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Abstract

The rapid rise of quick commerce has fundamentally altered the way Indian consumers buy
groceries, household goods, personal-care products and other everyday items. Platforms
offering delivery within minutes have created a highly convenient digital consumer experience.
However, the same interface design can be used to manipulate consumers in ways that are not
always welfare-enhancing. Dark patterns are deceptive or manipulative elements in user-
interface design intended to steer consumers toward decisions they would not otherwise make.
In the quick commerce ecosystem, these practices can manifest in false urgency, hidden
charges, basket sneaking, pre-selected options, confirm-shaming, misleading discounts and
difficult cancellation or withdrawal processes.

The paper critically examines the use and implications of dark patterns for India's quick-
commerce ecosystem, considering perspectives of consumer manipulation, ethical marketing,
consumer autonomy and digital consumer protection. The study is based solely on secondary
sources, including research papers, regulations, policy documents, industry reports and recent
studies on India's quick commerce. Particular attention is paid to the Guidelines for Prevention
and Regulation of Dark Patterns, 2023 and the emerging regulatory developments. The paper
argues that dark patterns represent a fundamental challenge to informed choice, fairness,
transparency and responsible marketing. The paper proposes a framework based on the
principles of transparent design, meaningful consent, fair pricing communication, consumer
education, regular platform audits and enhanced regulatory monitoring. The paper concludes
that successful quick-commerce development requires businesses to move away from
conversion-focused interface design and adopt approaches to responsible and consumer-
centred digital marketing.
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1. INTRODUCTION

India's digital commerce landscape has undergone a major
transformation in recent years. Consumers increasingly use
mobile applications not only to purchase products but also to
discover offers, compare prices, make instant decisions and
obtain goods in a very short period of time. Quick commerce,
commonly referred to as Q-commerce, has intensified this trend
by making speed a key element of the shopping experience.

The appeal of quick commerce is easy to understand; a
consumer can open an application, search for a product, place
an order and receive it shortly afterwards. The technology,
location-based services, recommendation systems, digital
payments and highly optimized delivery networks all contribute
to this convenience. However, the digital interface, through
which this convenience is delivered, also plays an important
role in shaping the consumer's behaviour.

The problem emerges when interface design goes beyond
facilitating the consumer's choice and begins to manipulate it. A
platform can communicate about an offer ending soon, show
limited-stock messages, add charges at the late checkout point,
include an additional product without sufficient clear consent,
or make rejection of an optional service more difficult than its
acceptance. These practices are generally described as dark
patterns.

The concept of dark patterns is not entirely new. Previous
research has shown that digital interfaces can manipulate
cognitive biases and steer consumers toward decisions that may
not reflect their original preferences. Luguri and Strahilevitz
(2021), for instance, found that some dark-pattern practices
significantly increased the likelihood of consumers accepting
offers that they would not otherwise have accepted. Their work
also emphasized the importance of decision architecture.

The issue becomes significant in the context of quick commerce
as the business model is focused on speed, convenience and
frequent purchases. Consumers interact with these applications
in short sessions. The combination of time pressure,
promotional messages and frictionless payment can limit the
opportunity for deliberate decision-making.

India has recognized the significance of this problem. The
Guidelines for Prevention and Regulation of Dark Patterns,
2023 issued within the consumer-protection framework
specifically prohibit dark-pattern practices by platforms,
advertisers and sellers operating in India and have identified
practices such as false urgency and basket sneaking as such.
The regulatory concern has continued after the issuance of the
2023 Guidelines. In June 2025, the Central Consumer
Protection Authority (CCPA) advised e-commerce platforms to
conduct self-audits in three months to detect and eliminate dark
patterns and encouraged platforms to provide self-declarations
about their compliance with the guidelines. In August 2026,
further regulatory action was reported with several digital
platforms, including Zepto, being accused of practices such as
misleading or hidden charges and other dark-pattern issues.
Given this context, the present paper examines dark patterns in
Indian quick and commerce not just as a technical design issue
but as a broader issue of ethical marketing and consumer
protection.

2. Conceptual Understanding of Dark Patterns

The term "dark pattern" refers generally to a user-interface
design that intentionally or effectively guides users towards
actions that may benefit the business at the expense of the user's
informed choice. Such designs can take advantage of cognitive
biases, information asymmetry, limited attention and
consumers' tendency to make quick decisions.

Dark patterns differ from ordinary persuasive marketing.
Marketing naturally attempts to influence consumer behaviour.
Advertising, discounts, product recommendations and
promotional communication are legitimate parts of commercial
activity. The ethical concern begins when influence becomes
deceptive, information is deliberately obscured, or consumers
are prevented from exercising a meaningful choice.

Luguri and Strahilevitz (2021) demonstrated that dark patterns
can be highly effective in changing consumer decisions. Their
experimental evidence showed that certain strategies, including
hidden information, obstruction and confusing questions, could
significantly influence consumers.

Research has also demonstrated that dark patterns are not
restricted to purchasing decisions. Nouwens et al (2020),
studying cookie-consent interfaces, found that interface design
could significantly influence users' consent decisions. Their
findings illustrate a broader principle: the structure of a choice
can influence the choice itself.

For the purposes of this paper, dark patterns can therefore be
understood as design practices that weaken the consumer's
ability to make a free, informed and reasonably deliberate
decision.

3. Dark Patterns in the Indian Quick-Commerce Context
Quick commerce provides a particularly suitable environment
for persuasive interface techniques because consumers often
make decisions under conditions of limited time and attention.
False Urgency

False urgency creates the impression that a consumer must act
immediately. Examples may include messages suggesting that
an offer is available only for a very short time or that only a few
units remain.

The Indian 2023 guidelines define false urgency as falsely
creating a sense of urgency or scarcity that may mislead a user
into taking immediate action.

In quick commerce, urgency is especially powerful because
speed is already part of the product proposition. A consumer
who is accustomed to immediate delivery may respond strongly
to messages suggesting that a deal or product availability will
disappear shortly.

Basket Sneaking

Basket sneaking occurs when additional products, services,
payments or donations are included during checkout without
adequate consumer consent. The 2023 Indian guidelines
specifically identify basket sneaking as a prohibited dark-
pattern practice.

This practice can be particularly problematic because
consumers may focus primarily on the selected product and
finalise payment quickly. Even a relatively small additional

260 © 2026 Dr. Ashima Yadav, Sheetal Aggarwal. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International

License (CC BY NC ND).https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Int. Jr. of Contemp. Res. in Multi.

PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL

Volume 5 Issue 5 [Sep-Oct] Year 2026

amount can become significant when repeated across frequent
purchases.

Hidden or Drip Pricing

Consumers may initially see an attractive product price but
encounter handling fees, platform fees, delivery-related charges
or membership-related costs later in the transaction.

Price transparency is fundamental to fair competition. A
consumer should be able to understand the actual financial
commitment before confirming the transaction.

Confirm-Shaming

Confirm-shaming uses emotionally loaded language to make
consumers feel uncomfortable about rejecting an optional
service or offer. Instead of presenting two neutral choices, the
interface may frame one option as desirable and the other as
foolish or irresponsible.

This undermines consumer autonomy because the choice is no
longer presented neutrally.

Difficult Cancellation or Withdrawal

Another concern arises when subscribing to or accepting an
option is easy but cancelling or rejecting it requires multiple
steps. Such obstruction can create a gap between formal
consumer choice and  practical consumer choice.

4. Consumer Manipulation and Consumer Autonomy

The central ethical issue associated with dark patterns is not

persuasion itself but manipulation.

A consumer can be persuaded by a clear advertisement while

remaining capable of evaluating the information. Manipulation,

in contrast, may work by reducing transparency, increasing

cognitive pressure or exploiting predictable behavioural biases.

This distinction is important for quick commerce. A platform

may legitimately communicate that a product is popular or that

a genuine discount is available. However, if the information is

exaggerated, incomplete or presented in a way designed to

mislead the consumer, the practice moves from persuasion

towards manipulation.

Consumer autonomy requires that individuals should be able to

understand the material consequences of their choices and

exercise meaningful control over them. Dark patterns can

weaken this autonomy in three ways:

1. Information asymmetry: important information may be
hidden or presented late.

2. Choice architecture: one option may be visually or
procedurally favoured.

3. Time and cognitive pressure:

consumers  may be

encouraged to decide before adequately evaluating
alternatives.
Earlier research supports the argument that interface

architecture can affect consumer behaviour independently of
product price or intrinsic value.

Recent Indian research makes this issue particularly relevant to
quick commerce. A 2026 study published in the Journal of
Indian Business Research experimentally examined basket
sneaking, false scarcity and confirm-shaming in Indian quick-
commerce interfaces. The study found that these practices

increased perceived betrayal, punitive intentions and negative
word-of-mouth, with false scarcity producing the strongest
negative reactions among the tested patterns.

This evidence suggests that dark patterns may provide short-
term conversion benefits but can create longer-term reputational
costs.

5. Dark Patterns and Ethical Marketing

Marketing ethics is concerned with whether business practices
are fair, transparent and respectful of stakeholders. Traditional
marketing often focuses on satisfying consumer needs while
generating value for the firm. Digital marketing, however, has
introduced a new dimension: companies can influence not only
what consumers see but also how choices are structured. This
creates an ethical responsibility for digital marketers.

An ethical digital marketing approach should follow four
principles:

Transparency

Consumers should understand prices, conditions, subscriptions,
additional services and material restrictions before making a
purchase.

Fairness
Consumers should not be placed at
disadvantage because of interface design.

an unreasonable

Autonomy
The consumer should be able to accept or reject optional
choices without manipulation or emotional pressure.

Accountability

Platforms should be able to demonstrate that their interface
designs comply with applicable consumer-protection standards.
From this perspective, ethical marketing does not mean that
companies must stop persuading consumers. Rather, it means
that persuasion should remain within boundaries of honesty and
consumer autonomy.

The distinction is particularly important for quick commerce
because frequent purchases can normalise small manipulative
practices. A consumer may overlook a small additional charge
in one transaction, but repeated exposure can result in
substantial cumulative financial impact.

A 2026 industry report by Datum Intelligence estimated
significant financial losses associated with dark patterns across
Indian online marketplaces. The report, based on a survey of
2,590 consumers across 50 cities, estimated annual consumer
losses in the range of 325,000-28,000 crore. These figures are
industry-research estimates rather than official government
statistics and should therefore be interpreted cautiously, but
they demonstrate the perceived scale of the problem.

6. Indian Regulatory Framework

India has taken a significant step towards addressing deceptive
digital-interface practices through the Guidelines for Prevention
and Regulation of Dark Patterns, 2023.

The guidelines apply to platforms systematically offering goods
or services in India, as well as advertisers and sellers. They
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prohibit persons, including platforms, from engaging in
specified dark-pattern practices.The guidelines are important
for three reasons.

First, they recognise that consumer harm can arise from the
design of the transaction, not merely from the underlying
product.

Second, they identify specific categories of problematic
practices, providing businesses with a more concrete
compliance framework.

Third, they establish that dark-pattern regulation operates
alongside other consumer-protection laws rather than replacing
them.

The regulatory framework has subsequently moved towards
greater compliance monitoring. The CCPA's June 2025
advisory asked e-commerce platforms to conduct self-audits
and remove dark patterns from their interfaces.

The reported enforcement action in August 2026 against
multiple digital platforms further demonstrates that dark
patterns are no longer merely a theoretical regulatory concern.
The reported action included Zepto and other digital businesses
and focused on practices such as hidden charges and pre-
selected or misleading options.

Therefore, Indian businesses increasingly need to view dark-
pattern compliance as part of their broader consumer-protection
and digital-governance responsibilities.

7. Recent Research and Emerging Evidence

The literature on dark patterns has moved from conceptual
identification towards empirical examination.

Early work established taxonomies and demonstrated the
existence of manipulative interface techniques. Later research
examined whether these designs actually affect consumer
decisions. Experimental evidence has shown that some dark
patterns can substantially influence consumer behaviour.
Research on consent interfaces similarly showed that interface
structure can change users' willingness to provide consent.
More recent research has begun examining the Indian quick-
commerce environment specifically. The 2026 Journal of Indian
Business Research study provides causal evidence on consumer
reactions to three dark patterns—basket sneaking, false scarcity
and confirm-shaming.

Another 2026 study examined micro-moments and dark
patterns in India's mobile-first economy, with particular
attention to quick commerce. Using primary data from 115
urban users, the study reported an association between certain
interface nudges and impulse purchasing behaviour.

A separate 2026 qualitative study focusing on university
students identified an "awareness-action gap": consumers may
recognise manipulative practices but still respond to them
because of convenience, cognitive load and time pressure.
These studies suggest that awareness alone may not be
sufficient. A consumer can know that a design is persuasive and
nevertheless be influenced by it.

8. RESEARCH GAP
Although the existing literature on dark patterns is expanding,
several gaps remain.

First, a considerable part of the earlier literature examined
general e-commerce, privacy consent or Western consumer

environments. Indian quick commerce has a distinct
combination of high-frequency consumption, mobile-first
behaviour, rapid delivery and aggressive promotional
communication.

Second, recent Indian studies have begun investigating

consumer reactions and impulse buying. However, there
remains a need to connect consumer behaviour with ethical
marketing and regulatory responsibility in an integrated
framework.

Third, much discussion of dark patterns focuses on whether a
particular interface is deceptive. A broader question is whether
digital marketing strategies can be designed to remain
commercially effective without undermining consumer
autonomy.

Fourth, regulation should not be viewed only as punishment
after consumer harm occurs. There is a need for preventive
governance through design audits, internal compliance
mechanisms, transparent choice architecture and consumer
education.

This paper addresses these gaps by bringing together four
dimensions:

Dark Patterns — Consumer Manipulation — Ethical Marketing
— Digital Consumer Protection

9. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The study has the following objectives:

1. To examine the nature and major forms of dark patterns
relevant to Indian quick commerce.

2. To analyse how dark patterns may influence consumer
autonomy and purchasing behaviour.

3. To examine dark patterns from an ethical marketing

perspective.

4. To analyse the Indian regulatory framework relating to
dark patterns.

5. To identify major challenges in protecting consumers from
manipulative digital interfaces.

6. To suggest responsible design and policy measures for
sustainable quick-commerce growth.

10. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study adopts a qualitative, descriptive and analytical
research design based exclusively on secondary information.

No primary survey, questionnaire or fabricated respondent
data has been used. The analysis draws upon:

= Peer-reviewed academic research;

=  Government notifications and regulatory guidelines;

=  CCPA advisories;

= Official consumer-protection documents;

=  Recent research on Indian quick commerce;

= Relevant industry reports and credible business reporting.
The study uses thematic analysis to connect dark-pattern
practices with four major dimensions: consumer autonomy,
behavioural manipulation, ethical marketing and regulatory
protection.

Because the study is based on secondary material, its purpose is
not to estimate the prevalence of a particular dark pattern across
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all Indian platforms. Instead, it critically examines the broader
relationship between interface design, consumer welfare and
responsible digital marketing.

11. Critical Analysis and Findings

Finding 1: Convenience can increase vulnerability

Quick commerce is designed around convenience. While this is
its primary consumer benefit, convenience can also reduce the
time consumers spend evaluating alternatives. The faster the
transaction becomes, the greater the importance of transparent
interface design.

Finding 2: Small manipulations can produce cumulative harm
Dark patterns do not necessarily involve large financial losses
in a single transaction. A small hidden charge or optional add-
on may appear insignificant. However, repeated transactions
can convert small manipulations into meaningful cumulative
consumer costs.

Finding 3: Consumer awareness does not automatically
eliminate manipulation

Recent research indicates that consumers can recognise
manipulative interface practices while still responding to them.
This means that consumer education should be complemented
by responsible platform design.

Finding 4: Dark patterns can damage long-term consumer
relationships

The recent Indian experimental evidence showing increased
perceived betrayal, punitive intentions and negative word-of-
mouth suggests that manipulative design may eventually
undermine consumer relationships.

Finding 5: Regulation is becoming more proactive

India's 2023 guidelines, the 2025 CCPA self-audit advisory and
subsequent enforcement demonstrate a gradual movement from
general consumer protection towards specific digital-design
regulation.

Finding 6: Ethical design can become a competitive advantage
A platform that communicates prices clearly, avoids deceptive
urgency and makes cancellation straightforward can potentially
build stronger consumer trust. Ethical design should therefore
not be treated merely as a compliance cost. It can become part
of brand reputation and long-term customer relationship
management.

12. Recommendations Transparent Pricing

Platforms should disclose all mandatory charges before the
consumer reaches the final payment stage. Product price,
delivery charges, handling fees, platform fees and membership-
related charges should be clearly distinguishable.

Neutral Choice Architecture

Optional services should not be pre-selected. Accepting and
rejecting an optional service should require approximately
equal effort.

Genuine Scarcity Communication

Scarcity and urgency messages should be based on verifiable
information. Platforms should avoid artificial countdowns or
misleading claims about stock or demand.
Consumer-Friendly Cancellation

Cancellation, withdrawal and subscription termination should
not involve unnecessary obstacles. If joining a service requires

one or two steps, leaving that service should not require an
excessively complicated process.

Regular Dark-Pattern Audits

Platforms should conduct periodic internal audits of user
interfaces. Such audits should cover product pages, search
results, cart pages, checkout screens, subscription interfaces and
cancellation processes.

Independent Compliance Review

Large digital platforms should consider independent review of
high-risk interfaces. Independent audits can provide greater
credibility than purely internal compliance declarations.
Consumer Education

Consumer-protection organisations, educational institutions and
platforms themselves can create awareness programmes
explaining common dark patterns. Consumers should learn to
recognise false urgency, hidden costs, pre-selected options and
difficult cancellation mechanisms.

Ethical Digital-Marketing Code

Quick-commerce businesses should develop an internal code of
ethical interface design. Marketing and UX teams should jointly
evaluate whether a campaign increases genuine consumer value
or merely exploits predictable behavioural weaknesses.

Use of Technology for Compliance

Artificial intelligence and automated interface monitoring can
be used to identify potentially problematic design features.
However, automated detection should support—not replace—
human ethical and legal review.

13. Implications for Business and Marketing

The findings have several implications for commerce and
management.

For marketing managers, the paper highlights the difference
between persuasive communication and manipulative
communication. Conversion rates should not be the only
performance measure. Customer trust, complaint rates, repeat
purchases and negative word-of-mouth should also be
considered.

For UX designers, the consumer should be treated as a
decision-maker rather than merely a conversion opportunity.
For business leaders, regulatory compliance should be
integrated into digital strategy rather than addressed only after
complaints or regulatory intervention.

For consumers, the study reinforces the importance of checking
final prices, optional add-ons, subscription conditions and
cancellation procedures before confirming purchases.

For policymakers, continuous monitoring is important because
digital interfaces evolve faster than formal regulatory
categories. New forms of manipulation may emerge as
platforms experiment with artificial intelligence, personalised
recommendations and behavioural targeting.

14. CONCLUSION

Quick commerce has created genuine value for Indian
consumers by combining digital technology, convenience and
rapid delivery. However, the same technological environment
can create opportunities for subtle forms of consumer
manipulation through dark patterns.
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The problem is not the use of persuasive marketing itself. The
concern arises when interface design interferes with meaningful
consumer choice by creating artificial urgency, hiding material
information, adding unwanted items or services, using
emotionally loaded choices or making rejection and
cancellation unnecessarily difficult.

India's Guidelines for Prevention and Regulation of Dark
Patterns, 2023 represent an important regulatory response. The
subsequent CCPA advisory on platform self-audits in 2025 and
reported enforcement actions in 2026 indicate that dark patterns
are increasingly being treated as a serious digital consumer-
protection issue.

Recent academic research also demonstrates that dark patterns
can affect consumer responses in the Indian quick-commerce
environment. The emerging evidence indicates that deceptive
interface practices may generate perceived betrayal, punitive
intentions and negative word-of-mouth, even when
conventional measures such as brand trust do not immediately
change.

The future of quick commerce should therefore not be
measured only by delivery speed, order volume or conversion
rates. Sustainable digital commerce requires trust, transparency
and consumer autonomy.

The most desirable approach is not anti-technology or anti-
marketing. It is responsible digital marketing—where
technology helps consumers make better decisions rather than
making decisions for them.

A consumer-centred quick-commerce
ultimately follow a simple principle:
“Make the purchase easy, but never make informed choice
difficult.”

ecosystem  should
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