
Design basics

elements: Objective and visually discernible components of design

1. Point/Line/Plane: The element of length as a mark connecting 
any two points. Lines can organize, direct, separate, be expressive, 
suggest an emotion or create a rhythm. They can join elements or 
divide them using a rule, which is a line that separates one element 
in design from another.

2. Shape: refers to the external outline of a form or anything that has 
height and width. An example would be the three basic shapes: 
circle, square and triangle, considered to be the fundamental shapes 
found in all design.

3. Texture: is the look and feel of a surface. In two-dimensional form, 
texture is essentially visual and adds richness and dimension to 
work. Texture can also refer to pattern, which is visual texture.

4. Space: refers to the distance between shapes and forms, but is 
best understood in design as white space or negative space—terms 
used to refer to empty but often active areas that are void of visual 
elements.

5. Scale: refers to the distance between shapes and forms, but is best 
understood in design as white space or negative space—terms used 
to refer to empty but often active areas that are void  
of visual elements.

6. Value: is the relative lightness or darkness of an area or object. 
Value adds dimension by relating the illusion of depth in a design. 
With the addition of color, you can create and convey a mood to 
enhance a strong concept.

principles: General rules of design

1. Balance: occurs when all the design elements are equally distribut-
ed through the design. Symmetrical elements are arranged equally 
on both sides of a composition to suggest a stable or static motion. 
Asymmetrical elements create a deliberate imbalance to suggest 
variety or dynamic movement.

2. Emphasis/Hierarchy: indicates the most important element on the 
page based on the message. It’s the element that stands out and 
gets noticed first. The most emphasized visual element in design is 
called the focal point because it attracts the viewer’s attention first.

3. Rhythm: is the pattern created by repeating elements. Rhythm 
denotes the movement in the way that elements direct our gaze to 
scan the message for understanding or  
information. Rhythm can also reach across many pages of a book to 
create variety in color, scale and tonal values, which also preserving 
an underlying unity.

4. Unity: is achieved when all the design elements relate to one 
another and project a sense of completeness. A viewer will always 
seek unity in a message. Without it, the viewer will lose interest.

5. Contrast: stresses the visual difference in size, shape, and color be-
tween elements to enhance the perception of a message intended. 
Contrast also draws the viewer’s attention to specific areas of 
information.

When working on your projects, come back to this sheet of paper to determine if your 
work is using these elements and principles well. Try to identify which ones you’re us-
ing and whether or not they are successful. Remember that you need not use all in one 
design—but you should be able to identify what you’ve used and WHY!
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