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ALIGNMENT 

Introduction 
New designers tend to put text and graphics on the page wherever there happens to be space, often 

without regard to any other items on the page. What this creates is the slightly-messy-kitchen effect 

with a cup here, a plate there, a napkin on the counter, a pot in the sink, a spill on the floor. It doesn't 

take much to clean up the slightly messy kitchen, just as it doesn't take much to clean up a slighty messy 

design that has weak alignments. 

 

Robin's Principle of Alignment states, 

"Nothing should be placed on the page arbitrarily. Every item should   

  have a visual connection with something else on the page."  

The principle of alignment forces you to be conscious.  No longer can you just throw things on the page 

and see where they stick. 

 

When items are aligned on the page, the result is a stronger cohesive unit. Even when aligned elements 

are physically separated from each other, there is an invisible line that connects them, both in your eye 

and in your mind. Although you might have separated certain elements to indicate their relationships 

(using the principle of proximity), the principle of alignment is what tells the reader that even though 

these items are not close, they belong to the same piece. The following pages illustrate this idea. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here’s the example from the last unit. 

This has the same logical arrangement as 

above, but it is now right-aligned. Can you see 

the "hard" edge on the right? 

There is a strong invisible line connecting the 

edges of these two groups of text. You can 

actually see the edge.  The strength of this 

edge is what gives strength to the layout. 
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Take notice of the designs you like.  Without realizing it, I suspect that most designs you like are not 

centered.  But combine a strong flush (right or left alignment) with good use of proximity and you will be 

amazed at the change in your work. 

 

 
 
 

The strong flush-left alignment gives the report cover a more sophisticated impression. Even though the 

author's name is far from the title, that invisible line 

of the strong alignment connects the two text blocks. 
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This isn't bad, but the centered layout is a 

little dull, and the border closes the space, 

making it feel confined.  
 

A flush-left alignment makes the page a 

little more sophisticated. Limiting the 

dotted line to the left side opens the page 

and emphasizes the alignment. 

The text is flush right, but placed on the left 

side. The letter you type will have a strong 

flush left to align with the flush right of this 

layout. 

Be brave! Be bold! 
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If you really must center some text, then make it purposeful. 

Or, center what is inside the block, but move the block off to one side. 
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Again, notice that centering is not bad, but it should be done with care! 

In the lower left, notice the look is plain but with the author separated by space and font. 

Also, on the right, notice the tall and slender layout on tall and thin paper and the wider and thicker 

layout on wide paper.   

Aside from alignment, be sure to notice the other variations. 
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Occasionally you can get away with using both flush right and flush left text on the same page, but 

make sure you align them in some way! 

In the first example, the title and the subtitle are flush left, but the description is centered.  

There is no common alignment between the two elements of text so they don't have any 

connection to each other. 

In the second example, although these two elements still have two different alignments (the top is 

flush left and the bottom is flush right), the edge of the descriptive text below aligns with the right 

edge of the thin rule above, connecting the elements with on invisible line. 

There are two problems here, right? A Lack of proximityand a lack of alignment. 

Even though it may be a boring ol' chart, there is no reason not to make the page look as nice as 
possible and to present the information as clearlly as possible. When information is difficult to 
understand, that's when it is themost critical to present it as clean and organized. 
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There are two problems here:  

 a lack of proximity and  

 a lack of alignment. 

Even though it may be a boring old chart, 
there is no reason not to make the page 
look as nice as possible and to present 
the information as clearly as possible.  

If you have information that is difficult to 
understand, that's when it is essential to 
present it as clean and organized. 
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Which of the two above appears easier to read? 

Which one is cleaner and has a sharper image? 

 

As you can see in the first, there are centered headings with text that is flush left and the first line of 

each paragraph is indented.  If you were to visualize all the lines, (centered, indented and left flush) 

you’d have a mess!   

 

So, find a strong alignment and stick to it. If the text is flush left, set the headings and subheadings flush 

left as well. 

 

Here are some other points: 

 First paragraphs are traditionally not indented. The purpose of indenting a paragraph is to tell 

you there is a new paragraph, but you always know the first one is a new paragraph. 

 In the old days on a typewriter, an indent was five spaces. With the proportional type you are 

using on your computer, the standard typographic indent is one ‘em’ (an ‘em’ is as wide as the 

point size of your type), which is more like two spaces. 

 Be conscious of the ragged edge of your type. Adjust the lines so your right edge is as smooth as 

possible. 

 If there are photographs or illustrations, align them with an edge and/or a baseline. 
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Sometimes there is good design from the start, but it still needs some small adjustments.  Strong 

alignment is often the missing key to a more professional look. 

 

If you study the first example above, you can find over 10 different lines of alignment. 

 

After you’ve tried to align your work, here are some more suggestions to check for: 

 illustrations that hang out over the edge just a bit 

 captions that are centered under photos 

 headlines that are not aligned with the text 

 rules (lines) that don't align with anything, or a combination of centered text and flush left text. 
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Find a strong line and use it! 

 

If you have a photo or a graphic with a strong flush side, align the side of the text along the straight edge 

of the photo, as shown above 

 

In the top example, there is a nice strong line along the left edge of the type, and there is a nice strong 

line along the left edge of the image - you can see the pink dotted line I drew along those edges. 

Between the text and the image, though, there Is "trapped" white space, and the white space is on 

awkward shape, which you can also see with the pink dotted line. When white space is trapped, it 

pushes the two elements apart. 

  

So find a strong line and use it.  

 

Now the strong line on the right side of the text and the strong line on the left side of the image are next 

to each other, making each other stronger, as you can see by the pink lines I drew. The white space now 

is floating free off the left edge. The caption has also been set against the same strong line of the edge 

of the image. 

. 
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If your alignments are strong, you can break through them consciously and it will look intentional. The 

trick is you cannot be timid about breaking the alignment - either do it all the way or don't do it. Don't 

be a wimp. 

Even though that inset piece is breaking into the text block, can you see where it is aligned on the left?  
It is possible to sometimes break completely free of any alignment, if you do it consciously. 

There are a number of rules here, and it is true that rules are made to be broken.  
But remember the Big Rule about Breaking Rules:  

You must know what the rule is before you can break it. 
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Summary 

Nothing should be placed on the page arbitrarily. Every element should have some visual connection 

with another element on the page. 

Unity is an important concept in design. To make all the elements on the page appear to be unified, 

connected, and interrelated, there needs to be some visual tie between the separate elements. Even if 

the separate elements are not physically close on the page, they can appear connected, related and 

unified with the other information simply by their placement. Take a look at designs you like. No matter 

how wild and chaotic a well-designed piece may initially appear, you can always find the alignments 

within. 

THE BASIC PURPOSE 

The basic purpose of alignment is to unify and organize the page. The result is similar to what happens 

when you (or your dog) pick up all the dog toys that were strewn around the living room floor and put 

them all into one toy box. 

It is often a strong alignment (combined, of course, with the appropriate typeface) that creates a 

sophisticated look, a formal look, a fun look, or a serious look. 

HOW TO GET IT 

Be conscious ofwhere you place elements. Always find something else on the page to align with, even if 

the two objects are physically far away from each other. 

WHAT TO AVOID 

Avoid using more than one text alignment on the page (that is, don't center some text and right-align 

other text). 

And please try very hard to break away from a centered alignment unless you are consciously trying to 

create a more formal, sedate presentation. Choose a centered alignment consciously, not by default. 


