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The design of visual 
information



Three main points on the 
design of visual information
• Make sure the information that the user 

will need is readily available.

• Organize the information so that it is 
presented in a manner that is easy for the 
user to access (given fundamental 
perceptual-cognitive-motor abilities).

• Always keep in mind what is the user’s 
task, and how it will unfold over time.
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Is this a good interface?



4

The task is to click on the CIS link or search the catalog.
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Support the user’s task at the perceptual level.
Make necessary visual information visible.
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Make 
necessary 
information 
visible.

Make task-
relevant text
readable.
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Editing the CIS 
web pages in 
DreamWeaver
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Compare the two files currently loaded in the editor.
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Group related 
items and give
them headings.

Proximity
Alignment
Repetition
Contrast
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Use
perceptual 
groupings.
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Use a grid.
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Use a grid.
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Use a grid system.

Mullet, K., and Sano, D. 1995. Designing Visual Interfaces:  Communication Oriented Techniques. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall PTR.
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Proximity
Alignment
Repetition
Contrast
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Peripherally-salient primary visual features such as 
color, size, and orientation appear to “pop-out.”  
Use these features to distinguish the target item.  
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Find the red target.
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Find the horizontal target.



24 11 distractors

Find the horizontal red.

11 distractors
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21 distractors

With more distractors.
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Task: Find the file entitled “Present. Slides”.

Apple Macintosh System Software 7.6.1

Task: find the file 
entitled “Present. 
Slides”.
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iOS 6
vs

iOS 7
icons

http://applenapps.com/
feature/ios-7-vs-ios-6-
comparing-the-home-
screen-stock-app-icons
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iOS 6 vs iOS 7.
The new icons 

better emphasize 
the primary visual 
features of color, 

shape, and size, and 
are thus easier to 
distinguish in the 
near periphery.  

Hold your gaze on 
the crosshairs and 

try to describe 
each icon.

(Firugre from Kieras & Hornof, 2014)
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Task: Get to the 
basement parking at 
the Riverbend 
Hospital.
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Task: Get to the 
basement parking at 
the Riverbend 
Hospital.
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Task: Get to the 
basement parking at 
the Riverbend 
Hospital.

The lesson learned 
here is to remove 
“distractors”.
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Task: Get to the 
basement parking at 
the Riverbend 
Hospital.
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Task: find the
right arrows.
(Qdea Synchronize!)



37

Task: find the
right arrows.
(Qdea Synchronize!)
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Task: 
Find 
the 
travel 
forms.
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A.  Common Errors
Clutter and visual noise, as opposed to reducing a design to its essence.
Using explicit structure as a crutch
Excessive detail and embellishment
Gratuitous dimensionality
Arbitrary component positions and dimensions
Inconsistent visual language
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Information Design Problems Persist - OmniFocus v1
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Information Design Problems Persist - OmniFocus v2



Three main points on the 
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task, and how it will unfold over time.
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Task: Put a 
textbook 
on reserve.
Fill out all 
the red 
blanks.
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