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Good typography reinforces the meaning of text. It is measured by its utility, not its 
aesthetics. 

So when it comes to type, don't get attached to “pretty” over “clear.” 

As a designer, this can be one of my biggest challenges. When a design is particularly 
beautiful, I become attached to it. Then it's hard to recognize usability problems and 
delete components that don't serve its meaning. 

We also have to remember that what works for one piece of text does not work for 
another; typography is not “one size does not fit all.” This is not necessarily a negative, 
though! For any typographic problem, there can be many effective solutions, offering the 
chance to be creative. 

D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?  

Many readers get tired and stop reading after seeing 50% of a page. Even when 
interested, they retain only about 20%. Ask yourself: What is the most important 20% of 
your document? Is it easy to find and read? 

The 3 factors of utility 

The utility of your type is measured by three factors: 

1. Legibility/accessibility 
2. Hierarchy 
3. Perception/believability 

1. LEGIBILITY/ACCESSIBILITY 

The legibility of your text is based on font choice, size, white space, line length, and 
color. It simply comes down to this one question: 

How easy is it to read? 
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Will people become fatigued and stop reading? Will they be confused and 
misunderstand the text? Will they be unable to see the text? 

As a designer, it can be heartbreaking to work with these limitations, but it does not 
matter how “cool” your design is. If your audience cannot read it easily, their eyes will go 
elsewhere, and your message will be lost. 

The accessibility piece of legibility includes older readers and those who are color blind. 
These users may need larger or bolder type than you would otherwise consider. 

2. HIERARCHY 

Hierarchy helps people understand the organization of your content. It is conveyed by 
changes in the type, including the size, weight, placement, spacing, and style. Hierarchy 
comes down to the following questions: 

What is most important? What needs to be conceptually grouped together? What is 
parenthetical? 

For example, you don't want Heading 3 to be larger than Heading 2, because that would 
confuse readers. Hierarchy is why we need space or indents between paragraphs, so 
readers know where one concept ends and another begins. 

3. PERCEPTION/BELIEVABILITY 

Typefaces are like body language or inflection. You can change 
the mood or feeling of text by changing the shape of the letters. 

For example, a 2012 survey asked people to provide feedback 
on a block of text that was presented in five typefaces. The goal 
was the measure the believability of the typefaces. Baskerville, 
created in the 18th century, was measurably more believable 
than Comic Sans, which has since fallen out of favor and even 
become the brunt of jokes. 

In addition to the typeface, the color, weight, and size of text can impact believability. 
Consistency is one of the keys to believability. Look at your design and ask yourself the 
following question: 



 

3  C H O I C E S  C R E A T I V E  C O M M U N I C A T I O N S 
3greatchoices.com  206.232.1234 

 

 

Margaret Meps Schulte | info@3greatchoices.com 3 

What feeling does the type convey? Does the typeface, color, or size change the 
meaning of the text? 

Conclusions 

While the 2012 survey is helpful if you are choosing among the five typefaces compared, 
it doesn't necessarily help with other questions, such as optimal size, line length, etc. 
These have been researched, but usually in isolation, so a study on line length does not 
inform one on type size or font choice. 

According to Dr. Ellen Lupton, there are too many typographic applications and too many 
typefaces for research to deliver a definitive answer to all questions of perception and 
legibility. “In its drive to uncover fixed standards, the research has affirmed, instead, 
human tolerance for typographic variation and the elasticity of the typographic system.” 

Even the assumption that serif or sans serif fonts are “more readable” has not been 
conclusively proven. Newspaper and book designers have been taught for years that serif 
fonts are superior for blocks of text. Low-vision organizations contradict this with a 
recommendation for serif fonts. Research says, “There is, however, no clearly traceable 
evidence base for these recommendations.” 

What can you do? 

Keep the three factors of usability in mind: 

1. Legibility/Accessibility 
2. Hierarchy 
3. Perception/Believability 

Consider a few rules: 

• Size in points: Too big is usually better than too small. 

• Line spacing: 125% to 140% of point size is better than single spacing. 

• Line length: 50 to 90 characters, including spaces. 

• Do not double-space after a period, unless you are still using a typewriter. 

• Most documents should include at most two typefaces, although each one can 
have a number of weights. 
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• Run documents through an accessibility checker to find and fix low-contrast text. 
Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, and Acrobat Pro have one one built in. 

Use the following items sparingly for greatest effect: 

• Bold type (great for headings, but it stops people dead in their tracks when reading 
a paragraph) 

• Italic type (can be hard to comprehend) 

• Bold, italic type 

• Underlining in print text (underlining links in web applications is recommended for 
maximum accessibility) 

• All caps (OK for things like headings that are one line or less) 

• Centered text (similar to all caps) 

• Goofy "decorative" fonts, unless you are trying to convey 

 something specific with the type. 

Three useful links 

Practical Typography (free online book) 

https://practicaltypography.com 

“The effects of typography on user experience” 

https://cxl.com/blog/the-effects-of-typography-on-user-experience-conversions/ 

“10 usability findings” 
https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2009/09/10-useful-usability-findings-and-
guidelines/ 

Margaret Meps Schulte is a nonprofit consultant and designer who laid out her first 
newspaper in 1978. She has been in love with typography ever since. 


