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CSE 440 – Introduction to HCI 
Today: “Visual Aesthetics”

Overview
Visual Aesthetics

Designing Posters
Layout
Content
Styling

Branding
Avoiding Common Mistakes
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Designing Posters: Layout



CSE 440 – Introduction to HCI 
Today: “Visual Aesthetics”

4

An Example: My own work

What does game accessibility look like before the game is played?

Playing on Hard Mode:
Accessibility, Difficulty & Joy in Game Adoption
for Gamers with Disabilities

Disabled Gaming: The cultural practice employed by gamers with disabilities, involving alternative 
gaming practices influenced (in part) by interactions with access difficulty

Access Difficulty: A specific type of challenge in a game related to navigating accessibility barriers

Support both Social AND 
Independent Access

Spotlight and Develop 
Community Resources

Provide Opt-In Features 
and Customizability

Finding a 
potential 

game to play

Discovery
PHASE

1
Targeted vs. Broad Search?Trusted Advice The “Game Store”

Recommendations 
from friends & the 

disability community 
were the most 

trusted resource

Some employed a targeted search: 
a large effort up-front to find one game 

that might be accessible

Others employed a broad search:
discover as many games as possible in hopes 

that one of them might be accessible

“Browsing” wasn’t 
an option: there was 
no equivalent to a 

‘game store for 
accessible games’

PHASE

2 Assessing a 
potential 

game’s “fit”

Evaluation Appropriating Gaming Media Hard-to-Find Info Uncertainty
Crucial info was 
often hardest to 
find, including 

in-game options 
and accessibility 

settings

Even with all the 
desired info, there 

was always a 
chance of incorrect 

evaluation. 

Gameplay videos on YouTube and Twitch 
were “kind of like a free trial”:

games could be previewed without needing 
to purchase the game first

Interaction with streamers  
 ⤷ Ability to ask specific questions 

PHASE

3 Getting 
“set up” 

with a game

Adaptation Adapting the Game Adapting the System Adapting Expectations Adapting Play

Adjusting the 
output of the game: 

Enabling subtitles, 
installing color 

contrast mods, etc.

Changing the 
interaction with the 
console / platform:
Configuring screen 
readers, specialty 
controllers, etc.

Choosing particular 
game aspects to 
engage/avoid:

Avoiding online play, 
setting personal 

goals, etc.

Changing objectives 
of the game & 

customizing style:
“More accessible” 
character choices, 

creating metagames

Jesse J. Martinez
@JesseDoesHCI jessejm@cs.uw.edu

Jon E. Froehlich
@jonfroehlich jonf@cs.uw.edu

James Fogarty
@ProfJayFo jfogarty@cs.uw.edu

Provide Opportunities for 
Unconventional Play

Positives
• Good flow, decent narrative
• Strong grouping
• Strong branding/theming

Negatives:
• Way too crowded/cluttered
• Too much text
• Hard to find the “takeaway”

Decent on layout, meh on content.
3/5 stars.
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Vertical Grid:
Generally expect halves/quarters 
or thirds
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Vertical Grid:
Generally expect halves/quarters 
or thirds

Horizontal Grid:
Up to you to decide the row 
height, but be consistent
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The Grid

What does game accessibility look like before the game is played?

Playing on Hard Mode:
Accessibility, Difficulty & Joy in Game Adoption
for Gamers with Disabilities

Disabled Gaming: The cultural practice employed by gamers with disabilities, involving alternative 
gaming practices influenced (in part) by interactions with access difficulty

Access Difficulty: A specific type of challenge in a game related to navigating accessibility barriers

Support both Social AND 
Independent Access

Spotlight and Develop 
Community Resources

Provide Opt-In Features 
and Customizability

Finding a 
potential 

game to play

Discovery
PHASE

1
Targeted vs. Broad Search?Trusted Advice The “Game Store”

Recommendations 
from friends & the 

disability community 
were the most 

trusted resource

Some employed a targeted search: 
a large effort up-front to find one game 

that might be accessible

Others employed a broad search:
discover as many games as possible in hopes 

that one of them might be accessible

“Browsing” wasn’t 
an option: there was 
no equivalent to a 

‘game store for 
accessible games’

PHASE

2 Assessing a 
potential 

game’s “fit”

Evaluation Appropriating Gaming Media Hard-to-Find Info Uncertainty
Crucial info was 
often hardest to 
find, including 

in-game options 
and accessibility 

settings

Even with all the 
desired info, there 

was always a 
chance of incorrect 

evaluation. 

Gameplay videos on YouTube and Twitch 
were “kind of like a free trial”:

games could be previewed without needing 
to purchase the game first

Interaction with streamers  
 ⤷ Ability to ask specific questions 

PHASE

3 Getting 
“set up” 

with a game

Adaptation Adapting the Game Adapting the System Adapting Expectations Adapting Play

Adjusting the 
output of the game: 

Enabling subtitles, 
installing color 

contrast mods, etc.

Changing the 
interaction with the 
console / platform:
Configuring screen 
readers, specialty 
controllers, etc.

Choosing particular 
game aspects to 
engage/avoid:

Avoiding online play, 
setting personal 

goals, etc.

Changing objectives 
of the game & 

customizing style:
“More accessible” 
character choices, 

creating metagames

Jesse J. Martinez
@JesseDoesHCI jessejm@cs.uw.edu

Jon E. Froehlich
@jonfroehlich jonf@cs.uw.edu

James Fogarty
@ProfJayFo jfogarty@cs.uw.edu

Provide Opportunities for 
Unconventional Play

What does game accessibility look like before the game is played?

Playing on Hard Mode:
Accessibility, Difficulty & Joy in Game Adoption
for Gamers with Disabilities

Disabled Gaming: The cultural practice employed by gamers with disabilities, involving alternative 
gaming practices influenced (in part) by interactions with access difficulty

Access Difficulty: A specific type of challenge in a game related to navigating accessibility barriers

Support both Social AND 
Independent Access

Spotlight and Develop 
Community Resources

Provide Opt-In Features 
and Customizability

Finding a 
potential 

game to play

Discovery
PHASE

1
Targeted vs. Broad Search?Trusted Advice The “Game Store”

Recommendations 
from friends & the 

disability community 
were the most 

trusted resource

Some employed a targeted search: 
a large effort up-front to find one game 

that might be accessible

Others employed a broad search:
discover as many games as possible in hopes 

that one of them might be accessible

“Browsing” wasn’t 
an option: there was 
no equivalent to a 

‘game store for 
accessible games’

PHASE

2 Assessing a 
potential 

game’s “fit”

Evaluation Appropriating Gaming Media Hard-to-Find Info Uncertainty
Crucial info was 
often hardest to 
find, including 

in-game options 
and accessibility 

settings

Even with all the 
desired info, there 

was always a 
chance of incorrect 

evaluation. 

Gameplay videos on YouTube and Twitch 
were “kind of like a free trial”:

games could be previewed without needing 
to purchase the game first

Interaction with streamers  
 ⤷ Ability to ask specific questions 

PHASE

3 Getting 
“set up” 

with a game

Adaptation Adapting the Game Adapting the System Adapting Expectations Adapting Play

Adjusting the 
output of the game: 

Enabling subtitles, 
installing color 

contrast mods, etc.

Changing the 
interaction with the 
console / platform:
Configuring screen 
readers, specialty 
controllers, etc.

Choosing particular 
game aspects to 
engage/avoid:

Avoiding online play, 
setting personal 

goals, etc.

Changing objectives 
of the game & 

customizing style:
“More accessible” 
character choices, 

creating metagames

Jesse J. Martinez
@JesseDoesHCI jessejm@cs.uw.edu

Jon E. Froehlich
@jonfroehlich jonf@cs.uw.edu

James Fogarty
@ProfJayFo jfogarty@cs.uw.edu

Provide Opportunities for 
Unconventional Play

CAN have multiple grids,
but BE CAREFUL.

Make sure you have a clear visual 
separation between different grids
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The Grid

What does game accessibility look like before the game is played?

Playing on Hard Mode:
Accessibility, Difficulty & Joy in Game Adoption
for Gamers with Disabilities

Disabled Gaming: The cultural practice employed by gamers with disabilities, involving alternative 
gaming practices influenced (in part) by interactions with access difficulty

Access Difficulty: A specific type of challenge in a game related to navigating accessibility barriers

Support both Social AND 
Independent Access

Spotlight and Develop 
Community Resources

Provide Opt-In Features 
and Customizability

Finding a 
potential 

game to play

Discovery
PHASE

1
Targeted vs. Broad Search?Trusted Advice The “Game Store”

Recommendations 
from friends & the 

disability community 
were the most 

trusted resource

Some employed a targeted search: 
a large effort up-front to find one game 

that might be accessible

Others employed a broad search:
discover as many games as possible in hopes 

that one of them might be accessible

“Browsing” wasn’t 
an option: there was 
no equivalent to a 

‘game store for 
accessible games’

PHASE

2 Assessing a 
potential 

game’s “fit”

Evaluation Appropriating Gaming Media Hard-to-Find Info Uncertainty
Crucial info was 
often hardest to 
find, including 

in-game options 
and accessibility 

settings

Even with all the 
desired info, there 

was always a 
chance of incorrect 

evaluation. 

Gameplay videos on YouTube and Twitch 
were “kind of like a free trial”:

games could be previewed without needing 
to purchase the game first

Interaction with streamers  
 ⤷ Ability to ask specific questions 

PHASE

3 Getting 
“set up” 

with a game

Adaptation Adapting the Game Adapting the System Adapting Expectations Adapting Play

Adjusting the 
output of the game: 

Enabling subtitles, 
installing color 

contrast mods, etc.

Changing the 
interaction with the 
console / platform:
Configuring screen 
readers, specialty 
controllers, etc.

Choosing particular 
game aspects to 
engage/avoid:

Avoiding online play, 
setting personal 

goals, etc.

Changing objectives 
of the game & 

customizing style:
“More accessible” 
character choices, 

creating metagames

Jesse J. Martinez
@JesseDoesHCI jessejm@cs.uw.edu

Jon E. Froehlich
@jonfroehlich jonf@cs.uw.edu

James Fogarty
@ProfJayFo jfogarty@cs.uw.edu

Provide Opportunities for 
Unconventional Play

If you break the grid,
BE INTENTIONAL

There are ways to “break the grid”
without really breaking the grid

⤷ grabs attention without being 
    visually upsetting



CSE 440 – Introduction to HCI 
Today: “Visual Aesthetics”

Grouping
Remember Gestalt:

Proximity: items close to each other are “grouped”
Similarity: items with visual commonalities are “grouped”
Continuity: patterns are presumed to continue

⤷ setting up a clear pattern (grouping) implies later patterns (groupings)

9
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Grouping
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Grouping

Color stripes 
denote groups:

Proximity
Color similarity
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Grouping

Consistent shaping / 
patterning implies 
same category/“tier” 
of content 

Still holds even for 
different sizes
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Grouping

Consistent shaping / 
patterning implies 
same category/“tier” 
of content 

Still holds even for 
different sizes

Different shaping 
implies different 
category of 
content
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Sequencing
When things have an ordering, 
that should be reflected in the layout

“Default” Ordering: Reading Order

Can manipulate Sequencing with layout

14
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Sequencing

one

two
three

five

six

seven

four

Take advantage 
of continuity & 
closure!!
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Sequencing

This content

Will probably

Be read

before

External content

Like this
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Designing Posters: Content
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Storytelling
What story is your poster is trying to tell?
• Process Narrative?
• Persuasive Argument?
• System/Design Walkthrough?

Break your story down into “beats”:
An important thing that happened
A step in a logical argument
A key aspect of a design

18



CSE 440 – Introduction to HCI 
Today: “Visual Aesthetics”

How Much Text?
A Balancing Act:

Poster should “speak for itself”
BUT/AND

You should be able to add “color”

19
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How Much Text?
Keep it to about 1 text element per “story beat”
If the beat has an image: keep the text MINIMAL

20
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Images & Figures
Same as in Slides: Rich but Distracting!
Make sure the viewer knows what to take away

21
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Annotated Images
Often an effective middle ground between text & images!
However:

Usually still needs some introduction / setup
Often difficult to control reading flow
Also usually benefits from a conclusion / wrap-up

22
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Annotated Images

23

OrcaPod, Wi24
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Poster Design: Styling
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Fonts
Try to keep it to two fonts:

Body Font
Emphasis / Accent font
(Usually fine to have a separate title font)

Font Mixing:
Serif + Sans Serif: Usually fine!
Serif + Serif: Usually fine!
Sans Serif + Sans Serif: ONLY if the two fonts are very different

Otherwise things just read as ‘weirdly off’

25
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Font Sizes
Rule of Thumb: 30pt = Legible at 6ft

Be careful anytime you go below 30pt!
Not “forbidden”, but make sure you have a good reason
e.g., 24pt is “fine” if you have a lot of body text

But frankly, that might speak to having too much body text!

26
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Capitalization
Title Case: 

Capitalize Everything but Articles, Prepositions, and Conjunctions
Exception: First word & words after colon or em dash (—) also capitalized
Used for Titles, top-level (“h1”) headers, and some subheaders
Rule of thumb: 

If you don’t want the header to read like a sentence, use Title Case

Sentence Case:
Only capitalize the first letter of the first word and Proper Nouns*

*Sometimes you can decide to make certain words 
“Proper” Nouns for communication purposes

Used for body text & low-level headers (e.g., list headers)
27
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Branding 101
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What’s My Brand?
Every product/design has a “brand”

Your Brand is what you want people to associate with your design
What it does
How it makes people feel
Its values, goals, reasons to use it

29
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Naming a Design
References / Imagery are useful (up to a point):

iPhone: Night Mode, AirDrop; Do Not Disturb “Focus” ? 

Beware overused imagery / phrasing:
HeadSpace, TalkSpace, Headway…

“The Middle Schooler Test”
Come up with innuendos / ways to make fun of the proposed name

If it’s too easy / it’s really bad, you’ve failed the test
E.g., “WoofArt” does NOT pass the middle schooler test

30
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Naming a Design
The challenge of Acronyms / Backronyms:

The thing you abbreviate to should have its own relevance
BUT the Unabbreviated version also needs to be intelligible!!

Don’t try to force an acronym by using convoluted words

GOOD Example:
DENIM: Design Environment for Navigation and Information Models

Memorable Name
Unabbreviated name is to-the-point & digestible
Denim imagery emphasizes “informal” nature of the tool
Part of a larger brand: “SILK” “SATIN” “VELVET” 

31
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Naming a Design: The Namestorm™
Make a bunch of lists:
• Verbs that describe…

• What the design does
• How the user interacts/does

• Adjectives that describe…
• The design
• How the design makes the user feel
• General vibes

• Nouns describing…
• Characteristic elements of the design
• Goals / objectives / values
• Relevant imagery

32

1) Generate as many items as you can
2) Review your lists for what stands out
3) Repeat Namestorm™ for those items
4) Continue until you have:

• Strong imagery
• Well-defined values/descriptors
• Something that lends itself neatly 

to an acronym

(An Unpatented
Jesse Original Technique)
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The Logo / Iconography
Once again: consider imagery that relates to 
what you want users to associate with your design
Consider how your logo works:

Alongside your Design Name
Independent from your Design Name

A logo should still be meaningful on its own!

33
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Color Palettes
Tool Simona recommended: coolors.co
Tips on selecting a color palette:
• Are there colors already associated with your imagery?

• E.g., an app with Tiger imagery needs orange & black or the user will end up 
feeling confused / looking for something that doesn’t exist

• How strongly do you want your user to feel about your design?
• Bold/intense colors: strong feelings, but might push away users who don’t feel 

strongly about it
• Pale/weaker colors: unobtrusive; doesn’t necessarily evoke feelings, but doesn’t 

push anyone away
• There’s plenty of research on what colors evoke what emotions… 

• Very few “universal” associations, but it’s good to consider possible associations

34

coolors.co
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Avoiding Common Mistakes



36Sense 
Breaks 😔



37Widows
Orphans 😔



38Too Much Text
Breaking the Grid and Crowding 😔



39Too Much Text
Too Much “People” 😔



40Focus on the 
Right Thing

One person still uses food journaling consistently 
and has a positive experience.
One person stopped food journaling because she 
reached her goal and had a nutritionist.
The third person loves taking pictures of her food 
and just seeing what she’s been eating.
Had them take us through their process during 
mealtime, motivations, difficult, benefits

😔



41Watch the Selling

Remember Stories 
Have Audience 
and Purpose

😔



42Short 
Tasks 🤠



43Distracting

😔



44
Consistency of Emphasis

😔



45Consistency 
of Emphasis 😔



46Naming 
Designs 😔



47Blurry Images

😔



48Shadows

😔



49Distracting 
Background 😔
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