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Do you ever find yourself at a loss for words?

Perhaps you said something like “could you bring me that thingamabob over
there?”

If we don’t know the right words, we fumble around talking about layouts with
comments like “it’s too loose” or “could you clean that up” or even “what were
you trying to do?”

Many of our readers who have taken HFI’s Science and Art of Effective Web and
Application Design course have heard the principles of “gestalt” as applied to lay-
out. As an HFI instructor I was very pleased and impressed when Phil Goddard
updated this course in 2004 with a module on gestalt principles.

Recently, I found a 2002 paper that covered this topic in a systematic fashion.

The paper reminds us that indeed there IS a vocabulary for discussing layouts
that are simple, compelling, and “naturally attractive”.

Let’s see how to talk about layout. Your professional vocabulary sets you apart
and makes you a valuable expert on things no-one else knows.

First, we can say “naturally attractive” because Gestalt psychology was all about
nature’s design of the brain for visual perception.

Back in the 1930s perceptual psychologists asked the question, how does the
untrained mind make visual sense of the jumble of colors, lines, and shapes
that we see?

The Gestalt research showed that the mind seeks to see “wholeness” or the
“Gestalt” (German: Gestalt – “essence or shape of an entity’s complete form.”)

From Wikipedia: “...the operational principle of Gestalt is that the brain is
holistic, parallel, and analog, with self-organizing tendencies. The Gestalt
effect is the form-generating capability of our senses, particularly with
respect to the visual recognition of figures and whole forms instead of just
a collection of simple lines and curves... The phrase ‘The whole is greater
than the sum of the parts’ is often used when explaining Gestalt theory.”

Designing Naturally With Gestalt in Mind
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Our three authors, Chang, Dooley, and Tuvinen from Australia combed the Gestalt
literature and found eleven Gestalt principles applicable to computer screen lay-
outs. They applied the principles to a re-design of an educational application.

They had twelve participants rate the before/after layouts and got confirmation
that the eleven Gestalt principles accomplished the job.

Let’s see examples of each of their eleven laws of Gestalt from their instructional
web site. Decide if you agree with their examples of the Laws of Gestalt.

The Quick Review summary handed out in the HFI design course shows five out
of the eleven Gestalt laws presented by our three authors. Let’s define them,
below.

1. Law of Focal Point (Visual Attributes That Control Focus)

The article points out that the focal point “catches the viewer’s attention and
persuades the viewer to follow the visual message further.” For example, to
capture your reader’s attention, use one of the methods given in the HFI illustra-
tion above: “Visual attributes control focus”.

Draw attention with something large, or irregular, or dark, or with a saturated
color. Of course all of these “starter” shapes must stand out from the other ele-
ments on your page.

Our authors illustrated this law with a large scale graphic:

Five laws of gestalt
in the HFI module
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2. Law of Similarity

Both HFI and the authors cite the notion that “similar objects will be counted
as the same group.” In this example below, do you agree that viewers will feel
all the circular controls are part of the same group? Instead of nine circles dis-
tracting attention, we see one group.

3. Law of Proximity

The authors state “items placed near each other appear to be a group.” We
see this in the HFI graphic above.

The illustration below shows circles around the elements that are grouped
through the gestalt law of proximity. On the left, 14 menu items get perceived as
“one” group. On the right, three pictures get perceived as “one” group, as well.

Such techniques simplify mental processing and fulfill the criterion of “processing
fluency.” See my December, 2009 UI Design Newsletter “User Experience” meets
“Beauty is Truth, Truth is Beauty” for discussion of how gestalt principles support
rapid assimilation of information.



HFI User Experience Design Newsletter

HFI Newsletter September 2011 6

4. Law of Common Region (Law of “Pragnantz (‘Good Form’)”)

Simply put, “Good Form” arises from a collection of visual elements when the
layout supports the feeling of “simplicity.” HFI uses the phrase “Common
Region” to describe one method of creating good form.

The German word for “good form” is “Pragnantz” – a word you might hear in
graphic arts circles. When you want to impress your audience, and you won’t
embarrass yourself with faulty German pronunciation, see how it goes over. Be
sure to define it, however.

In the illustration below, the brackets on both sides of the Lock button create a
“good form” that triggers perception of the three circles as one unit. The mind
simplifies the collection of three circles by perceiving the brackets as “enclosure”.
From there, we further process this as a single backward/forward “tool set”.



HFI User Experience Design Newsletter

HFI Newsletter September 2011 7

5. Law of Connectedness (“Law of Unity/Harmony”)

Another technique of grouping involves connecting the elements with some
graphic element. The HFI illustration shows a line between items. The authors
indicate that their Home Page associates the 6 menu links through the conven-
tion of two nearby curved lines.

In both cases, as the authors cite: “Unity implies that a congruity or arrange-
ment exists among the elements in a design; they look as though they belong
together, as though there is some visual connection beyond mere chance that
has caused them to come together.”

6. Law of Balance/Symmetry

What is the strongest “feel good” element of layout? Our authors indicated 
“A visual object will appear incomplete if the visual object is not balanced 
or symmetrical”.

Even automated methods of assessing quality of web page designs include 
measures of symmetry, balance, and equilibrium. See my November, 2010 article
“Visionary Usability: Making Friends With Graphic Design” for details.

Six more laws of
gestalt added by
our authors
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Below, see how both the left/right axis and top/down axis manifest symmetry and
balance. Does that symmetry make this home page feel or appear “complete”? I
think so.

7. Law of Continuation

The other laws of Gestalt might be considered “static” in contrast to the Law of
Continuation, which supports “the eye’s instinctive action to follow a direction
derived from the visual field.”

This approach to simplification entails supporting the natural viewing pattern
according to one’s cultural background. European languages get read left to
right, top down. Arabic and Hebrew are read right to left.

For textual content, we find that reading habits represent the instinctual “conti-
nuity” that ties together screen elements. However, the design must support that
pattern of reading.

Thus, we have menus on the left that establish the start point of screen reading.
Menus reveal the topic through the highlighted menu option. The page name at
the top of the content section reinforces that topic as well.

Upon completing the reading task, the viewer scans the bottom elements to see
what actions can be taken. Whatever the action is, the viewer resumes interac-
tion by examining the menu on the left. This is all fairly automatic.
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8. Law of Closure

Similar to the Law of Unity/Harmony, the Law of Closure deals with our desire for
“completeness” in a visual experience. However, the Law of Closure brings
emphasis to the fact that “our minds will tend to close gaps and complete
unfinished forms.”

The authors offer evidence in the form of their home page design. The circular
motif of the center image plus the six menu options brings “closure” to the work
of visual examination.
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9. Law of Figure-Ground

What portion of your web layout is “figure” (foreground) and what is
“ground” (background)? Choices of color, size, and embeddedness of visual ele-
ments all contribute to sense-making.

The Law of Figure-Ground captures the psychological fact that we need to deter-
mine what is important (figure) and what is secondary (ground).

Here, the figure (foreground) has lighter blue than the ground (background). This
becomes a motif for the entire application. Light blue means “look here first”.

10. Law of Isomorphic Correspondence

Our authors write “All images do not have the same meaning to us, because
we interpret their meanings based on our experiences.”

We see the truth of this statement in the case of the three buttons below. How do
we understand this configuration? How do we know what they offer for interaction?

The answer comes from the Law of Isomorphic Correspondence. These buttons
mimic the play-back controls for digital or analog devices. Or do they?
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We might wonder what “Lock” does. Have we seen the word “Lock” on other
devices? Perhaps not. But we have seen the playback icon as well as the record
icon between two brackets.

That may be good enough to create an isomorphic correspondence with such
devices.

11. Law of Simplicity

This law makes the observation that viewers make “an unconscious effort to
simplify what is perceived into what the viewer can understand.” In a sense,
this appears to be a catch-all that subsumes the other ten laws of Gestalt already
covered.

The Law of Simplicity addresses the question “But is it simple to use or view or
understand?”

The authors suggest that observation of this law by the layout designer allows
the viewer to reap the benefits.

As evidence of success, the authors offer these illustrations of their original
instructional module. We leave it to you to determine if the Law of Simplicity tri-
umphed in the redesign shown above.
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In a sense, any time you conduct a usability test, you get feedback on how well
your design captures these Laws of Gestalt.

Can users find the right navigational options? Well, they are trying to obey the
Law of Simplicity by looking where they expect navigation to appear.

Did you predict those expectations?

1. You might have predicted where people look by following “best practices”
emulated by other sites in your genre. (Law of Isomorphic Correspondence)

2. Your design standards could maintain consistent places to look for navigation.
The standard would have specified top level, second level, tertiary level, etc.
navigation practices. (Law of Figure-Ground, Law of Continuation)

3. Within these standards you could have supported user expectation with prox-
imity of content elements – content gets grouped. (Laws of Proximity,
Similarity, Closure)

4. You could create focal points for navigation. HFI suggests that “dark areas”
can support drawing attention to navigational areas at the top or left side of
your layout. (Law of Focal Point)

Let us know how your updated, Gestalt-enriched vocabulary works for you.

And, remember, don’t say Pragnantz unless you practice the pronunciation and
get the Gestalt of it all.

In some cases “thingamabob” might be just the right thing to say.

Testing the whole
gestalt
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I love Gestalt Models. The core useful idea is that people “get the picture.”

All these methods have one main focus. When users reach your screen, they
should get the picture. The design should hang together. The design should make
sense as a whole.

We are often confronted with designs that are derived in many different silos,
with many different business objectives. The UX design must then pull together a
coherent experience so that users can get the picture. Show the screen to a cus-
tomer for 10 seconds, and then ask them to tell you what they saw. That is a
pretty good test of Gestalt principles at work. 

Message from the CEO, Dr. Eric Schaffer



410 West Lowe, P.O. Box 2020
Fairfield, IA 52556
Phone: 800.242.4480
Fax: 641.472.5412
hfi@humanfactors.com
www.humanfactors.com

© 2011 Human Factors International, Inc.

Human Factors
I n te r n a t i o n a l


