Open Shelf

WRITERS WELCOME

Strong Cover Design

We’ve briefly covered covers under Front And Back but will now go a bit deeper.

A strong cover isn’t just attractive, it’s intentional. It uses design principles to guide the
reader’s eye, signal the book’s tone, and create instant clarity. This section focuses on
the craft of cover design: the visual decisions that make a cover feel professional,
balanced, and genre-appropriate.

A Quick Prompt to Get You Started

Shrink your cover concept to the size of a thumbnail.
Ask yourself: Where does my eye go first, and is that where | want it to go?

Visual Hierarchy

Hierarchy is the order in which the reader notices elements. Strong covers control this
deliberately.

Key Principles

¢ One dominant element (title, image, or shape)

e Clear secondary elements (author name, subtitle)

o Consistent spacing that creates rhythm

e Contrast to separate important elements from the background
If everything is equally loud, nothing stands out.
Colour Strategy

Colour is one of the fastest ways to communicate tone and genre. It also affects
readability and emotional impact.

Consider:
e Contrast - light text on dark backgrounds or vice versa
e Mood - bright for energetic genres, muted for reflective ones
e Genre norms - thrillers lean dark, romance leans warm, business leans clean
¢ Accessibility - avoid colour combinations that reduce legibility

A strong cover uses colour with purpose, not decoration.



Typography That Works
Typography is often the difference between “amateur” and “professional.”
What to Aim For

e Clean, readable fonts for title and author name

o Consistent font families (one for title, one for body)

e Spacing that breathes - tight kerning looks cramped

¢ Alignment that feels intentional, left, centred, or right, but not random

Typography should feel invisible: it supports the message without drawing attention to
itself.

Composition and Balance

Composition is how the elements sit together on the page. Good composition creates
harmony; poor composition creates noise.

Techniques Designers Use

Rule of thirds - placing key elements off-centre for visual interest

Negative space - empty areas that give the eye room to rest

Directional cues - lines or shapes that guide the eye

Weight distribution - balancing heavy and light elements
A strong cover feels stable, not crowded or lopsided.
Imagery That Supports the Story
Imagery should reinforce the book’s tone, not compete with it.
Good imagery is:
¢ simple - oneidea, not a collage
¢ symbolic - hinting at theme rather than summarising plot
¢ high-quality - no pixelation, no stretched images
e genre-aware - matching reader expectations

If the image doesn’t help the reader understand the book, it’s not earning its place.



The Thumbnail Rule
Most readers will see your cover small before they ever see it large.
Test for:
o Title legibility
e Clearfocal point
¢ Recognisable genre
o No clutter
If it works small, it will work everywhere.
A Simple Exercise
Create a “design audit” of your cover by checking:
e Whatis the dominant element
¢ Whatis the secondary element
¢ Whatis the emotional tone
¢ Whatis the genre signal
¢ Whatis the weakest part of the design
This gives you a practical roadmap for improvement.
A Final Thought

Strong cover design isn’t about being artistic. It’s about being clear. When your cover
uses hierarchy, colour, typography, and composition with intention, it becomes more
than decoration, it becomes an invitation.



