
Design Hierarchy and Structure

presents: 



The hierarchy and structure of a layout are key features that can make or break 
a design. Layouts with poor hierarchy are confusing and hard to navigate.
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Hard to tell what label 
goes with which shoes.

These don’t look like 
selector tabs at all!

With everything spaced 
the same and the same 
size, it’s hard to scan.

It’s unclear what is a 
header and what is a 
navigation link.



Let’s start with the basics...
A lot of visual hierarchy is rooted in psychology and how the brain perceives 
visual elements. Some principles that can help guide your layouts are called the 
Gestalt Principles.

common region

similarity

focal pointfigure groundclosure continuityproximity

See the UX Foundation cards for details on the Gestalt Principles.



Gestalt Principles
These principles can help guide the user’s eye and help them understand what 
elements are related.
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Continuity: These 
links on a line are all  
navigation options

Closure: there are 
open spaces in the 
logo but it still reads 
as a flower

Common Region: all the 
info related to one flower is 
in the same card

Proximity: labels and 
images they reference are 
close together

Similarity: the controls to 
filter the selection all look 
the same since they have 
the same function

Focal Point: the “Add 
to Basket” button 
stands out and draws 
attention

Figure Ground: the 
white cards seem like 
they are in front of 
the green background



The Basics: Visual Hierarchy
Visual hierarchy is a way of visually representing the priority or importance of 
content. It also helps make content easily scannable. 

You will read 
this first
Then this second
You’ll read paragraphs next, but only if you are interested after reading the 
headers. Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Cursus 
condimentum tortor, adipiscing massa leo. Nunc in sociis mauris volutpat 
tincidunt turpis quis mi.

You might come back to read this.



Visual Hierarchy
An element of visual hierarchy is the visual weight of something, or how much 
attention it draws. These are some factors of visual weight:

More information here: Design Principles: Visual Weight And Direction

Size

vs

Big things “weigh” more 
than small things

Contrast

vs

High contrast draws 
attention

Shape

vs

Solids are “heavier” than 
non-solids

Position

Things near the top feel 
more important since we 
read top to bottom

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2014/12/design-principles-visual-weight-direction/#:~:text=Visual%20weight%20is%20a%20measure,the%20greater%20its%20visual%20weight.


Visual Hierarchy
You can combine aspects of visual weight and layout to achieve visual hierarchy.
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The most important 
header is the biggest and 
boldest. Read this first!

The call to action is a 
solid, high contrast 
shape to draw attention

Author and date aren’t 
as important, so they’re 
smaller and more subtle

Subheaders are also a 
larger font, but not as 
bold as the main header



The Basics: Information Architecture
Aside from the visual hierarchy, it is important to consider the hierarchy of the 
information you are presenting. This focuses on organizing information so it 
makes sense when experienced as a whole.



Information Architecture
Information architecture is a complex field that encompasses many aspects. For 
now, just keep these things in mind:

Understandable 
Terms

The terms you use should be 
quickly recognizable and 
understandable. Don’t use 
terms that most people won’t 
know without a dictionary.

Understandable 
Groupings

The categories you use to group 
things should be clear and 
descriptive of what they 
contain.

Understandable 
Reasons for 

Grouping
The rationale for why you 
chose to place something in a 
certain group should be pretty 
obvious or easy to understand. 



Information Architecture

VS

Paradise Market

Food Categories

Tasty Delicate

Pungent Umami

Yeasty Earthy

Do most people know 
what ‘umami’ is?

These are standard 
categories that almost all 
grocery stores use

I know exactly 
what goes into 
these groups 
and why

What defines a 
‘delicate’ food?

This is very 
subjective

Paradise Market

Food Categories

Meat Dairy

Fruits Veggies

Bakery Candy



In conclusion...
You don’t have to be a designer to create well-structured layouts. Just keep these 
things in mind:

Visual Grouping

Use Gestalt Principles to group 
related elements together.

Visual Hierarchy

Use visual hierarchy to define 
the priority of elements and 
guide the user.

Information 
Architecture

Make sure your terms, 
groupings, and reasons for 
grouping elements make sense.
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