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Principles of Design



Basic Design Principles

The goal of graphic design is to organize and enhance information.
Following these simple principles will help you meet this goal.

Proximity

Contrast

Alignment

Repetition

The examples show very simple layouts, but these principles apply to all graphic design.
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Proximity

This principle has two equally important parts.

1. Group related items so that they are seen as one group or page element. 
2. Separate the groups so that the viewer will quickly see an organizational pattern.

The Proximity Principle states that related items should be grouped together.
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wismodi onsequatin vendipis dunt aliquipismod eum iniat praese molor 
ip ea consent verat digna consequisl dolestrud dolore dunt lam nonsectet 
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Always start your layout by sorting the information into meaningful groups.  
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Proximity

By grouping related information together the business card on the right is more organized.
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Proximity

Here again, better grouping makes a better layout.



iMAG Training  • Designer’s Workshop • Design Principles

Proximity

By dividing lists into smaller separate groups with headings, the example on the right is better.  
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Proximity

Graphic Arts Vocabulary
communication
The transfer of information from one 
person to another.

information
The facts and ideas, thoughts and 
opinions people know and share.

mass communication
The transfer of information from one 
person or group to many.

layout
A plan for a printed product.

Graphic Arts Vocabulary
communication

The transfer of information from one 
person to another.

information

The facts and ideas, thoughts and 
opinions people know and share.

mass communication

The transfer of information from one 
person or group to many.

layout

A plan for a printed product.

In the example on the left, the headlines aren’t close enough to the text blocks.
By grouping the headings with the text, you get better organization.
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Proximity

Divide large blocks of text into smaller separate groups with headings.  
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Alignment

The Alignment Principle states that nothing should be placed on the page arbitrarily.

Every item should have a visual connection with something else on the page.

Make sure that important page elements line up with one another. 
This will create invisible lines that connect page elements in the reader’s eye and mind.
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There is no alignment here.

Alignment

Here the alignment gives the groups 
a common boundary.
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A centered alignment is commonly used by beginners because it is safe and feels comfortable.

But, formal balance has its drawbacks. 
While layouts that use a symmetrical balance are safe, they can be often dull or stiff.

Often, designs can be made more interesting and dynamic by choosing an alternative alignment.

Alignment

Here the centered alignment is placed 
in the middle.

Here the centered alignment is placed 
to the side.
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Alignment

Avoid conflicting alignments.
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Alignment

This book, published in 1978, revolutionized the way designers thought about alignment. Nowadays, all major 
magazines and newspapers use a grid system for their layouts. Guides and grids can help you design better layouts.
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Alignment

Using a grid system for projects, like newsletters, makes it easier to maintain alignment.
Adobe Illustrator and InDesign provide methods for making and keeping guides and grids.
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Adobe Dreamweaver provides a grid system to lay out web pages.

Alignment
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Contrast

The Contrast Principle states that if two items are not exactly the same, then make them really different!

By making groups different you will reinforce the organization you began with proximity.
Be sure to make the difference meaningful. Elements that are more important should stand out. 

This principle puts the concept of emphasis into action. 
By applying contrast correctly, a layout will maintain unity, harmony, and organization.

Items that are a just little different do not contrast, they conflict. So make the difference clear.
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Both these newsletters are organized.
But the one on the right uses contrast more effectively.

Contrast
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A good opportunity to create contrast is when you are working with type.

You can create contrast with color, value, font, size, and weight. 
Contrast works best when the elements are really different.

Contrast
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Small differences can backfire and create a conflict.
Here are two different fonts, a modern Roman and an oldstyle Roman. 

They are a little different, but they conflict, not contrast.

Contrast
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To make contrast work, make the fonts really different.

Contrast
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Here is another case of conflict. 
These are different fonts, but they share too many characteristics.

Contrast
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Make differences strong to create good contrasts.

 
Avoid small differences that create conflicts, not contrasts.

Contrast

Use contrast to emphasize elements in a layout while maintaining unity and harmony.
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Repetition

The Repetition Principle states that you should repeat some aspect of the design 
throughout the entire composition.

Repeating a shape, an accent color, or a headline style are all examples of repetition.
Repetition helps create unity in a layout.
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Repetition reinforces organization.

Repetition
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One great way to use repetition is to repeat a motif from a graphic throughout the layout.

Here the motif from the tie is repeated throughout the layout. 
The repeated element is decorative while supporting the impact of the main graphic.

Repetition
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In this case, repeating the whole graphic is a bad idea. 
The graphic loses impact and becomes a simple decoration.

Repetition
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Repetition

Use repetition to help maintain unity throughout a stationery system.
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Repetition

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

QuickTime™ and a
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QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

The multiple pages of a web site.

Contact Us At
1837 OPine Street
April Fools, MN 267334

The two sides of a tri-fold 
brochure.

The multiple pages of a 
newsletter

Use repetition to help maintain unity throughout multiple pages.
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Summary

Proximity

Contrast

Alignment

Repetition

The basic principles of design are:


