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If you look at

companies like

Dropbox, Google, and

Twitter you’ll notice

that they each have

their own unique

aesthetic. Across all

their products, both

mobile and web,

there is a sense of

consistency and

uniformity in their

design.

The way that companies

and products achieve

consistency is through

styleguides. A styleguide is

a set of standards that

aligns designs with a

company’s voice and

mission.
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Consistency is

important because

it creates trust. And

design is all about

creating

relationships

between products

and users.

The goal of this article is to

introduce you to some

well-thought-out

styleguides and branding

guidelines. It also details

some of the most important

elements every styleguide

should have.

Hopefully, these elements

and examples will serve as

a source of inspiration and

influence how you design

sustainable products in the

future.

Before we get



Before we get
started…
Here are a few suggestions

for when you’re designing

styleguides.

Styleguides help create

consistency and uniformity in

products.

Design your product

first and then create

a styleguide. Don’t

start by creating a

styleguide. First

figure out what

works and what

doesn’t work. Then

standardize it.
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You’ll never be fully

happy with your

styleguide. That’s

okay. Creating a

universal design

language is an

iterative process.

Have a strong

understanding of

the voice and

message you want

your product to

convey before

writing a styleguide.

Principles
Styleguides should always

have a page on design

principles. Design

principles are a set of

guidelines that influence

how designers approach

and solve problems when

building a product.
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Design principles from Apple’s

Human Interface Guidelines.

One of the key

characteristics of a good

design principle is that it

isn’t obvious or too broad.

A good design principle

should be specific enough

to help a designer make

decisions.

Let’s take a look at Apple’s

Human Interface

Guidelines, which has a

section on design

principles. One of their

principles is direct

manipulation.

https://developer.apple.com/ios/human-interface-guidelines/
https://developer.apple.com/ios/human-interface-guidelines/


The direct

manipulation of

onscreen content

engages people and

facilitates

understanding…

Through direct

manipulation, they

can see the

immediate, visible

results of their

actions.

This description explains

that direct manipulation is

a principle that governs and

mediates physical and

digital interactions. It helps

designers choose modes of

interactions, such as

swiping and rotating.

When coming up with

design principles, less is

more. Start off with three

guiding principles and
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iterate from there.

For more on design

principles, check out Julie

Zhuo’s A Matter of

Principle article. It has

hugely influenced how I

think about design

principles.

Typography
Typography is key to

achieving unity across

multiple products and

designs. Every styleguide

should have a few sections

detailing typography

specifications.

It’s important to limit the

number of typefaces and

sizes you use in order to

keep your designs simple.

As a general rule of thumb,

start with at most two fonts

— one for your headers,

https://medium.com/the-year-of-the-looking-glass/a-matter-of-principle-4f5e6ad076bb%23.uwunhtmjq
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsupCNneZRd39L9XeYP_UL-h8svBltZ84ap7xerpvKLUDYHlxmWos_Kr5MG9g32eHVxl8wYnEzJvAwx0YnEGfuk5l-PW4U8F55kwIgzpXz1DMs5TxILjRRjzKF_QrLl_2cuHVFBftyRQkholdQpgtWcpOrbLfW4yrZzyZ3MfOW2Gu-oKxlecJ_pq55W6xcP-p1_U5_dcD_CeacMSVJyzQq4-mlX6ghTQAFVfKoAry36ZS38RCfguGZjI89EOuumeyNIootKw1jY68q3DZO3_S5fYWZSZ7-KDLj3rUEKcdmViS-40n1GQFxxilYnU-U7m_rhNv-h6VoicDhvtVP07VkJeZCmCAUIU7yE7bRYWJJ9wCt9sIq-KfDjTxBRUkraT2JJruyXLF5q49JO__ls8jTBzpYCIKGca2wbom4ErReIm2QfOlUs9jV1WX62YAAAR4rEOCOaT5zcwDcHl7WNna5HPHyITFmPe0D79OKPlmcSMuZAoV--9ofBfwKAZ2vTw-tzX7cqgaxPY_iQ8MFReqJax30r1HG_r8AWCtPwfP57YgK9zraVgZLC2ANeUp90VKnoUN_NfFKfkC4VGwLdwBXfBQznfu-tYhnqHNs7hFJ8csI3KArR-27NkXvloPuW9S_duBRDf-2pSf1elHALDUJOVNbkuqomg5ftJUPDbd6AXLLO0ssc1Btp7HMb1mfXtyTtSW5q38ndK7xUrwC_ci6E0mSIpo8ZgzyFJAVIXaS0rV9g8mWphgjN6u5AgA9NVyWwtJavPUeKh0az1CBYz5spWVubOK2YUyPgtSj7iHVrs80C7zpkBSAL_Y9-PfpCVx-HgCNyvnuml5JdCtqENHRLhggkOgQOvVzpZzeyDTlcv2BjM7B9nI3dmMMdiUldy-SaVlF0BilX9raR0KtxhaFL1HnFHeOkpb8bKiZAVDlTSazOAzi4pIkLktgVC2Tplfgz2TUvOOoao6kZnLeZDadSd7zzHO7YIje0CY5o9nH3zX9lHDMsKn3vPwcREpLYgw7lFj3Ok0yt9iCKpzqoQA24SKQz5B8vz9kQxz3jn4RZ19sReVQ9nZK3nY7yIyr1_4impHmdtueJhc2JJ-3iCR9cMovQYmgE6HfrNVYgo6svO3yih61m9VFupn0WNdbdKr0-zMK5h8D1bTmog5NCkj04OKval9Ut-ur0HHS6NSLgQt5ov58X5fZpCJZdVRYXUoJZcB7PFgk-JqQzo6vjmtWyL3ZU6uv8QQZw_LxYWYBJ3Y8E&sai=AMfl-YQ6qWRv8--GRv_cVkF6xtcvLiGsbjTws6y_adoVW5iTkXBNR-RDFdCB1Zw_cE8IbdbcfMylz4x87mBGoUiLSFkGkcszNxvRnpJgkJrGG2phuu1F6XFqLJAiVwsftUOcuR2BQ_SrkvQBK7uuBP1vA7z5BtXylNvLLPKzSuJfKtsZ6K4mcHUSS_aHj6tXrXgmewsVAP01WBrBFls5WY97aVwFK0BZ5FShDouk7QhW6dDW-qh7GUobkbQVzO0A8AVWsXwbA-dMtwM-EFHzADUpN8Q1vw_DqeDQn6SOxZySpwPgU67Ocjxm4VpXyP-u0kUX&sig=Cg0ArKJSzOyoBWVpzazI&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.fiverr.com/categories/business/business-tips?utm_source=dv360&utm_medium=display&utm_campaign=dv_ge-us_crt-display_dv-desktop&utm_term=tm-category-kw-mar-CB&utm_content=ci-business-consulting%5Eneed-a-business-consulting_300x600&dclid=%25edclid!


and one for your bodies.

Most of the time, you won’t

need any more than that.

Typography from Google’s

Material Design Guidelines

Also, include example use

cases of typography to help

other designers and

developers understand

when to use things like bold

or italics.

https://material.google.com/style/typography.html


Examples of type in use help

designers understand how to use

the font.

If you have trouble picking

fonts, check out Typewolf

and FontPair. For font

sizing check out Modular

Scale and its accompanying

article More Meaningful

Typography.

Also keep in mind that

fonts aren’t set in stone.

You can always change

them later.

Imagery
Show, don’t tell. Imagery is

a powerful tool in the

hands of a designer. Images

are dynamic. They convey

meaning at first glance, and
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evoke emotions.

If you have have the assets,

consider including a section

that details what kinds of

images other designers

should use to convey your

product’s voice and

identity.

Nike is a good example of a

company that uses images

to convey their brand. Their

photos have a cinematic

quality that inspires you to

participate in their mission



and brand.

Imagery isn’t only limited to

photographs. Companies

like Dropbox rarely use

photographs in their

designs. Instead, they

convey their personality

through illustrations.

Dropbox conveys their

personality through illustrations.

Here is an example of

Hubspot’s imagery

styleguide.

ADVERTISEMENT

https://dribbble.com/search?q=dropbox


Notice how they describe

the tone and goal of the

photography before

providing examples.

With guidelines for what

images to use, designers

can better communicate

meaning to users and

ultimately immerse them

into a cohesive experience.

Grids and spacing
Good design cares about

whitespace as much as

content. Styleguides should

reflect this mentality and

include a section on grids

and spacing.

It’s important to establish a

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=CdrW3nWa7Y6zZHoLM6gTakbCYAZ3V8atu4I3T9tgQ4onXsO02EAEgl--nTmDJ_puN7KSkEqABvPmVhwPIAQKoAwHIA8kEqgTYAk_QKnw5leTF6FYNGF77E_69i0HQLDYKoOavILrprG_EUHochVsXPv__J9jF-UbEIn9-YjT51qb-CKTvV7Gw3Hvj7AbGhPuoJlU6bMNwcRifa_5d_Z1dGkfdkoYHA-_ZLA-BWCSjwlgUX1NNbXmbbX6qc9oTM1egNuHFmQp2BHBRxHHpemxFBA1M3mU-ZPvIHU0hfic2C7BCPwUfqm-l16TbJjUWpLRfROEtxmF1BtsbKPqPfz2gQpUl25IMkduPhcJOT0TQngL5aWnGKhcJqOnkGZFzJdbdkOv6q9PB00iEfKTPwdSIe0TjodVbTpS4o_CN-Yc14JuIeDhfa-ai1T2TJMrmfOi_l3CqgkaXASbyvaqqUs4R2HpLsdudyWzTxrSEEZOIkYk4urS_nSa7OX3piPojTpWxlnCLv4CSUn-wNTQDc1LEVDMFhvuk4fYsrbSsteqPSKbUwAT__eehlwSgBgKAB6yG6nioB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAeko7ECqAfVyRuoB6a-G6gHmgaoB_PRG6gHltgbqAeqm7ECqAf_nrECqAffn7EC2AcB0ggPCIBhEAEYHzICigI6AoBAsQnYMiE7ewclvoAKAZgLAcgLAbgMAdgTDdAVAZgWAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSTADq26N9ouV6L-pOcf5Kk_RZ52JyxhTiEY0aklRLtyABscKdLWLSbpgdyyd9glYxV8xCfUb8aZw4YU0R4jotHgtOIQuKfnLwTM_6yxwYASAT&sig=AOD64_2XwqFHiCO_9FWLXrl6TyBhnxfP_w&client=ca-pub-9482786369113753&rf=2&nb=17&adurl=https://nutritionfaktory.com/collections/top-10-overall?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=&utm_content=&utm_term=&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI7JujlKS5_AIVAqaaCh3aCAwTEAEYASAAEgLj-_D_BwE


It’s important to establish a

grid system that works for

every use case. In the

section on grids, include

information like the

number of columns and

rows, margins, and example

uses.

For reading on grids, see A

guide to creating grid

systems that are built

around your content as a

primer. And follow it up

with Modular Design For

Grids.

Mailchimp’s grid system consists

of 8 flexible columns with 30px

gutters between columns.

http://www.iamtomnewton.com/blog/grid-guide/
https://designshack.net/articles/layouts/modular-design-the-complete-primer-for-beginners/
https://ux.mailchimp.com/patterns%23grid-gutter
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=CdrW3nWa7Y6zZHoLM6gTakbCYAZ3V8atu4I3T9tgQ4onXsO02EAEgl--nTmDJ_puN7KSkEqABvPmVhwPIAQKoAwHIA8kEqgTYAk_QKnw5leTF6FYNGF77E_69i0HQLDYKoOavILrprG_EUHochVsXPv__J9jF-UbEIn9-YjT51qb-CKTvV7Gw3Hvj7AbGhPuoJlU6bMNwcRifa_5d_Z1dGkfdkoYHA-_ZLA-BWCSjwlgUX1NNbXmbbX6qc9oTM1egNuHFmQp2BHBRxHHpemxFBA1M3mU-ZPvIHU0hfic2C7BCPwUfqm-l16TbJjUWpLRfROEtxmF1BtsbKPqPfz2gQpUl25IMkduPhcJOT0TQngL5aWnGKhcJqOnkGZFzJdbdkOv6q9PB00iEfKTPwdSIe0TjodVbTpS4o_CN-Yc14JuIeDhfa-ai1T2TJMrmfOi_l3CqgkaXASbyvaqqUs4R2HpLsdudyWzTxrSEEZOIkYk4urS_nSa7OX3piPojTpWxlnCLv4CSUn-wNTQDc1LEVDMFhvuk4fYsrbSsteqPSKbUwAT__eehlwSgBgKAB6yG6nioB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAeko7ECqAfVyRuoB6a-G6gHmgaoB_PRG6gHltgbqAeqm7ECqAf_nrECqAffn7EC2AcB0ggPCIBhEAEYHzICigI6AoBAsQnYMiE7ewclvoAKAZgLAcgLAbgMAdgTDdAVAZgWAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSTADq26N9ouV6L-pOcf5Kk_RZ52JyxhTiEY0aklRLtyABscKdLWLSbpgdyyd9glYxV8xCfUb8aZw4YU0R4jotHgtOIQuKfnLwTM_6yxwYASAT&sig=AOD64_2XwqFHiCO_9FWLXrl6TyBhnxfP_w&client=ca-pub-9482786369113753&rf=2&nb=17&adurl=https://nutritionfaktory.com/collections/top-10-overall?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=&utm_content=&utm_term=&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI7JujlKS5_AIVAqaaCh3aCAwTEAEYASAAEgLj-_D_BwE


Spacing should have its

own section. Consistent

spacing across a product

creates a sense of

uniformity and balance.

Marvel codified their spacing.

Having a list of margin sizes

is useful to both designers

and developers. In

particular, developers can

codify the space scale into

Sass variables.

For example, using the

Marvel spacing styleguide

as a reference, the Sass
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counterpart might look like

this:

Color
Color is another essential

element in styleguides.

Color helps establish visual

hierarchies and create

emotional resonance.

Color sections in

styleguides make the lives

of designers easier. Instead

of spending time fretting

about which colors to use,

designers can reference the

styleguide. This allows

them to focus on content.

As Buffer puts it in their

styleguide:

Using colors

$space-smaller: 5px;$space-small: 10px;$space-medium: 20px;$space-large: 40px;$space-larger: 80px;$space-largest: 240px;

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=CXUI0nma7Y9muBpHK6wTL0ITQD53V8atu4I3T9tgQ4onXsO02EAEgl--nTmDJ_puN7KSkEqABvPmVhwPIAQKoAwHIA8kEqgTYAk_QYp4UTd4vX-fWbjYhoV_bpHaHEgDxDlRFlJ7Igc96F_vLurA9DCaYI_hVpGmVntYd-0ZAcIwfgiAgc26vWikrUN_N59cKUgU_F5gJz5QapPJJlpLlrFrRWd3jFAigYXDl3dcEoExXa7YKMOe2qyXbKhwWGc9VylcoKTtxtL5d4oaH42ZNpjM5GhrWTBDMTsS8d7GCD8UhWMGPqKBHSofvIvQdTRaG02cCGeT-CaTSBCvtnLVIcdoKHZXphLAYKCdbWucwJNNOFiWf0yNJZEzzdFG_1UPb7sv6LkexyC_yVHY1gT3zNFWHXFjlGKK25Ku3Vk04bHbnO1S9x8XJi2sQuqgaDnT44TDG2tWHga2mBCWEg9ipRaWFUE6lcoKaHXq6hLCH1pXdeB0ZljyuL5M8LqpKU-DvNDOHX9MCPjh4Zgo4yn8HnD3_LxvYJTt2sLfuiLL81IlSwAT__eehlwSgBgKAB6yG6nioB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAeko7ECqAfVyRuoB6a-G6gHmgaoB_PRG6gHltgbqAeqm7ECqAf_nrECqAffn7EC2AcB0ggPCIBhEAEYHzICigI6AoBAsQnYMiE7ewclvoAKAZgLAcgLAbgMAdgTDdAVAZgWAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSTADq26N9DCVbH-W6a7_vcUaDwJVQLswG1n3_j2DQ0ZHU-xtZJJG1Cp_Ta6IU-5H-o-RL0EoyXW_ts0fNn33wfpvYlY3FrtwRmQ6c1QcYASAT&sig=AOD64_3vjPZSZsXfc9X7_tv8BDx9MYENtg&client=ca-pub-9482786369113753&rf=2&nb=17&adurl=https://nutritionfaktory.com/collections/top-10-overall?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=&utm_content=&utm_term=&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI2fXHlKS5_AIVEeWaCh1LKAH6EAEYASAAEgL_VvD_BwE


Using colors

consistently brings

a sense of

familiarity and unity

to a product.

Buffer’s color

scheme aims to be

clear, unobtrusive

and friendly.

Buffer’s color styleguide is useful

to both designers and developers.

In the example above,

Buffer names each of their

colors. This is particularly

useful to developers

because they can turn the

colors into Sass variables:

https://buffer.com/style-guide


Notice how Buffer uses

primaryColor instead of a

name like brandBlue.

Choose names that

describe the role of the

color instead of the color

itself. This approach makes

it easier for both designers

and engineers to adjust

their color values without

having to change the name.

If you want to learn more

about choosing color, check

out the article I wrote on

Designing in Color.

Components
A lot of designers and

developers think about UIs

as collections of

ADVERTISEMENT

$primaryColor = #168eea;$headingColor = #323b43;$bodyColor = #59626a;$borderColor = #ced7df;$lightBorderColor = #eff3f6;$fillColor = #f4f7f9;

https://medium.freecodecamp.com/designing-in-color-abd358660a7b%23.qfryvjkhq


components. The idea is

that each UI component is

its own entity. For example,

a card is a single

component.

Sample components from

Airbnb’s blog post on their new

design language.

Using this approach,

designers can re-use

components across

multiple products and

designs. This creates design

consistency. It also

minimizes the amount of

time designers spend re-

inventing the wheel

designing UI components

that already exist within an

Learn to code — free 3,000-hour curriculum

Forum    Search 9,400+ tutorials

http://airbnb.design/building-a-visual-language/
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organization.

Component-based thinking

also helps engineers.

Design components can

translate neatly into code.

From an engineering

perspective, components

are like lego blocks that you

can compose together.

Components can be composed to

create interfaces.

While you’ll often see

components in UI and

pattern libraries, it’s also

useful to include

components in styleguides

https://www.behance.net/gallery/35378175/Dashboard-UI-Kit-Mastering-Dashboard-Interfaces


for other designers to

reference.

Mapbox breaks their UI down

into multiple components.

For example, Mapbox has a

styleguide that includes all

of their commonly used

components. This includes

buttons, inputs, and forms.

This way their designers

and developers know what

UI components are already

available.

If you want to learn more

about components check

Brad Frost’s Atomic Web

Design article.
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Principles, typography,

imagery, grids and spacing,

color, and components. This

list isn’t exhaustive, but

these six topics form the

basis of a good styleguide.

What are your thoughts on

styleguides? What are

some of the lessons that

you’ve learned in the

process of creating

styleguides? Leave a note

below or tweet at me.

If you enjoyed this article,

you might enjoy Photos and

stories from a designer.

Photos and stories from a

designer

Some of the best designers

are also some of the best

storytellers.medium.com

You can find me on Medium

https://twitter.com/JonathanZWhite
https://medium.com/@JonathanZWhite/photos-and-stories-from-a-designer-5ee97750ae5
https://medium.com/@JonathanZWhite/photos-and-stories-from-a-designer-5ee97750ae5


You can find me on Medium

where I publish every week.

Or you can follow me on

Twitter, where I post non-

sensical ramblings about

design, front-end

development, and virtual

reality.

P.S. If you enjoyed this article,

it would mean a lot if you

click the ? and share with

friends.
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