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Abstract.  In [16] it was investigated how one can work with style guides called 
“UI guidelines” in this article when designing user interfaces in commercial 
software development. The document explained what aspects style guides deal 
with on an abstract and a specific level related to the development process and 
the software product. During this research various problems related to the use of 
style guides were encountered. These problems and possible solutions - or at 
least part solutions - shall be presented here. 

1 Usability Problems with Style Guides 

The usability problems that arise with using style guides are numerous. Some papers 
[2,8,9,10,13,14,15] deal with these problems. The problems can mainly be divided 
into two groups: Problems with the contents of a style guide and problems with han-
dling the document. Especially [2] delivers many common different reasons why style 
guides fail. Also [15] contains a list of difficulties related to style guides. In general 
terms one of their difficulties is insufficiency, although their necessity is not ques-
tioned. 

1.1 Problems with the Contents of Style Guides 

These problems are related to the guidelines and design rules which are explained in a 
style guide. The prescriptions and suggestions that are given in a style guide can be 
problematic in different ways. 

Consistency and Usability. All style guides say that ‘Consistency’ is the most or at 
least one of the most important principles. Of course many authors [2,8,14,15] men-
tion that consistency alone is not sufficient and that usability cannot be reached by us-
ing style guides alone. Even interfaces with a consistent design and behavior can be 
very uncomfortable to use and therefore have a very low usability. “Compliance with a 
low level Style Guide will ensure consistency. However, it will not ensure that the ap-
plications themselves perform the tasks required either by the end users or the busi-
ness.” [2]. [15] states that more than ergonomic sources are needed to guarantee UI 
usability. Style guides are one type of ergonomic source and they could be used to-
gether with “scenario- or use case-based design/evaluation user tests.” 
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Only [14] offers information about this shortcoming explicitly. In its introduction it 
describes its intention and the steps that must be taken separately because it “cannot 
substitute for knowledge of the information requirements associated with decision 
points embedded in the user’s tasks.” 

Generalization. [8] doubts the fundamental base for style guides: According to this 
document the history of research about HCI showed that the generalization of UI de-
sign issues failed. If these issues cannot be generalized the sense of style guides for 
any generalized purpose must be questioned. 

Focus and Level of Detail. Different authors describe problems with the various 
common aims that style guides have and the resulting details they contain. Often the 
focus is not clear enough. The document may be written for too many different types 
of applications or users. By addressing all these different goals the style guide does 
not cover many aspects sufficiently [2]. 

[9] uses the term "interface object catalog" for many style guides which just de-
scribe all kinds of objects that are available for an interface and their behavior. If a 
style guide is nothing more than an interface object catalog it lacks recommendations 
of where and where not to use the various objects or combinations of them and sug-
gestions about design practices in general. An excellent example of such an interface 
object catalog is [11]. 

Style guides sometimes contain too many details. [5] states “Window behavior, 
such as resizing, dragging, minimizing, positioning, and layering, is controlled by the 
native operating system.” It seems that a lengthy explanation of these aspects is un-
necessary because the average developer cannot or does not intend to influence this 
behavior in any way. However, within this style guide describing the item of windows 
exactly all these aspects and their characteristics are explained. The advantage that 
these things are controlled by the operating system and the developer doesn’t have to 
take care of them is not addressed by the document. 

Conflicts. When using style guides many things can cause conflicts. For example, a 
contradictory or an inconsistent result [15]. Often usability questions have more than 
one valid answer which is only one example of how inconsistent results can be 
achieved. Examples for conflicts related to some specific aspects of the developed 
software product such as icons, dialog boxes and capitalization as an aspect of layout 
and visual alignment can be found in [16]. But conflicts can also arise when working 
with only one style guide. There may be more than one principle that can be used for a 
special design problem and they may suggest different solutions, but “No style guide 
can infallibly tell you how to strike a balance between two opposing high-level princi-
ples.” [13] 

Conflicts may also arise when working with just one design rule, not comparing it 
to any other. For example, such a basic principle as consistency may not be appropri-
ate in all circumstances. When it comes to dangerous operations it can be applicable to 
break with this principle. This can be done by not having a default selection for con-
firmation although this behavior will be different compared to the rest of the system 
[8]. 
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Illustration. [15] says that style guides are illustrated insufficiently. This is obviously 
true for [3,4,12] since they are not illustrated in any way. For [4] this is excusable be-
cause of its abstract principles that are very difficult to illustrate without giving spe-
cific examples. Although [9] and [14] have some graphical examples they also fit to 
this critic. The illustrations are sometimes sporadic and there are many possibilities for 
a more extensive use of them. But this critic cannot be generalized. [5,6,7] are good 
examples for the use of illustrations. 

 
Fig. 1. Example of an illustration that is much more powerful than its textual counterpart 

Correctness. It is also important to note that in the absence of conflicts the style 
guides cannot be trusted blindly. [15] says that some sources, although few, contain 
incorrect or contentious guidelines that are very difficult to detect at all. Some contra-
dictions shown in [16] give a subtle hint of this incorrectness. 

Transience. The rapid progress in the technical surroundings of software development 
is another problem. The technical environment (operating systems, programming lan-
guages etc.) is changing so fast that style guides become transient [13]. The need for 
an regularly update is also explained in [2]. The style guides have to adapt to the 
changes of technical conditions. This has to be done very quickly because new meth-
ods and tools are always used by the developers almost instantly. “If you give a kid a 
hammer, everything will look like a nail. Give a programmer new tools and program-
ming languages and he'll use them whether a more simple solution is more appropriate 
or not.” [10] 

Lack of Bad Examples. A lot of style guides fail to give bad examples, so called 
“Don’ts”, e.g., [5,6,9,11]. The advantage of showing “Don’ts” is that bad examples 
are remembered very easily and they are easy to detect. They serve the principle that 
one can learn from errors, which are shown as common mistakes. It is always much 
easier to detect some mistakes as it is to find out what things were done in a good way. 

Obviousness. Some specific guidelines are not obvious. The developer cannot under-
stand them. Instead he has to learn them. An example for this is the following rule: 
“Insert five pixels of space between the top of the button text and the inside white bor-
der. Insert six pixels between the text's baseline (not the descenders) and the bottom 
button border.” [5]. 
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Fig. 2. Placement of button text 

In the context of this document it is explained that a “flush” 3D appearance with a 
white line is the reason for non-equal distances. But why is the lower distance 6 pixel? 
Why not 5 or 7? Maybe it is related to the size of the font, but there isn't an explicit 
reason given why it must be exactly 6 pixels. 

Another example is a rule for the distance between buttons: “Space buttons in a 
group five pixels apart.” [5] Why not 4 or 6 pixels? People have to learn rules like this 
like vocabulary. This is more difficult than learning something by understanding. 

In [11] we can also find rules for spacing that are similar to these rules taken from 
[5]. But the spacing in [11] is measured in ‘dialog box units’: “One horizontal dialog 
box unit is equal to one-fourth of the average character width for the current system 
font. One vertical dialog box unit is equal to one-eighth of an average character height 
for the current system font.” The distances given in dialog box units are not obvious 
and even very hard to interpret. It is clear that the distances are related to the size of 
the system font but how should a developer work with these rules? As a first step he 
has to find out what the average character width and height are. It can be expected that 
he will ignore these rules or just work with some similar rules of thumb. As [8] says: 
“However, these style guides are usually hard to interpret and apply.” 

Support by Development Tools. The common development tools do not support a UI 
design on the level of pixels easily. So it’s very difficult to fulfill the recommendations 
even if you know them all. The example given for the problem of obviousness is also 
valuable for this problem. Most of the development tools place the text in the buttons 
automatically. They don't offer a function to move the label of the button one pixel up 
or down. 

 
Fig. 3. Example of a design grid 

Neither do they support the use of design grids as recommended in [5]. Design 
grids can be very useful to achieve a consistent and visually appealing layout but the 
average developer never has the possibility to use them. 

Size. A general problem is that style guides are very big. The documents have an ex-
tent which make their handling uncomfortable. “It is ironic that many of the existing 
Style Guides, aimed at producing usable systems, are themselves difficult to use.” [2] 
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1.2 Problems with Developing Your Own Style Guide 

The following two sections contain aspects that are related to the handling of a style 
guide. The aspects of creating a new style guide on your own are covered first. They 
all are also valid for the case of using a style guide from third parties (Sect. 1.3), but 
not the other way round as explained below. 

Introducing the Document. The existence of a new style guide alone is not sufficient. 
The developers need to know how to work with it. [2] criticizes the lack of considera-
tions about the style guides introduction and the absence of a responsible person to ac-
company the developers in this process. 

Purpose. The effects and benefits offered by style guides are often overestimated. 
Such a document cannot ensure usability on its own but further actions are necessary 
to achieve this. “The production of a Style Guide is seen as a substitute for iterative 
design and user testing.” [2] which of course is inadequate. 

Responsibility. Sometimes the responsibility for the style guide is not assigned prop-
erly. This means that other people than the development team and users are responsi-
ble for the creation of the style guide [2]. 

Incompleteness. Any collection of guidelines will be incomplete because of the three 
types of questions - unraised questions, raised but unsolved questions and raised but 
only partially solved questions - explained in [15]. 

1.3 Problems with Using a Style Guide From Third Parties 

Now the problems will be explained that arise using an already finished document that 
was created by someone else. These aspects are more or less exclusive for this case as 
they are only of minor importance for style guides that are developed from scratch. Of 
course they become very important if one tries to use already published documents 
while one is creating his own style guide. 

Number. The amount of style guides and related materials that are offered is enor-
mous. Very fast one encounters a huge number of documents. Some of them are very 
large in themselves (problem of size) and it is very difficult to get an overview of the 
whole collection of documents. 

Access. [15] mentions the difficulty to find guidelines in all the widespread sources. 
The problem becomes more severe for papers dealing with only one specific subject. 
Such articles are almost impossible to find amongst all the literature about HCI. Some 
questions therefore will remain unsolved in a special project because the answer can-
not be found even though it exists. 

Integration. This problem is similar to the problem of introducing a style guide that 
has newly been developed. Also when working with style guides from third parties the 
developers need to know how to use the document and how it can be integrated in 
their environment. Normally this subject and all such related problems are not covered 
in the existing style guides [2,15]. 
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2 Ideas to Make Style Guides More Usable 

As shown there are numerous problems that occur when working with style guides. It 
is hoped that the efficiency of style guides will rise, when these problems are solved. 
However, I will show now that only some of these problems can be solved. Some 
other problems are likely not to be solved and will remain for the future probably. 
Aside from these problems I will also show other ideas that could make style guides 
more usable. 

2.1 Ideas to Solve the Mentioned Problems 

Addressing problems that are unlikely to be solved [8] states that research showed that 
the problem of generalization would not be solved in the future. [15] says the same for 
incompleteness, because it is intrinsic to the style guides themselves. It will be ex-
plained shortly why also no solutions can be found for the problems of conflicts, cor-
rectness, transience, obviousness and the problems with using a style guide from third 
parties like number and access: 

Conflicts and Correctness: These are also intrinsic problems. 

Transience: It cannot be expected that the progress in developing new development 
tools will slow down in the near future, so this will remain a problem. 

Obviousness: This aspect seems also be intrinsic in some way. Some measures like 
some gaps and distances must be defined in one way, also some other ways are possi-
ble. 

Number: With time the number of style guides will exceed and therefore also the 
problem related to this. 

Access: It is also questionable if the access to these style guides, especially the web 
sources, will be easier as the web evolves in the near future. 

Some of the problems (consistency, level of detail and integration) arise because 
the style guides lack something. It can be assumed that adding the missing parts to a 
style guide will solve the problem. But it must not be forgotten that adding more to 
style guides will even increase the problem of size. Therefore extending style guides 
must be done very carefully and within reason. 

Consistency and Usability. The main point was that consistency alone does not en-
sure usability at all. Therefore [2] suggests incorporating “HCI principles which help 
ensure ease of use and minimize learning of the application” to come up with a truly 
comprehensive style guide. Many more aspects can be added to style guides to support 
the realization of an easy to use interface. 

[8] mentions “there are important counter-examples to even the most basic guide-
lines” and gave the example of the principle of consistency that collides with design 
for dangerous decisions. 
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It should be no problem to extend style guides by such well-known exceptions. 
This will give the developer a better impression of the sense of a specific design rule 
and the context in which to use it. 

Focus and Level of Detail. A style guide must explain clearly what its purpose is and 
what it was not intended for. To write a style guide for a general purpose seems not to 
be practicable with good results. So style guides should always be specifically for a 
particular topic. This will also reduce their size. Examples for such topics are a plat-
form dependency or a restriction to a special type of application. 

Instead of explaining all the well known components of an interface separately and 
in detail, style guides should focus more on the common use of components and their 
combinations to convey a more practical point of view. This will also reduce the size 
of the documents and increase their readability. The average developer doesn't need a 
lengthy explanation of which controls must be added to a window so the user can 
close, minimize, restore and maximize a window. These functions are generally of-
fered automatically by the current development tools or the underlying operating sys-
tem. Style guides don’t need to explain things the average developer can not or does 
not intend to influence in any way. 

Illustration and Lack of Bad Examples. These problems are very easy to solve. The 
authors of style guides just need to be more aware of them and add more illustrations, 
graphic examples and bad examples to their documents. Although this will extend the 
style guide it is doubtful that this will increase the size-problem. An extensive use of 
illustrations will also increase readability and the suggestions of the style guide will be 
remembered more easily. The increased use of illustrations may even reduce the prob-
lem of size. 

The illustrations must be designed very carefully because they must be compliant 
with the whole style guide and not only to the particular rule they are related to. 
Trough this the users of the document can't make any wrong use of the illustrations. 

 
Fig. 4. Example of an illustration of a bad example 

It is very important to convey what is an illustration of one or more specific guide-
lines and what is meant to be a bad example. [7] uses this technique very consequently 
making the difference between “Do’s” and “Don’ts” always very clear. 
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Fig. 5. Example of a “Do” with corresponding “Don’t” 

Support by Development Tools. This problem is also easy to solve but it is uncertain 
if this will ever be done. The development tools must be adapted to support the use of 
style guides. For example, it will not be difficult to add a function to support the de-
sign grids mentioned in [5]. When labeling and placing buttons it should be easy to 
use standard settings for distances and gaps like suggested in a style guide. These 
standard settings must be easy to change. 

Size. To make working with huge style guides easier there are the ‘Tools for Working 
with Guidelines (TFWWG)’. An excellent overview about the subject of Tools for 
Working with Guidelines is given in [1]. The introduction of this document contains a 
taxonomy of related programs and their various types of functionality. A short over-
view based on this document can be found in [16]. 

Problems with Developing Your Own Style Guide. The problems of introducing the 
document, its purpose and the responsibility will be discussed in a separate section 
(Sect. 2.2, “Creating a Style Guide”). [2] offers a collaborative approach to develop 
style guides to overcome these problems. 

Integration. [15] suggests taking special care in creating style guides for the follow-
ing roles to make the integration easier: 

A task analyst. He takes the greatest benefit of style guides that are organized accord-
ing to a taxonomy characterized by task attributes, and not according to interaction 
styles (e.g., information retrieval, decision taking, form fill-in, multi-criteria search, 
problem solving). 

A project leader. He only pays attention to high level guidelines (e.g., selecting an ap-
propriate metaphor). 

A human factors expert. He is experienced in cognitive principles and may assume 
that guidelines are sorted by them. 

A designer. Most important for him is to instantly isolate specific guidelines and solve 
conflicts between them by ranking them into ordered sequences. 

A programmer. This part is mainly covered by the responsibility for the widgets of the 
program, which should be reflected in the organization of the style guide. 
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A UI evaluator. He prefers guidelines expressing UI usability in terms of measures. 
(List principally taken from [15].) 

2.2 Creating a Style Guide 

This section is a summary of [2] and presents an approach to create a new style guide 
avoiding some common problems. The main idea is the involvement of developers and 
end users in the production of the new style guide (“collaborative approach”). This 
production is separated into 5 steps and is outlined here: 

1. "Raising awareness amongst developers and end users": The need for a document 
like a new style guide must be aware to all participants of the development process. 
This awareness cannot be stated as present but must be created explicitly. 

2. "Building consensus": So called "Working parties" that consist of key developers 
and end users from each of the teams within an organization should work on a 
weekly basis over a period of time. These parties review and comment some spe-
cific topics (e.g. Keyboard Interaction, Navigation, Terminology) to form a chapter 
in the new style guide after revising the material. 

3. "Documenting the style guide": This documenting starts after a certain level of 
consensus has been reached to ensure that the commitment and understanding of 
the developers is gained. 

4. "Providing training and support material": A new style guide should be supported 
by the use of training and support materials, which are provided by the members of 
the working parties. 

5. "Establishing an environment which enables the guide to evolve": A new style 
guide is not a static document. Working with the document will produce new good 
ideas that should be fixed by expanding the style guide. To do this effectively there 
must be an environment in which the document can grow over time. 

The approach in [2] also contains some other aspects apart from these five steps. 

Most of the currently published style guides do not support any kind of development 
process at all. It is, however, important for such a document to support the develop-
ment methods being used in the project. If it's intended to give this support the authors 
of the document must be aware that there are different ways in which the document 
could be used. 

Style guides are often used to check a user interface after its implementation. Although 
this is a valid use, it is more productive to use a style guide right from the beginning of 
a project, e.g., to teach new programmers. 

Producing distinctive designs that are still compliant with the industry standards is a 
challenge. The corporate image of an organization is constantly evolving and this must 
also be reflected in the style guide. 
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The scope of a style guide needs to be restricted because it is impossible to produce a 
'general-purpose' style guide. One document cannot cover all the aspects from back of-
fice to customer facing systems effectively. 

Developing the document alongside the development team ensures that the designs are 
practical and implementable. Commitment to the use of the guide is gained quick and 
directly. 

A style guide must not be just a large document that everyone has to read. To convey 
the contents of the guide more effectively [2] suggests to make use of different com-
munication methods, such as interactive demonstrations, checklists to ensure confor-
mity, reference tables for quick reference of critical data and competitions to spot the 
deliberate mistakes in a user interface design. 

The collaborative approach presented here helps to produce a feeling of ownership by 
itself, but a group or individual in the organization must be identified explicitly as be-
ing responsible for the maintenance and updating of the guide. These owners often be-
come the focal point for the guide and end up providing developers with ad hoc advice 
on generic user interface design issues. 

The approach in [2] does not solve all the problems that come up with style guides 
but a document that is produced reflecting these steps and aspects at least produces 
less problems and will hopefully be more effective compared to documents not using 
this approach. 

2.3 Other Ideas 

The following are two ideas that are not meant to solve a particular problem but also 
can offer a better effect when working with style guides. 

Guidelines for “Macro” Objects. [9] introduced in his document the idea of creating 
guidelines for “macro” user interface objects. Candidates for such macro-objects are 
standard dialog boxes, message boxes or sub-components like button-panels, edit ar-
eas, toolbars, menus and many others. 

If a developer could work with such macro-objects the progress of the develop-
ment would be faster. When designing such common elements he wouldn't need to 
take care of the low-level design rules. Such macro-objects could also give good ex-
amples for a correct implementation of these rules. 

Checklists. This element of a style guide is not a new idea. For example, it is sug-
gested in the template of a table of contents in [2]. But checklists are not integrated 
frequently to style guides and should be more readily available. [7] is one of the very 
few documents that contains such a checklist. 

Example. Here is an excerpt from the checklist in [7] dealing with graphic design: 
• Did you use graphics to illustrate commands, features, and parameters of the appli-

cations, as well as all of the user’s data, whenever possible? 
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• Do the graphics resemble items that users are familiar with? Did you leave out in-
significant detail (which unnecessarily complicates a graphic)? 

• Does the screen look “clean” and free from clutter? 
• Does the user have control over the design of the workplace, allowing him or her 

to individualize it? 
• Is the information in windows organized so that the most important information 

can be read first? 
• Do you use a consistent light source, one that always comes from the upper-left 

corner of the screen? 
• Do you use white space and graphics to break up long pieces of text? 

The big advantage of a checklist in the appendix of a style guide is that conformity 
with the guidelines can be checked very easily. Answering the questions brings the 
particulars of the guidelines to mind very easily. 

3 Summary 

It is not obvious that the use of style guides really will help developers of software. 
The style guides are hardly able to ensure more than a consistent interface. Larger im-
provements cannot be expected. Whether consistency can be achieved at all is ques-
tionable. At least the persons that should adapt style guides must learn (or be taught) 
how to work with them. There are a lot of pitfalls as mentioned in Sect. 1 and one 
must be aware of them before starting to work with style guides. 

Benefits can be achieved but the environment must be adapted to the new method 
of using such documents. A company gets a better idea of what can be achieved with 
style guides if the document is used as a shared memory for conventions than to look 
at it as a list of prescriptions. One focus of future research should be how all the par-
ticipants of a new team (designer, developer, user etc.) can build up such a condensed 
design memory more efficiently. The goal is not to get a huge amount of rules very 
quickly, but rather to transfer the knowledge about HCI issues as efficiently as possi-
ble from the experienced experts to all others. 

Style guides indeed help although this will not be self-evident but it is something 
the developer has to spend time with to get comfortable with. Using style guides for 
designing user interfaces will remain a method that has to be learnt explicitly. 
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