and trigger in this
chapter. Let’s review your understanding of each component, and then have a design
challenge.

4.6.1

Motivation, ability, or trigger
For each question, choose which component of motivation, ability, and trigger is missing. You can share your answers and provide feedback on the Manning Publications
forum at https://forums.manning.com/forums/design-for-the-mind:
■

You provide customers with a 30-day free trial of your product. They really enjoy
the product and want to purchase the full version. You fail to follow up with
offers to purchase the product during the free trial period.
Motivation

Ability

Trigger

End-of-chapter exercise: motivation, ability, and trigger
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■

Users can find extensive information on your cause to reduce air pollution, but
you don’t present them with an argument for what they should do next. Users
encounter multiple “Donate now” links but they don’t understand why they
should.
Motivation Ability Trigger

■

Users are able to view testimonials from others about how great your product is,
but when they see the price of your product, they’re unable to afford the
expense. You then ask them to buy it now.
Motivation Ability Trigger

■

Your customers need to convert all of their data collection to digital formats,
but the digital form for collecting data is more complicated than the print version.
Motivation Ability Trigger

■

Users fail to see how your product will help them accomplish their goals. They
can easily download a free trial, but this doesn’t seem to help convert them to
users.
Motivation Ability Trigger

Design challenge: wearable technology to achieve better health
Preventing or changing disease-promoting behaviors such as smoking or overeating
has been a quill in the snout of public health officials for decades. Organizations like
the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) want people to quit smoking, drink in moderation, get cancer screenings on a regular schedule, and eat a well-balanced diet.
We’re starting to see products like Fitbit and other wearable technology (combined with mobile applications like MyFitnessPal) gain traction in use to promote diet
and exercise. Your mission for this design challenge is to create the design of both the
wearable technology and the accompanying application that will help users who
smoke cigarettes kick the habit. You’ll need to include each component of motivation,
ability, and trigger. Feel free to recruit your colleagues to help with the design.
Provide a brief description of your wearable product and the accompanying application to complete the design challenge:
■

How does your product address motivation?

■

How does your product address ability?

■

How would your product address the needs of a 65-year-old user who has
smoked two packs a day for 50 years?
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■

How would your product address the needs of a 20-year-old smoker who has
smoked up to five cigarettes a day for the past year?

■

How might your product prevent users who don’t currently smoke from starting?

■

How might your product assist users who have quit smoking maintain their nonsmoker status?

Additional resources
Fogg, B.J. (2002). Persuasive technology: Using computers to change what we think
and do. Ubiquity, 2002 (December), 5. (A report on a number of studies Fogg and his
colleagues conducted on persuasive technology.)
. (2009, April). A behavior model for persuasive design. In S. Chatterjee
and P. Dev, eds., Proceedings of the 4th international Conference on Persuasive Technology (p.
40). ACM. (Fogg introduces his model for using technology to influence behavior.)
Fogg, B.J. and J. Hreha. (2010). Behavior wizard: A method for matching target
behaviors with solutions. In T. Ploug, P. Halse, and H. Oinas-Kukkonen, eds., Persuasive Technology (pp. 117–131). Springer: Berlin Heidelberg. (Fogg provides guidance
for how to use technology to influence specific behaviors.)
KEYWORDS: call to action, extrinsic motivation, Fogg’s behavioral model, intrinsic
motivation, persuasive technology

4.8

Summary
■

■

■

■

■
■

Motivation, ability, and trigger are the three key components to determining a
user’s behavior.
Motivation and ability must reach a specific threshold for the trigger to elicit
the desired behavior.
Your design should address extrinsic motivation such as money, rewards, or
public praise, and intrinsic motivation such as hope and a sense of accomplishment.
You design to increase ability when you ensure your design is usable, accomplishes tasks quickly, and is in line with users’ mental models.
Facilitator, signal, and spark are three types of commonly used triggers.
Facilitator triggers assist users in completing a task; for example, contextual
help on a form.

Summary
■

■

■
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Signal triggers are calls to action that apply to user’s senses, such as an Add to
Cart icon.
Spark triggers provide a quick boost to a user’s motivation; for example, a 24hour-only sale! icon.
Mobile and wearable technology provide good opportunities to send users triggers while they’re engaging in specific behaviors.

