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The UK’s Competition and Markets 
Authority announced an investigation into 
our use of persuasion and pressure-selling 
in 2017. Failing to work with their guidance 
meant getting sued. It presented us an 
opportunity to make massive global change 
towards a more responsible, ethical design.

The severity of the charges and the limited 
time to research, map, ideate, assess the 
costs, go back and forth on CMA feedback 
and implement fixes brought up a lot of 
challenges. To begin with, a search of the 
codebase for affected tags wouldn’t show 
whether those tags were live. (I created a 
taskforce to prioritise that functionality, 
using this work as a case study).

Working at scale meant centralising all 
solutions, monitoring and being able to turn 
messages on and off in the future. But one 
copy tag could have countless existing 
variants, with different styles, emphasis or 
logic. A message like In high demand had 
hundreds of different instances with 
different translations - and not all of them 
would be live in the code.

5 months total

2017


From experiments ran replacing “In high demand” with variants. Changing multiple tags at once also brings challenges to 
justifying conclusive results, as behavioural change isn’t always uniform.

On the back of this work, I led workshops and helped teams approach using persuasion at scale and without risk.

We also made ninjas.

From the CMA’s post-facto principles for online 
accommodation booking sites.



A typical search result card in 2017 with many instances of persuasive messaging. As per the CMA investigation, extra 
scrutiny now fell on any message with a misleading sense of urgency.



The CMA were looking at messages 
like how many rooms are left, how 
many people are looking or booking. 
We made the scope bigger, 
including whether something was 
just booked, or in high demand.

I drove research into trust and 
emotional response of affected 
messages, testing alternative 
creative solutions where possible 
(both in pure copy experiments and 
together with the persuasion team 
for trickier implementation). 



This would give us more solutions 
to choose from, each with in depth 
data and UX insight to build or 
break the case for any message.

Results


For every message the CMA identified and for those within 

our wider scope too, we centralised new solutions or 
straight removed over 50% of all persuasion messages 

without business impact. Each had been thoroughly 
researched, challenged from a craft and business level, and 

we’d gained legislative approval.

Excerpted from my mapping, auditing and localisation quality documents for individual scarcity and urgency messages.
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A persuasive legacy


I worked with Booking’s only persuasion 
team between 2017 and 2020. An outdated 
culture of fast wins above coordinated 
strategy led to a mountain of design debt to 
scale, and I joined the team right at the 
beginning of this effort.
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https://www.gov.uk/cma-cases/online-hotel-booking
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c753473ed915d3547d509e0/webteam_online_booking_services_principles.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c753473ed915d3547d509e0/webteam_online_booking_services_principles.pdf
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