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Design is thinking made visual. ~ Saul Bass
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Contrast
Put light against light - you have nothing. Put dark against dark - you have nothing. 

It’s the contrast of light and dark that each give the other one meaning. ~ Bob Ross

Contrast helps us to show a difference in a design. It uses colors, shapes, sizes, and types to mark 
these differences. Image 1 shows how the black letters highlight the heart, but it could not be possible 
without the white background. If, in this case, the background had been darker, the effect would not 
have taken place. The colors play an essential role; the opposite color schemes balance the design. 

Richard Poulin explains that “contrast is a visual principle that fundamentally provides the eye with a 
noticeable difference between two things or objects—large and small, red and green, light and dark, or 
hot and cold. In visual communications, contrast is the perceptible difference in visual characteristics 
that makes an object (or its representation in an image) distinguishable and distinct from other objects 
in a composition as well as its surround-ing background. Contrast in a composition is the opposite of 
visual harmony” (Poulin 190).

Contrast is critical to make things stand out and to clarify information. 

Image 1. David Carson. I love New York for nyc redesign, 2016.
This is an example of contrast.
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Contrast

Image 2. Envato Studio Home Webpage, https://studio.envato.com . Example of subtle contrast. 

Contrast does not always have to be opposite colors. In Image 2, Envato Studio used a green and blue 
gradient for the background and white letter. However, they also used green for the buttons. It is 
another tone of green, brighter, and easier to identify—Envato Studio mastered  subtle contrast. 

Contrast has two purposes, and they’re inextricable from each other. One 
purppose is to create an interest on the page - if a page is interesting to 
look at, it is more likely to be read. The other is to aid in the organization of 
the information. A reader should be able to instantly understand the way 
the information is organized, the logical flow from on intem to another. The 
contrasting elements should never serve to confuse the reader or to create 
a focus that is not supposed to be a focus. 

~ Robin Williams (84)

“
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Repetition
With repetition, the alternate approaches become clear, options open.  ~ Robert Genn

Image 3. David Carson. killthefintrade, 2017.
This is an example of repetition. 

The poster by David Carson shows different repetitive elements, like the fins, the red color 
symbolyzing blood, and similar color schemes, used of cold colors like blue and black. The background 
is white, giving the fin illustrations space to breathe.  Without being extremely brutal in the design, the 
poster conveys a powerful message. The repetitive illustrations, fins in different sizes, and the common 
element, the color red as blood, bring the design together without using any other graphics. 
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Repetition

Williams points out that “repetition goes beyond just being naturally consistent—it is conscious effort to 
unify all parts of a design” (55).  Image 4 shows repetitive elements, the square boxes that link to 
different pages. It serves as a visual navigation menu. This repetitive element makes it easy for the 
readers to navigate the website and accessing the information. It is also a repetitive element 
throughout the website. This layout uses a grid system. It provides continuity in a pattern and simplifies 
information by making it recognizable. It is easy for the eye to perceive the shapes.

Image 4. Envato Studio Home Webpage, https://studio.envato.com. Example of repetition. 

The human brain strives to find order in the bombardment of data it 
receives. Researchers in human perception have established certain 
principles of how we tend to group and organize information, which 
are useful for graphic designers to bear in mind.  

~ Cath Cadwell (168)

“
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Symmetry

Image 5. House door in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  by Mikolaj Niemczewski. Adobe Stock FILE #:  186099392
Example of symmetry.

Cadwell describes symmetry as “arranging elements in the same way on either side of a central line” 
(170). Image 5 shows symmetry, with the two planters align at each side of the door. Note that the 
plants are not exactly the same, but the distance between the planters and the door makes the 
symmetry— this is also known as balance symmetry. Caldwell explained that symmetrical balance is a 
“sure way to give both sides of the design equal weight” (170). In this example, the weight is distributed 
equally. However, adding a lamp on the right side of the door would have made it even more 
symmetrical. Also, the color adds symmetry to the entrance; the white planters and green plants 
contrast with the brown door. The color white is the primary, using the wall as a canvas and the 
planters as its extension. In this example, the central axis is the door complemented by the sides of the 
planters, showing reflected symmetry.

The desire for symmetry, for balance, for rhythm in form as well as in sound, 
is one of the most inveterate of human instincts. ~ Edith Wharton
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Symmetry

Poulin explains symmetry as a “fundamental and timeless principle of visual perception. In visual 
communications, symmetry conveys balance, stability, and harmony. When visual elements are com-
pletely balanced or centered, they are in a state of equilibrium where all elements have equal weight. 
The result is a state of visual balance and is identified as symmetry. It is a compositional state where 
design elements are organized on the central axis of a composition (either its horizontal or vertical 
axis)” (123).

As Image 6 shows, the webpage for Apple’s Macbook Air uses symmetry to explain their products. In 
the first part, the central axis is narrow, shows the mouse and earphones, and is balanced by wider 
sides showing larger products like the keyboard, cable, and the top of the Macbook Air; on the other 
side shows the Macbook Air with a sleeve. Likewise, the bottom piece inverses the axis and sides, 
offering a wider central axis and narrower sides. This change is also known as rotational symmetry. 

Image 6. Apple Macbook Air Webpage, https://www.apple.com/macbook-air/. 
Example of symmetry. 

Symmetric objects are easier and faster to perceive than others 
because they contain a smaller amount of information than other forms.
  

~ Ivan Budimir et al. (104)
“
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Alignment
She was like a camera that had been chronically out of focus until someone came by a

nd twisted the lenses into alignment. ~ Deborah Harkness

Image 7. Vibrant Coloured File Folders and Paperclips, Top View Background  by littlekissphotograpy. 
Adobe stock FILE #:  385442389. Example of alignment.

Miles Kimball and Ann Hawkins advise to “use alignment to show connection and coherence” (32). We 
align objects or elements along an invisible line that serves as a reference. Alignment is necessary for 
design because it shows connection, helps with the flow, adds visual appeal, and uses space 
efficiently. In Image 7, the folders are aligned at the same distance, and the clips are attached at the 
same height and paired by color. Alignment helps show order on this image; without it, we wouldn’t 
know what the image tries to convey. Also, notice how the colors go from warm to cold.

Williams warns that “nothing should be placed on the page arbitrarily. Every element should have some 
visual connection with another element on the page” (54). Since alignment aims to unify and organize, 
it is important to be conscious of where we place the page’s elements. 



Pace  10

Alignment

Image 8. University of Memphis News Release, https://www.memphis.edu/mediaroom/releases/2021/september/heedaward.php. 
Example of alignment.

Ellen Lupton explains that there are “four modes of alignment, centered, justified, flush left, and flush 
right” (114) and that “each mode of alignment carries unique formal qualities, cultural associations, and 
aesthetic risks” (112). The example on Image 8 shows a news release from the University of Memphis 
with the text aligned flush left. Notice that the left navigation menu also shows a flush left alignment. 
The photograph in the news release is aligned to the left with the text wrapped around it forms unity in 
the design. Notice that the social media icons are aligned horizontally flushed left. In this case, it would 
have looked weird for each of the icons on a line; grouping them made more sense.  

“ If your alignment is cohesive, then when you (occasionally) decide to 
break the alignment it feels intentional.  Consider alignment as the 
design principle that makes you a visual storyteller. think of how a 
writer connects one sentence to the next, one paragraph to the next, 
one chapter to the next. Alignment is all about making the verbal visual. 
  

~ Tom Aststiel and Jean Grow (146)
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Proximity
Good design is a lot like clear thinking made visual. ~ Edward Tufte

Image 9. Looking for a job by littlekissphotograpy. Adobe stock FILE #:  228352790. 
Example of proximity.

Proximity, defined by Altstiel and Grow as to “group related elements together based on the space 
between each element” (145), that is the closer the elements are the closer the relationship they have 
and the farther apart reflects a lesser importance between the elements. As Williams explains “when 
several items are in close proximity to each other, they become one visual unit rather than several 
seperate units” (32). For example,  Image 8 represents a resume. In it, the information is cluster 
together by their relationship, this makes it easier to read and to find information needed. 
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Proximity

Image 10. Dan Machado Home Webpage, https://www.danmachado.com. Example of proximity. 

Dan Machado’s home webpage, Image 10, shows how he groups the different information elements. 
On the top, there are two groups. His logo is to the left, and to the right is the navigation menu; both 
elements have the distinctive color yellow. Then, to the right in vertical order, he presents his work. On 
the left, he presents himself and adds the social media icons separated by white space. Caldwell 
explains white space as “the room that is deliberately left within blocks of text, between design 
elements, or around the margins of a page.” In this example, Machado used proximity aided by white 
space to frame and separate the different elements he presented on his webpage. (Note: The page is 
not always white, as the cursor hovers over the listed work items, a picture appears, filling up the space 
and not interfering with the design as a whole.)

In proximity, and all the principles of design, less is more, is better to keep it simple, letting the design 
space to breathe. 

To present a sense of authority and focus attention, less is indeed more. 
Space allows the viewer to concentrate..
  

~ Beth Tondreau (136)
“
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