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1 Introduction

In the poster we want to describe and discuss the approaches we have taken in the 
implementation of a user interface style guide in a medium sized software enterprise. The 
focus of our work was on optimizing the organization and presentation of the contents. We 
want to present several new design and implementation approaches for style guides in 
detail and provide empirical information regarding their impact. 

The starting point for our work was the observation that existing style guides frequently are 
very cumbersome to handle, overcrowded with information not relevant to the task at 
hand, and therefore in practice do often not have the expected effects on the usability of 
the outputs. Our hypothesis was that uptake and impact of a style guide can be 
significantly improved by an optimized way of making the information accessible to its 
users i.e. user interface designers and user interface developers.

2 Style guides

Style guides have been used for decades in the graphical design world (mainly for paper 
based materials), and have been taken up by relevant GUI manufacturers in the late 
eighties and early nineties (e.g. IBM 1989[1], Microsoft 1992 [2]). Since then style guides 
have been widely adopted in the IT-business and the traditional GUI style guides have been 
modified for the web. 
Given this widespread application of style guides it is surprising that only little research is 
available on how to design and implement style guides. Gale [3] provides a proposal on 
which information to include and how to structure it (i.e. the table of contents) and also 
stresses that a style guide is not just a document but that there is the need for additional 
materials such as check lists or interactive demonstrations. Unfortunately, he does not go 
into detail on these topics. 
Wilson [4] analysed reasons why style guides fail. Of the 13 reasons he names, only three 
are related to the content, five describe problems in the (missing) accompanying 
organisational means, and five are related to the design and implementation of the style 
guide. In this latter category the problems are size, possibility to update materials, bad 
usability, a poor index and too many words. This shows clearly the need for a well-designed 
style guide presentation that is well adapted to the needs of its users. 
Also the whitepaper on GUI Standards by Human Factors International [5] stresses the 
need for a usable and fast to understand information presentation.

3 Project context and development process

The style guide development is a cooperation project of our consulting enterprise and a 
medium sized software enterprise which is one of the leading suppliers of highly specialised 
simulation programmes in the context of automotive development and engine optimization. 
Many solutions are based on computational fluid dynamics, and applications are typically 
very complex and have specialized interaction requirements - especially the manipulation 
and display of mathematical functions and parameters has to be named here. The products 
are typically used by rather small and highly specialised user groups. 



To better understand the problems and needs of the future users of the style guides a mix 
of typical field study methods (observations, interviews, analysis of existing materials) was 
done. Next the contents of the style guide were developed in a coordinated effort of all 
partners. At the same time we started to develop structural approaches to increase the 
uptake and usability were developed.

4 Principles and approaches to increase uptake and impact

Based on our experience, literature and the field work with the future users of the style 
guide we developed the following principles and approaches to increase the use and impact 
of the style guide within the company:

Visuals first 
Designers and developers typically do not have the time to read through long documents. 
Our approach to solve this issue was to provide fast perceptible navigation structure and 
content presentations based on visual rather than textual information presentation style 
wherever possible. The figure below illustrates the principle with two examples. Please note 
that the image only depicts the concept drawing for the interface as the actual style guide 
is currently implemented but not finished yet.

   

Figure 1: Visual Navigation 

The left part of the picture shows the visual navigation page of the style guide. Here a 
typical dialogue that contains all important interface elements on their characteristic 
positions is used as the main access route to the contents. When the user moves the mouse 
over an interface element the area is marked by a coloured frame and the name of the 
interface element is shown. When the user clicks onto it he is forwarded to the regarding 
description of the interface element. An example of how this is implemented is shown on 
the right. Here the most important information regarding the interface element is shown in 
speech bubbles that are linked to the described elements; detailed information is provided 
when the user selects one item in the bubble.



Examples, Examples, Examples
Related to our principle of visuals first is our approach to work with examples as much as 
possible. Best practice examples are linked to every interface element. These best practices 
are contrasted with bad examples. The selection of bad practices was based on a close 
investigation of existing interfaces produced by the company to anticipate probable problem 
areas and common mistakes. The figure below shows an example how this looks – please 
note that all bad examples are derived from existing applications.

Figure 2: Good and Bad examples for Placing of Buttons 

Role-based content structuring
Most style guide contains lots and lots of information, which is important in very different 
situations. For example, a style guide typically contains information regarding a buttons 
exact visual behaviour on mouse over which is rarely important in the everyday work of a 
user interface designer. At the other side, a programmer needs to now the exact behaviour 
of each interface element to be able to implement it correctly. Our approach to solve this 
problem was to develop role-based content collections and summaries, with the three main 
roles designer (deciding which interface elements to use, how to structure them, etc.), 
programmer (implementing the design) and evaluator (checking both the designs and 
implementations with regard to the style guide, performing user and usability evaluations). 
The idea is to make all information required for one role accessible from a single starting 
point. In practice this led to specialised content sections based on role (not on the interface 
element as it is common now) and to the definition of several checklists, reference tables 
and flow charts that represent the different needs of the user roles.

Provision of Patterns
The style guides also provides patterns for typical interaction tasks and interface problems 
that can and should be reused by the designers. Provided these patterns are designed 
carefully two positive effects could be achieved: development time will be reduced, and the 
consistency of products will be improved. We have also foreseen a possibility to update and 
expand the pattern library based on best practice examples.

Extensive indexing
People use different terms and labels to refer to the same objects and things. A good index 
should take this into account and use all possibilities the user might look for. We 
recommend explicitly capturing and including all different labels and terms that might be 
used. At the same time we recommend to also promote one single term as the official one 
to foster consistency. For example, in our index the contents regarding input field (the 
official label) can also be found through the related terms text field, text box, input box, 
entry field, entry box.



Flexible access routes
People prefer different access routes to the contents based on the task at hand, the context 
of work and personal preferences. We think a useful style guide should reflect these 
different approaches and provide flexible access routes. In our example we provide the 
following main means of access:

• Table of contents
• Visual Navigation
• Search Function
• Fast access toolbar
• Index
• Extensive Interlinking

5 Evaluation and lessons learned
Currently the style guide is in its final implementation phase and scheduled to be rolled out 
in July. Starting then we will research the usage, access patterns and user satisfaction with 
the style guide. As the upa Europe conference will take place in December we will be able 
to include the results of these evaluation activities in the final poster.
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