
Visual Design

▪ Colour

▪ Typography

▪ Layout

▪ Design Systems
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Colour Hierarchy and Semantics

Visual Design

▪ A colour design system defines how colours are used,

typically two sets:

▪ Primary Colours

- used frequently in screen designs to create experience 

- includes tints, shades, and tones of primary brand colour(s)

(e.g. black, grey, white or similar subtle low-saturation colours)

- colours for interaction elements, layouts, text

▪ Secondary Colours

- used occasionally in designs or in interactive elements

- used for functions: task success, error, warning; selected 

element; etc. 

- colours are accents based on primary colours

https://uxdesign.cc/how-to-use-color-in-ux-design-9ba6db4807d5 2

These are not primary 
and secondary colours 
from colour theory

https://uxdesign.cc/how-to-use-color-in-ux-design-9ba6db4807d5
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Primary

Secondary
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colour
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▪ using :root pseudoclass

▪ css variables

--primary1

var(--primary1)

▪ Different ways to define colour in CSS

- Same methods as HTML canvas: hex, name, rgb, hsl

▪ Also

- Using CSS selectors and info panels

- Rounding corners



Typography

Visual Design

▪ Typography is the art of arranging letters and text in a way that 

makes the copy legible, clear, and visually appealing

▪ “Typeface” vs. “Font”

https://uxmisfit.com/2020/02/03/ui-design-in-practice-typography/ 5

https://uxmisfit.com/2020/02/03/ui-design-in-practice-typography/


Leading

Baseline

X-height

Cap Height

Serif

Typography Terminology

Visual Designhttps://www.fontsmith.com/blog/2016/06/29/the-a-z-of-typographic-terms 6
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Typeface Styles
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▪ Four main classes of typeface styles:

- serif, sans-serif, display, script

▪ They suggest different moods and feeling

▪ Some are more readable than others

7



Choosing Typefaces
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▪ Prefer standard, simple typefaces

- Sans-serif are most readable and works best on digital platforms

- Serif can be effective for headings and feels classic and stable

▪ Use typefaces designed for digital from reputable sources

- e.g. Google Fonts, Adobe Fonts

▪ In general, avoid display and script typefaces

https://xd.adobe.com/ideas/principles/web-design/best-modern-fonts-for-websites/ 8

https://xd.adobe.com/ideas/principles/web-design/best-modern-fonts-for-websites/


Comic Sans

Visual Design

▪ Developed by Microsoft in the 1990s for informal display text

(mimics speaking “bubbles” from comic strips)

▪ It’s universally hated. Why?

https://designforhackers.com/blog/comic-sans-hate/

It looks dated and 
unprofessional: 
don't use it or 

similar types of 
novelty typefaces. 
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Font Anatomy

Visual Design

▪ Weight (e.g. bold)

▪ Emphasis (e.g. italic)

▪ Point: 0.351mm = 1/72” (mostly)

- original Mac was 72 DPI

https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Web/CSS/length

face

point
size

body
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Font Size

▪ In CSS, there are many ways to 

specify font size:

- px for “pixels” (OS specific)

- pt for point size 

- Also %, em, rem, larger, …

In this course, 
you can just use px



Typographic System

Visual Design

▪ Define hierarchical names

- e.g. footer, body, caption, 

subheading, heading, title, hero 

▪ Use size, weight, and emphasis to 

create visual hierarchy 

- 7 different scales is often enough: 

e.g. 14, 16, 18, 24, 32, 48, 72 

▪ Use all caps sparingly for headings

https://www.figma.com/best-practices/typography-systems-in-figma/naming-and-organizing-text-styles/ 13
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Leading and Paragraph Spacing

Visual Design

▪ Leading is space between lines

▪ Increase leading to emphasize lines in paragraphs

- try 140% to 180%

▪ Add space between paragraphs rather than indent first line

https://uxmisfit.com/2020/02/03/ui-design-in-practice-typography/

100% 160%
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Alignment

Visual Design

▪ Use left alignment for text in paragraphs

▪ Use left or centre alignment for text in headings

▪ Use centre alignment for buttons and similar interface controls

▪ Never use fully justified text

- harder to read, creates unintentional "rivers" which looks bad

https://uxmisfit.com/2020/02/03/ui-design-in-practice-typography/

left aligned fully justified
fully justified with 
hyphenation
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typography
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▪ link to Google Web Font resource

▪ Defining a modular font system in CSS

- using ems as font size

- CSS var and calc
- inheritance for heading styles

- font-weight

- line-height

- "lorem ipsum" placeholder text



Layout

Visual Design

▪ Layout is the structure that organizes visual elements in an interface. 

▪ It creates visual paths, connections, and gaps to group, rank, and 

make sense of information and interactive elements. 

- e.g. structure content to highlight what is most important, what 

order it to read, what can be done with interactive elements, etc. 

https://uxdesign.cc/fundamentals-of-layout-in-interface-design-ui-3a9dba31f1 

(Image credit: Mike Rohde)
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The Grid

Visual Design

▪ Underlying regularized structure to organize elements in a layout

▪ Most basic form is vertical columns and gaps (aka "gutters")

- often 12 columns (because 12 can be divided by 2, 3, 4, ... )

▪ Often includes a "baseline" grid to place text

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2017/12/building-better-ui-designs-layout-grids/ 18
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8-Point "Pixel Grid"

Visual Design

▪ Use multiples of 8 to define dimensions, padding, and margins

- column and gaps are multiples of 8

- element sizes and spacing are multiples of 8

- even type can be multiples of 8 (though often multiples of 4)

https://spec.fm/specifics/8-pt-grid 19
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Negative Space

Visual Design

▪ Negative space is space between 

content (often called "white space”)

- groups and divides content

- let's the user's eye rest

- doesn't need to “white”, just 

must not contain content

▪ Use margin and padding to create 

negative space

https://uxplanet.org/https-medium-com-viktorija-bachvarova-the-power-of-empty-space-in-uidesign-14f14f8b203 20
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Alignment

Visual Design

▪ Alignment is when the dominant 

visual parts of multiple elements 

form an implied line

- alignment must be done on visual 

parts of an element, which may not 

be the same as underlying file or 

bounding box

- even slight misalignment jumps out

▪ Using a grid forces good alignment

https://uxengineer.com/principles-of-design/alignment/ 21

https://uxengineer.com/principles-of-design/alignment/


grid
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▪ use @media query to change grid layout

▪ mobile-first approach



Design Systems

Visual Design 23



Design Systems

Visual Design

A Design System is a systematic approach to product development, 

complete with guidelines, principles, philosophies, and code 

https://rangle.io/blog/what-is-a-design-system/ 

Design Language

The overall visual design 
of a digital product.

Defines characteristics 
such as typography, 
colors, icons, spacing

Design Kit

A library of shared 
styles, symbols, and 
components for 
designers.

Component Library

A set of implemented 
components in code 
that are version 
controlled and ready to 
use.

Sandbox

A tool for developing 
components in isolation. 

For Design System 
developers.

Documentation

Guidelines on how to 
use the Design System 
for designers and 
developers.

Often includes live 
playground to try out 
Design System
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Many (Many) Design Systems Available

Visual Design

▪ Material Design (Google)

▪ Carbon Design System (IBM)

▪ Atlassian Design System 

(Atlassian)

▪ Polaris (Shopify)

▪ Global Experience Language 

(BBC)

▪ Spectrum (Adobe)

▪ Goldman Sachs Design System 

(Goldman Sachs)

▪ Backpack

▪ Garden (Zendesk)

▪ Momentum Design (Cisco)

▪ Oxygen (Repsol)

▪ Lightning Design System 

(Salesforce)

▪ Lexicon (Liferay)

▪ Predix Design System (GE) 

(Skyscanner)

https://uxdesign.cc/some-of-the-best-design-systems-in-the-industry-e491a6e3baaf 25
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Bootstrap
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https://getbootstrap.com/ 

Free and open-source CSS framework directed at responsive, 

mobile-first front-end web development. 

▪ Design templates

- typography, forms

▪ UI Components

- buttons, navigation, and other interface components.

https://getbootstrap.com/


https://getbootstrap.com/docs/5.3/getting-started/introduction/ 
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bootstrap
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▪ Using via CDN links

▪ Baseline typography

▪ Ready-to-use grid system

- responsive, e.g. col-sm means column when size larger than small

▪ Widgets (i.e. components)

- buttons, collapse/expand, etc. 

▪ Icons

- webfont and svg

https://getbootstrap.com/docs/5.3/getting-started/introduction/#quick-start 

https://getbootstrap.com/docs/5.3/getting-started/introduction/


Material Design

Visual Design

▪ https://m3.material.io/

▪ Google open-source design system

- Web, Android, Flutter, ...

▪ UI Components

- buttons, navigation, form input, containers, ...

▪ UX Guidance

- colour, icons, motion, typography

- accessibility, adaptive design
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Material Design Web

- https://m3.material.io/develop/web 
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https://m3.material.io/develop/web


material
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▪ Install Material as npm package

▪ Using material components

- they are web components



Visual Designhttps://designforhackers.com/ 

Design for Hackers: 
Reverse-Engineering Beauty
by David Kadavy

Available online free from O'Reilly through 
UWaterloo library:
https://learning-oreilly-com.proxy.lib.uwaterloo.ca/library/view/design-
for-hackers/9781119998952/05_9781119998952-ch01.html 

also runs an 
online course 32

https://designforhackers.com/
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