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Visual cortex

• Visual cortex is 
the largest system 
in the brain 

• Light rays enter 
the eye through 
the cornea and 
lens 

• A 2D 
representation is 
formed
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Half of the brain’s resources are dedicated to seeing  
and interpreting what we see.
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VID must not be an afterthought

What is visual interface design?

• Visual interface design is concerned with creating an 
effective and engaging user interface 
- designers must know how to use visual properties: color, 

typography, form, and composition 
- they must also know how to use visuals to convey behavior 

and information
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How do we create visual 
elements on a UI to 
communicate behavior and 
information, all the while 
keeping it efficient and 
stimulating

What is visual interface design?
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1
Hue (color) & Typography
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Color attracts attention

• Misconception: the more color an interface uses, the 
more attention it gets  

• Excessive use of color results in color pollution, 
particularly when highly saturated colors are used
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Color pollution examples
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The use of colors

• Color theory 
• Harmonious color combinations   

-
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1. monochromatic

3. analogous colors

2. complementary colors

4. triadic colors

5. tetradic colors



Pearl Pu

The use of colors

• Monochromatic: looks 
clean and elegant 

• Analogous: similar to 
mono, but offers more 
nuances 

• Complementary: high 
contrast 

• Triadic: contrasting and 
more balanced 

• Tetradic: unbalanced, 
unless one is used as 
dominant color
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Monochromatic color scheme



Monochromatic color scheme
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Two-color analogous scheme



Triadic and analogous color scheme inspired by nature



Multi-color scheme
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Typography

• Contrast text with its background 
• Most web interfaces employ sans-serif fonts, e.g., 
Verdana, Tahoma, Arial, Helvetica. 

• Cases: it’s slower to read upper-case letters than 
lower-case letters (10% slower)

• Now look up and read the title of the slide. You may 
ask why I chose to use small caps? 

• If you want users to pay attention to titles and 
keywords, you may want to put the entire word in 
upper case letters
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Design principles on color and font

• Use a small color palette, opting for less-saturated 
ones and combining them with neutral colors  

• Keep high-contrast accent colors for special controls 
• Do not vary too much on typography (except sizes)
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2
Create hierarchy
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Visual hierarchy is a visual 
rendering of the information 
hierarchy. 

What is a visual hierarchy?
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How to do that?

• Based on scenarios, determine what users need to 
understand: instantly, secondary, exceptionally; i.e., 
what is the information delivery priority?  

• This ranking informs the visual hierarchy
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Buy a book 
online

Find a book Basket Place  
OrderShipSign in

... ......

...

SearchBrowse Recomme
ndation

... ... ...

Goal-Directed Task Tree

For illustrating search/browse/recommend; 
it’s otherwise not complete

...

confirmation
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2-level hierarchy

• In most cases, there are only two levels of IH, thus 
two VH (most important vs. not so important) 

• Most important items are “verbs” and they often 
represent control items (buttons) 
- Sign up 
- Confirm 
- Register 
- Add to cart 
- Place order 

• These “call to action” items are important for users 
finish the tasks and for businesses (transaction)
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Design for user attention

• Use hue, saturation, value, size, and position to 
distinguish levels of hierarchy 

• The most important elements should be larger, have 
greater contrast in hue, saturation, and value in 
relation to the background, and be positioned above 
or outdented in relation to other items. 
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Squint Test



Pearl Pu

Do not over emphasize

• Don’t use all emphasis techniques at once - often 
one is enough 

• If two items are different in importance, tune down the 
less important one 

• A good visual hierarchy is hardly noticed by users 
• Only the lack of one jumps out at users

26



Pearl Pu

3
Establish relationships

27



Pearl Pu

Two types of relationships

• Based on scenarios (or task trees), determine  
- which elements have similar functions 
- which elements are used together 

• Elements have similar functions are grouped visually 
even if they are not grouped spatially (semantic 
groups) 

• Elements most often used together are grouped 
spatially to minimize mouse and eye movement 
(spatial groups)
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How to make groups visible?

• Use visual consistency to mark semantic groups. For 
example, all search buttons should look the same.  

• Use space, lines, boxes, color, and alignment to 
make spatial groups. 
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Examples of grouping
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           Bad	                         Good	                      Excellent	
Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:

Mmmm:



Grouping is achieved mainly by alignment and spacing with some 
thin lines. 
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Use the grid system

• Grid system  
- a related set of check boxes, 

radio buttons, or text fields 
should be aligned according to 
a regular grid 

- groups of controls and other 
screen elements should all 
follow the same grid whenever 
possible 

- Popularized by Swiss 
typographers
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Grid template with control items
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Window to 
widget 
spacing

Standard 
Icon Set Message Text in 

Arial 14, left adjusted

No Ok

Format
of variable
contents

Window to 
widget 
spacing

Fixed 
components
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Apply

Cancel

The file was 
destroyed

Bad:

Good:

Slide from Saul Greenberg
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Standard 
Icon Set

Message Text in 
Arial 14, left 
adjusted

No Ok

? Do you really want 
to delete the file 
“myfile.doc” from 
the folder “junk”? 
 

No Ok
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4
Create a Logical Path
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How to create a logical path?
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• Use the task tree and create a task flow  
- Pay attention to the “and” tasks. This implies some tasks are 

done before others 
- For example, on amazon, we would expect users to first find 

books, put them into the shopping basket one by one, check 
out, pay, get confirmation (e-commerce site for buying books) 

• Make this path correspond to how we read content 
on the screen. 
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Design principles for VID

1. Use visual properties to group elements (organization and grouping) 
2. Use hue, saturation, value, and position to distinguish levels of hierarchy (visually 

operationalise the hierarchy)

3. The most important elements should be larger, have greater contrast in hue, saturation, 
and value in relation to other items (bring out the MIT, the most important thing)

4. Don’t use all emphasis techniques at once – often one is enough (do not overemphasize)

5. If two items are different in importance, tune down the less important one (less is more)
6. Put related items spatially together to minimize mouse and eye movement (proximity of 

content)

7. Put controls next to items being controlled (proximity of controls)

8. Make functionally similar items visually the same
9. Create visual structure using alignment and grid (alignment)

10. Create a logical path (logical path)
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5
Examples and critiques 
of visual interface 
design
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Confusing controls with
 data elements
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Find these examples at
http://hallofshame.gp.co.at
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Poor grouping and visual design
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Did not respect user task 
order (violation of logical 
path principle); did not 
provide  
organization; alignment is 
poor

Reference: IBM's Aptiva Communication Center

Send
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Poor color scheme, organisation, and VIH
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VID is simple for a simple user task;  
visual hierarchy is clear
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the end
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