
ELEMENTS OF DESIGN 
The elements of design (also called the formal elements) are the building blocks of all visual 
art. How they are used affects our perception of the principles of design. 
 
Line 
Line is the path of a point moving through space. It is evaluated by line quality: thick or thin, 
straight or curved, mechanical or organic, etc. In addition, the direction of a line can affect 
how we perceive it. Gridded lines are perceived as more stable, while diagonals are seen as 
dynamic. Lines can be actual or implied. Implied lines are merely suggested by a series of 
edges or points, though they haven’t been connected. 
 
Shape 
Shapes are areas enclosed by line or created by color or texture. They have length, width and 
depth and can be geometric, organic or abstract. 
 
Space 
Space is the area in which a design is organized. Space is often considered to be a three-
dimensional design element. However, two-dimensional art can create the perception of 
space. 
 
Texture 
Texture is the tactile quality of a surface, which can real or, in two-dimensional art, implied 
using value, color and pattern. Words like rough or smooth are often used to describe 
texture. 
 
Value 
Value is the lightness or darkness of an object or composition. We often discuss value in 
terms of contrast or key. Contrast is how much difference there is between the lightest and 
darkest values. Key refers to a limited range of colors: high key is mostly light, low key is 
mostly dark. 
 
Color 
Color one of the easiest design elements to see and one of the most complicated to explain. 
It is a property of light which causes objects to appear to have different hues, values, 
intensities (saturation) and temperature. Hue refers to the name of a color (red, blue green). 
Value is its lightness or darkness. Intensity indicates how bright or dull a color is, and 
temperature is the perceived warmth or coolness.  



PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN 
The principles are guidelines used evaluate designs. Their success or failure is determined by 
how a designer has applied the elements of design. The principles of design are 
interconnected. 
 
Balance 
Objects, colors, texture and space in a design are considered to have visual weight. Their 
arrangement should balance so the viewer does not feel the design is disproportionately 
heavy in some areas and light in others. A lack of balance can stop someone’s eye from 
moving through your design. Balance can be achieved through the use of symmetry, where 
elements on one side are similar to those on the other or by carefully juxtaposing elements 
of different weight in an asymmetrical design 
 
Proportion 
Proportion is the relationship to one element to another. When different elements are in 
proportion, your web pages gain a sense of unity and balance. 
 
Emphasis 
What part of the design catches the viewer’s eye? Often as designers, we want to create a 
focal point in a certain area or areas, and we do this by changing size, color, texture, shape or 
placement to create a contrast and make something stand out. Emphasis can help guide the 
viewer through your website. 
 
Rhythm 
Rhythm is the sense of organized movement within a design. It often grows from thoughtful 
repetition, but variety is also important, especially in terms of keeping things interesting. 
There are many types of rhythm including regular rhythm, where similar elements are 
repeated at similar intervals, alternating rhythm, where you juxtapose different motifs, and 
progressive rhythm where a repeating motif changes a little each time it appears. 
 
Movement 
Movement is the path the viewer’s eye takes through your design. As a designer, you often 
use areas of emphasis in combination with line, shape and color to help move your user 
logically through your site. 
 
Unity 
Unity is the feeling of harmony between parts of your web page and, indeed your website. 
Unity can be encouraged by repetition and the continuation of similar elements throughout 
the design. 
 
Variety 
Although you want your site to feel unified, it is also important to include different elements 
in different ways to hold the viewer’s attention and guide movement. 



 
Considerations When Designing for the Web 
Knowing and applying the principles and elements of design is a good start to making a 
strong website, but a pretty face is not that useful if there’s nothing behind it. The web is 
made to be used, so in making a successful design, we have to consider not only form but 
function. Some things to consider as you build your sites: 
 
Content First 
This is the web version of “form follows function”. Consider your content when 
determining how the website should look. A site intended to sell high-powered sports cars is 
going to look very different from one promoting environmentally friendly hybrids. At least, 
it will if you want to successfully appeal to your audience, which brings us to… 
 
Know your Audience 
Consider the needs and expectations of your target visitor. What are they looking for and 
how can your design best help them find it? 
 
Set Up a Clear, Intuitive Structure 
Use the principles and elements of design to build in visual clues that help guide your user to 
information. Make links easily recognizable. 
 
Strive for Simplicity 
As a web designer, you may be all about the look, but visitors are usually there for the 
information, so keeping it simple can help them find it. 
 
Minimize Text 
Studies have shown that the default behavior of internet users is to scan rather than read. 
Large blocks of text on the web are off-putting. You cannot count on people reading every 
word, and you may even drive users away if you present too much of a wall of text. If you 
have a lot of information to convey, break it up into digestible chunks, and intersperse it 
with media. 
 
Use Appropriate Media 
Include relevant, user-friendly photos, videos, audio and activities. People increasingly expect 
the web to be both visual and interactive. 
 
Make Whitespace Your Friend 
Whitespace, or negative space, is area on a site that doesn’t contain content. As designers, we 
often want to fill up every corner, but whitespace can actually improve your designs. It 
reduces cognitive overload for your viewer and makes it easier for him or her to digest the 
information presented. 
 
  



Be Consistent 
A website is part of the branding of a company or individual. In other words, it’s part of the 
design identity they use to help people recognize them. Keeping the layout and style 
generally consistent between the pages of a site will help carry that brand through. A similar 
layout also helps users navigate. 
 
Include Calls to Action 
Guide and encourage users to perform useful actions that engage them with the company, 
service or individual represented by the website. These actions could be designed to increase 
sales or to generate interest and engagement, such as like and comment functions. 
 
Remove Barriers 
Let users explore the website without forcing them into sharing private data first. That’s a 
cue for many people to navigate away... fast. 
 
Don’t Reinvent the Wheel 
Few things are new under the sun, even in the relatively young world of web design. There 
are many, many examples of good web design out there, and using these as a jumping off 
point is absolutely valid. You that you should steal someone else’s design or content, but 
there’s nothing wrong with being inspired by what others have done. The whole history of 
human creativity is essentially a story of building on what we’ve learned from other people. 
 
In addition, to being inspired by existing design, be aware that there are established 
conventions for how websites are set up, and using some of these helps your visitors figure 
out how to navigate your designs.  
 


