
DESIGN
Elements and Principles



Leading lines diverts focus to subjects





Scale helps us make sense of things. Doesn’t always have to

be based on realism. You can size your elements dramatically

large or small to create contrast and divert focus to important

parts of your design.





Colour creates specific moods, atmospheres, channels

emotions and each shade has certain specific connotations

associated with it. In short, colour can make or break your

design.





Repetition is a crucial element when it comes to branding

design, both in terms of keeping your branding consistent and

in terms of tying your items together.





Negative space is the ‘space in-between’, the area between or

around other elements that form its own shape





Symmetry is used a lot in logos in order to create a harmonious

and balanced design. By using a bit of symmetry in your layout,

you can create a sense of balance and order.





You don’t always have to make things symmetrically

perfect—there is also asymmetry. You can introduce

symmetry in different ways, like in this invite.

Symmetry isn’t always as obvious either, sometimes it is

subtle, sometimes you may not even notice it.



Occasionally known as ‘opacity’, transparency refers to how

‘see-through’ an element is. The lower your opacity, the lighter

and less noticeable your element is, and the higher it is, the

more solid the element is.







Texture can add tactility, depth and can add some pretty interesting

effects to your design.

Be sure to use this technique in moderation, as too much texture can

quickly overwhelm your design. Remember: there’s a fine line between

shabby-chic and just plain old shabby.







One way to master balance is to think of each of your elements

as having a ‘weight’ behind it. From text boxes, to images, to

blocks of colour, consider each of their sizes, shapes, and what

‘weight’ they have in relation to other elements on the page.







One of the most important functions of visual hierarchy is to

help establish a focal point, giving viewers an entry point to

start navigating your design and showing them where the most

important information is.



Enlarging an object’s size(its

dimensions) and scale (its

size in relationship to other

objects) is one of the

easiest and most effective

ways to give it visual

importance.



We’re visually drawn

to color, especially when

it’s used strategically

to highlight important

information or imagery.

A bright splash of a color

like red or yellow, for

example, is hard to miss —

whether it’s on a traffic sign

on the side of the road or a

flyer hanging in your local

coffee shop.

However, if you drench a

design in all the colors of

the rainbow, you negate any

impact the color might have

had in creating a visual

hierarchy. So using color

sparingly and with purpose

are key principles here.



Temperature:

Colors can be cool 

(like blue and 

green), warm (like 

red, orange, and 

yellow), or neutral 

(like black, white, 

gray, and 

sometimes 

brown/beige).

Mixing color 

temperatures —

especially ones with 

high contrast — can 

attract a lot of 

visual attention.



Value:

The lightness 

or darkness of 

a color is 

known as its 

value. Like 

temperature, 

colors of 

different values 

can be 

contrasted 

against each 

other to 

dramatic effect, 

while colors of 

similar values 

tend to have 

more equal 

visual weight.

Saturation:

A color in its 

purest, brightest 

form is 100% 

saturated; the 

closer it 

approaches to 

gray, the more 

desaturated it 

is. Using bright 

or muted colors 

(either by 

themselves or 

together) can be 

a strategic way 

to create places 

of high or low 

contrast in a 

design.



TYPOGRAPHIC HIERARCHY



Level One: The most important content;

this should be the most immediately

visible typographic element in your design.

Level Two: Level-two elements usually

help organize your design into sections or

group related information together. They

shouldn’t stand out as much as your level-

one type, but should clearly direct viewers

to the different parts of the design and

help them navigate it easily.

Level Three: For a text-heavy layout, the

level-three typography is generally the

complete message, purpose, or details of

the design. It could be long or short — a

whole article, a short note, a brief

description — but the primary concern for

this level is that it’s highly readable, since

the font size will likely be somewhat small.







SPA

CING
Give Your 

Layout 

Balance, 

Flow, and 

Focus



ISOLATING FOCAL POINTS



Composition
Give Your Design Structure

The Rule of Thirds: Following the rule of thirds is one 

way of creating a dynamic composition where your focal 

point isn’t predictably placed at the center.

Instead, this rule divides a layout into a grid (three 

equally spaced horizontal lines and three vertical 

lines) and places the focal point either on one of 

the lines, or ideally, on one of the four points 

where the lines intersect.



The Rule of Odds: The rule of odds often involves threes 

as well. The idea behind this one is that an odd number of 

objects (perhaps the focal point surrounded by two other 

items — or four, as below) is always more interesting and 

pleasing to the eye than an even number.



Implied 

Movement:

This can be a 

very effective 

technique when 

pointing towards 

important 

information and 

providing an 

obvious path 

through the 

design. 

How to 

create this 

type of 

movement?

Leading 

lines.





In a very basic definition, contrast is the degree of difference

between two elements of your design.





Physical frames such as box outlines or graphic elements can

enhance or draw attention to specific elements of your design.





Grids are important, usually invisible elements to just about any

design. They are comprised of a certain number of rows and

columns that you can align your elements against. Grids can

help to keep your content in order, neat, legible and looking

good.



This example 

by Nikola from 

Magazine 

Designing shows a 

five-column grid at 

work. Note how 

some elements are 

contained to one 

column, while 

others stretch over 

two, sometimes 

three columns, and 

yet the design as a 

whole appears 

neat, clean and 

well aligned.

Once again from Nikola from Magazine

Designing, this image shows how a twelve-

column grid can give you a lot of flexibility

when it comes to aligning your elements.

http://www.magazinedesigning.com/magazine-columns/
http://www.magazinedesigning.com/magazine-columns/


Grids are flexible, adaptable and infinitely handy, so 

consider using one for your next design and see what it 

can do for you!

Did you estimate three? Or perhaps six? 

Either way, this example has a clear and 

identifiable grid system to which each 

element has been aligned, making for a 

striking, neat and attractive design.



Randomness plays a large part in design, but it is a specific 

kind of randomness. Let’s call it ‘design randomness’.

The difference between ‘design randomness’ and other forms 

of randomness is purpose and execution. 



With design, 

your main goal 

should be 

communication 

– what does this 

piece need to 

say to 

consumers? Is it 

saying it in a 

clear way? How 

can I make the 

communication 

stronger?



The point being – things 

don’t have to be neat and 

orderly to be classed as 

design.

Representing ‘randomness’ and playing with a few 

avant garde designs can be effective and super fun.



An important aspect of many designs is how the eye moves

over the page, and the direction it takes – this is also

sometimes referred to as ‘flow’. How does your eye move

across the page? Do your readers know exactly where to look

next? Is the direction that their eye takes logical?



The studies proved that a common pattern for the eye to take is an “E” or “F” shape when it comes to web pages, so 

placing your top content to the left of your page, or along the top is your best bet. Another common pattern that the 

eye traces over is a “Z” shape, as shown below.



Overall, the general idea is that the eye naturally 

travels from the top left corner to the bottom right 

corner, in a ‘sweeping’ motion. This theory is best 

explained in depth by The Gutenberg Diagram.

Rather than designing 100% by these patterns, though, 

try to adapt your designs’ flow and direction on a case-

by-case basis. Just keep in mind that the eye gravitates 

to the top left of a page and winds its way down from 

there.

This piece’s 

flow and 

direction 

encourages 

viewers to 

read and 

consume the 

type while 

simultaneously 

taking in the 

image.



As with any skill, there are things you have to learn, and this 

comes with general rules. Things like: make sure your type is 

legible, learn to kern, don’t use pixelated images, etc. These 

are the foundations of design, the things that help you make a 

basic design.





Another example of a rule 

breaker that you’ll certainly 

come across during your design 

adventures is David Carson. 

Carson was an avant garde

grunge designer for publications 

such as Ray Gun Magazine 

where he produced 

that are still admired 

today.

http://www.davidcarsondesign.com/


Carson’s basic 

ethos when it came 

to design was ‘don’t 

mistake legibility for 

communication’.



Earlier we discussed the direction and flow of your design,

these factors play a big part in the movement of your design. If

your final piece has a good flow from top to bottom, left to right,

corner A to corner B, etc., your piece will ‘move’ smoothly.



In these two examples, transparency is 

used to connote a sense of movement for 

the hummingbird and for the bicycle.



The difference 

between these 

two works is 

that, the one on 

the left utilizes 

transparency…

…while the one 

on the right 

uses movement 

lines.



Depth is an important and exciting principle in the world of

design. Even with the flattest of mediums, you are able to

create a sense of depth, and an illusion that your design

expands beyond the second dimension.



The design on the 

left makes use of 

layers of the 

same assets.

While the layers 

on the right uses 

layers to 

determine the 

foreground and 

background.



This electronica-inspired poster by Neil 

Stevens skews each letter to the right a little bit and 

gives them distinct shape and depth. This simple 

way of illustrating, shading and adjusting the 

perspective of each element helps to create a 

dynamic and engaging design.

http://www.crayonfire.co.uk/


Typography is arguably one of the biggest foundations of

design. Type says a lot (sometimes literally) and the way you

choose to execute your type, whether a heading or some body

copy says even

























• Kern your titles

• Make sure your body copy isn’t too big or 

too small for the medium you are printing 

onto

• Try to avoid using too many typefaces at 

once

• Left-alignment is easiest to read for large 

bodies of type

• If in doubt, print it out (you can often pick 

up on awkward typesetting much easier 

when it’s on page)



‘Composition’ refers to the overall arrangement of elements in

your design, which sounds a bit dull when explained that way, I

know, but it’s actually one of the more fun elements of design.

This is where you can play, experiment and make a good design

look great.



• Is the design 

balanced?

• Does the design 

have logical 

hierarchy?

• Does the eye 

follow over the 

page/s easily and 

logically?

• Is my main 

communication 

clear to 

audiences?

QUESTIONS TO 

ASK:



Take every ‘rule’ you read about with a grain of salt and 

apply it where it feels appropriate, and abandon the rules 

whenever you feel they aren’t.

Design is a constantly evolving and changing field and 

each situation is different, unique and exciting.

Overall, have fun with it. 

Play, experiment, but do 

it with purpose and care.



SOURCES:

https://designschool.canva.com/design-elements-principles/


