
THE BASICS OF DESIGN
PR 486: INTRO TO DESIGN TOOLS



DESIGN IS THINKING MADE 
VISUAL.

Saul Bass



DESIGN NEED NOT BE COMPLEX OR OVERTHOUGHT OR SCARY!

▸ We see design every day. As humans, we are intuitively drawn 
to pleasing aesthetics. We have some built-in design instincts. 

▸ Think about how you react to certain colors — like the red of a 
stop sign. 

▸ Think about how you feel when you look at ads, or read signs. 

▸ Think about how your brain sometimes tries to right things that 
are crooked, or notices when spacing is off, or gets 
overwhelmed when you can’t figure out where to start reading a 
poster.







I’M NOT SURE WHAT I WANT, 
BUT I’LL KNOW IT WHEN I SEE 
IT.

Every terrible client, ever



SOME BASIC DESIGN CONCEPTS
▸Color 

▸ Typeface 

▸Hierarchy 

▸ Spacing / Rhythm



COLOR

▸ Certain colors can evoke certain feelings and emotions. 

▸ Don’t overuse color. Sometimes all you need is two or 
three. 

▸ Don’t use too many bold shades. One will catch someone’s 
attention; five will make people’s eyes bleed. 

▸ If you’re not sure about color combos, there are some 
basic rules you can follow by looking at a color wheel.





COLOR WHEEL RULES

▸ Complementary colors: Colors that are opposite each 
other on the color wheel. For example, blue + orange, red 
+ green, yellow + purple. 

▸ Analogous colors: Colors that are next to each other on 
the wheel. For example, green + yellow, red + purple, blue 
+ green. 

▸ Monochromatic colors: The same color, but in different 
shades. For instance, red + pink.











A WORD ABOUT COLORBLINDNESS!

▸ There are an estimated 300 million people who have some 
kind of color vision deficiency! 

▸ 1 in 12 men and 1 in 200 women are color blind. 

▸ Red/green colorblindness is the most common type. These 
are folks who cannot differentiate between red and green 
(it all looks brown to them).







TYPEFACE (ALSO KNOWN AS FONTS)

▸ Fonts can convey meaning and a specific feel. You 
wouldn’t use a frivolous cursive or handwriting-style font if 
you were talking about a serious subject matter! 

▸ Readability is key. Don’t use a cursive font in all caps. 
That’s just terrible. 

▸ Size *does* matter, especially when it comes to light type 
on dark backgrounds. Use larger type in this situation. Also 
keep reading length in mind. 



MORE TYPEFACE TIPS

▸ Don’t use more than two or three fonts at once or you’ll look like 
a club flyer. 

▸ Pairing a sans-serif and a serif font together is a classic pairing. 
You can also pair two sans-serif fonts or two serifs. Just make 
sure they don’t look radically different from each other if you 
use two serifs or sans-serifs. 

▸ You can always use one typeface in multiple weights, like 
regular and bold, or thin and bold. You want some contrast. 

▸ Google Fonts is a great source for fonts! (And it’s free!)



SOME MORE GREAT TYPOGRAPHY TIPS

▸ Does type have personality? Absolutely! 

▸ Should you pick a typeface willy-nilly? Probably not. 

▸ Line length does matter. Help your readers out.

https://www.instagram.com/p/CPveAUmFOqg/?utm_medium=copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CPLT9IcFYM0/
https://www.instagram.com/p/COdFNj4l_N5/?igshid=1ani51obdg6qn












KNOW YOUR FONT TERMS!

▸ Leading: The space between lines of text. 

▸ Kerning: The space between letters. 

▸ Serif: “With feet.” Typefaces that have ornamentation at the 
end, like Times New Roman, Palatino. Sometimes you’ll see the 
term “Slab Serif,” which just means the “feet” are straighter. 
(Think typewriter-type fonts.) 

▸ Sans serif: “Without feet.” Typefaces that are straight with no 
orientation, like this one. (Avenir) Arial and Helvetica are other 
well-known examples.







HIERARCHY

▸ If everything is the same size or color, no one will know 
what to look at first. Make the important stuff stand out. 
Make it bigger, use a highlighting color, etc. 

▸ Contrast is a great principle to think of when thinking of 
hierarchy. If something looks different than the other text 
on it, it’s eye-catching. Same goes for if you use a photo. 

▸ A great post about contrast: It’s not always just about color. 

▸ Some great typographic hierarchy tips

https://www.instagram.com/p/CPTFv9FFl0Y/
https://www.myfonts.com/a/font/content/the-font-manual/typographic-hierarchy


Read about it:  
https://www.itsnicethat.com/news/wieden-plus-kennedy-portland-rxbar-graphic-design-071118

https://www.itsnicethat.com/news/wieden-plus-kennedy-portland-rxbar-graphic-design-071118








SPACING AND RHYTHM

▸ Another way to think of this is grouping. If you group 
things together, it makes them seem related. For instance, 
if you’re advertising a concert, you probably want to put 
the venue, date, and time near each other. On a business 
card, you want to put all the contact info near each other. 

▸ Create a visual flow for a reader.  

▸ Don’t be afraid of white space. You don’t need to fill up 
every square inch. Let your design breathe.

https://www.instagram.com/p/CPyLXu2FwGe/?utm_medium=copy_link




A WORD ABOUT AMBIGUITY 
(AND UNINTENTIONAL 

HILARITY)!



DESIGNERS ARE THE MOST 
INCLUSIVE PEOPLE OUT THERE 
BECAUSE THEY HAVE TO THINK 
ABOUT WHO THEY ARE SERVING.

John Maeda, head of global computing, Automattic



BE WARY OF MISINTERPRETATION OR UNINTENTIONAL MEANING 
IN YOUR DESIGN!





























ASSIGNMENT #1

CREATE YOUR RECORD COMPANY OR PODCAST

Now that you’ve had some design inspiration, you get to 
apply design principles to an actual project! 

Create a record company or podcast of your choosing. For 
the record company, it can be anything beyond the bounds 
of a traditional company — a collection of artists, a showcase 
for a single genre, a festival. Think of a name and write 1-2 
paragraphs describing this company, its ethos, its music/
subject matter, and the target demographic you want to 
reach.


