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Concepts of Design



Basic Design Concepts
It’s difficult to say exactly what makes a design successful. 

Good design is hard to define.

Figure/Ground

Emphasis

Balance

Optical center

Flow

Unity
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Over the years, experts have developed some basic concepts 
you should keep in mind when you design your layouts.
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Figure/Ground

Here is the classic example used to explain the concept of figure/ground.
Depending on how you look at it, you could see either two faces or a vase.

What’s in the picture?
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Figure/ Ground describes the relationship between a subject or element 
and the surrounding space. 

An object placed in the space 
of a layout is called the figure.

The space that surrounds the 
figure is called the ground.

Look at these two examples.
Can you tell what is the figure 

and what is the ground?

Figure/Ground
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Everytime you add an element to a page, the shape of the resulting space changes. 
Professional designers know that you need to control the “white space” as much as the page elements.

In the example on the left, the elements and the space are pretty boring. The other two examples make 
better use of the space. They have more variety and the “white space” is better organized.

 The space on a page that is not occupied by type or graphics is called white space.

Headline

Nis ad min henim zzriure modip eros adip eu facilis nulla aliquis enim quat, 
sed exero digna commodo loborper incip et nismod exerostrud exercidunt 

inci essequat. Il ute volore modolore tetue magnim vel incilit volenis num do 
commy nullaorem quis et, sum vero ea facidunt nit velit pratum doloborpero 

con ea coreet acin essi.
To dolestrud tat lan velit adio conullan vel utat praestrud minismod dolorer se 
tincill uptat, sequatum nisl utet, consent ex ex etum do cor in utem iriustrud 

dolent vel dignis at. Re faciliquat, conullaor at, quisi.

Nis ad min henim zzriure modip eros adip eu facilis nulla 
aliquis enim quat, sed exero digna commodo loborper incip 
et nismod exerostrud exercidunt inci essequat. Il ute volore 
modolore tetue magnim vel incilit volenis num do commy 
nullaorem quis et, sum vero ea facidunt nit velit pratum 

doloborpero con ea coreet acin essi.
To dolestrud tat lan velit adio conullan vel utat praestrud 
minismod dolorer se tincill uptat, sequatum nisl utet, con-
sent ex ex etum do cor in utem iriustrud dolent vel dignis 

at. Re faciliquat, conullaor at, quisi.

Headline

Nis ad min henim zzriure modip eros adip eu facilis nulla aliquis enim quat, 
sed exero digna commodo loborper incip et nismod exerostrud exercidunt 
inci essequat. Il ute volore modolore tetue magnim vel incilit volenis num do 
commy nullaorem quis et, sum vero ea facidunt nit velit pratum doloborpero 
con ea coreet acin essi.
To dolestrud tat lan velit adio conullan vel utat praestrud minismod dolorer se 
tincill uptat, sequatum nisl utet, consent ex ex etum do cor in utem iriustrud 
dolent vel dignis at. Re faciliquat, conullaor at, quisi.

Nis ad min henim zzriure modip eros 
adip eu facilis nulla aliquis enim quat, 
sed exero digna commodo loborper 
incip et nismod exerostrud exercidunt 
inci essequat. Il ute volore modolore 
tetue magnim vel incilit volenis num do 
commy nullaorem quis et, sum vero ea 
facidunt nit velit pratum doloborpero 
con ea coreet acin essi.
To dolestrud tat lan velit adio conullan 
vel utat praestrud minismod dolorer 
se tincill uptat, sequatum nisl utet, 
consent ex ex etum do cor in utem 
iriustrud dolent vel dignis at. Re facili-
quat, conullaor at, quisi.

Figure/Ground

Headline

Nis ad min henim zzriure modip eros adip eu 
facilis nulla aliquis enim quat, sed exero digna 
commodo loborper incip et nismod exerostrud 
exercidunt inci essequat. Il ute volore modolore 
tetue magnim vel incilit volenis num do commy 
nullaorem quis et, sum vero ea facidunt nit velit 
pratum doloborpero con ea coreet acin essi.
To dolestrud tat lan velit adio conullan vel utat 
praestrud minismod dolorer se tincill uptat, 
sequatum nisl utet, consent ex ex etum do cor in 
utem iriustrud dolent vel dignis at. Re faciliquat, 
conullaor at, quisi.

Nis ad min henim zzriure modip eros 
adip eu facilis nulla aliquis enim quat, 
sed exero digna commodo loborper 
incip et nismod exerostrud exercidunt 
inci essequat. Il ute volore modolore 
tetue magnim vel incilit volenis num do 
commy nullaorem quis et, sum vero ea 
facidunt nit velit pratum doloborpero 
con ea coreet acin essi.
To dolestrud tat lan velit adio conullan 
vel utat praestrud minismod dolorer 
se tincill uptat, sequatum nisl utet, 
consent ex ex etum do cor in utem 
iriustrud dolent vel dignis at. Re facili-
quat, conullaor at, quisi.
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It is always a good idea to identify the main idea of a message and to somehow make that idea stand out.
Sometimes it will be as easy as making a word or words larger or perhaps using a special type effect.

Making an element stand out in relation to other elements in a composition or layout is called emphasis.

Emphasis

Stand Out
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Emphasis

Adding emphasis to some elements helps make a design seem more organized 
and helps the reader understand the message.

CHESS CLUB 
WILL HOLD A 

MEETING 
WEDNESDAY 
PLEASE BE 

THERE 
SPECIAL GUEST

CHESS CLUB

Please be there! 

Special Guest! 

meeting will be
held Wednesday 
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Space/ Format

Color adds emphasis to this business card, while reinforcing the message.
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Human beings have an inborn sense of balance. 
This sense of balance allows us to walk around without falling over. 

Our eyes help us keep our own balance and detect balance in the world around us.

Balance
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For designers, balance refers to the relationship of one side of a page to the other. 
Think of a teeter-totter. Balance is maintained when the weight on one side 

seems to be the same as the weight on the other.

Balance
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In this example, the elements on one side of the centerline are 
exactly the same as the other. 

This is called symmetrical balance.

Balance

Amcommy nos exerill andigniat. Ut autet 
num nulput alit aliqui er alit lan henit, vul-
lamcommy nummod tem nonum venisim zz-
riure te ver si tetumsan hent iliquip summodo 
commole ssequi endre core corperci blamcon 
umsandio exerTat aliquat acilis ese vulla feu 
feuis digna faccum volortie vel dolenim dip-
sum illaore mincilit aut nonsequ isisi.
Od magnis nonsenis nim nonulluptat velis 
delit loboreet ut wis accum iusto od er si.
Ed do con hendreetue magniamet prat ut dolor 
sum et accum volore et alisi enibh exercipsum 
quis alit, conumsandre ming et ent el et, quam, 
corero ea aliquis nibh eleniamet lor se magna 

feuisl enisi te faccum vel dipit vercinis dip ex-
ercinis acipissecte dolesenisci eu feuipisi.
Tatumsandip el ilis dolor irilla ametue erae-
senibh et pratin ver summodolesed el inismod 
olutatum num autpatin henis nit lutem dolor 
sum aliquis augiatio dolor ing exer sum endiat 
illamco nsequis at. Dui blamcon ex endrem di-
onsed dolortisl erciduis nulputatue doloborem 
velessed mincinisim zzrillaorper in heniam, 
veniam ea feui endrerit verit incipit nummod 
dolor ipit irilit velit nonsenibh etummy non 
veliquamet wisl ip esequam, con volorem am 
nulluptat eugait adio et, quatum iriustrud tat 
la cortion sequisl eros aliquat nullaor eraese-
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Here is an example of a layout with symmetrical balance. 
It looks very formal but also a little boring, and the reader will 

have to read the whole thing to get the message.

Balance
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Because each element is simply stacked on one another, 
the text is forced into the shape created by centering. 

The design does not relate directly to the message, giving it a very amateurish look. 
Even the graphics seem to be just tacked on as decoration, not part of the overall design.

Balance
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In this example, the elements on one side of the centerline are of equal weight, 
but are not the same as the elements on the other side.

This is called asymmetrical balance.

Balance

Amcommy nos exerill andigniat. Ut autet 
num nulput alit aliqui er alit lan henit, vulla-
mcommy nummod tem nonum venisim zzri-
ure te ver si tetumsan hent iliquip summodo 
commole ssequi endre core corperci blamcon 
umsandio exerTat aliquat acilis ese vulla feu 
feuis digna faccum volortie vel dolenim dip-
sum illaore mincilit aut nonsequ isisi.
Od magnis nonsenis nim nonulluptat velis 
delit loboreet ut wis accum iusto od er si.
Ed do con hendreetue magniamet prat ut 
dolor sum et accum volore et alisi enibh ex-
ercipsum quis alit, conumsandre ming et ent 
el et, quam, corero ea aliquis nibh eleniamet 
lor se magna feuisl enisi te faccum vel dipit 
vercinis dip exercinis acipissecte dolesenisci 
eu feuipisi.
Tatumsandip el ilis dolor irilla ametue erae-
senibh et pratin ver summodolesed el inis-
mod olutatum num autpatin henis nit lutem 
dolor sum aliquis augiatio dolor ing exer sum 
endiat illamco nsequis at. Dui blamcon ex 
endrem dionsed dolortisl erciduis nulputatue 
doloborem velessed mincinisim zzrillaorper 
in heniam, veniam ea feui endrerit verit in-
cipit nummod dolor ipit irilit velit nonsenibh 
etummy non veliquamet wisl ip esequam, con 
volorem am nulluptat eugait adio et, quatum 
iriustrud tat la cortion sequisl eros aliquat 
nullaor eraesequam vel ex eum delit wissis 
augait praesed diatet iustrud ea ad modipsu 
mmoloreet, volumsan eliquat. Odiamet, quis 
nos nullutat doleniam vel inciliquat dolorpe 
raessit praesent nullam vel dolor augiam ex 
ea ad min henit, commodit at la cor autat la 
feugiat. Ut velese modolore magna conulput 
irit alis am, secte magna commy nulla conul-
laorem venibh ex et, volor in velisl et irili-
quat, commy nosto esto odoluptatet ullaore 
te feugait ulluptatio consed dignim vero 
doloreet, commy non velestin ut doluptatue 
tem venim dolor sed tat. Duis nulluptatio es-
tie feuguer cipsustrudEro ea facilluptat ute te 
commolendre feugait autem quisit verit erat. 
Duis at aliquat ing ese feugue dunt volobor-
peros dolut alis nisis ex er iure dolestrud te 
commodolorer sum iliquis num incinis dit 
vullaor eraessismod dolenis nullan ullamco 
nullaore tionsendit lor aliquat. Ugait augait
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Here is the same layout presented in a more professional way. 
The graphic is a more meaningful part of the design

 and it is easier for readers to find the information they need.
The layout maintains asymmetrical balance.

Balance
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Asymmetrical balance allows for many variations. The information can be easily grouped together for meaning 
and can create relationships that promote harmony, or tension, depending on the mood desired.

Balance

Ud tinibh eu facin velesequat dionsenisit loborem dunt 
lore tat. Ecte eumsan esequis dolortisl ut lobor sit do-
loreet, quisl inci blan vero commy nonulla feugait lam 
niatuer sum in heniamet eugiamc onsequip exeraessit 
praesendrem velit, quatuero odigna cor ing elisi eugait 
in ea facilla orpero ea faccummodio dit diamet autpati 
onsequatisi.
Ud ming ex et wiscilla consecte tis at am, sumsandre 
min hendreet luptat. Ut wis ad tat.
Uptatio nsequipit aliquisi.
Nos diam vullaor augiametum irit ipit, cor sum veniat.

Incinciduis dolorer illa facin henit amet wisl ulput-
pat la feugue eummodolore ming eugiatet ipit ut 

am, conse dolore tie dolor sequatet doloborem 
vero od tem nibh elessecte feum ipisit ali-

quat praessit nit iliquat, commy num 
exercidunt venim zzrilis acillandit, 

quam nulluptat. Lorperatue tio 
odiam nullandio et prat, se-

quatuer secte dolor sed 
dunt la at dunt lobor in 
henim ad molorer si.
Rud dit wis ea commy 
nos nullam alit nibh 

exer sim dit utet lorero 
odolesectet luptat nul-

laortie con utet dunt atio et 
praesequat verilit vel ullum-

modit wis augue volore tat irillut 
lore facin hent utet wis euguerat vel 

utat nummy nim vent augiat praessed 
ex elit la adiat, sequis nim ver aci tie 

doloreet iusto od magna at ilis num ipit ut 
num dolorting erat, susto dolortionse delenis 

at laorperci te velendre do do ea facinci euguerc 
iliscidunt vel et amet, quate consequatet nim ilit ad 

enit amet nit incipismolum diamet, venisim venis am 
non utet alit augiatue min hent wis nonsequ ismol-
oreetue tat vendreet lamcommy nit praesed tie dit, 
consectet lum veniat aut dunt num zzrit dip eu feuis 
ad magnisi blaore tate vulla corper aliscil luptat vulla 
conulput nullaore facipit utatem do odiam quismol 
ortincilis aut acil utpatet, quate do do dolendre commy 
nullamet, vullut lumsan erostrud tet, conumsan vel 
inim alit, quate volore conulla consed exerit praessen-
isl illut nullaore mod tie faci tin ero odignisi.
Nim verciduis adio od diam, quamet ut ad euguera 
estrud tet iniate dolortis nulla facipisci eugait adit ex-
ercipis nit num iliqui bla at.
Te feugiamet vullaor aliquat del utpat augait alit vele-
nis nit iustrud minim zzrillandre verostinim nonse-
quatis del dolumsan vullandre dignisi.
El dipit ullutat, quis dolore dolore dolobore modo 

Ud tinibh eu facin velesequat dionsenisit 
loborem dunt lore tat. Ecte eumsan esequis 
dolortisl ut lobor sit doloreet, quisl inci blan 
vero commy nonulla feugait lam niatuer sum 
in heniamet eugiamc onsequip exeraessit 
praesendrem velit, quatuero odigna cor ing 
elisi eugait in ea facilla orpero ea faccum-
modio dit diamet autpati onsequatisi.
Ud ming ex et wiscilla consecte tis at am, 
sumsandre min hendreet luptat. Ut wis ad 
tat.
Uptatio nsequipit aliquisi.
Nos diam vullaor augiametum irit ipit, cor 
sum veniat.
Incinciduis dolorer illa facin henit amet 
wisl ulputpat la feugue eummodolore ming 
eugiatet ipit ut am, conse dolore tie do-
lor sequatet doloborem vero od tem nibh 
elessecte feum ipisit aliquat praessit nit 
iliquat, commy num exercidunt venim zz-
rilis acillandit, quam nulluptat. Lorperatue 
tio odiam nullandio et prat, sequatuer secte 
dolor sed dunt la at dunt lobor in henim ad 
molorer si.
Rud dit wis ea commy nos nullam alit nibh 
exer sim dit utet lorero odolesectet luptat 
nullaortie con utet dunt atio et praesequat 
verilit vel ullummodit wis augue volore tat 
irillut lore facin hent utet wis euguerat vel 
utat nummy nim vent augiat praessed ex elit 
la adiat, sequis nim ver aci tie doloreet iusto 
od magna at ilis num ipit ut num dolorting 
erat, susto dolortionse delenis at laorperci 

Headline Headline
Ud tinibh eu facin velesequat dionsenisit 
loborem dunt lore tat. Ecte eumsan esequis 
dolortisl ut lobor sit doloreet, quisl inci blan 
vero commy nonulla feugait lam niatuer sum 
in heniamet eugiamc onsequip exeraessit 
praesendrem velit, quatuero odigna cor ing 
elisi eugait in ea facilla orpero ea faccummo-
dio dit diamet autpati onsequatisi.
Ud ming ex et wiscilla consecte tis at am, 
sumsandre min hendreet luptat. Ut wis ad 
tat.
Uptatio nsequipit aliquisi.
Nos diam vullaor augiametum irit ipit, cor 
sum veniat.
Incinciduis dolorer illa facin henit amet wisl 
ulputpat la feugue eummodolore ming eugia-
tet ipit ut am, conse dolore tie dolor sequatet 
doloborem vero od tem nibh elessecte feum 
ipisit aliquat praessit nit iliquat, commy num 
exercidunt venim zzrilis acillandit, quam nul-
luptat. Lorperatue tio odiam nullandio et prat, 
sequatuer secte dolor sed dunt la at dunt lo-
bor in henim ad molorer si.
Rud dit wis ea commy nos nullam alit nibh 
exer sim dit utet lorero odolesectet luptat 
nullaortie con utet dunt atio et praesequat 
verilit vel ullummodit wis augue volore tat 
irillut lore facin hent utet wis euguerat vel 
utat nummy nim vent augiat praessed ex elit 
la adiat, sequis nim ver aci tie doloreet iusto 
od magna at ilis num ipit ut num dolorting 
erat, susto dolortionse delenis at laorperci te 
velendre do do ea facinci euguerc iliscidunt 
vel et amet, quate consequatet nim ilit ad enit 
amet nit incipismolum diamet, venisim venis 
am non utet alit augiatue min hent wis non-
sequ ismoloreetue tat vendreet lamcommy nit 
praesed tie dit, consectet lum veniat aut dunt 
num zzrit dip eu feuis ad magnisi blaore tate 
vulla corper aliscil luptat vulla conulput nul-
laore facipit utatem do odiam quismol ortin-
cilis aut acil utpatet, quate do do dolendre 
commy nullamet, vullut lumsan erostrud tet, 
conumsan vel inim alit, quate volore conulla 
consed exerit praessenisl illut nullaore mod 
tie faci tin ero odignisi.
Nim verciduis adio od diam, quamet ut ad eu-
guera estrud tet iniate dolortis nulla facipisci 
eugait adit exercipis nit num iliqui bla at.
Te feugiamet vullaor aliquat del utpat augait 
alit velenis nit iustrud minim zzrillandre 
verostinim nonsequatis del dolumsan vul-
landre dignisi.

Headline 
Headline
Headline
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Placing the design on a diagonal axis can make an asymmetrical layout even more dynamic.

HEADLINE HEADLINE

Quat la
orem init d

o-

loreet lamet in el-

iquis adionullum ate 

consequi blan he-

niatue mincidui blan 

eu feuguer aestrud 

magnisit, 
vel inPat 

iriu
sto eugue dolum 

euis num quat lum 

accu
m digna fac-

cums andrem vel

Reet Lamet 

Balance
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Balance

BIG RED

The white space or ground plays an important role in an asymmetrical layout.
Layouts like this one create tension.
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Balance

Mark of the 
Butterfly

Unique Fashions

455 East Main St.
South Beach, FL 33678

863.987.7654

Symmetrical layouts can create a sense of calm. 
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Optical Center

An imaginary line slightly above the measured center 
of a composition or layout is called the optical center.

The optical center is found about 2/5ths down from the top.

measured center

measured center
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Most people will think that the headline on the left looks too low, 
while the headline on the right seems better.

If all else is equal, the optical center is the spot on the composition or 
layout that will attract the reader’s eye first. 

Optical Center

Headline

Headline
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Here is the beginning of a simple business card layout with 
the company name positioned on the optical center.

Optical Center
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Flow

The skillful designer will help direct the reader’s eye from one element to 
another in a meaningful way. Careful placement of the page elements is needed 

to lead the reader through the layout. A layout that fails to direct the reader 
correctly will disrupt the communication and be confusing.

Here are some simple examples of how the eye follows the elements in a layout.
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The arrangement of page elements that help direct and move the 
reader through the composition or layout is called flow.

Flow
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Here are a few things to remember about flow.

Here the illustration helps the reader’s eye flow 
through the message.

Avoid illustrations and other elements that direct 
the reader’s eye off the page. 

Flow
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By placing a strong horizontal element at the bottom of the page you will 
help keep the reader’s eye flowing through the message.

Flow

Car Show
Ate dolobore 
minis eu faccum 
iliquisse vullutpat, 
si ex ero dolobor 
sum nullamconse 
feuisl ent iure con 
veliquat vel ing 
eu facillut iureet 
il ulla adit wisci 
blaortio dolor ilit 
ut iuscili quisim 
quamet prat, quis 
eugait aliquis 
aut ad doluptat 
wis niametummy 
nonum nonsecte 
diat pratin henibh 
ea facinci duis-
modio euguer-
cipisl in veriusci 
ercipsu scipsum 

Car Show
Ate dolobore 
minis eu faccum 
iliquisse vullutpat, 
si ex ero dolobor 
sum nullamconse 
feuisl ent iure con 
veliquat vel ing 
eu facillut iureet 
il ulla adit wisci 
blaortio dolor ilit 
ut iuscili quisim 
quamet prat, quis 
eugait aliquis 
aut ad doluptat 
wis niametummy 
nonum nonsecte 
diat pratin henibh 
ea facinci duis-
modio euguer-
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Unity

Unity refers to the arrangement and treatment of elements that promote a sense of wholeness in a composition or layout.

A unified layout starts with a clear understanding of the message.
Selecting the appropriate type faces and graphic elements will help establish a tone that reflects the message.
The type of balance chosen also helps set up a unity within the layout.
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Unity must be considered as a spectrum starting from total sameness to total disorder.

Here is an example of total 
sameness

Here is an example of unified 
variety

Here is an example of total disorder

Unity
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Try to control your choice of page elements and position them to obtain an organized variety.

Unity


