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Introduction

A Picture Tells a Thousand Words
With roots stretching as far back as the 1970's, the humble 
icon has come a long way. Evolving from black and white 
representations of office items into beautifully rendered illustrations 
of objects, symbols, characters and the same office items from 
the very beginning, icons have become a visual language that is 
understood the world over.

Where a picture will tell a thousand words, a computer icon 
informs, educates and reassures its audience. Because icons are 
used for such specific purposes, creating a successful icon design 
is more of a science than an art.

I came to icon design almost by accident. My first year out from 
University, I was hired to work in-house for a software company 
who needed an icons and UI illustrator. With two degrees in 
Multimedia and Communication Design and a portfolio of digital 
illustration, I stood out as a good candidate for the job.

I had never given icon design much thought beyond the occasional 
replacement set, but knowing that this was a rare opportunity, I 
decided to jump in the deep end (with both feet!). I took the offer 
and a week later I was up to my eyeballs in specifications, requests 
and a back catalogue of previous designs. I was spending most of 
my time in review meetings with the development team, product 
management and even marketing. I quickly learned that when 
asked, everyone has an opinion, right or wrong.

So here I was, stuck in the middle of the technical requirements of 
the development team and the aesthetic guides from marketing. 
To top it off, I was spending hours rendering images and all I had 
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to show at the end of the day was a handful of pixels! It was really 
frustrating to move from print design and illustration to screen.

As time progressed, I settled into the role of “icon lady” and 
started to see the craft and beauty in small images. I also 
developed a system of project management that greatly improved 
my workflow (less meetings = more productivity).

During the course of this book, I will share my experiences in the 
field of icon design, look at rendering styles and ways to achieve 
them, and the many uses for icons today. This book won’t teach 
you how to emulate others. It won’t focus heavily on one OS over 
another; nor will it turn you into a master overnight. Instead it will 
help you create designs that will stand up to the test of time and 
help you better understand the constraints (and the joys) of pixel 
perfect rendering.

What You Will Learn
When I first started out in icon design I found that there was very 
little information to help guide me though the design process. 
Through a lengthy process of trial and error I came to understand 
icons.

Throughout the course of this book I will share tips and insights 
into the world of icon design, discuss various methods of rendering 
and output and guide you through the process of creating your 
own icon set.

First I will begin by discussing the history of icon design and 
highlighting the milestones in icon design that have shaped the 
way we use them today. Take a look at rendering styles and 
file conventions then move onto design specific theory before 
wrapping up with some demonstrations of the process used to 
create specific icon styles.
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A Brief History of 
Computer Icons
By studying the history of computer icons, we can further 
understand current aesthetics and predict styles that will be used 
in the future. This chapter will examine a collection of important 
milestones in computer icon history, each example representing an 
evolution in technology and design.

1973 Xerox Alto

The Xerox Alto is the first computer to use a desktop metaphor and 
graphical user interface (GUI). Developed at the Palo Alto Research 
Center (PARC) in California, USA. The Alto used bit-mapped 
graphics, a mouse, menus, icons and was built as a research 
computer. Xerox only produced 2,000 Altos, but their popularity 
with various universities and research centers made the new GUI a 
benchmark for future computer systems. The Xerox Alto was such 
a significant development in desktop computing, it was a direct 
source of inspiration for the Apple Lisa (1983).

1981 Xerox Star

Incorporating design features from the Alto, the Xerox Star was 
developed with extensive user research and has icons based on 
traditional grid based design. Early proposals show icons with 
front and side perspective1, but in the end simple yet elegant two 
dimensional icons were adopted. The Star’s icons are 72 pixels 
wide to clearly render on the black and white 72ppi resolution 
monitor and align with the halftone-grey background.

1    guidebookgallery.org — guidebookgallery.org/articles/

thexeroxstararetrospective

http://www.guidebookgallery.org/articles/thexeroxstararetrospective
http://www.guidebookgallery.org/articles/thexeroxstararetrospective
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The icons have various states that are indicated by levels of pixel 
shading and display an active state when clicked. The Xerox 
Star’s design features — specifically the considerations for user 
experience and visual feedback — have stood-up to the test 
of time, and continue to be an excellent example of design and 
usability.

1983 Apple Lisa

Development of the Apple Lisa started in 1978. At the time Steve 
Jobs (CEO of Apple) was on the Lisa development team. After 
a tour of the Xerox PARC facilities in 1979 Jobs was heavily 
influenced by what he had seen and quickly negotiated for the 
Lisa team to have two demonstrations of the Alto. After the 
demonstrations the Lisa development team was able to reconstruct 
the basic elements of a GUI and adapt its use for a commercial 

The Xerox Star has carefully designed  icons that create smooth lines 

against the halftone background of the User Interface.
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audience. Hoping to carve a niche in the personal computing 
market, Apple saw the value of the office metaphor as a means to 
make navigation easier for new users. Lisa was an advanced GUI 
for the time as it had movable “Desk Accessories” (early Widgets), 
drop-down menus and folder based directories. The Lisa icons are 
similar to the Xerox designs, but they lack the visual balance that 
was achieved at PARC.

1984 Apple Macintosh 1.0

In 1982, Steve Jobs left the Lisa project and joined the Macintosh 
team. A year after Lisa was launched the Apple Macintosh 1.0 was 
released. The Macintosh 1.0 introduced drag and drop file copying, 
movable windows and specially rendered icons. The Macintosh 
icons were designed by Graphic Artist Susan Kare who is thought 
to be one of the masters of icon design.

Kare brought a sophistication to icons and digital fonts that 
hadn’t been seen before. Paying special attention to metaphor, 
visual balance and usability, Kare designed some of today’s most 
recognized icons. Most notable of these designs are the MacPaint 
interface, the Paint Bucket and the Smiling Mac. Kare’s philosophy 
on icon design is simple, “I believe that good icons are more akin 

Apple's first attempt at icon design, based on designs seen at Palo Alto 

Research Centre in 1979.



A Brief History of Computer Icons13

to road signs rather than illustrations, and ideally should present 
an idea in a clear, concise, and memorable way. I try to optimize 
for clarity and simplicity even as palette and resolution options 
have increased.” This philosophy is at the core of Apple’s early 
commercial success.

1985 Atari TOS

It’s important to note that the GUI was not only for the Apple 
systems. The Atari ST had an operating system called TOS which 
had a somewhat smaller user interface than the Apple computers 
but it used a desktop metaphor, which by 1985 had become a 
computer standard. It’s interesting to note that the TOS icons make 
use of Planometric perspective to reinforce their meaning. You will 
learn more about Planometric and Isometric rendering styles on 
page page 109 of this book.

Classic Macintosh Icons Designed by Artist Susan Kare – 1984.
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1985 Amiga Workbench

The Amiga Workbench was made for the Amiga 1000 personal 
computer. Breaking with the desktop convention, the Amiga 
Workbench adopted a workshop metaphor and has Tools 
(programs), Projects (files), Draws (folders) and Gadgets (widgets). 
Despite the crudely designed icons, Workbench was ahead of its 
time and  included features such as customizable mouse cursors, 
four color graphics, multi-state icons and windows-like multiple 
screens.

Atari TOS icons use Planometric perspective on the draws to keep the 

pixel lines sharp when viewed at a distance.

You can see an example of the multi-state icons of the Amiga Workbench 

with the Workbench icons on the left of the image.
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1985 Windows 1.0x

After success with MS-DOS (1982) for the IBM computing system, 
Microsoft announced to the public that it was developing Microsoft 
Windows 1.0, a multi-tasking graphical user interface. Windows 
was finally released two years later after calls from critics that 
it was Vaporware (a term given to software that is announced 
but never produced). The delay in the development schedule 
is thought to be due to changes made, such as removing the 
overlapping windows, so that the interface didn’t resemble designs 
by Macintosh. Initial sales were slow for 1.0 and Windows didn’t 
become popular until version 3.1 in 1992.

The icons are basic and don’t include color. It’s especially 
interesting to see that the first icons for Windows Paint use 
different symbols to MacPaint, in particular the Spray Painter which 
looks like a spray pump and a Lasso which is a butterfly net.

Microsoft Windows 1.0 is a long way from its modern equivalent. The 

icons at the bottom are from the drawing application Windows Paint.
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1986 GEOS for Commodore 64

In 1986 GEOS for the Commodore 64 was the second most 
popular GUI behind Macintosh 1.0 (based on units shipped). The 
icons have more character than Windows OS and share the Mac 
philosophy of clearly expressed metaphors. The GEOS Boot icon, 
although unconventional for most computers, is an interesting 
example of pun-based design solutions. In modern GUIs a design 
such as this is advised against because the word for Boot is 
different in many languages and the meaning of the icon would be 
lost in translation.

1989 - 1995 NeXTSTEP / OPENSTEP

NeXTSTEP, a GUI for Unix based computers, was developed by 
NeXT Computer. NeXT was founded in 1985 by Apple Computer 
co-founder Steve Jobs, who subsequently hired Macintosh Icon 
Designer Susan Kare as Creative Director. By the time NeXTSTEP 
came onto the market, the GUI was used in both the home and 
work environment and was beginning to become more like the 
GUIs we know today. One significant addition to NeXTSTEP was a 

The Geos Boot icon is an example of a metaphor that may be lost in 

translation.
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program dock on the right side of the screen which facilitated easy 
navigation of programs by the user. In 1997, almost ten years after 
NeXTSTEP was developed, Apple Computer acquired NeXT for a 
reported $400 million USD2, and used the OPENSTEP for Mach 
(1995) operating system as the basis for Mac OS X.

2    Apple Computer, Inc. (1996-12-20). “Apple Computer, Inc. Agrees to 

Acquire NeXT Software Inc.”. Press release.

Icons from OPENSTEP (1996), the last GUI by NeXT Computer before 

acquisition by Apple Computer in 1997. The original NeXTSTEP icons 

were monochrome.
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1991 Macintosh System 7

Macintosh System 7 introduced color icons, but this feature was 
optional for machines capable of displaying it. On older computers, 
or ones that were set to monochrome, System 7 defaulted back to 
the black and white design of System 6. System 7 also included 
TrueType fonts for the very first time, which along with typesetting 
and printer output, were used to replace some of the bitmap GUI 
fonts from previous Macintosh systems.

1992 Windows 3.1

Susan Kare, who had previously made icons for Apple, was 
employed by Microsoft in 1988 to design icons and interface 
elements for Windows 3.1. Kare used her keen eye for pixel 
illustration to further refine the colors and design of the Windows 
icon set. Windows 3.1 was also the first Windows platform with 
pre-installed True Type Fonts and support for 256 colors. Along 
with improving the interface, Kare also created the memorable 
illustrations for Windows Solitaire.

Macintosh System 7 saw the introduction of colored icons.
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1994 Apple “Copland”

Announced in 1994, Copland was intended to be released by 
Apple as System 8 in 1996. After holdups in the development 
schedule and a host of feature changes the project was cancelled. 
Hired during the Copland project, Chief Technology Officer Ellen 
Hancock halted development in favor of a third-party solution. 
Hancock was instrumental in the purchase of NeXT which brought 
Steve Jobs back to Apple Software in 1996. Other operating 
systems considered for the new Mac OS were the BeOS system, 
Solaris or Microsoft’s Windows NT3.

Copland reached beta in 1995, and had a new theme for the 
operating system, called Platinum. The Platinum interface was 
the first GUI to be in full color with 3D shading on the icons and 
interface. Copland also included innovations such as spring loaded 

3    Be Inc. for its BeOS system, or license either Sun Microsystems’ 

Solaris operating software or Microsoft Corp’s Windows NT.

Windows 3.1 icons designed by Susan Kare.
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folders and a theme-able interface. The theme-able interface 
meant that software developers could make custom skins for 
Copland, which came bundled with two additional themes, Gizmo 
and High-Tech. Gizmo was a bold geometric theme for children 
and High-Tech which was a dark theme with a space-age feel, 
presumably for young men.

Copland prompted users to log into a personal account at startup 
which was given varying levels of access from the administrator 
account. This feature wouldn’t be seen in Windows until Windows 
98 (1998) and Mac with OS9 (1999)4. The distinctive style of the 
Copland icons live on through a 6 part series of icon sets released 
by IconFactory in 1996.

1995 Windows 95

Windows 95 was the first version of Windows to integrate MS-
DOS and Microsoft Windows into a single product. A resounding 
success, Microsoft sold a record 7 million copies of Windows 95 
in the first five weeks of its release5. The popularity of Windows 
95 was due to both the faster system that was internet-ready, 
and a 300 million dollar advertising campaign that ran before the 
official release date. At the time, the advertising campaign was 
thought to be the largest advertising campaign for a product 

4    Apple’s Copland Project: An OS for the Common Man
5    http://windows.microsoft.com/en-US/windows/history

Icons from Copland, including icons for the P Theme (High-Tech) and Z 

Theme (Gizmo).

http://lowendmac.com/orchard/05/1108.html
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-US/windows/history
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ever. The campaign included music by the Rolling Stones and 
advertisements starring Friends co-stars Jennifer Aniston and 
Mathew Perry. Microsoft even lit up the Empire State Building in 
Red, Green and Yellow to match the Windows logo6.

With the advancement of virtual memory to improve graphics 
rendering, Windows 95 introduces more colors to the interface 
and additional isometric icon designs. The Windows 95 design 
is a complete re-build and includes elements that are still part of 
Windows designs to this day. The elements include the taskbar, the 
menu and Microsoft’s famous Start Button.

1997 Macintosh OS 8

Mac OS 8 was built using technologies developed for the failed 
Copland OS and was one of the most significant upgrades to 

6    With Windows 95’s Debut, Microsoft Scales Heights of Hype - 

Washington Post August 24, 1995

Similar to the icon designs of Windows 3, Windows 95 has added colour 

and more designs.



A Brief History of Computer Icons22

the Mac OS at the time. Bridging a six-year gap in Apple’s major 
release schedule, OS 8 was built as a faster, better looking, 
modern OS for the Apple Computer. Mac OS 8 was also one of the 
top selling software titles released by Apple with 1.2 million copies 
sold within the first 2 weeks of its release7. In Mac OS 8 the icons 
are brighter and rendered to show a strong light source. Macintosh 
also starts to implement an isometric style with a strong drop 
shadow effect.

1997 - 2001 BeOS

Founded by former Apple Computer executive Jean-Louis Gassée, 
Be Inc. produced both the BeBox personal computer and BeOS 
Operating System. Released as a competitor to Mac OS and 
Windows, BeOS was marketed as a platform for multimedia 
desktop use. BeOS originally ran on AT&T Hobbit processors and 
was modified to run on PowerMac and Pentium processors. As a 
major contender to be the new Mac OS after Apple discontinued 
the Copland project, BeOS was passed up at the last minute for 
Steve Jobs and NeXT’s OPENSTEP OS. Showing remarkable 
potential to become a key player in the OS market, Be Inc. ran into 

7    Apple Computer Inc. Press Release - August 8, 1997

Bright saturated icons are introduced to Macintosh OS8.

http://www.apple.com/ca/press/1997/08/MacOS8Sales.html
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several roadblocks, one of which being Microsoft’s near monopoly 
of the PC space, and eventually sold all Be Inc. copyrights to 
Smartphone manufacturer Palm Inc. in 2001. A modern offshoot of 
BeOS is Haiku, a free open-source operating system that began 
development in 2001 when BeOS was discontinued. The aim of 
Haiku is to support the BeOS user community and continue to 
build on the core features of the BeOS system.

The icons in BeOS are built from a unique grid structure based 
on 45 degree lines along the front face of the icon and a 26.565 
degree (often called “fake isometric”) line across the side. With 
their bold black outlines and brightly colored designs, the BeOS 
icons work together to visually reinforce the BeOS visual identity. 
The one drawback with the BeOS icons is the confusing mix 
of elements and metaphors, but this may have been to avoid 
any complaints from Apple or Microsoft that the designs we’re 
infringing copyright. Regardless of the few confusing designs, 
the BeOS icons remain popular within the design community and 
stand alongside the Apple Lisa and Xerox Alto as one of the best 
examples of unique icon design.

The style of BeOS stands out as an example of unique icon design.
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2001 Mac OS X v10.0

Mac OS X v10.0 signified a complete overhaul in the look and feel 
of the Macintosh operating system. Although the interface itself 
was a welcome update to previous designs, the rendering power 
required for the various effects and UI animations caused the 
interface response time to lag, which drew early criticism from the 
Apple community. Designed around the new Aqua theme, icons 
show complex reflections, highlights and textures. In a Macworld 
Keynote Speech in 2000, Steve Jobs unveiled the Aqua UI. In a 
(somewhat intense) mission statement, Jobs described Aqua’s 
design as a user experience that people wanted to “lick.” Apple 
put considerable thought and research into user experience and 
began to move towards a new era of consumer software and 
hardware. OS X was designed and marketed as the “Dream UI” for 
non-computer users and employed the use of animated feedback 
and streamlined file viewing to “enchant” people. This amazing 
leap forward for the User Interface also signified the beginning of 
modern icon design.

The icons in Mac OS X are semi-realistic with a thorough 
use of glossy effects and drop shadows. Helped by the new 
rendering size of 128 x 128 pixels and 8-bit transparency, the 
detail is significantly higher than in previous designs. Mac OS X 
also introduced new viewing guidelines, “sitting on a desk” for 
Application icons, “sitting on a shelf” for Utility Icons and “straight-
on” for Toolbar Icons. Although the interface has undergone some 
changes since the first Mac OS, the icons themselves have stayed 
close to the original guidelines.
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2001 Windows XP

The same year that Apple launched the revolutionary Mac OS 
X, Microsoft released Windows XP. Also bundled with a new 
interface and icons (unofficially named Luna), XP has a saturated 
color palette with icons rendered in a soft illustrative style that 
uses a single light source and subtle drop shadows. Windows 
XP adds support for 32-bit color (16.7 million colors plus alpha 
channel transparency) to the Microsoft icon library and allows for 
semitransparent areas like shadows, anti-aliasing or glass-like 
effects.

Produced in collaboration with design company, Icon Factory, the 
XP style took four months to develop with an additional 4 months 

Mac OS X and the new Aqua theme was unlike any icons that came before 

them. Detailed, glossy and “lickable” became the new benchmark for the 

Macintosh style.
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spent supervising the production of over 100 icons by Microsoft’s 
creative department8.

2005 Tango Desktop Project

An initiative of freedesktop.org, the Tango Desktop Project is 
focused on creating conventions and style guides for a consistent 
user experience across all open-source desktop environments. 
Founded by Jakub Steiner (then designer at Novell) and Steven 
Garrity (Part of the Mozilla Visual Identity Team), Tango was 
officially announced in October 2005 at the GNOME developers 
Summit in Boston, Massachusetts. Tango is maintained by a core 
group of user interface designers and has an open collaborative 
format that encourages volunteers to help with work on the 
project. Tango provides and maintains guidelines that detail the 
colors, perspective and visual balance of the Tango icons, a list 
of common metaphors and a standard icon naming specification. 

8    http://iconfactory.com/design/detail/windows_xp

Windows XP style icons created in conjunction with Icon Factory.

http://iconfactory.com/design/detail/windows_xp
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Tango icons are designed for multi-platform use and have a style 
that’s intentionally understated so that the icons don’t look out of 
place on Windows, Mac and Linux desktops. Steering away from 
the hyper-realistic style of Mac OS X and Windows 7, the Tango 
icon set is clearly rendered, easy to view at smaller scales and 
conveys precise meanings. A recent addition to the Tango design 
guidelines is the X-Large style icon. Based loosely on the 256px 
Windows Vista style icon (without the special gloss finishes), Tango 
warn against creating this variation as achieving a usable icon at 
this scale requires restraint and a good eye for design. Popular 
programs that use Tango style icons are web browser Mozilla 
Firefox, image manipulation program GIMP, word processor Open 
Office and desktop publishing program Scribus. The Tango icons 
were released as public domain in 2009. Learn more about the 
Tango Icon specifications in the "Popular Platforms – Guidelines 
and Style Tips" section of this book.

Tango icons demonstrate a style that is clear and easy to use.
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2008 KDE SC 4

KDE was brought to life with a simple Usenet post entitled 
“New Project: Kool Desktop Environment (KDE), Programmers 
Wanted!”, the rest is Desktop history. Founded in 1996, KDE is an 
international free software community best known for the Plasma 
Workspace. With a simple philosophy to create the best free 
desktop software, KDE has grown to hundreds of developers with 
major releases scheduled every six months.

In 2008, KDE launched KDE Software Compilation 4 which 
adopted a new user interface, widgets and icons designed as 
part of the Oxygen Project. The goal of the Oxygen project was to 
break with the cartoonish look of the icons in KDE 3.0 and move 
towards a more mature and modern user experience. This change 
in creative direction paid off and made KDE a true competitor to 
other desktop environments such as Mac OS and Windows. KDE 
was rewarded for their hard work in March 1999 when they were 
awarded ‘Software Innovation of the Year’ at the world’s largest IT 
tradeshow, CeBIT9. The true strength of the Oxygen Project is the 
guidelines and standards it has developed to assist developers in 
creating programs that effortlessly blend into the KDE Desktop.

Oxygen Icons are created using the open-source vector editor 
Inkscape and are exported in the open standard Scalable Vector 
Graphic (SVG) format. SVG icons are rendered by the software to 
display as bitmaps and are resolution independent which make 
them a popular choice of format for mobile devices. The style of 
the Oxygen icons is based on the notion that each icon category 
- such as Toolbar, Application or System icons - should have 
subtle design differences to improve identification. Oxygen also 
adopts two color sets, Normal and Vibrant. The Normal set is for 
document icons, system applications and actions. The Vibrant set 
is for Application and Toolbar icons. The use of two color sets is to 

9    http://www.kde.com/announcements/ZD-Innov-CeBIT99.php

http://www.kde.com/announcements/ZD-Innov-CeBIT99.php
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focus users’ attention and subliminally link the appearance of the 
icons to the tasks they represent. The Toolbar icons are rendered 
in a “shelf” view, but in a slight variation from Microsoft and Apple, 
the designs float a few pixels above a soft drop shadow.

Oxygen icons are made as SVG images with transparency and embedded 

bitmaps to create high quality and scalable designs.
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2007 Windows Vista

Windows Vista was the first incarnation of the Aero theme 
(later refreshed for Windows 7 in 2009) and was a complete 
transformation of the Windows desktop environment. Using the 
Desktop Window Manager (DWM) and video memory, Windows 
Vista is able to render visual effects such as the Aero style glass 
UI elements and 3D window transitions. To accommodate the 
expanding market in high resolution display devices, Vista has 
added support for 256×256 pixel icons. Vista icons move away 
from the stylized look of Windows XP and take on a semi-realistic 
style that is similar to Mac OS X. Windows 7 was released in 2009 
as a better version of Windows Vista which had drawn criticism 
for its User Account Control that restricted user experience with 
numerous alert boxes and dialogues regarding security of the PC.

Icon Factory was again asked to contribute to the design and 
styling of the Windows icons, this time for Windows Vista. It took 
two years of design proposals before Icon Factory produced a 
prototype of the Aero icon that was in line with the vision Microsoft 
had for the Vista interface. Once the design choice was made and 
documented it was passed onto Microsoft’s design team who 
completed the remainder of the icon suite. With the style already 
planned out, the Microsoft design team made additional tweaks 
and edits to the Aero icon set for the release of Windows 7. The 
major difference between Windows Vista and 7 is the direction 
the icons are facing. There’s no official documentation on the 
change, but many members of the UI design community were left 
pondering why the change was made.
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2011 GNOME 3.00

GNOME is an open-source desktop environment that was started 
as an offshoot of KDE in 1997. The first major release of GNOME 
was in 1999. GNOME 2.0 (2002) implemented the Tango icon 
specifications and the GNOME Human Interface Guidelines to 
create a consistent design for programs and interface elements 
built for GNOME. The GNOME icons have a style based around 

The Aero theme was created to provide an elegant and professional user 

experience for Windows Vista and 7.
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a palette of 32 colors with two perspectives, “Table” for desktop 
icons and “Shelf” for Toolbar icons. GNOME 2.4 (2003) added 
accessibility support with icon themes made for users with visual 
disabilities. The Accessible icon themes are Large, Low Contrast 
(which is set programmatically), High Contrast and Inverted High 
Contrast.

GNOME 3 was launched in 2011 and was a move away from the 
traditional desktop environment. GNOME 3 has an interface based 
on a technology called GNOME Shell which uses an application 
dock and search functionality to locate programs and processes 
rather than nested folder structures and desktop icons. A move 
forward in user experience, GNOME 3 has streamlined the UI 
to take advantage of touch screen technologies and deliver an 
unobtrusive interface that’s easy to use. The icons in GNOME 3 
follow the same color and perspective guides as in GNOME 2, but 
include slightly more realism so that the large scale icons remain 
professional in their appearance.

Application icons had to be designed with more detail than previous 

versions to take full advantage of the application launcher in GNOME 3.
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2011 Ubuntu 11.04

Sponsored by London based company Canonical, Ubuntu is one 
of the most popular Operating Systems for Linux with over 40% 
of the market share10. Ubuntu is open-source and free to use with 
development funded by a technical support program called Ubuntu 
Advantage. As a relative newcomer to the OS space, the first 
version of Ubuntu was released in 2004, since that time there has 
been two updates of Ubuntu per year. In 2006 Ubuntu 6.06 saw 
the implementation of the Tango icon guidelines which unified the 
UI and gave Ubuntu an improved user experience. A new desktop 
theme, style guide and logo were designed for Ubuntu 10.4 in 2009 
inspired by the idea of “Light”11.

In a controversial move that caused ripples throughout the open-
source community, Canonical broke away from the default desktop 
environment of GNOME in 2011. Merging Ubuntu with Ubuntu 
Netbook Edition Canonical used its own “Unity” desktop as the 
default desktop environment for Ubuntu 11.04. Unity is designed 
and maintained by the Ubuntu user experience group, Ayatana. 
Unity replaces the GNOME desktop metaphor with a full screen 
application launcher and file manager that is more representative 
of tablet and touch screen computer interfaces. The Launcher is 
static and situated at the right side of the desktop to facilitate wide 
screen displays and shows application icons against a square 
background in a matching color. While the icons still adhere to 
the Tango guidelines, the colors saturated and are paired with the 
orange and purple of the Ubuntu branding.

In a press release by Canonical on June 2nd 2011, three months 
after Ubuntu and Ubuntu Desktop were merged into Ubuntu 

10    statowl.com – “Operating System Version Usage” Dec ‘10 - May ‘11
11    https://wiki.ubuntu.com/Brand#Light:%20Ubuntu%20is%20, 

Lightware: A Fresh Look for Ubuntu, Ubuntu Wiki 2009

http://statowl.com/operating_system_market_share_by_os_version.php?1=1&timeframe=last_6&interval=month&chart_id=4&fltr_br=&fltr_os=&fltr_se=&fltr_cn=&limit%5B%5D=linux
https://wiki.ubuntu.com/Brand#Light: Ubuntu is 
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version 11.04, it was announced that Ubuntu would be pre-loaded 
on the ASUS Eee PC series of Notebook computers.

Conclusions

Styles Come and Go, Great Design Will Last a 
Lifetime

Icon design has come a long way, but in some respects it has also 
stayed the same. The folder icon, which has been around for over 

The icons from Ubuntu’s Unity desktop match the Ubuntu identity and are 

suited to high resolution displays.
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30 years, appears in countless GUIs and has been rendered in 
many different styles, but you will notice that it has rarely changed 
for a different metaphor. The Amiga Workbench swapped the 
folder for a drawer but this didn’t see an industry wide change 
to the drawer as a standard design. So what makes the folder so 
successful? The answer lies in the way it communicates a meaning. 
There is a clear use for a folder, it is universally recognized, it can 
be drawn by almost anyone and has just one function.

Technology Shapes the Way People Work

In the latter half of the timeline we see that GUIs such as Ubuntu 
and Gnome are moving towards a look that’s uncluttered and 
inspired by touch-screen technology. The square style icons and 
dock-like menus are reminiscent of the Apple iPhone and iPad. 
What could be taken from this is that the rapidly growing market 
for these devices is shaping the way consumers expect to navigate 
programs and applications. It may also be a reflection of the kind 
of designs to be expected in the future.

In any style, the folder icon is easy to recognize and understand.
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In fact Mac OS X Lion, the most recent Macintosh Operating 
system, has integrated touchpad interactivity with the traditional 
desktop interface and early trade previews of Windows 8 reflect the 
same kind of changes with Microsoft. Windows 8 will dramatically 
change the Windows user experience with a dashboard style 
interface with integration for touch screen desktop monitors. 
Thankfully Windows 8 will ship with the choice of either the new 
“touch friendly” interface or the Windows 7 style desktop GUI, but 
this is definitely a trend icon designers should be watching for the 
future. With major players in the OS space moving towards a single 
user experience it isn’t too far-fetched to theorize that desktop 
interfaces will change to look more like mobile interfaces in the 
future. Along with these changes, advances in viewing technology 
are driving the maximum scale of icon designs skyward. The Apple 
Macintosh line of desktop computers is rumored to have iPhone 
style retina display technology. With this change, OS x Lion has a 
maximum icon scale of a massive 1024 x 1024px scale.

With touchpads becoming common in the marketplace, explaining how 

to perform complicated actions is made clear with the use of icons. 

Illustrations provided by GestureWorks.

http://gestureworks.com/
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Consistency is Key to a Good User Experience

Users like consistency, take Apple for example. You know that if 
you purchase an Apple product, it will behave in the same way 
other Apple products behave. You know that you will see the same 
visual language used on iPhones, iPads and Mac computers; 
even the Apple website uses the same visual language. All of 
these items have been styled to work together as a single user 
experience. Apple goes to great lengths to bring the user a 
seamless working environment that - even on different devices 
- will only have to be learned once. The secret to this is not 
to keep the interface exactly the same, but to guide the user 
through familiar landmarks (or in our case icons). So another 
lesson we can learn is that visual consistency is best achieved 
in subtle ways. We can use the same icon style and approximate 
location across platforms while changing the dimensions of the 
interface to compliment the device it’s on. The strength of icons as 
communication really shines in this respect. A user will know the 
approximate area of a screen to locate an icon, once the design 
has caught their attention they will immediately remember its 
function. Because icons will need to be viewed on many different 
screens in many different sizes, it is also possible to conclude that 
the number of sizes required for a single icon will increase, this is 
something we’re already seeing with the dynamic icon scaling in 
Windows 7 and the high resolution icons required for the Apple 
retina display.

It's best practice to have the same user experience for devices running 

the same program or operating system.
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Innovation is a Double Edged Sword

Innovation will get you noticed, but sometimes for the wrong 
reasons. If we look back at the BeOS icons, their playful use 
of colors and metaphor is definitely pleasing to the eye, but it 
has also caused some of the meanings to be confusing. If you 
plan to make a set of icons that has an unusual theme or new 
styles of metaphor, be prepared to test them extensively before 
implementation. Sometimes what is clear and easy to understand 
to a designer can be extremely confusing to the target audience. 
Innovation shouldn’t necessarily be avoided; without innovation we 
wouldn’t have the shiny hyper-realistic style of icons that we have 
today. Just be prepared to invest additional time in user testing and 
planning if you want to make a new style work.

BeOS icons are examples of creative metaphors, but sometimes the 

meaning can be hard to recognize.
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Design Guidelines

Icon Basics
An icon is a visual representation of a function or action within a 
graphical user interface (GUI). Icons are commonly used as a visual 
marker so people of any skill level can easily familiarize themselves 
with a computer program or operating system. A successful icon 
has a heavy focus on concept over aesthetic and should quickly 
and clearly communicate its purpose.

If you take a closer look at icons throughout history you will notice 
that over time a visual language has evolved. Unsuccessful icons 
have fallen by the wayside, while successful icons such as the 
Trash can, have become irreplaceable in our vocabulary.

The bomb was used as a symbol for system errors within the classic 

Macintosh and Atari TOS operating systems. Modern systems use the 

universally recognized symbol for alert, which still conveys the nature of 

the error but in a more precise and less alarming way.
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Now we know the rather dry description of what an icon is, but this 
is just the core theory, icon design is so much more than effective 
communication, it’s about user experience.

I first fell in love with icons back in primary school, it was 1992 and 
my class had been gifted a brand new Apple Macintosh Classic 
II. I already had exposure to computing with a DOS based PC at 
home, but this new computer had something I had never seen 
before, a Graphical User Interface (GUI). Everyone wanted to have 
a go at the new Apple, but first we had to complete a quick tutorial 
on how to use the mouse and “all new” GUI to earn our “computer 
privilege.”

I don’t really remember much from the actual computer itself, 
nor do I remember the programs I used on it (I think one was a 
crossword generator?) but what I do remember is the Trash icon.

Growing up in Australia I only knew of the word “trash” being used 
on American television shows (here we use “rubbish”) so without 
any real association with the name, the trash can was unique. 
The simple act of deleting files was a joy. I loved the way the icon 
changed state when the trash was full and how fun it was to drag 
“paper” across the virtual desktop. From that day on I was hooked 
on GUI.

The lesson to be learned from my experience is that an exceptional 
concept will outlast any rendering style and engaging the user will 
help them remember the action for future use. The human brain 
can remember many more symbols than words, so not only will a 
good icon instruct new users it will also help regular users work 
quickly and efficiently.
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What Makes a Good Icon?
There are three things which make for a good icon:

1. An icon must be universally recognized

2. Icons must be clear and concise

3. Icon design must adhere to platform guidelines

Icons can be compared to cars (no really they can!). A flashy 
looking hot-rod will turn a few heads, but when it comes down to it, 
most people need a reliable “point A to B” vehicle. We don’t want 
a world without hot-rods, I for one love them, but it’s important 
to know what’s appropriate for your situation. In contrast, an icon 
with an excellent construction and bad rendering will mostly be 
met with a negative response (It’s ugly, I don’t want to use it, etc.). 
Now that I have you thinking about cars, let’s kick into full gear, 
cruise the Autobahn of design guidelines and leave the “clunkers” 
choking on our dust.

1. An Icon Must be Universally Recognized

Icons improve user productivity and are generally understood 
faster than text. With over a billion personal computers worldwide 
— and mobile devices are predicted to overshadow this number in 
the future — it’s important for software developers to appeal to a 
global audience. If an icon is based around an object or metaphor 
that only appeals to a small section of the community it will 
frustrate more people than it helps. On a larger scale, what may be 
recognized in one country may not be recognized in another.

A popular example is the Toolbar icon for email. We all know that 
email is commonly represented by an envelope, but why when you 
could also use a postbox? The answer is cultural context. You will 
find postboxes all around the globe, but what you may not know is 
that the design of a postbox is completely different depending on 
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its location, the class of mail it’s for and even the postal service it’s 
associated with. The universal recognition of envelopes (especially 
air mail) makes them a better symbol for email.

Another key to universal recognition is historical context. Think 
about the light bulb icon. Not many households have the old 
incandescent screw bottom light bulb anymore, instead they have 
eco-friendly fluorescent tubes. Each has the same purpose – to 
create light – but when they’re used as icons, the incandescent 
light represents an idea and the fluorescent one shows 
environmental responsibility.

Envelopes are a better symbol for email than a mailbox because mailbox 

design varies between mail services. Envelopes are universal.

The light bulb is a common symbol to use for ideas, but the fluorescent 

light is a popular symbol for eco-friendly electricity.
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The final consideration is familiarity. 
Popular icons such as the pen, pencil, 
folder and writing desk have very little 
to do with computers, let alone the 
modern working environment. When 
icons represent tools, the most basic 
representation is often the best. Older 
items make great icon designs as they 
are the most universally recognized 
and have a single basic use. You would 
be hard pressed to find a person who 
doesn’t know what a pencil is, and 
what it is used for. But if you replace 
that basic pencil with a mechanical version, there’s a chance that 
its use won’t be apparent. Pencils make lines, paint brushes make 
thicker lines and special finishes, erasers erase and so on.

There are some instances where the rules change. One such 
example is items that serve many functions, such as a drafting 
compass. A drafting compass is traditionally linked to navigation 
and maps, but if you were to use one for a Circle tool you would be 
confusing the user. This is because the tool itself performs many 
different functions.

Toolbar icons need to 
represent the function to 
which people would most 
identify with. Think of 
designing icons as a game 
of Pictionary...how would 
you win the game?

A drafting compass draws circles, but used as an icon for drawing it can 

be confusing. A picture of a circle is straight to the point and has a single 

function. In some cases, simple is best.
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2. Icons Must be Clear and Concise

Icons need to be recognized at all scales and in all contexts. Many 
icons appear in locations that you may not think of, such as in error 
dialogues, installers, and file browsers. This causes icons from 
varying programs to show alongside each other. If your designs are 
similar to ones that exist within the operating system you run the 
risk of leading people to think that the error or file structure is part 
of the OS and not the software that’s in use.

To avoid a lengthy revision process, at the beginning of a project 
break the icons down into categories such as system, interface 
and application, then sketch out everything as a set. As you 
sketch, refine each design so it’s unique and clearly communicates 
the function without complex metaphors. Keep the elements to 
a minimum and don’t use the same (or similar) design for two 
different functions.

To make an icon clear and concise, avoid adding text, small details 
and too many elements. Depending on the operating system and 
device, the scale of an icon can range from 16px to 512px (with 
rumors at the time of printing of a massive 1024px for Retina 
Display Apple devices), so there are many things to consider during 
the development process. A useful tip to remember is that you 

To make great icon sets, sketch out the designs before you begin to 

render them.
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can slightly alter the rendering style of an icon to suit the scale. By 
keeping the colors consistent, your icon set will still look unified 
with style tweaks to each size. In the figure below you will notice 
that the large icon is detailed and glossy and the smallest scale is 

simple with no effects.

It’s important to craft each icon to be as clear as possible. A large 512px 

icon will need to gradually lose details as the sizes get smaller, scaling a 

detailed image will result in a blurry icon with muddy colors.
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3. Icon Design Must Adhere to Platform 
Guidelines

Once an operating system or program establishes a visual 
language it’s unlikely to change. Imagine if the Trash icon was 
suddenly replaced with a garbage truck? After a brief moment you 
may realize what it’s for, but the change will cause some confusion 
and possibly lead to frustration. Regular Mac users may be 
especially confused as there’s already a popular truck icon used 
for Transmit by software developer Panic. It’s for this reason that, 
although the rendering of icons has changed over the years, the 
core design concepts remain the same.

Apple, Microsoft, Tango and Android have specific design guides 
(you will find web links in the "Appendix: Resources" section of this 
book). Guidelines help manage the countless number of designers 
working on icons and elements for their specific platform. The aim 
of the guidelines is to help designers and software developers 
create interface elements and icons that seamlessly integrate with 
the workspace. If a program is ported for multiple platforms it’s 
common to see subtle differences between each version.

Changing popular icon designs should be done with caution. A garbage 

truck could stand for trash but the change would confuse your audience.
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Apple vs Microsoft Icons

While the aesthetic of Apple and Microsoft may be second nature 
to many, there are a number of subtle differences between icon 
versions. For example, it’s common knowledge that Windows 
icons have soft tones with plenty of blue shades, but what you 
may not know is that Windows 7 icons face to the left where, as 
we mentioned earlier, the icons in Windows Vista point to the right. 
With a small change like that, it’s tempting to ignore the guidelines, 
but once your icon is part of a larger set the difference in design 
will stand out significantly.

Modern icons are used in a variety of contexts, including computer 
software, smartphones, web sites and games. With so many styles 
there’s a variety of specifications to keep in mind. Below you will 

Using a consistent color palette and viewing angle is a good way to create 

a coherent and pleasing set of icons. Icons by webiconset.com.

http://webiconset.com
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find a breakdown of the icon sizes and specifications for each 
popular platform. Use this as a quick reference, but remember that 
icon specs can quickly go out of date, so always refer to the online 
style guides for further information.
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File Formats and 
Terminology
A good knowledge of file formats and icon specifications is key 
to successful icon design. Before beginning an icon or icon set, 
you should be familiar with the format(s) required for your project. 
Knowing the format will help you determine which programs are 
needed to create your design and how many sizes you will need to 
create your icons in.

.ICO

Platform: 
Windows, Web Browsers

Programs: 
Axialis Icon Workshop, Microangelo

The .ICO file format is a file format for icons used in Microsoft 
Windows. .ICO files contain one or more images at multiple sizes 
and color depths. You can use programs such as Axialis Icon 
Workshop and Microangelo to save images in the .ICO file format. 
When making an .ICO file for the Windows platform, be sure to 
read the icons specifications (included in the "Popular Platforms 
– Guidelines and Style Tips" section of this book) to get a better 
understanding of the sizes and color spaces required for viewing 
on the versions of Windows the icons is intended to be used with.

Some technical knowledge is useful to have when making an icon 
file, as you may come across some quirks when viewing them 
across operating systems. For example, Windows 2000 has a small 
quirk where it doesn’t support more than 10 images embedded 
in a single .ICO file, where Vista has a requirement for more and a 
compressed PNG for the 256px icon.
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These days it’s unlikely that your icons will be required to be seen 
on old operating systems, but it is always good to check. The .ICO 
image format can also be used with programs such as Mozilla 
Firefox.

.ICNS

Platform: 
Macintosh

Programs: 
Axialis Icon Workshop, Icon Builder

.ICNS is the icon format used for Mac OS icons. Like the .ICO file 
format, the .ICNS format contains one or more images at multiple 
sizes and color depths. .ICNS can be made using a program such 
as Axialis Icon Workshop or the Icon Factories Adobe Photoshop/
Fireworks plug-in, IconBuilder. When making an .ICNS files, be 
sure to read the Macintosh Human Interface Guidelines and the 

An example of the sizes that are used to make an .ICO file.
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Mac OS icon specifications (included in the "Popular Platforms 
– Guidelines and Style Tips" section of this book) to get a better 
understanding of the sizes and color spaces required.

.PNG

Platform: 
Web browsers, Software development kits.

Programs: 
All Graphics Software

.PNG stands for Portable Network Graphics and is a bitmapped 
image format with lossless data compression. Lossless data 
compression allows a compressed .PNG image to view and print 
exactly the way it was produced without the data loss that happens 
with image formats such as JPEGS. .PNG is a common image 
format for icons used in computer programs or for websites. The 
.PNG image format can also be used in all modern web browsers 
as Favicon bookmarking icons.

.BMP

Platform: 
Web, Pre Windows Vista OS

Programs: 
All Graphics Software

.BMP or Bitmap Image File is a graphics file that stores image 
data independently of the display device. The .BMP file format 
can store both monochrome and color formats in various depths 
with optional data compression, alpha channels, and color 
profiles. The .BMP image format was used in older Graphical User 
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Interfaces, such as Windows 95, to render Toolbar icons with alpha 
transparency.

.GIF

Platform: 
Web

Programs: 
All Graphics Software

.GIF is short for Graphics Interchange Format. .GIF files are bitmap 
image files that can be compressed but only support up to 256 

Transparent BMP files are made from 4 channels, Red, Green, Blue, 

Alpha.
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colors which make them ideal for logos and graphics, but not 
photographs. The .GIF file format can also be animated, which has 
made it a popular format for animated banner ads and emoticons.

Unlike PNG and BMP images, GIF transparency is “binary” (off or 
on) and cannot support partial transparency. Transparent areas 
in a GIF are made from 100% transparent pixels. To avoid sharp 
lines around the outside of a Transparent GIF you can set a “matte 
color”, which is a halo of color that blends with the outline of the 
object and creates the illusion of gradual transparency against 
a background. In the figure below you will see how the line of 
the mountains and sun have an outline in the same color as the 
background image. The matte has been set to white so it creates 
a pleasing result against white and light colored backgrounds. If 
the matte was black you would see a dark jagged halo around the 
outside of the image.

If you’re saving a transparent GIF, make sure you chose a suitable “matte” 

color so the outline will blend into the background you intend it show it 

against.
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.SVG

Platform: 
Linux OS, Web, Mobile OS

Programs: 
Inkscape, Adobe Illustrator

Scalable Vector Graphics (SVG) is an XML based vector graphic 
format that can be static, animated or interactive. SVG is an open 
standard, similar to the Adobe Flash format, that has been in 
development by W3C since 1999. Desktop environments such as 
GNOME and KDE use .SVG icons as they are scalable, can be 
viewed and printed at any resolution and contain meta information 
that makes them searchable. An offshoot of .SVG is SVG formats 
for mobile phones, such as SVG Tiny (SVGT) and SVG Basic 
(SVGB), which is a simplified version of the .SVG format. Phones 
that support the use of SVG icons are the Sony Ericsson K700 
series, Nokia S60 series, Motorola, Samsung, LG, Siemens and 
BenQ. It’s possible to make .SVG graphics by writing XML into 
a text editor, but for precise rendering, it’s much easier to use 
graphics software. Inkscape, Xara Xtreme and Adobe Illustrator all 
export vector graphics to the .SVG format.

When creating .SVG icons, it’s good to note that Inkscape has the 
most universal support for the format, where Adobe Illustrator may 
cause some compatibility problems. A known issue with Adobe 
Illustrator and the .SVG format is the option to embed an.AI file 
within a .SVG to make it easier to open and edit at a later date; 
one problem with this is cross compatibility with other vector 
editors such as Inkscape. Often, an Adobe Illustrator SVG that 
has been edited in Inkscape will not record the changes properly. 
This issue is caused by the way that Illustrator handles .SVG files. 
When an SVG file is exported from Illustrator it will create a file 
containing both valid SVG code and the .AI source code. The dual 
file is used for easier editing and rendering by Illustrator and other 
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Adobe Software packages after the file is saved. Because of the 
dual format, when the file is opened in Inkscape, the image can 
be edited, but the SVG portion of the file is changed, leaving the 
.AI portion untouched. When the edited file is opened in Illustrator 
once more, the .AI portion of the file is opened and the edits made 
in Inscape cannot be seen. If you’re using Inkscape and have been 
given an Illustrator SVG to edit, one workaround for this issue is to 
open the XML editor in Inkscape and remove all non SVG elements 
(everything without the svg: prefix). A much easier fix is when 
exporting an .SVG file from Adobe Illustrator, uncheck the options 
“Preserve Adobe Illustrator Editing” and “Optimize for Adobe SVG 
Viewer” in the “Save File” dialogue box.

ICL - Icon Library

Platform: 
Windows OS

Programs: 
Axialis Icon Workshop, Microangelo Toolset 
6.0, IconCool Manager, StarDock Icon 
Packager

The .ICL format, known as a Windows Icon Library file, is a format 
used to package multiple Windows icons (.ICO) into a single file, 
and can be used to replace default icons within the Windows 
operating system. An .ICL file can be used to replace common 
Windows interface icons such as folders, desktop shortcuts and 
default documents.

To implement icons from an .ICL file, go to the properties dialogue 
of the icon you would like to change and chose “Change Icon” 
from the options. You can then navigate to the .ICL you want to use 
and view the icons stored within. Once you find an icon you would 
like to use, select it and click OK. Icon Libraries are extremely 
useful if you want to distribute a set of replacement icons for the 
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Windows OS. You can export .ICL files from programs such as 
Axialis Icon Workshop and IconCool Manager. Microangelo Toolset 
6.0 Icon Manager and StarDock Icon Packager can extract icons 
from .ICL files for editing and can be used to replace default icons 
in Windows versions XP, Vista and 7.

iContainer

Platform: 
Mac OS

Programs: 
Panic CandyBar

Similar to the .ICL format, iContainers are collections of icons and 
dock styles saved into a single file for storing and distribution. 
Native to the Macintosh OS, iContainers have the added ability to 
be searched and indexed. Primarily used with Panic Software’s 
CandyBar, iContainers can be opened by third party software 
such as Axialis Icon Workshop but cannot edited or exported. 
CandyBar is a particularly useful program to use with iContainers 
as it has added features like the ability to change metadata, assign 
icons to specific programs and include copyright information.

Image Strip

Platform: 
Software Development Kits (SDKs)

Programs: 
Axialis Icon Workshop, Adobe Photoshop, 
GIMP

Image strips are used to populate Toolbars and menus 
with graphical assets. Image Strips are used with Software 
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Development Kits and act like a sprite with the program calling a 
particular location on the image when it needs to load an icon. File 
formats for Image Strips are commonly BMPs with an RGB/A color 
space. Modern Software Development Kits support the use of PNG 
with Alpha Transparency. Loading icons via an image strip is ideal 
because a single file will hold many icon images but has a smaller 
file size than multiple.ico or .icn files of the same assets.

Image strips will typically be one image strip per menu arranged in 
order of appearance or state divided into size. So a save menu may 
have four icons side by side with two versions of the menu, one in 
32px format and another in a 16px format. Each format and color 
space that is required by the program needs to have an image strip 
assigned to it.

For the icons to render properly on the Toolbar, image strips should 

always start at position 0 and align the icons properly with drop shadows 

of the same intensity and distance. Icons by Liam McKay.
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Favicon

Platform:  
Web Browsers

Programs:  
All graphics Software

Also known as shortcut icons or website icons, Favicons are 
used by web browsers alongside bookmarks, address bars and 
document tabs. When designing Favicons, be sure to select a 
symbol or element rather than a logo or complicated image as 
Favicons are often viewed at 16px square and need to be crisp and 
clear for good usability. Although the format for a Favicon can be 
PNG, ICO, SVG, JPG or GIF, additional information about browser 
support is beneficial when choosing a particular file format.

A quick guide to browser support: the .ICO format is the most 
universally supported file type, closely followed by .PNG. SVG is 
a particularly useful format due to its ability to scale, but is only 
supported by Opera version 9.6 and above.

Favicons need to be simplified versions of the logo or symbol for the 

website for clear rendering, in the example you will see the Video Hive 

Logo next to the Video Hive Favicon Design. Notice how the detail is taken 

away but the essence of the logo is still very clear.
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Icon Categories and 
Conventions
It’s an exciting time to be an icon designer. We have an explosion 
of mobile devices, third party software being developed around 
the globe and display technology that allows it all to be seen 
on amazingly crisp and colorful screens. In this chapter we will 
explore the different varieties of icons and best practices for their 
concepts, rendering and output.

Application Icons
Application icons are used to launch a program or utility and 
appear in various locations within an operating system. Depending 
on the platform, they can range in size from 16 pixels to a massive 
1024 pixels square.

Icons by Joker2011.

http://joker2011.deviantart.com/


Icon Categories and Conventions63

Design Tips

Often designed to reflect a logo or identity, application icons may 
also represent the function of the software — such as a camera for 
a photo editor or pencil and paper for a note taking application — 
and sometimes form a collection of programs, such as Microsoft 
Office or the Adobe Suite.

Modern application icons are designed to create a positive 
emotional response through the use of hyper realistic illustration 
and clever eye catching designs. Like the brightly colored icing 
on a delicious cake, this is where you will see icons at their best. 
An example is the amazing application icons made for Mac. 
While following the design guidelines set out by Apple, third party 
developers for the Macintosh platform take the guidelines to make 
realistic looking icons and turbo-charge it. You can find some of 
these designers on websites such as dribbble.com and deviantart.
com, which are both excellent places to seek out leaders in the art 
of icon design.

When designing application icons for a particular platform, you will 
need to seek out a developers guide. Apple and Microsoft both 
have online guides available that outline the style and context in 
which icons should be constructed for each platform. Although 
similar in appearance, Microsoft and Apple’s icons have subtle 
differences, such as color palette and lighting effects, which 
should be observed.

Document, Settings and Plug-ins
Document, settings and plug-in icons are traditionally based 
around the application icon design to help identify a setting as 
belonging to a particular program when viewed in the file browser. 
Typically used in word processing and graphics programs, the 
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most notable examples of this style of icon would be the page icon 
for a.doc file and the building brick icon of a plug-in.

Design Tips

Document, settings and plug-in icons should be simple and have 
some consideration for the application or operating system they 
will be used in conjunction with. Modern operating systems, such 
as Windows 7 and Mac OS X can sometimes change these icons 
by using default system icons in conjunction with overlays from the 
target program. Because this style of icon is often dictated more 
by the OS than the program itself, it’s always best to check the 
specifications for the icons before you design anything that may 
overcrowd the icon.

Icons from the Crystal Interaction Design project.

http://everaldo.com/crystal/
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Alerts
Alert icons are used in conjunction with user feedback such as 
errors, warnings or information dialogues. An example of alert 
icons are the white “x” on a red circle for important warning, the 
black exclamation mark on a yellow triangle for alert and the white 
question mark on a blue circle for help/information. These icons 
are based around universally recognized symbols that you would 
also see used on maps and signage.

Design Tips

Alert icons shouldn’t be altered from their traditional designs as 
you may run the risk of confusing the end user. You should always 
conform to communication standards, such as red for important 
warning, yellow for alert, blue for information and green for accept. 
Because alert icons accompany important feedback for the user, 

Icons downloaded from sorrowfloats.deviantart.com/art/dialog-

icons-116913809.

http://sorrowfloats.deviantart.com/art/dialog-icons-116913809
http://sorrowfloats.deviantart.com/art/dialog-icons-116913809
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an unconventional design may hinder the user experience and 
cause confusion. To assist in user accessibility, alert icons should 
always be a combination of a bright color and a high contrast 
symbol.

Toolbar Icons
Toolbar icons form the basis of a user interface and highlight the 
main functions of a software package. Some sets can contain 
hundreds of individual icons, and while you may not immediately 
notice each design, you will find that they appear in numerous 
menus, pop-out palettes and dialogues. Toolbar icons are usually 
16 pixels and 32 pixels square, but with the addition of high 
resolution monitors, they may be required at larger scales.

Ryan Putnam: Vector Mill WeeCons & Root Icon Set 
rypearts.com | vectormill.com | dribbble.com/RypeArts

http://rypearts.com/
http://vectormill.com/
http://dribbble.com/RypeArts
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“ Hi, I’m Ryan Putnam, the owner, designer, and illustrator 
of Rype Arts, a design studio specializing in brand design 
and illustration. In addition, I run VectorMill.com, an online 
shop selling quality vector resources and Vectips.com, a 
popular blog dedicated to Adobe Illustrator tips, techniques 
and tutorials. ” 

“ I created the Vector Mill Root Icon Set and WeeCons 
to look pixel perfect but retain the benefits of vector art. I 
wanted to keep the set visually bright and inviting for use on 
websites and interfaces. ”
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Design Tips

When designing Toolbar icons it’s best to make a list of the icons 
needed before you begin to design. Once you start to sketch, 
be sure that designs intended to be viewed next to each other 
complement the overall design of the Toolbar, have a similar use 
of color, and don’t sit too high or low in the menu or dialogue. 
Toolbar icons need to be in a clear style that can be viewed easily 
and shouldn’t have too many textures and effects added. Because 
Toolbar icons are used in conjunction with a tool or process 
they need to have a clear meaning with universally recognized 
metaphors. An excellent example of effective Toolbar icon design 
is the Tango icon set.

Smartphones & Tablet Devices
Smartphone and tablet device icons take many forms and are 
seen on a variety of screen sizes. While they may all have different 
styles, they all need to be designed with legibility and scale in 
mind. The biggest market for smartphone and tablet icons is the 
Mac iOS and Android -type icons. Because both iOS and Android 
are open to third party development, the number of designers 
required to make these style of icons completely overshadows 
other mobile icon formats.

iOS and Android icons are different to regular computer icons 
for a number of reasons, one being the competition in the 
marketplace. There are literally thousands of applications available 
for smartphone devices, all of which are in competition with one 
another. You will notice that the competition has largely driven 
design styles for these platforms as an application that looks good 
will gain a higher number of purchases than one that doesn’t. 
Launcher icons for mobile devices are bright and clearly represent 
the application they’re intended for, they should stand out on both 
bright and dark backgrounds and have a design that is memorable. 
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Because these icons serve a dual purpose as both a launcher 
icon and as a thumbnail on the Android Market or App Store, the 
launcher icon needs to show the kind of program it represents. The 
use of logos is discouraged in this style of icon because they often 
don’t convey the purpose of the application and it can be difficult 
to make a logo fit nicely into the icon space.

A good example is the game Fruit Ninja, it clearly shows what you 
can expect from the game: a sword slicing a piece of fruit, and 
does it in an art style that is highly stylized, has rich colors and just 
enough detail to make it visually appealing without complicating 
the smaller scale icon. Once familiar with the Fruit Ninja icon, 
users can be shown the same image without a text description 
and know exactly what it is. While the Fruit Ninja game has more 
than just watermelons to slice, the use of the watermelon for the 
icons is particularly good design choice. A watermelon has more 
than one color, it conjures up thoughts of juicy, squishy fruit, it’s 
large enough to look good with the sword image and is recognized 
globally. When designing icons for mobile applications, spend 
some time using the app, talk with the developers to get a full 
understanding of the way it works and its target audience. Look 
at the major competition and think of ways you can make your 
icon stand out more than theirs, and don’t be afraid to add a bit 
of personality to the icon. A seemingly small thing like the color 
choice or expression on a character can make all the difference 
when people are quickly browsing a marketplace.

Round Theme Icons by iKon, continued on next page.

http://kon.deviantart.com/
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Design Tips

Okay, we already know that mobile icons are complicated because 
of their dual purpose as branding and interface element. So let’s 
delve further into some design tips and begin with a comparison.

Think of online marketplaces as supermarkets. Now think of the 
customer base. Some people know exactly what they’re looking 
for, find it, purchase it and leave the store. A larger proportion of 
the customers will know the kind of product they want but not the 
brand. These customers will pick things up that are interesting and 
have a closer look. Finally there’s the people who are in a hurry and 
rely on first impressions to make impulse buys. How would you 
design an icon to get their attention?

With launcher icons it’s okay to market to a particular kind of 
customer, after all, not all applications are intended for all users. 
For example, if you’re selling an app for the casual gaming 
market, you may consider using a character with lots of color and 
expression. If you were selling a time tracking application for busy 
business people, you may render a designer stop-watch that looks 
expensive and efficient. The subliminal associations with each icon 
style will speak volumes to the customer about the kind of user 
experience they’re looking for. Remember, a launcher icon is the 
first thing people will see on a product listing before the star rating 
and screenshots – make that split second count and use your icon 
to say as much as you can, in a simple, eye catching and stylistic 
way.
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The high resolution screens of modern mobile devices versus 
the small scale at which the icons are viewed at is an interesting 
juxtaposition between the detail that can be seen and the detail 
that can be added. This is where your good taste as a design 
will come into play.  Icons for mobile devices are a relatively new 
addition to the world of icon design and conform to the same 
constraints of a small viewing area. Depending on the device 
you’re designing for, it’s likely that you will need to make icons in 
either .SVG (for some mobile phones and Linux-based netbooks) 
or .PNG (commonly used for touch screen devices such as iPod or 
iPad) format.

Contrary to popular belief, the corners and shine of iOS icons are 
not applied to the design, instead they are dynamically added by 
the operating system.

I-Kid icons by “kidaubis”.

http://www.kidcomic.net/


Icon Categories and Conventions72

Web-based Interfaces and Sites
Web-based icons can be found in many contexts, including cloud 
applications, dashboards and social book-marking. While these 
icons still need to be clear and easy to understand, the design 
style is open.

In the case of social networking icons, a little bit of creativity 
can go a long way. The great thing about social icons is that the 
designs are widely recognized and can be rendered in many 
different styles without losing their meaning.

Stampaxx: A free social media stamp collection to brand 
your work by Thomas and Mike 
 

“ Stampaxx is a personal project. I (Thomas) made the 
holding page for Mike, and for that design I made the first 
stamp, which was the Twitter one. After posting a snapshot 
to Dribbble, there were quite a few people who wanted me to 
make a set of these stamps. So after making a few more, the 
success seemed to only grow and I soon decided to create 
a massive collection of social media stamps to offer for free. 
I talked about the idea with Mike, and we both decided to 
create a small website around these stamps, just to make it 
into a real and complete project. ”

http://www.stampaxx.com
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Design Tips

A common format for web icons is transparent PNGs, but if 
you chose to use this file format, remember to check your 
target audience and the compatibility with older browsers. If a 
transparent PNG isn’t compatible with a browser it will show the 
transparent area as a solid background. Internet Explorer 6 can 
show transparent PNGs with some extra coding but it isn’t an 
ideal solution and can cause some compatibility issues across 
browsers. Some developers don’t find PNG to be a problem as 
they have a very small percentage of users running incompatible 
browsers, and others will find it extremely important to design for 
all audiences. If you want maximum compatibility across browsers 
then the .GIF format is a good option as it has universal support 
for its transparency, however it also has the drawback of only 
rendering bit-transparency, which won’t allow you to use gradual 
percentages of opacity.

With navigation icons, sometimes simple is best. Using a glyph 
style is a good way to assist users without distracting them from 
the main focus of the page. Be sure to make glyphs as clear and 
precise as possible. Pixel blurring is even more obvious on a 
symbol than it is on a regular icon. For more on precise rendering 
techniques go to page 78.

With icons used as illustrative content for a webpage, carefully 
chose the style that you want to use. Icons can often infer a 
meaning that you may not be aware of. A common mistake is 
websites using highly polished icons that use Mac or PC style 
imagery. What can often happen when using icons in this way is 
that you may lead viewers to believe that you’re selling software 
or have software to accompany a product or service. This has 
largely come about because of two factors. One is the popularity 
of web design for the application and software markets, in the 
uptake of this style some designers have also used the same style 
icons without realizing why they were used in the original designs. 
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The other factor is free stock icons with most of the popular sets 
based on the Mac and PC style. I’m not saying that you cannot use 
polished icons for your design, but you should be aware that if you 
use images too similar to the ones that are already in use you will 
be conveying the wrong message.

Emoticons
Emotion icons, commonly known as “emoticons” are used on 
web forums, chat programs and even email correspondence. 
Considered to be an informal form of communication, there’s no 
denying that emoticons help to convey the meaning of text that 
is otherwise left to the interpretation of the reader. Text-based 
emoticons are over 100 years old, with the earliest use dating back 
to 1881. Nowadays both text based and icon based emoticons are 
used with programs such as Google Chat and Microsoft MSN that 
have short-code features to insert corresponding icons into text.

Emoticons take inspiration from cartooning and use dramatic 
and over-emphasized facial expressions to immediately convey 
meaning. While the majority of an emoticon set is typically made 
from expressions, additional item-based emoticons can be 
included in a set to use as conversation markers, such as a coffee 
cup for “break”, a shop sign for “be right back” and thumbs up and 
thumbs down for “good” and “bad.”

Yolks Emoticons by “Bad-Blood”, continued on next page.

http://bad-blood.deviantart.com/
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Design Tips

If you plan on creating a set of emoticons, start with a 
“brainstorming tree.” This is a list of related words all linked 
together. So you may start with “emotion,” then under that write 
down the emotions you can think of. Emotions may be “happy”, 
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“sad” and “angry.” From the sub list you would then add further 
categories, so you may write “amused,” “excited” and “in love” 
as an offshoot of happy. Continue on until you have a full list of 
emotions you want to draw. If you’re including items in your set, 
think of items people might use in conversation such as, a love 
heart, flower, star and thumbs up symbol. Emoticons will need 
a bit more planning and refining than regular icons as the key to 
their communication is in the expressions. Draw your emoticons 
on a piece of paper and ask your friends or family to tell you what 
each one is. If people are having trouble guessing the meaning of a 
particular icon it could mean that the expression isn’t exaggerated 
enough and you will need to add some more personality to the 
design. If you let your personality and creativity guide your work, 
emoticons can be lots of fun to share and create.
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Rendering Styles
There are four main styles for icon rendering:

1. Hyper Realistic

2. Clear and Simple

3. Creative and Informative

4. Pictograms

Let’s take a look at these icon styles and the best way to approach 
them in your workflow.

1. Hyper Realistic
When reading style guides such as the Apple Human Interface 
Guidelines or the MSDN Icon Design Guidelines, you will be asked 
to render in a style that’s “Gorgeous [and] artistic” or “better than 
photorealistic.” I like to call both of these styles “Hyper Realistic.” 
What this essentially means is that anything that’s rendered should 
appear to be “better” than real.  If you look closely at a photo you 
will notice that it looks real, but the tones become muddy in the 
shadows and the texture may be uneven. Icons should be just as 
real as photos without looking dull or “normal.” When you begin 
to design an icon think of emotive words such as rich, delicious 
and attractive. The icons from both Aqua and Aero have been 
designed to create an emotional response in the viewer. Whether 
this is achieved or not is up to your interpretation, but the theory is 
a good place to begin.

http://msdn.microsoft.com/en-us/library/windows/desktop/aa511280.aspx
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Seventy Seven by Luis F. Moreno

“ This retro replacement icon set was inspired by the 
seventies, the decade I was born, 1977. References to pop 
culture and strong communicative images to serve as a 
replacement for some system icons. ”

A Hyper Realistic icon is easy to recognize, but there’s a few points 
to take into consideration when creating your own.

•	 Keep the elements to a minimum. Remember that you’re 
creating an icon, so the meaning should be clear and easy 
to understand.
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•	 Taste applies to icons too. Don’t go crazy with the special 
effects; one or two should be enough to make the icon look 
great. Any more than that and it will look over-baked.

•	 Stick to the brief. Even if you love a particular aesthetic, 
keep to the style of the platform you’re working on. Your 
icons should be a balance between brilliant design and 
matching the icons around it.

•	 A pixel in time saves nine. Don’t rush in and render before 
the design is perfect, if changes need to be made it will cost 
you time and effort.

•	 Don’t let reality get in the way of a great concept. Have 
you ever looked at the transparent recycle bin in Windows 7 
and thought, surely a bin such as this doesn’t exist! (perhaps 
I’m the only one who thinks this much about icons, but I 
digress.) You have come across one of the great rules of 
Hyper Realistic icon design. Go with the “wow” and forget 
about reality. If you need to render a padlock, why not make 
it a super lock from the future with neon lights a massive 
chrome dial and a halo of light? Surprising metaphors and 
design concepts make the icon memorable — drawing in 
this style is pretty exciting too.

2. Clear and Simple
One of the most successful styles of icon design is the clear and 
simple approach. Each icon in a set is designed to have a visual 
balance so that the icons look harmonious no matter which order 
they are viewed in.

Clear and simple icons are best suited for use with Toolbars and 
web designs. Points to take into consideration when creating a 
clean style icon set are:
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•	 Divide a piece of paper into a grid of squares and use the 
space to illustrate all of the designs side by side. Drawing 
into the square will help you visualize the canvas space for 
each design. Working like this will help balance the designs 
when they appear next to one another.

•	 Use as much of the space as possible while keeping the 
elements to a minimum. Remember that this style of icon is 
commonly viewed at smaller scales.

•	 Choose a color palette before you begin to render the 
final designs. The use of a color palette will help to tie the 
designs together, if you chose the colors as you work the 
icons may gradually change and you will end up with a 
mismatched set.

•	 If you need to make shades of a particular color, use the 
HSB color sliders in your graphics program. HSB stands 
for Hue, Saturation, Brightness, so when you use this 
method you can keep the exact color your working with and 
introduce light and shade in a way that doesn’t muddy the 
image.

Freshy icons by Martin Karasek, continued on next page.
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3. Creative and Informative
Icon replacement sets have grown in popularity over the years 
and are often made by icon designers looking to break away from 
traditional icon design. Websites such as deviantART support large 
communities of icon designers who create free icon replacement 
sets purely for the joy of icon design.

If you’re going to make an experimental or non-traditional icon 
set, you can let your imagination run wild, but as always there are 
a few rules that should be observed so the set is also suitable for 
practical use.

•	 Carefully plan the style that you want to use and think 
about how it would look at different scales. How small and 
large will your icons appear? Before you start to create the 
entire set, make a few rendering tests and refine the style 
accordingly.

•	 Carefully chose the perspective the icons will be rendered in 
and apply it to each design. Mixed perspective will confuse 
the set.

•	 While creativity is a key factor for this kind of icon, you 
need to make sure that the metaphors are still clearly 
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understandable to the audience. An abstract icon is unlikely 
to be used if it has no apparent function.

•	 Save time and make a list of all the icons and their 
metaphors first. Once you have a clear understanding of 
the icons that you are drawing, apply the style. If you draw 
stylistic icons from your mind without a plan you can often 
end up with a mismatching set.

•	 Test, test, test! Be sure to test your icon set on various 
colored backgrounds and screen resolutions. This applies to 
all icon sets, but is particularly important for creative icons 
as they stand out more than traditional designs and any 
flaws will be noticed quickly.

Summer, Love & Cicadas Icon Set by  
Teekatas Suwannakrua 
 

“ My previous two icon sets have a flaw; the icons have 
too much of a ‘handmade’ feel, to the point that I think it 
stands out too much in a polished environment like the 
computer desktop screen. I need something more balanced 
that can co-exist in digital environment well.

So I spent more time in this icon set, trying to polish 
the outline and the coloring process. Although I’m 
really satisfied with the result, I also learned another 
lesson from this icon set: because I didn’t polish the 
outer most outline of icons, the jagged edge of these 
icons looked quite ugly on a dark background. Now 
I always remember to double check the outer most 
outline of each icon in my icon set. ”
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4. Pictograms
Pictograms are simplified icons that represent a real world 
object. A language of their own, they are often used as signs and 
illustrated instructions to reinforce meaning and signify important 
information. More recently pictograms have been used for 
smartphones and software to create clutter free interfaces that 
quickly and clearly mark out points for user interaction.
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Pictograms may look like an easy style of icon to create but 
looks can be deceiving. For a glyph icon to be perfect there are 
guidelines to keep in mind. If you follow the guide below, you’ll be 
off to a great start.

•	 Pictogram icons need to be as clear as possible and still 
represent the item it stands for. Make the silhouette of the 
item using basic shapes and lines, then embellish it with one 
or two key features from the object. Try not to clutter the 
pictogram with too much detail; remember, it’s not about the 
object but its meaning.

•	 Pictograms are commonly a single color with cut out areas 
added for the details. The best way to make this is with the 
Pathfinder options in Adobe Illustrator or the Shape Building 
tools in Adobe Photoshop. Try and make the objects as 
editable as possible before you export the final designs. This 
style of icon often requires lots of small tweaks before it’s 
complete. Making sure that the shapes can be easily scaled 
and moved will ensure that you don’t have to remake some 
elements if a design change is necessary.

•	 A successful set of glyph icons should look crisp and clean. 
This means pixel perfect shapes and a restrained use of 
gradient fills (if any). Align all shapes to the pixel grid and try 
not to use angles that will render and scale badly. Try to only 
use straight lines and 45 degree angles with thick bold lines 
and shapes. Fine shapes and details will blur and distort the 
icon.

•	 Using a library of common elements will help to create a 
harmonious set of pictograms. Building each icon with the 
same size circles, lines and corner styles will help to visually 
link each design and create an overall theme. Because the 
only element used to make a  pictogram is shape, it’s easy 
to disrupt the harmony of a set with mismatching designs.
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Developer icon set by David Ferreira for wpzoom.com.

http://www.wpzoom.com/
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Perspective
I’m first to admit that I was rubbish at drawing three dimensional 
objects when I started in icon design. It takes a bit of practice, but 
once you learn the basic principles you’ll be able to build on your 
knowledge and become a master in no time.

In this chapter we will begin by looking at traditional perspective. 
Learning how to draw perspective will help you focus your 
attention on the form and construction of objects and give you the 
skills to create effective three dimensional icons. Starting at zero 
perspective and moving through two-point perspective to isometric 
projection you will learn about the various forms of perspective 
while gaining skills in traditional drawing skills with pencil and 
paper, pixel pushing in Photoshop and shape building in Illustrator. 
The learning process will guide you from basic to intermediate 
rendering skills while you brush up on your perspective theory.

RSS icon made with Inkscape by Ambroise Coutand.



Perspective89

A Word on Perspective
In art and design, perspective is a way to draw objects that appear 
to have the same three-dimensional qualities that can be seen in 
real world objects and scenes. Perspective makes use of vanishing 
points and horizon lines to define the angle that an object is drawn 
in and the way in which foreshortening and distance will change 
the objects form.

The terms one-point, two-point and zero-point perspective relate 
to the number of vanishing points in the drawing. Programs such 
as Inkscape and Adobe Illustrator CS5 have the capability to 
reproduce objects using a perspective grid, but as always, it’s best 
to have a full understanding of the theory of perspective before you 
re-create it digitally. In the following chapter I will explain the three 
main forms of perspective used for icon design and how to draw 
them.

Zero-Point Perspective
Zero, no point or straight-on perspective, is a drawing or design 
that is drawn with a straight on view with no apparent side or top 
planes showing. Zero-point perspective is commonly used for 
Toolbar and glyph style icons. Depth is created with the use of 
scale and color rather than vanishing points. An example would be 
a drawing of a mountain range. The illusion of depth is achieved 
by gradually changing the color and shape of the mountains to 
trick the viewer into perceiving perspective that isn’t drawn into the 
image.
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Zero-point perspective is easy to draw, works exceptionally well 
with small icons, and allows designs to take full advantage of the 
image grid. Even the most professional of icon designers will find 
some forms of perspective hard to apply to certain objects. If 
you’re a beginner, using zero-point perspective will allow you to 
work out the subtle rules of pixel rendering and scale restrictions 
without having to worry about form and anti-aliasing on diagonal 
shapes.

The most popular example of zero-point perspective is glyph-
style icons. You may see this style of icon design on Toolbars and 
mobile devices. The best place to start when you’re making this 
style of icon is to use vector shapes. By using editable shapes 
you can tweak the proportions and form in a non-destructive way. 
Adobe Photoshop is extremely popular among icon designers for 
its precise pixel control, while Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Fireworks 
and Inkscape are also suitable for the job.

Zero-point perspective has no vanishing points, the most common 

example is a natural scene.
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How to Draw Zero-Point Perspective

The following instructions will guide you through the basic process 
in drawing zero-point perspective. This is the most basic of all 
icon styles, but there is some tips to help you cut down time in the 
computer rendering stage.

You Will Need:

•	 Graph Paper

•	 A Grey Lead Pencil

•	 An Eraser

•	 A Ruler

•	 One or two colored pens or pencils

•	 Tracing paper (optional)

•	 -OR- A suitable drawing application. If you must to use 
software to follow along with this tutorial, only use the Brush 
and Pencil tools, the aim of the tutorial is to teach you how 
to develop icon designs by hand.

Vector icons by FreshPixel.

http://www.freshpixel.fr/
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Step 1

Begin by drawing a square in a color other than the one you will 
be sketching in, this will help to distinguish the available area for 
the illustration. Make sure that the square is large enough for a 
moderately detailed design. If you’re drawing more than one icon, 
take this time to make a few more squares.

Step 2

Make some small thumbnail sketches at the side of the main 
drawing area. These will help you to develop a clear concept for 
the icon before you begin to sketch the final design.

Think about the design you’re about to draw, which elements need 
to be included and which ones can you leave out? Remember to 
keep the detail to a maximum of three elements, anything more 
than this will over-complicate the design.

Draw a square to define the boundaries of your icon designs.

Make some thumbnail sketches to plan and decide on the design.
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Step 3

When you have a thumbnail sketch that you like, lightly draw the 
outlines of the design you have chosen, once it’s completed take 
a ruler and draw along the straight lines to refine the edges. You 
can use a drawing matt or compass to accentuate the curves, but 
a steady hand will often do the trick. Remember, this is just the 
planning stage, leave perfection for the rendering stage. Erase any 
stray lines to clean up the sketch.

Notice that the heart element in front of the envelope appears to be 
some distance away because of its placement a few pixels to the 
right and below the bottom edge of the envelope. This is how zero-
point perspective is used to create a sense of depth using scale to 
create hierarchy.

Step 4

Once you have a sketch that you’re happy with, move onto the next 
design. If you’re drawing the same element more than once you 
may find that tracing the image with some sketch paper or a sunny 
window/light box is handy. Again, this is just the planning stage, so 
a few small changes in the main elements aren’t a major problem.

Once you’re finished the designs will be ready for rendering.

Draw your design into the square. Refine the lines when you have a sketch 

that you like.
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One-Point Perspective
One-point perspective is a method of drawing an object with a 
single vanishing point. A good use for this style in icon design is to 
use it to make icons that are drawn with a vanishing point behind 
the main object. The image made as a result is a bit different from 
“desk view” icons, which we will be discussing later. One-point 
perspective warps the object and tapers the design off towards the 
vanishing point, where the table top view will alter the depth of the 
object without warping the main shapes.

One drawback of this style is that the lines on smaller icons will 
not necessarily fall across pixel boundaries and cause some 
anti-aliasing. On larger icons this isn’t an issue, but when a line 
is anti-aliased at a smaller scale, the semi-transparent pixels can 
cause the line to look blurry or thicker in some places. If you want 
to make smaller icons in perspective, you should consider using 
Isometric or Planometric Projection, which is explained later on in 
this chapter.

Once you've finished your designs, look at them as a set and make any 

necessary design tweaks.
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To create one-point perspective you will need to draw a horizon 
line and a vanishing point, from there all lines on the object will 
be drawn towards the vanishing point. Slowly building your object 
from a series of rectangles is ideal so that all middle points and 
vanishing points will be drawn accurately.

Eloquence! icons by Supratim Nayak are an example of one point icons.



Perspective96

Let’s move onto a quick tutorial where I will explain how to draw 
one-point perspective in more detail. I want you to draw your 
image without the help of any graphics software. I know it’s hard to 
imagine for some, but there was a time when graphic design relied 
entirely on hand-rendered images. I was one of the last high school 
students to learn the old fashioned way, and over the years I have 
become somewhat lazy when drawing perspective for digital use.

Getting back to basics and drawing by hand will not only help you 
visualize the item you want to draw, but it will also strip away a 
lot of the messing about that can happen when drawing straight 
into the computer. A lot of designers will show you ways in which 
you can create an image with lots of shape building, but I’m not 
as convinced that this is a good way to go. There really is no 
substitute for drawing things by hand. Don’t worry if drawing isn’t a 
skill that you possess, even the best icon designers will sometimes 
admit to not being able to draw. Drawing perspective is more 
about planning a frame for your icon to be built on. Hand drawing 
perspective is very quick, and a great skill to have, so let’s move 
onto the tutorial.

How to Draw One-Point Perspective

The following instructions will guide you through the basic process 
in drawing one-point perspective. We will draw a simple box in a 
few different view points to get started.

You Will Need:

•	 Paper

•	 A Grey Lead Pencil

•	 An Eraser

•	 A Ruler
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•	 -OR- A suitable drawing application. Vector programs 
such as Adobe Illustrator won’t work for this exercise as 
the node points have a tendency to join up while drawing 
and will cause errors with your perspective. If you must to 
use Software to follow along with this tutorial, only use the 
Brush and Pencil tools, shapes and vector lines will have an 
unexpected effect on the final image.

Step 1 – Plan the Image

Think about the box you’re about to draw. Will it be a square, a 
rectangle, will it be open or closed? Roughly sketch down some 
ideas. I’m going to be drawing a closed square box with some 
packing tape and symbols on the front.

Step 2 – Draw the Guidelines

Take your paper and pencil and draw a horizon line one third of the 
way down the page, this will be the line that the vanishing point is 
placed on. Once you have drawn a horizon line, chose a point near 
the middle of the line that will be the vanishing point.

Plan the style of box you want to draw.

Mark the vanishing point for your perspective.
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Step 3 – Draw the front of the Object

Using your ruler to make straight lines, draw a square at the bottom 
center part of your paper. This will be the front of the first box.

Step 4 – Draw the top of the Object

Lightly draw a line from the top left and right side corners of the 
box towards the vanishing point. This will form the sides of the box 
top.

Draw the font of the object in the center of the page a short distance from 

the horizon line.

Use the vanishing point as a reference to draw the top sides of the object.
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Step 5 – Finish the Basic Shape

You will now have the top and front of the box. Draw a line where 
the top of the box top of the box should be. Erase the guidelines 
but leave the vanishing point and horizon line as we will be using 
them further on in the tutorial. You will now have a basic box 
shape.

Step 6 – Adding Some Different Views

For the purpose of this exercise we will draw another two boxes, 
one to the left of the first box and one to the right. Draw each side 
using the same technique as before.

Here's the basic box shape.

Drawing boxes to the side of the vanishing point changes the view point.



Perspective100

You will notice that when the box is to the side of the vanishing 
point you will see a different view than the first box. This is one of 
the reasons perspective isn’t often used in regular icon design, if 
an element of the design is away from the vanishing point you can 
sometimes end up with some surprising results. For items such as 
boxes and folders, one-point perspective can work quite well.

Step 7 – Find the Middle Point of Each Side

I’m going to go ahead and add some more details so you can 
see how they are added using perspective. So draw a diagonal 
line from the top corners of each side, where they intersect is the 
middle point of that side.

Step 8 – Adding Guides

Here comes the tricky part. We’re going to make a light grid 
across the sides of the box. This grid will help us place the details 
correctly. Start by drawing a square grid across the front of the 
boxes. A good trick is to draw a cross through the middle point 
then mark out the middle of the sections it makes and so on.

Finding the middle point of each side.
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Step 9 – Refining the Guides

Extend the vertical grid lines from the front face of the box to the 
vanishing point, this will make vertical grid lines for the top of the 
box. You will notice that the further towards the vanishing point 
they get the closer together the guides are. If your guides are 
intersecting before the edge of the box, reduce the number of 
guides you are using.

Adding guides.

Use the vanishing point to create guides on the top of the box.
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Step 10 – Marking out the Grid

Mark out the horizontal lines by drawing a diagonal line across the 
top of the box. Where the diagonal line intersects a vertical grid 
line, draw a horizontal grid line. If you're adding details to the sides 
of the box, repeat the same steps to make a grid on the side. You 
should end up with a box covered in a grid. This will help us place 
the elements.

Step 11 – Adding the Elements

Use the grid to judge the areas you would like to add detail to. 
Go back to your planning sketches to look at the details you want 
to add. Mark out a box on the grid for the approximate area you 
would like to add a detail to and add it in. Once you’ve finished, 
erase all of the lines you don’t need and you will be left with three 
boxes with different views. This is how one-point perspective is 
drawn.

Add more guides to the top and sides.



Perspective103

Two-Point Perspective
Two-point perspective is similar to one-point perspective and can 
be used to draw objects that you want to show two sides of. Think 
of the corner of a building, you will see the corner as the closest 
part of the building with the left and right sides tapering off into the 
distance. This is two-point perspective. Two-point perspective is 
best applied to application icons as it lends itself well to complex 
objects. Two-point perspective shouldn’t be used for icons that 
need to convey information such as alert icons or Toolbar icons as 
the double sided view is somewhat distracting.

Once you get the hang of drawing in two-point perspective it can 
be quite enjoyable and will add a realistic yet somewhat unusual 
angle to objects that you draw. Once again, I will show you how to 
draw in this style of perspective so you can further appreciate the 
complexities of drawing three dimensional objects.

The boxes after adding details and removing the guides.
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How to Draw Two-Point Perspective

You Will Need:

•	 Paper

•	 A Grey Lead Pencil

•	 An Eraser

•	 A Ruler

The Shine set by IconEden is an example of two-point design.

http://www.iconeden.com/icon/shine.html
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•	 -OR- A suitable drawing application. Vector programs such 
as Adobe Illustrator won’t work for this exercise as the 
node points have a tendency to join up while drawing and 
will cause errors with your perspective. If you must to use 
software to follow along with this tutorial, only use the Brush 
and Pencil tools, shapes and pens will have an unexpected 
effect on the final image.

Step 1 – Plan the Image

Once again, plan the sides of the image that you want to draw. 
Remember that with this style of perspective, the focal point in the 
design is often the top of the image.

Step 2 – Draw the Guidelines

Take your paper and pencil and draw a horizon line about a third of 
the way down the page. Once you have drawn a horizon line, chose 
two points along the line, one either side of the page. This will be 
your two vanishing points.

Plan the image that you want to create and mark out the approximate 

location for the details on each side.

Draw a horizon line and mark out two vanishing points.
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Step 3 – Draw the Front Edge

Using your ruler to make a straight line, draw the front corner 
edge of the cube away from the horizon line. Then draw diagonal 
lines from the top and bottom of the corner line, two on each side, 
towards the two vanishing points. These are the sides of your 
cube.

Step 4 – Draw the Side Edges

Draw two straight lines, one on either side of the front edge, 
beginning and ending at the top and bottom lines of the guides. 
These will make the outer edges of the cube.

Draw a vertical line and join it to each vanishing point.

Add the outer edges of the cube.
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Step 5 – Draw the Top Vanishing Lines

Draw a guide from the top of each outer edge towards the co-
responding vanishing point. If you want to make a wire-frame 
version of this shape, repeat the same step with the bottom of the 
outer edges. Once you have your guides, draw the two back lines 
joining tthem at the intersection of the guide lines.

Step 6 – Marking out the Middle Points

Mark out the middle points of each side by taking a diagonal line 
from each outer corner to make a cross. The intersection of the 
lines marks where the center point of the side is. Draw a vertical 
line through the middle of the cross. This line will divide the box 
side into two parts, draw vertical guides through the middle of 
these parts and continue dividing the sections in half until you've 
made enough guides for the artwork. Where the diagonal line 
intersects a vertical grid line, draw a horizontal grid line towards 
the vanishing point. do this on the left and right side of the box. To 
mark a grid on the top of the box, draw lines from the top of the 
side grids towards the vanishing points.

Draw guides from the top of the vertical side lines to the vanishing points.
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Step 7 – Adding the Elements

Use the grid to judge the areas you would like to add detail to. Go 
back to your planning sketches to look at the details you want to 
add. Mark out an area on the grid with the approximate shape you 
would like to add a detail to and add it in. Once you’ve finished, 
erase all of the lines you don’t need and you will be left with a box 
with two-point perspective.

Find the middle of each side and draw guides towards the vanishing 

points.

Use the guides to mark out the details for the box. Once you have finished 

erase the guides and you're finished.
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Planometric Projection
Planometric Projection (sometimes referred to as Axonometric 
Projection) is a style of perspective that’s commonly used by 
graphic designers to draw the space within a room, but due to the 
clean 45 degree angle it has, the planometric style is particularly 
useful for icon design. First adopted for icons that appeared on 
older style monitors, the 45 degree line is rendered perfectly by 
using one pixel aligned diagonally from corner to corner.

Tips to Draw Planometric Projection in Adobe 
Photoshop

Let’s start to make a few basic shapes using the computer. I’ll 
be working in Adobe Photoshop to make some retro looking 
blocks using the Pencil tool. This quick exercise will start you 
thinking about layers, pixel lines and blending modes, which are 
fundamental to icon design. This tutorial is a good introduction to 
the Pencil tool and Layer Panel.

45˚45˚

The angle used in planometric projection.
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You Will Need:

•	 A suitable drawing application. This tutorial uses Adobe 
Photoshop, but any pixel based graphics program is fine to 
use.

Prepare the Document

Create a 48px by 48px RGB document without a background color 
and zoom right into the canvas space. Create a new layer above 
the Background layer and select the Pencil tool (B), go to the 
settings and set the Pencil to 1px with 100% hardness.

Mark Out Some Guides

Because we’re making a 48px icon, there’s no actual middle pixel, 
instead the pixel line runs down the middle, so the first thing we 
have to do is set the drawing area for the icon. I like to leave a 
small gap around the outside of the web icons I make, so that 
when they’re positioned next to one another there’s always going 
to be a margin. So on the new layer take the Pencil tool and draw a 
square leaving 1px at the top and the left of the canvas and 2px to 
the right and the bottom.

You can invert this to have the 2px on the other side. I position it 
this way as a habit from the many years I have spent making icons 
for Microsoft Windows, where a slight drop shadow is applied to 
the design on the right and bottom of the canvas.
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As mentioned in the introduction, one of the best things about 
planometric icons is the angle in which they are drawn. We don’t 
have to make any settings to create a 45 degree line as one can 
be made by a pixel lined up corner to corner diagonally across the 
page.

Take the Pencil tool and draw a single pixel in the top left corner 
of the square we have marked out, then hold down Shift and draw 
another single pixel into the bottom right corner. This will draw a 45 
degree line from one corner of the square to the other. Repeat this 
step with the top right corner of the square. You will now have the 
middle point of the square marked out.

Use the Pencil tool to draw a square.
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Then take a horizontal and vertical line from the middle point that 
you have marked. This will help you work out where to draw the 
planometric square.

Make another layer and in a contrasting color draw diagonal lines 
between each middle point, you should now have a set of guides 
that resembles a dissected diamond.

Use the center of the square to add horizontal and vertical lines.

Diagonal lines mark the center of the square.
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Draw the Basic Shape

Make another layer above the guide layers and change the Pencil 
color to black. Use the guidelines to make three diamond shapes 
at the top of the canvas.

Turn off the visibility to the guidelines and make a duplicate of the 
diamond shapes you have just drawn. You can do this by dragging 
the layer into the little page icon (Create New Layer button) at the 

Add the diamond shaped guide in a contrasting color.

Draw three diamond shapes on a new layer.
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bottom of the layers pallet. This will make a copy of the layer above 
the original layer, so click on the bottom of the two diamond shape 
layers and using the arrow key on your keyboard move it down four 
or five times. This will make the side of the cubes, so the further 
down you move the shapes the taller the cubes will appear to be. 
I’m going to leave the bottom clear so I can add a few pixels of 
shadow at the end.

Once you have moved the duplicate layer into a position that 
you’re happy with, it’s time to merge the layers. Select both layers 
by clicking on them and holding down the shift button. Go to the 
fly out panel menu at the side of the layers palette (the small icon 
at the top right of the menu) and navigate to the “Merge Layers” 
option. This will merge any layers that you currently have selected.

Go to the Tools menu and select the Eraser tool, in the menu at 
the top of the program window, change the settings to Pencil with 
a 1px size. Erase the lines on the inside of the main diamonds we 
marked out for the first shape and the cross-over shape on the 
bottom part. You should have a shape with three diamonds at the 
top and a W shape at the bottom.

Duplicate the diamond shapes onto a new layer and move them down.
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Take a line from each corner of the W shape to make the sides and 
corners of the cubes and erase the extra lines that remain inside.

Duplicate the layer and drag the duplicate into the Add Layer Mask 
button (the icon of a circle on a square) at the bottom of the layers 
pallet. Using the layer mask we will color in some of the outline 
to create a softer look on the bottom lines of the diamonds. This 
is a good method for re-coloring pixels with a large brush as the 
layer mask will keep the shape intact and lets you “wash” the 

Merge the two layers and erase unnecessary lines.

The cubes take shape with the addition of vertical lines.
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background with whatever color, gradient or texture you like. First 
we will plan the main colors and return to this layer later.

Color and Tone

A really handy feature in Photoshop is the ability to draw and select 
objects with or without anti-aliasing. Select the Paint Bucket tool 
(G). If you look at the menu at the top of the Application Window, 
you will see a checkbox with anti-alias next to it. Uncheck this box 
and select the layer with the main body 
of the cubes. We will now use the paint 
bucket to color the cubes.

Go to Window > Color and in the fly 
out menu set the color mode to HSB. 
Select the first color you want to use for 
the top box - for this tutorial keep the 
Brightness Slider at 100% - and then 
use the Paint Bucket tool to flood the 
space with color.

You will notice that the filled space is 
nice and sharp. If you left anti-alias on, 
there’s a chance that the fill color would 
have some semi-transparent pixels 
around the outside. When working with 
the Selection, Drawing and Color tools 
to create pixel style icons it’s always 
best to change the settings for each 
tool to anti-alias, this way everything 
you create will be in a sharp pixel style.

Chose the color for the top of the box 
on the left hand side from the HSB 
sliders by changing the H (hue) slider, 
this will keep the tone of the top of the 

HSB ColorMode

Sometimes called HSL 
or HSV, HSB is a color 
blending tool commonly 
used with RGB graphics. 
You can use HSB in the 
Adobe suite to blend 
colors by controlling 
three sliders. H for Hue, 
S for saturation and B 
for brightness. Creating 
colors in this way is 
particularly useful for 
icons as the Hue and 
Saturation of a color can 
be retained while the 
brightness can be altered 
to create different shades. 
Using HSB will result in 
a more uniform range of 
tones compared to using 
the color picker or RGB 
color sliders.
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box uniform. Then, choose another hue and fill the top of the right 
hand box.

Select the Eyedropper tool and sample the top of the left box you 
colored. Go back to the HSB color slider and change the saturation 
(S slider) to create a lighter color variation of the side. Fill the side 
with this color.

Use the paint bucket to fill the top shapes with color from the HSB sliders. 

Adjust the HSB colors to make a highlight shade for the left side of the 

bottom diamonds.
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Select the top color once more and change the brightness (B) to 
be slightly darker and fill the right side of the shape. Remember the 
brightness percentage and select the top of the cube on the right. 
Enter the percentage for the brightness and fill the left side of the 
cube. Reduce the brightness some more and fill the right side of 
the cube. You will have something that represents three cubes put 
together with light coming from the top left hand side of the image.

We will now go back to the layer with the outlines. Using the mask 
to make this step a bit quicker and easier, take the darker shade 
of color from the two front cubes and fill in the inner lines. This 
will create a softer finish for the object, especially when viewed at 
100%.

Make a layer above the image and draw a white line around the 
top two diagonal sides of the object, 1px in from the outline. Make 
a mask of the layer and then set the layer mode to “Lighten” with 
50% opacity. Click into the Layer Mask, this will put a highlight 
around the mask area on the layer you’re working with to let you 
know that you’re now working with the layer mask.

Adjust the HSB colors to make a darker shade for the right side of the 

bottom diamonds and lines on the Mask layer.
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Take the Pencil tool and set the color to Black. Add a black pixel to 
the top point of the left and right cube and the middle points on the 
top cube. This will hide the pixels with the layer mask, but leave the 
option to put them back in without much hassle.

Using a mask to subtract areas of an icon is handy when you’re 
working on detailed or small designs. By using a mask you can 
hide and reveal pixels without having to remix colors or draw areas 
back into the image.

Make another layer and draw a black line along the bottom of 
the top cube, 1px in from the outline and set the blending mode 
to Multiply with 35% opacity. This will add form to the cube and 
balance out the highlight area.

Add a highlight along the top edges on a new layer.
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Command + click the main object layer and make a new layer. 
With the selection still active, click the Mask button and drag the 
layer underneath the other layers for your document. Select the 
Move tool (V) and without clicking away from the layer press the 
down button two or three times. Fill the layer with black and set the 
opacity to 25%. You will now have a shadow for the cubes.

If you want to alter the shade like I have, click into the mask area 
and fill the areas you want to hide with black. I’ve reduced the left 

Add a shadow along the bottom edges of the top diamond.

Use a selection of the entire shape to make a shadow area.
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and right sides of the shadow to be a single pixel so that the inner 
part of the shadow stands out more.

Conclusion

If you turn on the layer guides once more, you can see how easy 
it is to mark out a planometric shape using the pixel grid as a 
guideline.

Here’s the finished object. You will notice how even the tone can be 
made by using the HSB color sliders and how pure white and black 
with blending modes will change the colors to add highlights and 
shade with a consistent value.

Turn the guide layers on to see how easy it is to mark out a planometric 

shape with a pixel line.

The finished image.
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Isometric Projection
In modern icon design isometric projection is a popular style. You 
will see it used for a variety of icons with the most popular being 
the 8-bit inspired mini environments and sprites made popular by 
early video games and more recently artists such as Eboy.

Isometric projection is also a great way to plan and draw a three 
dimensional object. The isometric angle lends itself well to “Desk 
View” application icons as there is no vanishing point to distort the 
image, but the angle clearly displays three surfaces of the object. 
You can build an isometric object by first drawing a cube the size 
of the object you want to create, then breaking that square gown 
into smaller cubes and rectangles for the different parts of the 
object. Using the lines as a guide you can then confidently add the 
details of the object knowing that it’s using the correct perspective.

Isometric projection has an advantage over one-point perspective 
because it has equal foreshortening of each of the three axis, 
which results in a three dimensional image without distorting the 
image depending on where it is in relation to the vanishing point.

35˚35˚

The angle used in isometric projection.
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Because true isometric projection uses a 30 degree line angle, 
which for clear pixel rendering is altered to be a fiddly 26.565 
degrees so that the lines will render clearly along pixel boundaries. 
If you want to draw a 26.565 degree line pixel by pixel you will need 
to draw 2 pixel “bricks” joined corner to corner.

An example of a truck icon and the technique used to plan the image with 

isometric cubes.
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Tips to Draw an Isometric Projection in Adobe 
Illustrator

I spend a lot of time moving between graphics programs and 
while some illustrators will choose a single application and stick 
to it (which is great), I like to get the most out of the tools available 
to both vector and raster. I find that the ability to set custom 
guidelines in Adobe Illustrator is a big plus when it comes to 
drawing isometric icons. It doesn’t take much time or effort to set 
them in place, and if you save a copy for future working files, you 
will only have to do it once.

This quick exercise will start you thinking about perspective in icon 
design and how lighting is applied to a three dimensional object. 
This tutorial is a good introduction to Guides, Pathfinder options 
and Object Styles in Adobe Illustrator.

You Will Need:

•	 A suitable drawing application. This tutorial uses Adobe 
Illustrator, but any vector based graphics program is fine to 
use.

30º angle 26.56º angle

A true 30 degree line will create a blurry pixel line, where a 26.56 degree 

line will create a clean two pixel "brick".
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Setting Guides

Adobe Illustrator lets you set any line that you draw as a guide 
line. This is especially useful when you need to draw perspective. 
Remember that we’re drawing what I like to call, “Icon Style 
Isometric Projection” at 26.56 degrees, rather than the traditional 
30 degree isometric projection. Select the Line Segment tool 
(backslash) and Alt + Click onto the artboard, this will open a 
dialogue box where you can input the line settings. Set a length 
that’s larger than the width of the artboard, in this case it’s 48px 
wide, so I’ve chosen a 100px line. Then, in the angle, set the line to 
be 26.56 (icon style isometric) and click OK to create the line.

Set the line segment tool to create a line longer than the artboard at an 

angle of 26.56 degrees.
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Position the line at the top left corner of the artboard and copy it 
(command + C then command + V) position the copy of the line on 
the bottom right corner of the artboard.

Select the Blend tool (W) and click on the first line, then click on 
the second line. This will make a blend between the two. With the 
two lines selected, double click the Blend tool icon and set the 
spacing to specified distance, 1px. Click OK, then go to Object > 
Blend > Expand to convert the blend to lines.

With the lines selected Option + Click on the artboard with the 
Reflect tool (O), set the axis to vertical with an angle of 90 degrees, 
click Copy.

Set the blend options for the lines.
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With both sets of custom lines selected, go to View > Guides > 
Make Guides. Once the lines are converted to guides, they will only 
show up on the layer that you have made them on.

A quick way to toggle the view of the guides is to lock the layer that 
they’re on and create a new layer above the guides as the art layer. 
From there you can show and hide the guides by turning the guides 
layer to visible and invisible.

Building and Coloring Isometric Vector Shapes

Start by drawing in the first side of the cube. Select the shape and 
Reflect it (Option + Click the area on the artboard where the two 
shapes will join, Set the angle to Vertical then click Copy.)

Create the guides.



Perspective128

To make the top with the same angles on each side, draw a triangle 
in the space between the two sides of the cube and reflect it 
horizontally to make the top. Select the two sides of the shape 
and merge them together with the Unite option from the Pathfinder 
panel.

Draw the sides and top of the cube using the custom guides to position 

the lines.

You should have a cube consisting of three sides.
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Select the Cube and hold down the Option key to drag a duplicate 
of the cube to the right, and repeat the same step to make a 
duplicate at the front. Color the three cubes with a bright tone over 
the entire shape. I’ve used bright tones or red, blue and yellow. Use 
the HSB color sliders to make pure hues without any dark tones.

Add shades to the cubes by changing the HSB values of the 
main tone. Make the shadow tone on the right side of the cube by 
setting B to 80% and the highlight tone on the top of the cube by 
changing the saturation to 80%.

Color each cube a bright tone.
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Creating Clear and Precise Shadows and 
Reflections with an Opacity Mask

Since CS4, Adobe Illustrator has had the ability to make 
transparent gradients. Transparent gradients are great for object 
shading and simple drop shadows, but they can sometimes look a 
bit muddy in the transition from 100% opaque to 0%. This can be a 
problem with icon design, using an Opacity Mask is an alternative 
method to create the effect without losing clarity and color.

To create an Opacity Mask for the cubes, copy and paste a 
duplicate of the cubes, positioning them at the base of the main 
cubes. This will be the basis of the drop reflection.

Add shades to the sides of the cubes by changing the HSB values of the 

main tone
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Opacity Masks

In the past Opacity Masks were 
the only way to make a transparent 
gradient in Adobe Illustrator, but with 
newer versions, the need to use this 
feature is lost on some designers. As 
with all things, it’s sometimes the old 
techniques that yield the best results 
and you shouldn’t overlook the effects 
made with the Opacity Mask.

Opacity Masks can be used to control 
the intensity and hue of highlights on 
icons, create complex reflections and 
mask raster effects. Using the Opacity 
Mask will result in a much brighter 
and better defined result than an 
Opaque to Transparent gradient and 

has the flexibility to add linear or radial 
gradients to complex color blends.

To create an Opacity Mask, select an 
object or group of object you want to 
mask, open the Transparency panel and 
double click to the right of the image 
thumbnail to go into an editing mode 
to edit the mask area. Draw the area 
you want to be the mask. White areas 
will show the object, black will mask it, 
and shades of grey will create varying 
percentages of opacity.

By building icons with layered 
transparent shapes, you can create 
realistic and glossy icons that are 
scalable and easy to edit.

Create a copy of each cube below itself.
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Group the objects with Command + G, then copy and paste them 
in place with Command + C then Command + F. Double click into 
the group of the duplicate cubes and apply a fill of a white to black 
gradient to each.

Click back to the main art board and select all of the duplicate 
cubes and gradient cubes and create an Opacity Mask by going to 
the Transparency panel and clicking the fly out menu. Here you will 
see an option to make an Opacity Mask, click it and the gradient 
filled shapes should convert to the Mask for the cubes beneath it.

Apply a fill of a white to black gradient to each duplicate cube.



Perspective133

You can edit the gradient of the mask the same way you could edit 
the fill of a regular shape, to edit the opacity mask, simply click 
the Mask thumbnail in the Transparency panel. Remember to click 
back to the illustration thumbnail to go back to the regular editing 
mode. To hide the mask, Shift + Click the Mask thumbnail and 
Option + Click the mask thumbnail to edit the mask without the art 
layer.

Apply the Opacity Masks.

The final result.
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View Points
Now you know a little bit about perspective, let’s move on to view 
points. Most icons are based around a theory of views rather than 
the strict rules of perspective, so sometimes you will find that you 
will need to use your best judgment when creating a design rather 
than following a pre-defined set of instructions. It’s for this reason 
that 3D models aren’t often used for icon sets, each item will have 
its own form of perspective to make it appear to be balanced 
amongst a set. Not all items can have the same view applied, some 
icons will be required to have a different perspective depending on 
where they appear in an interface.

You will find view points referred to in various icon guides such as 
the Microsoft Developers Network (MSDN) and the Mac OS X and 
Human Interface Guidelines. View points are a simplified version 
of perspective that is used to instruct designers of the viewing 
angle an icon should be drawn with rather than a specific set of 
perspective rules. These viewing points are Desktop, Shelf, and 
Front View. These three views make up the majority of the icon 
views for Mac, PC and Linux based icons, so let’s take a closer 
look at each style.

Why View Points are Better than Perspective for 
most Icon Designs

As I mentioned earlier, view points for icons are different from 
perspective views. As you would have discovered during the last 
few tutorials, an object can change form depending on where it’s 
located in relation to the vanishing point(s), viewing points.
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Why most small scale icons adopt the viewpoint theory is because 
perspective adds foreshortening to an image which isn’t ideal 
for precise pixel rendering. As you know, pixels use the invisible 
grid on your computer screen to render very small dots of color 
that make up an image. The closer you zoom in, the larger the 
pixel squares will become. The reason why your screen can show 
clear images is the resolution. Each line and shape of an image 
is made up of millions of little pixel “lights,” but when it comes to 
icon rendering, the number of pixels you are required to use is 
significantly less. When a line is slightly askew to the horizontal, 
vertical and diagonal lines of the grid, the pixels will add a slightly 
transparent pixel to approximate the line. When this is done at a 
small scale where every pixel counts, you can end up with blurry 
lines that appear to be thicker than the lines that are rendering 
properly against the grid. Views are handy as you can create a 
three dimensional icon while still rendering the lines in a way that 
keeps them crisp.

In the case of Application style Mac OS icons, the rules of 
perspective simply cannot be used. If you look at the dock 
introduced with Mac OS X Leopard you will see that it’s based on 
one-point perspective, but for icons to match this, they would have 
to be rendered in an almost limited number of views because the 

Desk View 1 Point Perspective

View point vs. Perspective.
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scale and location of an icon on the dock will change the viewing 
angle. Let’s not forget that the doc can also be positioned to the 
left, right or bottom of the screen. If perspective was to be used 
with this style of icon, then the visual balance of the icons on the 
dock would be significantly disrupted.

So, while perspective is a great skill to have when making 
medium to large scale custom icons, web graphics and detailed 
illustrations, there’s no practical way it can be used to create a 
uniform viewing experience for desktop and Toolbar icons.

Flat View Icons
Flat View icons fall under a viewing category of their own, as they 
don’t have any special instructions other than creating a design 
that is legible at a variety of scales and contrasts. Flat View icons 
should have very little to no lighting effects, and no drop shadow 
effects.

Tips:

•	 Using a grid will help you balance the designs

•	 Try and use the Pen tool and Vector Shapes as often as you 
can, they are easy to edit if you need to and are scalable.

Why perspective isn't used for desktop or dock style icons.
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•	 Keep the line weight and details consistent for each design, 
a complex design next to a simple one will disrupt the visual 
harmony of the icon set.

Tips to Create a Pixel Icon Set In a Flat View 
Style with Adobe Photoshop CS5

Let’s begin with a super simple exercise in using Pathfinder options 
to make flat view pixel style icons. You will learn how to combine 
basic shapes to create a set of retro style pixel icons. I will guide 
you through the basics of this style beginning with blocking out the 
basic shape, tweaking the design using the snap to grid function 
and a pixel grid and then how to combine shapes and delete points 
to make a clean finished result. Finally I will share a scaling trick so 
you can save the icons at various sizes without having to redesign 
them.

For now, I’ll be using Adobe Photoshop to demonstrate the PS 
vector tools which can sometimes be a bit trickier than Illustrators 
to use. In the next exercise on creating glyph style icons however, 
we will be using Adobe Illustrator.

Setting the Canvas Space

Set the width and height of the art board in pixels and make 
sure that the color space is set to be RGB. If you’re working 
in Photoshop, it’s also handy to have the background set to 
transparent so you can see exactly where the art space begins and 
ends.

Once you have made the canvas for your icon, set the document 
grid to represent pixels. You can do this by setting the gridline to 
every 10 pixels with a sub division of 10. This will show you where 
the pixel boundaries are and help you to make shapes that will 
clearly render along these lines.
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The Shape Tools

Let’s make something from just a few straight lines to begin 
with. A notepad is perfect for this. Make sure your color is set to 
something dark, I’m using black, then take the Rectangle tool and 
add in the main shape of the notepad.

You will notice that the shape you have made is a bit different from 
vector shapes you may have used in vector editing software such 
as Adobe Illustrator or Inkscape. The way Photoshop makes vector 
shapes is to use the vector as a mask for a colored background. 
There are a few cool things you can do with this that I will show you 
later on in the tutorial.

Let’s make the rings at the top of the notepad. Take the Rectangle 
tool and draw the first ring at the top of the notepad, you will notice 
that this makes a new shape layer. Every time you add a vector 
shape directly to the canvas it will make a new shape layer. There 
are a few tricks that you can use to combine vector shapes. One 
is to hold the shift button down as you draw the image onto the 
canvas. You only need to hold shift as you begin, continuing to 

Use the Rectangle tool to create the main shape of the notepad.
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hold shift will constrain the proportions of the shape and you will 
end up drawing a square. The other way is to direct select any 
shapes you want to combine with the Direct Selection tool (A) and 
copy > paste them into the vector mask you want to combine them 
with. Make sure that you select the vector mask and not the layer.

The next tip is to select the first loop with the Direct Selection 
tool and copy + drag the next few into place by holding down the 
Option key. When you get to the last loop you may need to tweak 
the body of the notepad. When you design miniature icons there’s 
sometimes a bit of tweaking that needs to happen as you work. 
Because there are a limited number of pixels you will often find that 
balancing the designs will require constant tweaks to the shape. 
This is another reason that while the Pen tool can give you similar 
results, it’s not as editable as vector shapes.

Add the first ring of the notepad with the Rectangle tool.
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Let’s tweak the design a bit. Take the Direct Selection tool (the 
white arrow) and select the points you want to move. If you have 
the Snap to Grid tool on, this will help the shape align with the 
pixel grid. You can select more than one point at the same time by 
holding down shift as you click the points with the Direct Selection 
tool.

Add the rest of the rings by copying the first ring.

Tweak the design using the Direct Selection tool.
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Here’s a little trick I like to use when I’m creating small scale icons 
in Photoshop. Go to Preferences > Interface and select “None” 
from the border drop down menu next to Standard Screen Menu. 
This will take the drop shadow away from the canvas you’re 
working on. Then, go back to your artwork and sample the grey 
background from around the canvas and color the background 
layer with it. You can now turn the background on and off when 
you want to preview how the icon will look on a plain background. 
Then, go to Window > Arrange and navigate to the option “New 
Window” this will open a new window with the same artwork as 
the one you’re working on. Set the view to Actual Size and move 
it to your second screen if you’re using one, or tile the windows 
of Photoshop so you can work on the icon and look at a real size 
preview as you work.

Note: If you’re using shapes or vectors, select the background 
layer when you want to review the artwork. When shapes are being 
worked on, they will display the outline and the preview version of 
your icon will show them too.

Now we need to cut out the middle part to show the background. 
By using the shape settings this is pretty easy to do. Select the 
Exclude Overlapping Shape Area button from the top of the 
program window (the shape tool must be selected for this to show 
up), and draw a rectangle the size of the cutout area, you will notice 
that this setting will change the rectangle into a cut out area.
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You can also make cut out shapes by drawing a shape into the 
layer while holding down the Option key. Cut out shapes can be 
duplicated in the same way as regular shapes by selecting them 
with the Direct Selection key and holding down Shift as you drag 
the duplicates into place. I’ve done this with the cut out shapes on 
the top section of the design. To add the lines to represent text I 
selected the Add To Shape Area (+) option and drew them in as I 
would with a normal shape. The icon design is now completed.

One final step is to tidy up the shape. Take the Direct Selection 
tool and Shift + Click the outline shapes that you want to join 
together. In this case, I will join the top lines with the main body of 
the notepad. Once they’re selected, click the Combine button at 
the top of the application window. Note that you can only combine 
shapes that share a layer. Once the shapes are combined you 
will see that the shape is much cleaner, but isn’t as easy to edit 
as it was before. This step should only be done when the icon is 
complete.

The icon design with a grey background and a preview window set to 

actual size.
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Pixel Style Angled Lines

If you’re making a pixel style icon with angled edges, you will need to place squares 
along the jagged edge and then combine it with the main shape that you’re creating. 
Save this for the very last step – using the antialiasing to hold the place of the pixel 
cubes – any angle changes you will need to make to the line will be easier with a 
single line.

Cut out the ring shapes and add lines.
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Select the entire shape by dragging a selection area with the Direct 
Selection tool around the icon and using the Delete Anchor Point 
tool, delete any stray points. You should only have points that 
define the shape of the icon, any additional points can slightly warp 
the lines and cause the icon to render blurry.

Saving and Scaling

There’s a fun trick to scaling this style of icon in Photoshop. 
Because the only data that needs to be re-interpreted is the sharp 
edges and lines, when you save the icon in the Save For Web 
dialogue, at the right side of the window you will see some scaling 
options. In here you can change the scale you want the icon to be 
when you save it. With detailed pixel images, such as video game 
style sprites and isometric pixel drawings, using a percentage 
to scale the icons is the best method. Sometimes scaling these 
images with exactly the size you want will change the thickness of 
some pixel lines a little bit differently from others. So, if your icon is 
complex, scale it using even number percentages.

Saving different scales using the export for web dialogue.
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In the case of this icon, because it’s fairly bold and all of the lines 
run horizontal and vertical, you can input any pixel size you wish 
to save the icon in. Just be sure to lock the proportions, and also 
ensure that the lines of the shape are perfectly lined up with the 
pixel grid, as even a small error in the shape which you may not 
be able to see at a small scale, will turn into a block of color when 
Photoshop tries to render the shape on a larger scale.

End Result

Finally, you can add all types of special finishes and layer effects to 
your icon to finish it off. I’ve used a subtle gradient from light grey 
to dark grey with an angle of 135 degrees. Small scale icons, like 
the 16px icon will only be able to have very subtle effects added 
because of the tiny viewing space, but if you have some larger 
icons, you can add effects such as an outline, a color, texture or 
gradient fill, drop shadows, glows and the list goes on.

Once you have a style you like, select the layer that it’s applied to 
and click the “Create New Style” icon at the bottom of the Styles 
palette. Remembering to save styles as you make them will save 
you time in creating new styles every time you need one.

Special finishes and effects can be applied using layer styles.



View Points147

Tips to Create a Flat View Pictogram Set with 
Adobe Illustrator CS4 and Above

Because more emphasis is put on the shape rather than the finish 
of Pictogram icons they are best created as vector shapes in a 
program such as Adobe Illustrator.

For a quick overview on creating pictogram icons, we will begin 
from stage one of computer rendering which should only begin 
after you have a completed list of icons to be made and a sketch of 
each design.

Setting the Canvas Space

First set the canvas to the mid-size you need to create. So, if you 
need to make a 48px to 16px set, create the 32px icon first. This 
will help with scaling the icon later on. The most common sizes 
for this style of icon range from 48px to 16px. I’ll be using Adobe 
Illustrator CS4 which has support for multiple art boards, so I will 
be creating art boards for each icon I need to make and begin with 
the 32px size.

Adobe Illustrator CS4 and above supports multiple canvas and 
pixel preview, which when combined, are a fantastic combination 
for icon design. Inkscape has an icon template that has a special 
scaling algorithm that optimizes each size of icon a little bit better 
than some other image editors, but again, if you’re comfortable 
with a particular software package, you'll most likely be able to 
make better icon designs than you would with software that is 
unfamiliar to you.

Let’s move on. Set the width and height of the art board in pixels 
and make sure that the color space is set to be RGB. If you’re 
working in Photoshop, it’s also handy to have the background set 
to transparent so you can see exactly where the art space begins 
and ends.
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If you are using Photoshop, set the document grid to represent 
pixels. You can do this by setting the gridline to every 10 pixels with 
a sub division of 10. This will show you where the pixel boundaries 
are and help you to make shapes that will clearly render along 
these lines.

If you haven’t done so already, turn on the grid view for the 
artboard and set the artwork to “Snap to Grid.” These two settings 
will make it easier to fit the icon to the artboard and will help to 
create a pixel perfect design.

Adobe Illustrator

If you’re using Adobe Illustrator to 
make icons, you can use this handy tip 
to preview the icons as you work. First, 
set the Artboards that you will be using 
and any guides that you need. Then 
go to Window > New Window. This will 
duplicate your working space. In this 
new window set the preview mode to 
Pixel Preview (View > Pixel Preview) and 
the zoom to Actual Size. (View > Actual 
Size). Then turn off the visibility of the 
artboards (View > Hide Artboards)

Once the second window is set properly, 
arrange the two windows next to each 
other, or for people with two monitors, 

you can put the 2nd window on the 2nd 
monitor.

Leave the 2nd window and go back to 
the first. In the first window zoom in 
as close as you want to work. Begin 
to draw your icon. You will notice that 
the drawing you’re making on the first 
window is being duplicated in the 2nd 
window at real size in a view similar to 
what you can expect when you output 
the icon to raster format.

This tip is particularly useful for glyph 
icons as they need to be extremely 
precise and have a uniform appearance 
to others in the set.
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Using a Grid

This is an additional step I like to use for glyph icons when I’m 
working in Adobe Illustrator. To make drawing glyphs even easier 
I like to use a file that has horizontal, vertical and diagonal guide 
lines added. Illustrator gives you the option to add custom guides. 
Using these guides, will not only ensure that the shapes are 
rendering perfectly along the pixels, it will help you plan the visual 
balance of the glyphs.

If you have the time to make a document with these guides you will 
have an invaluable resource for your glyph designs.

How to Set Custom Guides in Adobe Illustrator

1. Turn on the gridlines. Mine are set to be 1px squares. Draw 
a diagonal line from one side of the grid line to the other. 
Make a larger one from the bottom left of the artboard to 
the top right of the artboard, and make another line the 
same size as the first one in the bottom right pixel square.

Create three diagonal lines to make a blend with.
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2. Make a blend between the three shapes using the Blend 
tool (W) and set the Specified Steps to the number you 
need to intersect each pixel square. My artboard is 32px so 
I will be using 30 steps, which will draw 30 lines between 
each blend line. You will then have 32 lines across the top 
(the small line + 30 blend lines + the large line) and 32 lines 
down the side (the large line + 30 blend lines + the second 
small line).

3. With the Blend selected, go to Object > Blend > Expand to 
expand the blend. Turn these lines into guides by selecting 
them and going to View > Guides > Make Guides. Keep 
the guides selected, make sure Lock Guides is turned off 
and double click on the Rotation tool ( R) and make a 180 
degree copy of the lines. You will now have the diagonal 
guidelines.

Define the steps for the blend depending on the size of the artboard. For a 

32px artboard, make a 30 step blend.
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4. Lock this layer and make a new one above for the next set 
of guidelines. Make another blend with a line along the left 
and right side of the canvas space. Enter the number of 
steps you need (I’ve used 30 for a 32px grid) Expand the 
blend like before and make the guides. Select the guides 
and make a 90 degree rotated copy using the Rotate tool.

Make a 180 degree copy of the guide lines.

Draw a horizontal line across the left and right sides of the artboard.
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5. Lock the second layer and then lock the guides by going to 
View > Guides > Lock. Make a new layer for the artwork and 
you’re done.

Note: If you are using the multiple window setting for Adobe 
Illustrator, you may want to turn off the 
guides view on the second window.

Once your custom guides or grid is set, 
look at the icon you’re creating. Can 
it be broken down into a collection of 
shapes? If it can, begin to draw these 
shapes onto the artboard.

Checking the Artwork for a 
Consistent Style

Once you’ve finished designing your 
glyph set, preview them all side by 
side on white, mid-gray and black 

Adobe Illustrator CS4

If you’re using CS4 and 
above, a trick to use with 
multiple artboards is the 
Move/Copy Artwork with 
Artboard. If your guides 
are unlocked, you can 
duplicate your artboard 
as many times as you 
need and it will copy the 
guidelines to each one.

Lock the guide layers and create a new layer for the artwork.



View Points153

backgrounds. By previewing your icons in this manner, you will be 
able to spot any stray pixels or bad anti-aliasing. Sometimes what 
looks good against a white background can show up as a light gray 
pixel on a black background. With all icon designs, testing against 
a variety of background shades is extremely important.

Pathfinder

The Pathfinder tool will allow you to easily make shapes for glyphs 
and icons without having to draw them from scratch. The best use 
of the Pathfinder is in merging shapes together and cutting parts 
out.

Vector icons by tabsicons.com.

http://www.tabsicons.com
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When I was creating the magnifying 
glass, I used an ellipse to make the rim 
around the glass, and then with the 
offset path function I was able to make 
a smaller ellipse for the “glass” which I 
then subtracted from the first circle with 
the Pathfinder “Exclude” mode. Another 
way I used the Pathfinder was when I 
created the handle for the magnifying 
glass, I was able to join it with the top 
part by using Option + Clicking the 
“Unite” function, which then made a 
compound path of the two sections of 
the icon.

Adobe Illustrator CS5

If you’re using multiple 
artboards for Adobe 
Illustrator CS5 and 
above, you can name the 
artboards and export all 
images as a batch. When 
the images are exported, 
they will have the given 
batch name followed by 
the individual artboard 
names. This will save time 
exporting and naming 
each file individually.

Use exclude to create a hole in the magnifying glass.
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Scissors and Join Path Tools

This is a great technique for people who may not be comfortable 
with using the Pen tool or want to create exact geometric shapes. 
It’s a bit like cutting and pasting paper, but in this case it’s cutting 
shapes and joining them together with points.

With the magnifying glass, I needed to create a clean join between 
the circle at the end and the rectangle of the handle. Normally 
on larger icons, I would make a circle and use the Pathfinder to 
combine it with the rectangle (or simply make a rounded rectangle). 
For smaller icons, I find that the edges of the circle don’t quite align 
where I want them to. This is because the pixel boundaries of the 
artboard are trying to dictate where the circle is placed according 
to the shape as a whole. To get around this problem I drew a circle 
as close to the position it needed to be in as possible, then using 
the Scissors tool, I cut two points in the side of the circle where I 
wanted it to join with the rectangle.

Use the scissors tool to cut and ellipse in half to form the end of the 

handle.
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Using the Direct Selection tool, I select and deleted the part of 
the circle I don’t need then repeated the same steps with the end 
of the rectangle. Once I had two open shapes, I took the Direct 
Selection tool once more and selected the two points I wanted 
to join together. Sometimes it can be difficult to single out the 
points without selecting other objects, so if this happens use the 
Lasso tool and draw around the points. Once the two points were 
selected I joined them together using Command + J (you can also 
use Object > Path > Join from the menu). Once the half circle was 
joined to both sides of the rectangle, I tweaked and moved it into 
position along the guidelines.

Using this technique is great for building up shapes, but unlike 
Compound Paths and the Pathfinder options, shapes cannot be 
altered or moved once they are fused together. If you’re using this 
technique, remember to make a copy of the shapes before you cut 
them so you have a clean copy to go back to if you need it.

Join paths together using Command + J.
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Shape Builder Tool in CS5

The Shape Builder tool is new to Illustrator CS5 and works a bit like 
you would imagine a Pathfinder brush would be like. You can use it 
to add and subtract areas from overlapping shapes making it quick 
and easy to stack shapes together and craft objects with a single 
tool.

As an example, I’m working with an expanded version of the 
magnifying glass. For the Shape Builder tool to work, it has to 
be used on shapes that are not grouped or part of a compound 
shape.

The final result.
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Creating shapes is really straight forward, first select the Shape 
Builder tool and mouse click + drag over area that you want to 
combine, multiple shapes can be combined with a few clicks. 
Areas that are affected will show up in a dotted pattern as you 
mouse over the areas.

Create shapes for the layers.

Combine the shapes.
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Once a group of shapes are merged they may take on a different 
appearance. The style of the new shapes will either be the same 
one as the first shape that was selected, or if there’s no style 
selected first then the style that’s ready to be applied to a new 
shape will be applied to the merged shape, such as a selected fill 
or line style.

To delete shapes, simply hold down the Option key and click or 
drag over the areas you want to subtract. This is good for areas 
you want to cut out from a shape or to tidy up the outside area of 
a shape that has already been made. That’s how simple it is to use 
the Shape Builder tool. This technique doesn’t always make neat 
paths, so you may need to go around and delete any stray anchor 
points.

The style of the new shape is the same as the first shape that was 

selected.
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Export Settings

The most popular export options for glyph style icons are 
transparent PNG and EPS vector. If you’re exporting PNG from 
Adobe Illustrator CS5 and above, make sure the anti-aliasing is set 

Working with Vectors in Adobe CS4 and 
above

One of the advantages of using Adobe 
CS4 and above is how seamlessly 
you can work between working 
environments. If you’re creating vectors 
you`ll notice that it’s extremely easy 
to copy the shape from a Photoshop 
document and paste it into an Illustrator 

document while keeping the editability 
of the shape. This trick comes in handy 
when you need to make a complex 
illustration or icon that requires 
Photoshop rendering and vector 
shapes. You will find that drawing a 
complex vector shape with Adobe 
Illustrator’s drawing tools is easier than 
creating the same shape in Photoshop.

Remove the center of the magnifying glass.
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to Art Optimized, for all versions make sure that the background is 
set to transparent and the resolution is set to your target output.

Setting the resolution of the output can be a handy tool when 
creating icons as both interface elements and illustration. Which is 
sometimes the case when designers need to supply image assets 
for both screen and print.

Another handy feature in Illustrator CS4 and above is the ability 
to export images from multiple artboards at once. You can make 
these setting adjustments in the Export dialogue options.

Export images from multiple artboards.
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Creating a Graphic Set for Illustrator and a 
Symbol Set for Photoshop

Illustrator

You can also use vector objects from Adobe Illustrator in symbol 
libraries for both Adobe Photoshop and Adobe Illustrator. Making 
libraries is a good way to have all the icons you need ready to use 
at the click of a button.

To make icon libraries in Illustrator is easy, select the icon you 
would like to use and drag it into the Symbols library or press F8. 
Once you have the symbols that you want to make into a library, 
delete the symbols you don’t want and then save the custom icons 
into a library by going to Save Symbol Library from the Symbols 
panel menu.

Web icons in Adobe Illustrator.
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Photoshop

To make symbols from Illustrator shapes in Photoshop is a little bit 
trickier, but not totally impossible. To make symbols from Illustrator 
shapes, first make a new document in Photoshop, any size is fine, 
as long as it’s large enough for all of the designs you want to use. 
Then copy the glyphs you want to use in Illustrator and go into 
Photoshop and paste them into the new document you made. 
You will be prompted to paste the icons in a few different ways, 
choose the paste as Shape Layer and click OK. With the Direct 
Selection tool (A) select the symbol you would like to make into a 
custom shape and go to Edit > Define Custom Shape. You will be 
prompted to name the shape, do that and press OK. You will now 
have a custom icon shape. Repeat this for each icon and you will 
have a custom set of glyphs for Adobe Photoshop.

To save these icons as a set that you can load whenever you need, 
go to Edit > Preset Manager and select Custom Shapes from the 

Creating a symbol set in Adobe Photoshop.
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drop down menu. Hold Command and click on the designs you 
want to include in the set or Shift to select a range of designs. 
When you’re finished you can save the set. If you save your files to 
the default preset location you will be able to navigate to your icons 
from the drop down menu in Photoshop. (You can of course save 
the file to any location you like.)

Front View Icons
A front view icon, as opposed to a zero-point perspective icon 
is drawn in a similar style without any distinguishable vanishing 
points, but has added light and shade to create depth and the 
illusion of space. If you’re drawing icons for a mobile device, then 
zero-point perspective is the best method as the various mobile 
operating systems will add shadow effects to the icon in-program.

Front view icons were made popular with Mac OS X, but the same 
principles applies to Toolbar icons for Microsoft and Linux-style 
icons. Make sure that you check the different specifications before 
you begin as each OS specifies a slightly different light source 
which will change the lighting and shade effects you apply.

Flat Front View

Light

Wall

Shade

The viewing angle for front view icons.
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Imagine that your icon is on a flat surface with a wall behind it and 
that you are viewing it directly from the front. This is the “front 
view” theory of icon design.

You should draw the object to be flat with a subtle lighting effect 
from the top of the object and a slight shadow at the bottom where 
the light ends. This extremely subtle lighting effect gives the icon 
depth and helps it stand out from the background. It also makes 
the icon appear to be slightly tangible which helps user interaction.

Tips for Drawing a Front View Icon

Front view icons are commonly used for Toolbar, system and 
document icons. In this tutorial I’ll show you how to draw a basic 
Toolbar icon with a bold finish. The output is going to be 32px 
and 16px. You can use whichever program you feel the most 
comfortable with, but I’ll be using Photoshop. Personally I use 
Photoshop for this style of icon because it has good pixel control, 
it can scale styles well, can put gradients on strokes, and simply 
outputs nice crisp small-scale icons.

Plan the Image

Before you draw anything you should have an idea of what you 
would like to include in the design. For tips on sketching icon 
designs refer back to the "Zero-Point Perspective" section in this 
book.

For this tutorial we will be drawing a house. I’ve chosen a house 
because it’s really simple to draw and can be made from a few 
shapes. Before you begin, take some time to plan the details 
you would like your house to have, such as the placement of the 
windows and door.
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Set the Canvas Size

Because we will be outputting the icon to two sizes, 32 and 16px 
we will begin by creating the 32px icon. Once we’re finished the 
16px can be made by tweaking the scale using a handy trick I will 
show you at the end of this tutorial.

Set your canvas to 32px, RGB 72dpi and make the grid visible. 
Make sure that the units for your work is set to pixels, and that 
the grid is measured to have a guideline every 10 pixels with 10 
subdivisions. This will set gridlines to mark out the pixels on your 
canvas.

Draw the Basic Shapes

Take a look at the sketch for your house and break the image down 
into the basic shapes. For the house I’m drawing I have a triangle, a 
square and some rectangles.

Set the canvas and grid preferences for the icon.
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Place the Shapes

I’m using the vector drawing tools in Adobe Photoshop. I’ve set my 
document to “Snap to Grid” which will help to make the shapes 
pixel perfect and crisp. Go ahead and draw the shapes into the 
32px canvas you set earlier. Be sure to leave 1px to 2px clear on 
the sides (2px if you’re creating an icon with a drop shadow to the 
side, but 1px is ok if the shadow is below only). 1px at the top of 
the design and 3px at the bottom, this will reduce the likelihood of 
clipping.

Clipping happens when a semi-transparent pixel made by anti-
aliasing or a layer effect renders as a sharp line because there 
weren't enough pixels to accommodate it. To avoid clipping, you 
will need sufficient space around all sides of the design to make 
sure that all lighting and shade effects have the space to fade out 
to 0% opacity.

Create some basic shapes to block out the icon design.
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Another thing to keep in mind is the angles of the lines you’re 
using. By placing the drawing lines along diagonal and horizontal 
axis you will reduce the blurry effect of a badly anti-aliased line. In 
the image below you will see that a line that cuts an exact diagonal 
through the pixel grid will have an additional line of semitransparent 
pixels. If the line doesn’t cut a direct line through the pixel grid, the 
anti-aliasing can get a bit confusing and you will end up with two or 
more additional pixels with varying degrees of opacity. A moderate 
degree of anti-aliasing looks fine on larger scale images, but with 
small icons it can make the line value thicker than intended or 
cause the icon to appear blurry.

Pixel Perfect

anti-aliasing

diagonal 
against
pixel line

not on Pixel
grid. 2x anti-
alias pixels

Not On Pixel Line

half pixel line

Leave sufficient space around the icon for shadows or effects. 

How line angles affect anti-aliasing.
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Modify the Basic Shapes

This is where a bit of planning comes in. In the image below you 
will see that the roof and the body of the house overlap. I want the 
roof of the house to have a line running diagonal to the pixel grid so 
that the anti-aliasing is kept to a neat 1px. So I’ve added points in 
the shape where I want the roof to have corners and aligned them 
neatly to the pixel grid. Once that’s done I repeat the same thing 
with the body of the house.

As you can see, when the background is turned off there are some 
transparent pixels where the house body and the roof meet. To fix 
this I’m going to move the lines on the roof in order to further refine 
the shape and fill the pixel gap between it and the house.

Modify the basic shapes by adding and moving points.
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Take special care when arranging the 
points of your shapes. Sometimes the 
limited number of pixels will require 
some compromise with the design. 
For example, I’ve designed my house 
to have a window in the middle of the 
front wall. For the visual balance to 
be maintained I will need to line it up 
with the gable of the roof. My first roof 
shape was made from a point aligned 
between two pixels, this then required 
me to either change the style of the 
gable to have a flat 1px shape in the 
middle, or to draw the window with a 
3px windowsill. Because I only have 
a 32px icon to work with I will have 

When designing icons at a 
small scale such as 32, 24 
or 16px it’s ideal to make 
any sharp points into flat 
lines. This will create a 
visual point with the pixels 
even if it isn’t a true point 
in the artwork.

Move the lines to further refine the shape and fill pixel gaps.
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to change the roof so I can maintain a uniform line style for the 
window and the door. If I was designing the icon for a larger scale, 
such as a 96px icon, then the alignment wouldn’t be too much of 
an issue.

With small scale icons, pixel alignment issues will occur from time 
to time, but this shouldn’t be a worry as with time and experience 
you’ll be able to anticipate it.

Add some Color and Outlines

Once you have the shapes blocked in, add some subtle gradients 
from light at the top to dark at the bottom, with a matching outline 
that’s the same colors, but darker than the fill. Because I’m using 
Photoshop, the gradients I’m using are layer styles. I like this 
method of coloring for smaller icons as I can save the styles in 
the Graphic Styles palette for later use. Adobe Illustrator CS4 and 
above has a similar feature which is useful if you’re creating icons 
in vector.

Tweak the lines that need to align with other design elements.



View Points172

Adding Details

If you’re working with a small scale 
icon, it doesn’t mean that it should 
be simple and dull. Adding decorative 
elements like patterns and highlights 
will make the design stand out without 
looking over complicated. For this 
design I've added some very subtle 
highlights and patterns, plus two cute 
looking plants to give the house a more 
homely feel and to add some more 
color.

Saving styles, colors 
and even elements to 
use in further designs 
or projects is one of the 
most important things 
to remember. As an icon 
designer, the time you will 
spend on creating designs 
can be dramatically 
reduced with a good 
library of assets.

Use layer styles to color the different elements. As you make the styles, 

save them to the styles palette.
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Remember to plan the colors for your icon set before you begin to 
render the icons. Doing this will ensure that the entire set uses the 
same tones and hues and works as a coherent set.

Scaling the Design

So here’s the trick I use to scale Toolbar icons. The handy thing 
about icons is that they scale in percentages – i.e. 16px is 50% 
of 32px and 64px is 200% of 32px and so on. Once you save 
the source file of the main icon, go to the Image Size dialogue to 
scale the design for the 16px icon. For this tip to work you need 
to change the Pixel Dimensions from pixels to percent, the scaling 
algorithm works much better with percentages and wont warp the 
resulting image.

Type the percentage into the Pixel Dimensions and choose 
“Nearest Neighbor” from the Sampling options at the bottom. 

Add decorative elements like patterns and highlights to make the design 

stand out without looking over complicated.



View Points174

Nearest Neighbor will snap the lines of the Shape Layers to a pixel 
boundary. If all of your shapes are aligned with the pixel grid, the 
icon should be clear and crisp after it’s scaled. If by some chance 
there are some blurry lines, it'll still be far less than other scaling 
methods. This method of scaling can also make some great large 
scale pixel images from small pixel style sprites.

Because the icon is 100% vector shapes, if there are some 
elements which need simplifying, it won’t take long to delete a few 
detail layers and refine some of the shapes so that the design is 
optimized for the smaller scale.

Scale the icon and then tweak the lines to create a crisp design.

The design is optimized to look crisp when zoomed in at each scale.
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Shelf View Icons
Shelf view is a style of icon mainly used in Mac OS X for utilities 
and settings. Shelf view can also be used with three dimensional 
objects that appear to be too distorted in desk view. Icons 
rendered in this view should be drawn with a straight on view with 
a drop shadow directly underneath and slightly towards the back 
of the object. Icons with more than one object can take advantage 
of the viewing angle by positioning elements to the front or back of 
the viewing plane. This is how shelf view is different from a flat view 
icon.

The reason that many utilities icons are drawn at this angle is the 
level of readability that is needed for these designs. These icons 
help people change settings, fix problems and generally work their 
software and computers, so a very straight forward icon is needed. 
The shelf view displays the icon design with a clear silhouette 
which, on a crowded Toolbar or settings dialogue, is easier to see 
than an icon drawn in desk view.

This isn’t to say that this style of icon needs to be overly bold or 
plain, it’s just that the rate in which an icon is recognized can be 
improved by using a single view. You may also find that the Utility 

Shelf View

The viewing angle for shelf view icons.
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icons from the shelf view have pictographic versions made for 
Toolbar processes, with the front on view the silhouette can be the 
same no matter which style the icon is rendered in.

Another reason that shelf view icons are particularly useful for 
settings and utilities is that they’re fairly adaptable to scaling 
with only a small amount of editing required for designs under 
32px in size. This means the design doesn’t change dramatically 
depending on the size or style they’re being viewed in.

Tips for Creating a Glossy Shelf View Icon

For this design I will be creating a 512px sized glossy monitor icon 
with Photoshop using Shapes and Smart Filters. When creating 
icons that need both large and small scale, you should always 
strive to create everything with as much editability as possible. 
Shapes and Smart Filters will allow you to tweak the line weight 
and effects for each design so that they’re as crisp and easy to 
understand as possible. It took me some time to fully understand 
the importance of editability, but when you have a large set of 
icons to make in a short amount of time, every little bit of reusable 
shapes and layer styles really help. The following exercise will 
demonstrate how an icon that’s easy to edit and scale, can be 
made in Photoshop.

Plan the Design

Think about the object you want to draw, what stand out features 
does it have to make people recognize it? I’ll be drawing a 
computer monitor. We all know that there are many buttons and 
cords on a computer monitor but for the purpose of drawing an 
icon, I will leave out the secondary details and focus on the screen 
and the stand. The larger scale icons need some added details to 
make the icon look more realistic, so I will also add an LED button 
at the front and an embossed symbol. I will also be adding a bright 
wallpaper to make the design stand out. Draw a sketch of the 
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icon in the table top perspective. With this view, it should look like 
you’re viewing it from the front with a drop shadow underneath.

Set the Canvas Size

With this technique I like to start with the large scale icon as the 
details are added with smart filters so it’s easy to tweak or even 
turn off the effects for the smaller icons. I’m creating a 512px icon 
with a moderate drop shadow underneath so I’ll position the main 
objects 1px from the top of the artboard and leave at least 6px at 
the bottom for the shadow.

Block Out the Main Shapes

One of the most important things when designing icons that 
require a moderate level of rendering is to block out the shapes 
before you even think about adding the special finishes and small 
details. Blocking out the details will help you distinguish what looks 
right your designs, and change the things that may not look right.

Apply some Base Layer Styles

Once the shape is drawn out you can begin to apply some basic 
gradient and line effects. These will make up the base tone of the 
icon. Set the effects with the Layer Styles and save them for later 

Block out the main shapes of the design.
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use in the Styles panel. If you save Layer Styles as you work on 
various projects, you will quickly build a valuable collection that 
can be used in the future.

Apply some Secondary Layer Styles

Make copies of the shape layers above the first shape and apply 
the secondary layer effects. For this icon I’ve applied semi-
transparent gradients through the middle of the main shapes to 
create a lighting effect. When you’re creating transparent layer 
effects with Shape Layers, remember to set the Fill (located under 
the Opacity settings) to 0%, as this will show the effect and hide 
the shape.

Apply some basic gradient and line effects.

Make duplicate layers to apply the secondary layer effects.
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Tidy the Layers

Some icons can become fairly complex. Once you’ve made the 
basic icon, take the time to group any layers together to keep the 
Layers Panel tidy and easy to navigate. This step is especially 
important if you’re creating an icon for sale or as part of a creative 
team.

Layer Masks and Smart Objects

Another handy technique is using Vector Masks on Layer Groups. 
I’ve made a Vector Mask for the “Screen” Layer Group by dragging 
the Vector Mask from the Screen Shape onto the Layer Group. 
Once the mask was applied to the Layer Group, I then Converted 
it to a Smart Object and double clicked onto the Object to add 
some colored circles to create the wallpaper of the screen. I then 
selected the three circles and created another Smart Object.  You 
need to save the Smart Object documents to see any changes 
to the main illustration. Save the screen and go back to the Layer 
Group.

Group the layers together to keep the Layers Panel tidy.
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Smart Objects are layers that link to separate image assets that 
can be edited the same as a regular Photoshop document. The 
benefit to this technique is that any effect from the Filters menu 
can be added to the Smart Object and be toggled on or off and 
edited. Traditionally Filters couldn’t be undone and they would 
permanently alter the image, so this is a fantastic way to work and 
it brings Photoshop much closer to Illustrator with regard to ease 
of editability.

Apply a vector mask to the layer group of the screen.

Create a smart object from the colored circles.
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Adding Filters

The great thing about Smart Objects is that they can be made 
inside of other Smart Objects and have Masks, Layer Styles 
and Adjustment Layers applied to them. I’m creating a blended 
wallpaper effect by applying a Gaussian blur to the Smart Object 
of the wallpaper design. The Layer Mask keeps the image inside of 
the screen area so I can apply a fairly exaggerated blur.

Applying Effects to Multiple Layers

I want to add some blurry bokeh style circles to the wallpaper so 
I clicked back into the monitor Smart Layer and added the circles 
in layers that will blend and make some nice overlaid effects. Once 
the shapes were made, I added a layer effect to the first layer, and 
copied it by right clicking the Fx icon at the side. I then selected 
all of the layers I wanted to use the effect on, right clicked and 
Applied the layer effect. Each layer then had the effect applied to it. 
I then made the spots into a Smart Object and applied a subtle blur 
and reduced the opacity. The same steps were repeated to make 
the reflection for the top of the screen.

Apply a Gaussian blur to the Smart Object of the wallpaper design.
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Applying a single Layer Effect to multiple layers at the same time is 
a massive time saver if you’re working with lots of little details that 
need the same effect, but cannot be part of a single shape layer.

Adding the Finishing Touches

Once the screen is finished, it’s time to go back to the main icon 
and apply the final layer effects. For this icon, the finishing effect is 
a radial gradient to add a secondary highlight to the screen and an 
outline to add definition to the shape.

Add some blurry bokeh style circles to the wallpaper and apply layer 

effects to create circles of varying opacity and blending modes.

Add some more highlights to the screen to exaggerate the light source.
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As you can see, the large scale icon looks like it’s missing 
something, so I added an embossed logo to the bottom and a LED 
style light to create some focal points. When the design is scaled 
below 256px, the layers with these details will be removed in order 
to de-clutter the design.

Desk View Icons
Items drawn in desk view can be drawn in any angle as long 
as part of the top of the item is visible, and the lighting casts a 
shadow underneath the object. Mac OS X specifies that the light 
is from above, casting a soft shadow underneath the item, and 
Microsoft Windows specifies that the light is from the top and 
slightly to the left casting a shadow across the right side of the 
design.

This is where the perspective of icons differs from actual 
perspective in drawing theory. Loosely based on the concept of 
different surface views, desk view is the common way of drawing 
Mac and Windows application icons. In the Apple Human Interface 
Guidelines, designers are simply asked to imagine looking down 

Add an embossed logo to the bottom and a LED style light to create some 

focal points.
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on an object that is placed on a surface that is light from above. 
This seems simple enough, but special care should be taken with 
perspective in order to achieve the illusion.

Desk view can be used for Toolbar or desktop icons depending 
on the vanishing point. Icons with an exaggerated sense of 
perspective are best used as application icons where icons with a 
subtle sense of perspective are suitable for Toolbars.

There are no exact rules to this style of icon, except to make the 
icon appear like it’s viewed from the front and slightly above the 
item, like it’s resting on a desk. This can be confusing and will 
take some time to become familiar with. Once again, sketching 
out the design is a great way to refine the icon without spending 
unnecessary rendering time.

Icons with this style of perspective can become blurry at smaller 
scales. A common method of dealing with a smaller rendering size 
is to make the large icons (anything above 25px) with perspective 
and then change the design to Front View for the small scale icons.

Desk View

The viewing angle for desk view icons.
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It’s important to note that Microsoft Windows requires all icons 
that are drawn with perspective to have a zero-point perspective 
version for Toolbars and list view.

Tips for Creating a Realistic Desk View Icon

There’s a certain frustration that occurs when an icon design gets 
off to a bad start and no matter how many tweaks you make, it 
never seems to look right. I like to call this a “Tweaking Loop.” 
Believe me, it can happen to anyone. When I was thinking of 
objects for the following lesson, I spent an entire day rendering a 
paint bucket. The textures and lighting effects looked great, but 
no matter how hard I tried to get the handle right, I just couldn’t 
achieve the correct perspective. Even the most experienced icon 
designers can get off to a bad start with an image, especially ones 
with a complicated perspective, so it’s extremely important not to 
rush the planning stage, no matter how simple the design seems 
to be. Let’s look at a few tips for planning and creating a desk view 
icon.

Perspective

A desk view icon has no formal perspective, instead the icon's 
perspective should be chosen to show the object in the best view 
possible. If you look at icons from platforms such as Windows or 
Mac OS, you will see that larger objects with balanced dimensions, 
such as peripherals or animal mascots, are shown in a variation 
of the isometric view point. Objects that are thinner or smaller in 
appearance are shown with a smaller perspective view to create 
the best view of the object's surface. Paper should be drawn like 
it’s placed flat on a surface, and objects should look like they’re 
coming out from the picture plane.
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Lighting

There’s more to shading an object than simply adding some light to 
a dark gradient, so let’s take a closer look at how to effectively use 
light to turn shapes into forms. Once you’re confident with using 
light and shade properly, you will notice a dramatic improvement in 
the quality and realism of your work.

A desk view icon looks like it's viewed resting on an imaginary desk and 

viewed from above.

To shade different objects, you need to apply a highlight, halftone, core 

shadow and reflected light.
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•	 Highlight: This is the area where the light directly hits the 
surface of the object. The intensity of the highlight will 
depend on the material you’re drawing. Highly reflective 
surfaces will have super bright highlights, while porous 
materials will absorb some of the light, making it a few 
shades lighter than the other tones.

•	 Halftone: This is the area between the shade and the light. 
On textured surfaces you will notice that the texture may 
create little shadows and highlights depending on how 
raised it is.

•	 Core Shadow: The core shadow is the darkest part of the 
object with the least light, this doesn’t mean that it should 
be de-saturated. Make the best use of the HSB color sliders 
to subtract light without muting the tones.

•	 Cast Shadow: The cast shadow falls over the surface the 
object is sitting on. The cast shadow is defined by the object 
that’s forming it and becomes lighter and less defined the 
further away from the object it’s drawn.

•	 Reflected Light: This is light that is reflected from the 
surface the object is sitting on. Reflected light shouldn’t be 
lighter than the Highlight. 
 
When light is bounced off a surface it will change color but 
it will not get darker. Colored light hitting an object from a 
surface of the same color will enhance the saturation of the 
reflected light. Light bouncing off a dark surface will not be 
bright enough to change the color of the light, rather the 
dark surface will absorb it.
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Look at the object you want to create as an icon. What are the 
surfaces like? Consider the shape of the object and how light will 
move from one side to the other. Using photos as a reference 
is a great place to start studying the play of light on an object, 
but remember that it shouldn’t be used to trace and copy. Icons 
should be brighter than a photograph and have an exaggerated 
appearance. Images in photographs can also have perspective that 
doesn’t necessarily look good in the context of icon design.

How Light Behaves on Different Surfaces

One you’ve chosen the perspective of the icon and have 
established how light will move across the surface, you need 
to think about the materials you want to render. Light behaves 
differently depending on the object. For example soft and fluffy fur 
will absorb light and remain luminous, while chrome will bounce 
light with super bright and blown out highlights and reflected 
tone from the objects around it. If you’re not familiar with creating 
different finishes and effects, you should spend some time learning 
the characteristics of various materials and render samples. It may 
take a while to build your confidence, but practicing rendering 
without creating an icon will help you focus clearly on the effect 
and pick out areas that could be improved or tweaked.

Re�ected Color Re�ected Saturated Light Absorbed Light

Light reflected from surfaces behaves differently depending on the 

material the surface is made from.
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•	 Glass: Can have bright light reflections, objects in or under 
appear darker where a shadow is cast, regular light will be 
matte and cover most of the surface.

•	 Water: Sparkly highlights and ultra-glossy reflective 
transparent surface. Can distort objects under/in it.
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•	 Metal: Chrome is ultra-glossy with subtle reflected color in 
it, other metals can be more textured than glossy. Gold and 
silver are in-between these two.

•	 Plastic: Reflective, bright colored reflection of light rather 
than white shiny reflections
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•	 Cloth: Mostly just shade and light, the fibers absorb most of 
the light.

•	 Wood: Varnished wood will have a high gloss finish, non-
varnished wood and bark will absorb most light.
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Creating a Glossy Desk View Icon in Illustrator

As the associate editor of Vectortuts+, I may be a bit bias towards 
using Adobe Illustrator, and although Photoshop and other raster 
based software can create amazing 
icons, I find vector has the flexibility of 
scale and convenience of advanced 
drawing tools which make it an 
attractive choice for icon design. If you 
want to use the drawing tools of Adobe 
Illustrator and the rendering capability 
of Photoshop, you can create the shape 
of your icon in Illustrator and paste it 
into Photoshop as a Smart Object or a 
Shape Layer.

For this icon I will begin by making 
some custom guides following the 
instructions in the previous exercises. 
I’ve marked out the approximate angle 
I would like the document to be, the 
pencil part of the icon will be aligned by 
sight.

Custom Guides

The icon I’m creating is an application 
icon with a pencil and a stack of paper. 
As with all of the icons I’ve made so far, 
I’m going to be using a custom grid. 
Because the desk view icon is large 
enough to render any angle clearly and 
is in a style that doesn’t have a strict 
perspective I will set some guides to 
define the angle of the first sheet of 

Working with Smart 
Objects in Photoshop

Smart objects are special 
layers in Photoshop that 
are linked to an image 
outside of the main 
working file. If you paste 
a vector illustration from 
Adobe Illustrator into 
Photoshop you have the 
option to import the image 
as a Vector Smart Object. 
Because the imported 
image is linked to an 
external resource, any 
effects or transformations 
that are applied to the 
Smart Object won’t 
permanently alter the state 
of the layer. To edit the 
contents of a Smart layer, 
double click the image 
thumbnail, this will open 
a version of the smart 
object that is linked to 
the Photoshop file. When 
you have made the edits 
you will need to save the 
linked file with exactly the 
same name in the exact 
location so the changes 
can be translated to the 
Photoshop file. Smart 
objects are also great for 
creating variations of icons 
with different color sets or 
effects.

http://vector.tutsplus.com/
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paper and I’ll judge the placement of the other elements from this 
main point.

As with the previous icons, I’ve set the guidelines by making a 
blend of lines and expanding the blend so I can transform it into 
custom guidelines. If you haven’t read about custom guides in 
Adobe Illustrator, you can do so in the "Tips to Create a Flat View 
Pictogram Set with Adobe Illustrator CS4 and Above" section of 
this book.

Building Graphic Styles

As I mentioned earlier, I really like the flexibility of Illustrator for 
icon design and the addition of Graphic Styles in CS4 has to be 
one of my favorite tools. Graphic Styles work like layer styles in 
Adobe Photoshop and will style an object with various effects and 
transformations that can be toggled on or off and edited freely. 
Once an object has an appearance applied to it, it can then be 
saved as a Graphic Style and used for other objects. With regular 

Use blended lines to create a custom grid.
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use you can easily build a library of styles and save valuable time 
in your design processes.

For the Application icon, I’m going to style the document to 
have rounded corners and an offset path in a darker color with a 
highlight line around it. The best thing about this style is how I can 
apply it to both pages of the document and style it slightly different 
for color changes and tweak the design as I go. You will see the 
color of the icon change a few times during the design process, 
the Appearance panel gives me the flexibility to make minor tweaks 
without wasting time finding and isolating sections of the design.

The appearance panel is fantastic for applying complicated styles and 

finishes to a basic shape. Use the appearance panel to create an inner 

offset path and rounded corners for the page.
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Stacking and Arranging Elements

The trick to creating an easy to understand and eye-caching icon is 
the use of color and the visual balance of the design. An icon with 
too many elements will look over crowded and may confuse the 
meaning of the icon. With this design I have placed a plain colored 
document behind the grid style document to provide visual balance 
and fill the available space without completely overcrowding the 
image by scaling the grid sheet to fill the space on its own.

Adding Grids the Easy Way

Another overlooked tool is the Rectangular Grid tool. As the name suggests, 
this is a tool to draw grids. Each line in the grid can be selected and edited, so 
thicker lines can be added to create the finish of Graph Paper. Double Click the 
Rectangular Grid tool to edit the segments and settings before you draw it onto 
your artboard.
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I’ve also taken the time to save the two Appearance styles to the 
Graphic Styles panel. I’ve grouped the first document and the grid 
to create a new object to apply a drop shadow style to. New styles 
can be applied to groups without changing the styles applied to 
the individual objects.

Blocking and Alignment

When it was time to create the pencil, I blocked out the 
approximate location and scale I wanted it to be in and made 
a duplicate of the shape to build the pencil from. Sometimes 
when a rotated image is rotated back to a straight sided shape, 
some of the lines can be slightly wonky. To fix this, you can either 
draw another shape, or (and this is a trick most people don’t 
know about) you can select corresponding points with the Direct 
Selection tool and straighten them by using the Alignment panel to 
align one point against the other.

Group the first document and the grid to create a new object to apply a 

drop shadow using the appearance panel.
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Joining and Cutting Shapes

To make the wavy line around the base of the pencil, I used the 
wave effect on a line and took the Scissors tool to cut it to size.

Block out the shape of the pencil.

Use the Zig Zag tool to make the wavy edge of the pencil.
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I then cut the bottom out of the rectangle of the pencil body and 
fused the wavy line into place by joining the points. To join a 
point, select a point and the one you want to join it to and press 
Command + J. Using this technique will help you build clean and 
precise shapes that have cleaner lines that drawing them with the 
Pen tool.

Adding Gradients to Create Volume

As you learned earlier, each material has its own reflection style. 
To create believable metallic effects you have to let loose and 
not be afraid to alternate bright and dark colors within a gradient. 
To create the metallic effect for the pencil end I used light tones 
of grey and blue for the start, added a slightly darker tone in the 
middle, and another light tone at the end. The variation of tones 
gives the illusion of reflection and curvature on the shape. Change 
the colors to create gold, platinum and copper toned metallic 
finishes.

Join the wavy line to the main body of the pencil.
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The pencil's eraser has two layers: one is an Opacity Mask with a 
radial highlight and the other is a solid colored shape with a grain 
effect added in the Appearance panel. The grain adds depth and 
realism to the object while the gradient forms the round shape. The 
ridges on the metal ring around the eraser are made with a simple 
blend.

Apply a metallic gradient to the top part of the pencil.

Use blend and grain to add detail to the pencil.
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For the surface of the pencil I created a mask with the main shape 
of the pencil and added three segments of gradient inside to create 
the flat surfaces. I added highlights along the ridges to accentuate 
the effect. Rather than using an opaque to transparent gradient, 
the main highlights are made from thin rectangles that have an 
opacity mask applied to it to create the subtle blend into the yellow 
of the pencil.

Tweaking Colors and Adding the Final Touches

Brushes can be used to create some nice looking effects, I’ve 
used a chalk finish brush from the default Illustrator set to create 
a sketch on the blueprint document. Because it’s vector I can try 
a few different brushes to find the effect I’m looking for and tweak 
the line weight to balance the sketch with the document area. You 
can also make your own custom brushes by dragging shapes and 
textures into the Brushes panel.

Make highlights with a transparency mask to add form to the pencil.
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After I positioned the pencil, the color wasn’t standing out as much 
as I wanted it to and it was a bit unconvincing that a standard HB 
pencil was being used with a blueprint. After a few rendering tests 
I decided that the icon would look better with some more contrast 
between the elements. Because the pencil was made entirely from 
Graphic Styles and Opacity Masks, I was able to change the color 
from Yellow to white in a few minutes without losing the clarity 
of color. If I needed to change the colors using hue sliders with 
a regular fill in Photoshop, the colors can become muddy fairly 
quickly and would need to be redrawn.

Use a brush to draw an image onto the blueprint page.

Graphic styles will allow you to change the colors of the icon quickly and 

easily.
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Once I was happy with the design and layout of the final icon I 
applied a layer style to harmonize the colors. By grouping the 
shapes together, new Appearances can be applied to the group 
without changing the effects added to the individual parts of the 
object. This technique is used to harmonize the colors in a very 
subtle way, but it’s amazing the difference that can be made with 
this simple effect. Once the objects are grouped, add a new fill in 
the Appearance panel, set the color to the main color used in the 
icon, set the blending mode to Overlay, and reduce the opacity to 
around 30%. The degree of the opacity will vary depending on the 
tone of the color, the result should be a subtle hue shift that ties all 
the colors of the icon together without dramatically changing them.

The icon is now ready for scaling and export. Adding and 
subtracting details for the various output scales is fairly straight 
forward, and pasting the object into Photoshop to add further 
textures and details can be made easy with Smart Layers.

Group the entire icon and apply a overlay layer in the main color if the 

icon. This will harmonize the color palette.
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Conclusion
As you have seen, there are many ways to render and view an 
icon. It’s up to the designer to asses each method and apply the 
one that’s best for the project at hand. Remember that it’s not the 
software that creates a good icon, it’s the foresight and planning, 
the knowledge of effects, the will to refine something that needs 
tweaks, and the wisdom to quit the impossible to make a fresh 
start.

The final result.
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Popular Platforms – 
Guidelines and Style Tips
Icons are a balance between creativity and usability. When you 
create icons for a program or application, you should always 
follow the developer guidelines and style guides set out by the 
operating system you will be using. Each OS has its own set of 
design rules that are created to help designers create assets that 
blend harmoniously into existing graphical user interface. The 
following section is a closer look at the various platforms and a 
simple explanation of the styles required for each. I’ll begin with 
the two giants of the desktop computer world, take a look at two 
smartphone platforms battling to be number one, and end with a 
project that’s giving open-source software a facelift.

Designing Icons for Windows
Microsoft Windows uses a variety of icon sizes ranging from 16px 
to 256px. Windows 95 to XP use 16 to 48px and Windows Vista 
and above use a variety of icon sizes from 16 to 256px.

Their usage and scale is mostly unchanged through Windows 
95, 98, Me, 2000, and XP. Windows Vista introduces a new fluid 
approach to icon sizes, allowing users to select a custom icon view 
from 16x16 to 256x256. The scaling is done in-program by using 
bi-cubic interpolation. This form of scaling allows Windows to map 
the difference between the icon sizes and render an approximation 
of a size in-between the two. This is how the scaling appears 
to be fluid rather than the stepped scaling you may see when 
cycling though the actual icons. Because of this scaling method, 
it is important that all of the icons you produce for the windows 
platform are the same design, with the exception of the 16px icon, 
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which can be a simplified version of the main design with no drop 
shadow effects of perspective.

If you’re creating icons for Windows XP through to Windows 7 you 
can use the following style guidelines.

Windows XP

With the release of Windows 7, the number of people using 
Windows XP is on the decline, but with the reluctance for people 
to change to Windows Vista for a variety of stability and usability 
issues, there’s still a large number of people developing for and 
using programs with Windows XP.

Icons from Windows XP are bright and stylized.
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Microsoft officially ended mainstream support for XP in 2009 with 
extended support scheduled to end in 2014, so it’s unlikely that you 
will need to create this style of icon. In any case, it’s useful to know 
the restrictions relating to an older style platform. The following is 
the main style to follow when creating icons for XP and the various 
sizes and formats that you will need to create.

Background

The style of the Windows XP icons may look a bit too bold and 
bright when compared to modern Windows icons or even icons 
from Mac OS X 10 which was released the same year, but it’s 
important to remember the time in which they were released. 
Microsoft had a huge market share, the internet was being adopted 
by households the world over and the computer interface was in 
need of an update that differentiated it from the old work station 
computers of the Windows 95 era. 32-bit icons were also new to 
Windows and the XP design was formulated to show off the new 
smooth edges that alpha cannels could create and the brighter, 
more varied color palette that was also newly available to the icon 
designers. Again, while the style may have fallen out of favor for a 
more polished look, XP was hugely successful for the Microsoft 
Corporation and has been installed on 400 million computers. As 
of June 2011, Windows XP was the most widely used Computer 
OS in the world with a 39.7% market share, closely followed by 
Windows 7 with 37.8%12.

Style

If you take a look at the MSDN guidelines for XP icons, you will see 
that the specified style is all about fun, color, and energy. Without a 
visual example of this style you would be forgiven for believing that 
the intended style was in-line with the old Copland Gizmo theme. 
In actual fact, the style adopts a soft yet bright color scheme 

12    http://www.w3schools.com/browsers/browsers_os.asp

http://www.w3schools.com/browsers/browsers_os.asp
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chosen to match the blue tones used in Microsoft branding and an 
object style that’s rounded and more illustrative than representative 
of the objects they depict. An outline in a slightly darker tone is 
used to differentiate the various elements of the icon and to help 
create a crisp outline. Because the majority of the icons were 
32px and commonly viewed on CRT monitors, the outline was a 
great way to use the color variance and transparency of the 32-bit 
images without losing clarity.

The two main views for XP style icons are a fake isometric style 
with a slight one-point perspective with the icons facing right and 
a simplified front view version for the 16px icons. The guidelines 
don’t go into much detail about the specific viewing angle to be 
used, rather it provides a small picture with a grid over the top of 
an existing icon. Looking at the icons provided by Microsoft, the 
viewing angle doesn’t appear to be particularly consistent, so the 
designer’s best judgment for the appropriate angle for a specific 
object is probably the best guide to use.

Technical Breakdown

•	 Sizes: 48px for Desktop and Dialogue, 32px, 24px and 16px 
for Programs and Explorer

.ICO files are required to have 48, 32 and 16px icons in 32, 8 
and 4-bit color depths.

•	 Colors Used: Vibrant blue tones with gold and green 
supporting colors. A more specific color table, including 
RGB values can be found in the MSDN guidelines.

•	 Viewing Angles Used: An “isometric” style with the main 
object facing to the right, a slight vanishing point can be 
drawn to the right of the icon. Document Icons, Warning 
Icons and Single Objects should be drawn with zero 
perspective.

http://msdn.microsoft.com/en-us/library/ms997636.aspx
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•	 Light Source: Top left side of the object. 16px icons have no 
drop shadow.

•	 Format: ICO, BMP

Aero – Windows Vista and 7

"The Aero aesthetic creates a high quality and elegant experience 
that facilitates user productivity and even drives an emotional 
response." - MSDN

The Aero style is light and glossy with plenty of glass effects.



Popular Platforms – Guidelines and Style Tips210

Aero is the name given to the default theme used in Windows Vista 
and Windows 7. Created to be a more polished and professional 
user environment than previous versions of Windows, Aero 
includes large scale icons and an extensive use of transparency 
and visual effects.

The size of the Aero icons range from 16px to 256px, but due to 
their size, the 256px icons are rarely used with current computers.  
The large scale icons are part of the specifications as future 
monitors and display devices are expected to support 240 to 
320 DPI resolutions. Including the large scale icons will insure 
that programs made for Windows 7 and Vista won't have to be 
redesigned specifically for new devices.

The 256 pixel icons are made from compressed PNGs to 
greatly reduce the file size of the icon resource. Without the 
compressed 256px PNG format, a typical icon file can be up 
to three times larger than an uncompressed file. An icon editor 
such as IconWorkshop and Microangelo will allow you to include 
compressed PNGs as part of the .ico file, older editors may not 
include this function.

Note: Windows 7 and Vista style compressed PNG icons are 
compatible with windows versions 2000 to XP as the larger sizes 
will be bypassed by the program leaving the smaller scale icons to 
render as intended, in even earlier versions of windows, such as 
Windows 98, the icon won't render at all and will be replaced by a 
default system icon.

Technical Breakdown

•	 Sizes: Aero has a maximum icon size of 256px and required 
icon sizes are 16, 32, and 256 pixels. Optional sizes are 24, 
48, 64, 96, and 128. Windows platforms before Windows 
2000 cannot process icon files that are larger than 72px in 
size.
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.ICO files are required to have 48, 32 and 16px icons in 32, 8 
and 4-bit color depths.

•	 Colors Used: Aero colors are less saturated than previous 
Windows platforms and use a variety of gradient and 
transparency effects. There’s no specific color sets to use 
with this platform. Alert colors such as red, green and yellow 
should be used sparingly in Toolbar and application icons.

•	 Viewing Angles Used: An isometric style with the main 
object facing to the left, a slight vanishing point can be 
drawn to the right of the icon. Document Icons, Warning 
Icons and Single Objects should be drawn with Zero 
perspective.

•	 Light Source: Icons drawn with perspective have a light 
source from the top left side, slightly to the front of the 
object and a 30 – 50% opacity drop shadow drawn slightly 
behind and to the back of the object. For flat style icons the 
drop shadow is set to 130 degrees with an opacity between 
20 – 50% black with a 0% spread and a distance of about 
1 – 3px and a size of 1 – 3px depending on the size and 
complexity of the icon. 16px icons have no drop shadow.

•	 Format: ICO, PNG
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Mac OS X

Since the release of Mac OS X, Apple has used a visual theme 
called Aqua for its interface guidelines. Based on the concept of 
a hyper realistic icon style and “lickable” interface elements (yes I 
said "lickable" - Steve jobs wanted users to feel like they wanted to 
lick the object), the main aesthetic of the Aqua theme has remained 
relatively unchanged in the past 10 years. The Human Interface 

Mac OS X uses a theme called Aqua which has a highly realistic style.
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Guidelines, including a comprehensive style guide for Mac OS 
icons, can be found in the online developer library.

The size of the Aqua icons have an impressive scale range starting 
at 16px up to 1024px. Like the 256px Windows icons, the 512px 
and 1024px icons are rarely used with current computers.  The 
large scale icons are intended to be graphical assets for the next 
generation of iMacs that may include high resolution retina display 
monitors. Including the large scale icons will insure that programs 
made for current Macintosh products won't need to be redesigned 
for new devices.

The  256px to 1024px icons are made from Jpeg 2000, which is 
a file format with similar properties to the PNG format used by 
Microsoft. Jpeg 2000 supports transparency and compresses files 
into a lossless format. The main difference between PNG and Jpeg 
2000 is the level of compression achieved with files containing 
large areas of flat color. Because icons are highly unlikely to 
have these attributes, Jpeg 2000 performs just as well as PNG 
for icon compression. An icon editor such as IconWorkshop and 
Microangelo will allow you to include Jpeg 2000 as part of the .icn 
file, but older editors may not include this function. To export Jpeg 
2000 from a program such as Adobe Photoshop, you will need to 
install a custom plug-in that’s available for free from Adobe.

Technical Breakdown

If you’re familiar with the Mac OS X Human Interface Guidelines, 
you will find a few updates with the release of OS X Lion. Most 
notably the new 1024px maximum icon size for high resolution 
devices. Essentially this is an icon that is larger than most 
designers could ever have imagined just a few years ago. The 
inclusion of this size is to future proof Lion and new Macintosh 
computers which will have super high resolution retina displays.
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Another change you will find is the new monochrome Sidebar 
and Toolbar button icons. For those who are not familiar with the 
Macintosh interface, the sidebar icons are found in the Finder 
window, and in programs such as Mail and iTunes. The change 
has brought the Macintosh OS closer to the visual style of the 
iPhone and iPad iOS, this is generally seen as a step backwards 
in usability as the absence of color makes it harder for icons to be 
recognized, so this is where it becomes extremely important to 
design sidebar icons with instantly recognized silhouettes.

When rendering icons for the sidebar you should use various 
opacities of black rather than black with shades of grey. This is 
because  the effects applied to the sidebar icons use the icon's 
alpha channel to apply visual effects such as embossing and 
rollover states. If your design doesn't look good in an inverse state 
(which is the rollover state) then you will need to supply a second 
version of the design, with the elements that need to change 
transparency for this purpose.

When rendering icons for the sidebar you should use various opacities of 

black rather than black with shades of grey.
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Regardless of these two changes, the technical specifications are 
almost identical to earlier versions of Mac OS.

•	 Sizes: 19px for Toolbar Button icons, 16, 24 and 32px for 
Regular Toolbar icons and 16, 18 and 32px for Sidebar 
icons.

.ICNS files are required to have 16, 32, 128, 256, 512 and 
1024px  in 32, 8 and 4-bit color depths.

•	 Colors Used: Vibrant tones for 
application icons, more subtle 
hues and chrome effects for 
utilities and hardware icons. 
While the choice of color is left 
to the designer’s discretion, a 
few harmonious colors are ideal. 
Bright highly contrasting colors 
or a use of many different colors 
is likely to result in an icon that 
doesn’t blend well with the rest 
of the UI.

•	 Viewing Angles Used: There 
are three main viewing styles 
for Macintosh icons: Desk 
View, Shelf View and Front 
View. There’s an in-depth guide 
for each of these in the "View 
Points" and "Perspective" 
chapters of this book. The 
general rule to follow when 
choosing a viewing angle for 
your icon is simple: Utility icons 
are viewed from the front, 
Application icons are shown to 
look like they’re resting on a desk 

Icon Design for Mac OS 
and iOS

If you’re creating an icon 
for iPhone, iPod and Mac 
OS you will need to create 
two different designs. 
One that uses the square 
format of the touch screen 
icons and another that is a 
desktop style icon. While 
the visual style of Mac OS 
has some overlap with 
iOS, the application icons 
provide immediate visual 
feedback for the platform 
they’re intended for. If a 
user is presented with two 
icons, one square and the 
other based on an object, 
they will immediately know 
the square one is from 
a device based app and 
the object one is from a 
desktop based app. It’s 
also important to relate the 
two icons together with 
shared design elements 
and color scheme.
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that the viewer is looking down on, and Toolbar icons should 
look like they’re resting on a shelf that is eye level with the 
viewer.

•	 Light Source: All icons have a light source above and 
slightly to the front of the item. 16px icons and sidebar icons 
have no drop shadow. Drop reflections are dynamically 
generated by the OS, so there is no need to include one in 
your design.

•	 Format: ICNS, PDF, JPG2000

iOS

Background

Despite their seemingly simple appearance, icons for iPhone 
and iPad ( collectively called iOS devices) have become an art 
form for many contemporary icon designers. Based on a central 
theme of pictographic icons for Toolbars and actions and rounded 
squares for the Application icons, there’s more to iOS icons 
than many people perceive. First off, the rounded corners and 
reflections on the application icons are applied in the OS, if you 
intend on applying your own reflection or special effects you will 
need to disable the reflection in the application itself. Secondly, 
the application icon has to come in a variety of sizes so it can 
be viewed on the App store and in searches when the device is 
linked to a computer. One last thing to take note of is the resolution 
differences between iPhone 4 and above and iPod Touch and 
iPhone 3. If you’re creating an App for all three devices, you will 
need to take special care in supplying the various scales required 
to show the icons in both the regular resolution screens and the 
retina display screens. Let’s take a closer look at the technical 
requirements of an iOS icon.
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Style

Apple has a set of icon guidelines for iOS, which can be found in 
the iOS Developer Library. While it’s fairly open when it comes 
to artistic style, there are still a few considerations to be made in 
regards to scale and technical requirements. Let’s begin with the 
recommended art style.

First the icons should follow the general guidelines for all 
successful icon designs and be crisp, uncluttered and related 
to the application. Represent one concept or feature from the 
application on the icon and draw the basic elements in a way 
that’s easy to distinguish at the smallest scales. This means you 
should avoid including text and small details that are important to 
the meaning of the design but leave room to add details such as 
texture and lighting effects for the larger scales. The application 
will have to be rendered as large as 512px for the App Store listing 
and as small as 57px for the regular sized application icon, so the 

iOS icons by Nikola Adzic (vector.tutsplus.com/tutorials/icon-design/

create-a-detailed-vector-based-iphone-illustration-part-2).

http://developer.apple.com/library/ios/#DOCUMENTATION/UserExperience/Conceptual/MobileHIG/IconsImages/IconsImages.html
http://vector.tutsplus.com/tutorials/icon-design/create-a-detailed-vector-based-iphone-illustration-part-2/
http://vector.tutsplus.com/tutorials/icon-design/create-a-detailed-vector-based-iphone-illustration-part-2/
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best way to approach the design is to make the main body of the 
design in vector shapes, and make design tweaks to optimize the 
design for each size.

With thousands of applications being submitted to the App Store, 
it was hard for Apple to devote the resources needed for quality 
control of icons. Therefore Apple made it so any image that 
conformed to the icon dimensions could be automatically made 
into an icon by the iOS. The default reflection on an iOS icon can 
be turned off by adding a snippet of code to the application, if 
you’re working with a developer, ask them to include this feature if 
you’re planning on creating an icon with its own custom reflection 
or lighting effects.

Crafting Icons for iOS

To ensure a consistent design the 
highlight and corner style for iOS App 
icons are not part of the icons itself, 
instead it is applied by the operating 
system.

Using a mock-up template is a good 
way to judge the design before it’s 

in use. iOS icon templates can be 
freely downloaded at various design 
sites or you can easily create your 
own in Photoshop. Make sure that 
the reflection and corner layers are 
separate to each other so that the 
highlight can be toggled on or off for 
both the default and custom style 
highlights.
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Technical Breakdown

•	 Sizes

Regular Screens: iPhone 3 and iPod Touch 

Required Icons

•	 Application Icons: 57 x 57px

•	 App Store Icon: 512 x 512px

Recommended Icons

•	 Spotlight Search & Settings: 29 x 29px

•	 Web Clip Icon: 57 x 57px

•	 Document Icon: 22 x 29px

•	 Toolbar Icons: 20 x 20px

•	 Tab Bar Icons: 30 x 30px 

Retina Display Screens: iPhone 4 +

Required Icons

•	 Application Icons: 114 x 114px

•	 App Store Icon: 512 x 512px

Recommended Icons

•	 Spotlight Search & Settings: 58 x 58px

•	 Web Clip Icon: 114 x 114px

•	 Document Icon: 44 x 58px

•	 Toolbar Icons: 40 x 40px

•	 Tab Bar Icons: 60 x 60px 
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iPad 1 & 2

Required Icons

•	 Application Icons – 72 x 72px

•	 App Store Icon- 512 x 512px 

Recommended Icons

•	 Spotlight Search – 50 x 50px

•	 Settings – 29 x 29px

•	 Web Clip Icon – 72 x 72px

•	 Document Icon – 64 x 64px and 320 x 320px

•	 Toolbar Icons – 20 x 20px

•	 Tab Bar Icons – 30 x 30px 

•	 Image Format: PNG Files are required to have no alpha 
transparency for Application icons, transparency is 
permitted for toolbars and navigation. 

•	 Colors Used: The choice of color should reflect the colors 
used in the application interface. Vibrant colors work well 
and will help your design stand out in the App Store. To 
make a harmonious design, chose one main color and two 
or three supporting colors.

•	 Viewing Angles Used: The main body of the iOS icon 
is drawn straight on, but you can play around with the 
contents and draw objects in a variety of views. Remember 
to keep it clear and easy to recognize, the rest is up to your 
imagination.

•	 Light Source: iOS will apply a default reflection to the top of 
that icon that’s one third of the icons size. If you’re creating 
an icon without this reflection you should try and match the 
direction of the light to complement the default icons around 
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it and the slight drop shadow that’s applied to all icons by 
the iOS.

•	 Format: PNG-24

Android 2.0

Background

Led by Google and developed by the Open Handset Alliance, 
Android is an open-source operating system that runs on many 
different models of smartphones, netbooks and tablet computers.  
While it is often considered the alternative to iOS, Android has a 
larger market share than the iPhone with 550,000 Android devices 
activated by Google each day.

When Android was first launched onto the market the application 
icons had an isometric style similar to the Windows XP viewpoint, 
which was extremely hard to specify for the wide variety of objects 
that needed to be made into icons. In Android 2.0 the icon style 
was changed to a user friendly front facing view that is much easier 
to specify.

The icon style for Android is less constricted than iOS icons, and 
gives designers the ability to use custom shapes for Launcher 
icons which gives them the appearance of desktop icons viewed 
front on. With this freedom comes specifications, and you will find 
a comprehensive developers guide that explains how to create 
icons that blends with the Android style in the Android Developers 
Dev Guide.

Style

The style of Android application icons are rich in color with a soft 
use of lighting effects. They have a viewpoint that is direct from the 
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front of the object with a shape that is styled to take full advantage 
of the clickable area. The rendering style is realistic, but not 
hyper realistic with a focus on soft finishes and a tactile clickable 
appearance over glossy effects and textures. Icons shouldn’t 
be cropped, such as a zoomed in detail of an object, or have 
perspective.

Android icons are designed to have the same visual weight so they appear 

to be the same scale within the user interface. Android icon templates by 

DsynFLO Creations.

http://bharathp666.deviantart.com/
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Technical Breakdown

This is where the Android platform can become confusing. 
Because it runs on a range of devices with different screen sizes 
and resolutions, developers are encouraged to supply three 
versions of each icon to run on low, medium and high density 
screens. Icons for each density should be designed to take 
advantage of the scale they’re provided at with the small scale 
icon designed to be as crisp as possible and the large scale icon 
rendered to have a subtle use of textures and details to make them 
look great on high resolution screens. Because the icon assets 
are required at various densities, it’s best to create the design in 
vector. Because the style is soft and illustrative, vector is also a 
good choice because there’s no need to use special effects that 
are sometimes easier to make with raster effects. The Developer 
Guide also recommends that designers use guidelines to position 
the icons on the artboard. Using guidelines will ensure that drop 
shadows and ant aliasing isn’t clipped by the image boundaries 
and each icon looks balanced in relation to the others. Below is a 
rundown on the specifications for each density of icon.

•	 Sizes:

•	 Low Density

•	 Launcher Icon – 36 x 36px within that size the icon 
design should be 30 x 30px to balance the image and 
allow for drop shadows (28px x 28 for square icons).

•	 Menu – 36 x 36px within that size the icon design 
should be 24 x 24px to create visual balance in 
context (22px x 22 for square icons).

•	 Status Bar  - 12 x 19px within that size the icon 
design should be 12 x 12px to create visual balance in 
context.

•	 Tab – 24 x 24px within that size the icon design should 
be 22 x 22px to create visual balance in context
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•	 Dialogue – 24 x 24px

•	 List View – 24 x 24px

•	 Medium Density

•	 Launcher Icon – 48 x 48px within that size the icon 
design should be 40 x 40px to balance the image and 
allow for drop shadows (38px x 38 for square icons).

•	 Menu – 48 x 48px within that size the icon design 
should be 32 x 32px to create visual balance in 
context (30px x 30 for square icons).

•	 Status Bar – 16 x 25px within that size the icon 
design should be 16 x 16px to create visual balance in 
context.

•	 Tab – 32 x 32px within that size the icon design should 
be 28 x 28px to create visual balance in context

•	 Dialogue – 32 x 32px

•	 List View – 32 x 32px

•	 High Density

•	 Launcher Icon – 72 x 72px, within that size the icon 
design should be 60 x 60px to balance the image and 
allow for drop shadows (56px x 56 for square icons).

•	 Menu – 72 x 72px within that size the icon design 
should be 48 x 48px to create visual balance in 
context (44px x 44 for square icons).

•	 Status Bar – 24 x 38px within that size the icon 
design should be 24 x 24px to create visual balance in 
context

•	 Tab – 48 x 48px within that size the icon design 
should be 42 x 42px to create visual balance in 
context

•	 Dialogue – 48 x 48px
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•	 List View – 48 x 48px

•	 Colors Used: Android has provided a recommended color 
palette and a materials guide, which can be downloaded as 
an Icons Template Pack for PSD from the Developers Guide. 
The main colors used on launcher icons are neutral shades 
of grey, blue, green, yellow, orange and red. Materials 
provided are chrome, satin finished plastic and colored 
metal. Surfaces that don’t use a material effect should have 
a subtle grain effect added to soften the appearance of flat 
colors.

Menu icons have a slight embossed effect and rounded 2px 
corners. It has a 90 degree gradient fill from hexadecimal 
color #8C8C8C to #B2B2B2 with a 2px 90 degree inner 
shadow of 20% opaque white. The inner bevel has a depth 
of 1% and an angle of 90 degrees with a 70% opaque white 
highlight and a 25% opaque black shadow.

Tab icons are supplied with two states, unselected and 
selected. An unselected icon is a mid grey (hex value 
808080) with the counter shapes of the glyph set to be 
transparent. The selected version is white with transparent 
details and a 3px black drop shadow set to 25% opacity.

Status bar icons have a 90 degree gradient fill from 
hexadecimal color #828282 to #919191 with the counter 
shapes of the glyph set to be transparent and a 1px 90 
degree inner shadow of 10% opaque white.

•	 Viewing Angles Used: Android icons use zero-point 
perspective and should appear to be flat against the surface 
of the screen.

•	 Light Source: The light source for the Launcher icons is 
top-lighting with a soft effect falling over the surface of 
the icon that gradually fades to zero opacity. A black drop 
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shadow set to 75% opacity and a 90 degree angle is also 
used.

•	 Format: PNG-24

Tango

Background

The Tango Desktop Project was created to provide technical 
and style guidelines that help designers and developers create a 
consistent user experience for open source desktop environments 
and software. With the aim to create a flexible and coherent 
collection of icons released under creative commons, The Tango 
Desktop Project encourages community involvement in creating 
clear and easy to use icon designs for a variety of open-source 
programs and operating systems. You can find the Tango style 
guides online at tango.freedesktop.org.

Style

The main aim for the style of the Tango icon set is to create 
icons that blend into both commercial and open-source desktop 
environments. The icons have a clean appearance with a soft and 
subtle use of gradients and neutral outlines, to help the designs 
stand out on both dark and light backgrounds. The objects are 
modern, simplified and slightly rounded on the corners.

http://tango.freedesktop.org/
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Technical Breakdown

•	 Sizes: Because the Tango icon guidelines is to help create 
a library of icon assets rather than specific user interface 
designs, each icon is rendered at four standard sizes, 22px, 
32px, 48px and 256px.

Note that the 256px icons are optional and should be 
designed with more detail than the main icon style. The 
icons should have some added detail, thin strokes and 
subtle highlights on key areas of the design.

Tango icons are designed to blend effortlessly into all major operating 

systems.
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•	 Colors Used: The color palette for the Tango icon style 
consists of nine main primary and secondary colors in three 
shades. You can download swatches from the Tango Icon 
Theme Guidelines. The overall color palette is muted with 
a soft subtle use of color with darker outlines in a matching 
hue. The colors shouldn’t be super saturated or have any 
bright lighting effects. The style should be modern, soft 
in appearance and harmonious alongside the main Tango 
Library.

•	 Viewing Angles Used: Toolbar and document style icons 
have zero-point perspective and should appear to be flat 
against the surface of the screen. Application icons are 
drawn with table-op perspective with a subtle vanishing 
point behind the object.

•	 Light Source: The light source is slightly above and to the 
left of the object and casts a soft blurry shadow underneath.

•	 Format: PNG-24, SVG
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Basic Steps to Plan and 
Create an Icon Set
Now that you have a better understanding of how to design and 
render icons, you’re ready to make an icon set. The following is an 
outline of how to plan and render a basic icon set.

Get the Specs
Whether you’re working as part of a development team or creating 
an icon set for stock, each project should begin with a clear 
understanding of the final output. Knowing the format that the 
icons will be required in will help you decide the software you will 
use to make the icon in, and how many different scales and color 
modes are needed.

If you’re working with developers ask them for a list of the icon 
assets with the formats and the scales they are needed in. Once 
the list is made, spend some time checking it over and have the 
developer sign off on the final list. You want to design the icons as 
a single coherent set and output each asset only once, with the 
developer signing off on the specification list you can be sure that 
you get the best start to designing the icons as possible.

If you’re working on your own project, you should still make a list 
of the assets and specifications. Write down the icons you want to 
make, the file format you want to output them in and the style you 
intend to use. Creating a list will help keep you on track and focus 
on the technical details of the icons so you can design quickly and 
efficiently.
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Create a Checklist
After you have a list of icons and specifications, break the icons 
down into categories based on function. If you’re creating a set of 
icons for a program, break the icons down into categories such as 
tools, functions, and alerts. Write each category into a spreadsheet 
with the name, output, category and any other technical details, 
plus a column to tick when the icon is complete. A checklist will 
keep the project on track and it's a good place to keep notes and 
technical details.

If you’re creating a set for a personal project, having a checklist 
will help keep your focus on creating the icons. Once the list is 
complete, be sure to stick to it. Adding designs that aren’t on the 
list is a great way to become bogged down in the details rather 
than moving forward and completing the end product.

Sketch Designs
Always sketch the icons before you start the final designs. This 
is especially important when you’re rendering in a complex style, 
so you have a clear idea of the metaphor and the angle that you 
want to render it in. Sketching can be as simple as pencil and 
paper, or you can use a digital drawing tablet. The key is to keep 
the sketches loose and refine them as you develop a clear idea of 
the metaphor. Sketch out all of the designs and look at them as a 
set. Does each design clearly communicate the function? If any 
designs look too similar, make further design tweaks until the set is 
coherent, precise, and ready to be digitized.
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If you’re creating an icon and you’re in doubt of the design you 
have chosen, then try this simple test:

1. Draw or print your design on a piece of paper.

2. Find a group of people with varying computer skills (family 
and co-workers are great for this).

3. Ask them what they think the design is for and take notes of 
the response

If the feedback isn't good, then, tweak your design accordingly. 
Peers and co-workers are usually pretty good for design 
suggestions (welcome or not). You could easily ask online if you’re 
working alone, but I find watching expressions is a great indicator 
of whether a user will learn the function in time – complex tools 
or functions usually have to be remembered rather than instantly 
recognized. If the tool or function is particularly confusing (I once 
had to make an icon for “Folder-level JavaScript” in 16 x 16px) you 
can add the tool text underneath.

Digital Rendering
Before you begin to create the icon assets, make a palette of 
the color swatches you want as the basis of your set. If you’re 
working on icons for a particular platform, research the interface 
guidelines and download any template assets. Android and Tango 
have downloadable assets, Windows, Mac OS and iOS have 
general guidelines, but many 3rd party files, such as templates and 
textures, can be downloaded from the internet. If you’re creating 
your own layer styles remember to save them to the effects library 
as you make them. If you’re using pictogram style assets save 
them as graphics or Symbols for easy storage and use. Refer to 
the section "Creating a Graphic Set for Adobe Illustrator and a 
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Symbol Set for Adobe Photoshop" for detailed instructions on how 
to create pictogram sets.

Asses the Final Designs
An icon design isn’t finished until every icon in the set is made. 
Small errors such as alignment and mismatched colors will 
become clear once all of the icons are assessed as a finished set. 
If you’re creating icons for a particular interface, group the icons 
together in the same way they will be viewed. If you’re creating 
icons for an application, find out if the developer can test the 
icons for you. If you don’t have access to developers and want to 
test your icons within an interface, it’s fairly easy to set one up in 
Photoshop.

When I first began designing icons for Windows the developers 
I worked with were located away from the main office and had 
icons from the previous build for their tests. Because they had 
usable assets and didn’t require new icons until a later build, I 
was given a deadline to create the icons by and left to work on the 
task alone. I didn’t have many opportunities to work directly with 
the development team apart from the occasional rendering test to 
see if the technical specifications were correct. When it was time 
to test the icon designs, I took a screenshot of the application 
interface and cleaned it up in Photoshop with the Clone tool. Using 
the blank interface I was able to position the elements as they 
would appear in the application without the need to request help 
from the developers.

Remember, the earlier you spot any areas for improvement the 
more time you will have to make the necessary changes.
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Name and Export the Assets
Once you're happy with the icons and they're all finished, it’s time 
to export and save them. Make sure that each icon has a clear 
and easy to understand file name, not only will it help you quickly 
identify the icon, but it will also help you sort the icons for easy file 
browsing. Certain platforms such as Android, will require specific 
naming conventions and folder structures, so this is also a good 
time to double check your specification notes.

If you don’t have a particular naming convention, a good one to use 
is the icon type then the icon function. If you’re exporting single 
size icons adding the size at the end is also useful, an example 
would be “document-save.ico” or “document-save-32px.png”. If 
you’re creating an icon set for download, you may separate the 
icons into folders based on scale, so your folder structure may 
be Social Icons then PNG and EPS then 64, 32, 16. Use your best 
judgment, and if you’re looking for further guidance on file naming, 
Freedesktop.org has some great documentation about this: 
standards.freedesktop.org/icon-naming-spec/icon-naming-spec-
latest.html.

Depending on the format, you may need to use an icon creation 
program. For more details on specific formats and file types, 
refer to the "File Formats and Terminology" section in this book. 
For a list of icon creation software and file managers, refer to the 
"Appendix: Resources" section.

http://www.freedesktop.org
http://standards.freedesktop.org/icon-naming-spec/icon-naming-spec-latest.html
http://standards.freedesktop.org/icon-naming-spec/icon-naming-spec-latest.html
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Troubleshooting
Problem: The drop shadow is creating a hazy 
line around the icon.

This can sometimes happen if you’re applying a 90° drop shadow 
to a small scale icon using layer effects.

As with all problems, there are a couple of ways to fix it:

Solution 1:

Okay, here's a quick way to fix the problem, but it’s not great if 
you want to edit the effect later. Only use this technique if you’re 
creating a Toolbar or web icon that won’t need any further editing.

First make a copy of the icon and apply the drop shadow effect to 
the copy. Then make a blank layer above the icon copy and merge 
it together with the copy of the icon, this flattens the effect. After 

An icon with a hazy drop shadow.
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you’ve merged the two layers together, make a layer mask for the 
resulting layer and mask out the parts of the drop shadow you 
don’t want in the design. It’s not a very professional way to tackle 
the problem, but it’s quick and sometimes quick does the trick.

Solution 2:

This technique will take a bit longer for complicated designs, but it 
will allow you to make unlimited changes without losing quality.

The best way to avoid rendering problems with shadow effects 
is to create your shadow using vector shapes. If you’re using 
Adobe Photoshop, draw the shape of the drop shadow using the 
shape tools and convert it to a smart object. Once the shape is 
converted, you can apply any style of blur you like from the Filter 
menu and tweak it as much as you need. This is a good technique 
to use if you’re creating a design that will be used to make a few 
different sizes of your icon.

1. Make a copy of the icon and apply a drop shadow, merge the copied 

layer with a blank layer above it. 2. Make a mask from the merged layer 

and fill the layer with a mid grey. 3. In the mask, delete the parts of the 

icon that shouldn't have a drop shadow.
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Problem: I’m creating an icon in Adobe 
Illustrator and the Drop Shadow Effect looks 
pixilated.

If you’ve applied a drop shadow effect in Adobe Illustrator and it 
appears to be pixilated, you’ve more than likely come across a 
common problem that happens when the document raster settings 
are set too low.

Adobe Illustrator has a default setting of 72dpi on all raster effects, 
and this is because the raster effects at full quality can significantly 
affect your computers processing power. If you’ve finished working 
on your icon and you would like to change the effects to full quality, 
go to Effect > Document Raster Effects Settings and change the 
DPI from 72 to 300. If you’re still working on your design, then I 
would recommend that you save the blocky looking effects for 
when you've finished. This will keep illustrator running smoothly.

A custom created drop shadow using a shape layer.
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Raster effects at 72 dpi appear to be pixilated.

Raster Effects at 300dpi are smooth.
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Problem: I’m creating a 100% vector icon and I 
would like to avoid using bitmap drop shadows.

This one is pretty easy if you’re using Illustrator CS4 and above 
as it has the ability to make a gradient from 100% opacity to 0% 
opacity. If you’re using an older version of Illustrator, then you can 
make a transparency mask, much like you do in Photoshop. I’ll 
explain both methods:

Method 1: 100% Vector Drop Shadow with Adobe Illustrator 
CS4 and Above

This is fairly simple. Create a shape of the drop shadow you would 
like to create and apply a radial gradient from 25% black to 0% 
white. This will make a soft shadow that is supported with formats 
such as PNG, EPS, AI and PSD.

A radial gradient made with an ellipse from 25% black to 0% white. 
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Method 2: 100% Vector Drop Shadow with Adobe Illustrator 
Versions 9 to CS3

While transparent gradients are fantastic, some people may prefer 
this method for complex shadows, or to create a drop reflection 
under an object rather than a shadow. To make an opacity mask, 
make a shape for the area of the shadow or reflection. Draw a 
white to black gradient over the top with a different shape and 
select both. Go to the transparency fly out menu and select Make 
Opacity Mask. From there you can switch between the shadow 
shape and the mask to tweak the settings.

Note: Opacity masks are also included in Inkscape 0.44 and 
above.

A drop shadow made with an opacity mask.
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Problem: The colors I’m using are not bright 
enough.

Check that your icon is created with an RGB document.

If you’re mixing colors, switch from the RGB sliders to HSB in order 
to have precise control over the brightness and saturation of the 
colors.

If you’re using glossy light effects, try changing the blending mode 
to screen or change the highlight from white to a light shade of 
color. White can sometimes de-saturate the colors you’re using, so 
it’s always best to mix a custom highlight color rather than using 
semitransparent white. This is also true of shades of black to make 
shadows. It’s always best to mix a custom swatch with the HSB 
sliders.

Use the HSB slider to create bright colors and tones.
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Problem: My application icon is visually 
confusing.

Try taking out elements that don’t add meaning to the icon, if 
you’re still unsure about the design ask people for feedback. 
Feedback doesn’t have to come from designers, non-designers 
often provide the best feedback, they don’t care about the style of 
the icon as much as they care about understanding the meaning, 
and this is key to an design that clearly communicates its purpose.

Problem: I’m new to icon design, what software 
should I use?

If you’re wondering which graphics program you should use for 
icon design, first think about the output you want to use. If you 
want to make Application icons in .ICO or ICN then Photoshop and 
Illustrator are the best programs to choose. This is because of the 
plug-in support they have with programs such as Icon Builder and 
Icon Workshop. If you want to make SVGs, then you can’t go past 
Inkscape for its ability to make WWC-compliant SVGs and XML 
editing properties built straight into the program. If you’re creating 
PNG icons for websites and interfaces, then any program that you 

Avoid adding too many details to make your designs clear and easy to 

understand.
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feel comfortable with will work. Remember that early icon design 
was made in programs that resembled MS Paint.

Icons can be made in a variety of graphic design programs ranging 
from Photoshop, Illustrator and Fireworks in the Adobe Suite 
to open-source programs such as Gimp and Inkscape. What is 
important to remember is that visual communication and style 
guides are more important than the way in which something is 
created. The success of an icon relies more on communication 
than flashy graphics. An icon etched into the ground with a 
sharp stick has the ability to be a more successful method of 
communication than a super flashy icon made with expensive 
software with no particular meaning to the viewer. The following 
is a list of 3rd party plugins, icon creation software resources that 
can help you with your icon designs.
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Designer Interviews

Jakub Steiner
One of the founding members of the Tango Icon Project, Jakub 
Steiner has created over 6,000 icon designs and has helped to 
define the look and feel of programs such as Open Office and 
Inkscape.

KM You have designed an incredible 6,000+ icons. How 
did you first get started in icon design and what 

drives your work today?

JS I really adored the icon set that was present in the Ami Pro 
word processor many, many moons ago. It wasn’t until 

2000 when I actually started diving into the creation of these 
things. It wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for the help 
of Tuomas Kuosmanen, a talented Finnish designer who 
showed me around GIMP, the free software tool to create 
bitmap images. I have since then moved to a fully vector 
based workflow.

KM Can you explain the Tango icon project to people 
who may not have heard of it before?

JS It’s a project that aims to find a common visual ground for 
icon design among the multitude of free software projects 

that end up in a product usually referred to as distribution. 
Before Tango, each project aimed for its own style/identity 
and the resulting product felt like it was quickly thrown 
together and looked inconsistent. Typically if you are creating 
a style you aim for a unique look, but Tango is going the 
exact opposite way. It tries to find a common ground. As 
an added bonus, if you follow the guidelines, the need to 
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create 3 separate icon sets for each major operating system 
suddenly becomes very low.

KM You use open-source graphics software for your 
designs. What’s the advantage of Gimp and 

Inkscape over Photoshop and Illustrator? Are there any 
resources you would suggest to people wanting to learn 
these programs?

JS The main benefit is the low barrier for entry. If you aim to 
create a community of artists to design for free software, 

it would be unfair to ask people to invest in the proprietary 
and very pricey software. Free software tools tend to improve 
stability wise, while the proprietary world is focused on 
coming up with new releases and focusing on new features.

Title: OpenOffice.org UI icons 

Description: A tiny fraction of the 2000+ icons set for OpenOffice.org. 

Bitmap based workflow. GIMP
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KM What process do you follow to create an icon 
set from start to finish, and what should people 

consider when creating their own sets?

JS In many cases there is a sound metaphor in place already 
so the work focuses on execution. For when there is actual 

need to design an icon from scratch, it begins with a pencil 
sketch. It is also wise to focus on a metaphor that will be 
possible to execute at small size.  The danger in starting 
from the high resolution icons that Mac OS introduced is that 
you are focusing on adding details, you have a huge canvas 
without spatial restrictions and then end up with a very 
complex metaphor that won’t work at small size.

KM What’s the most difficult icon you’ve ever had to 
create and why?

Title: Pidgin 

Description: App icon for an IM client. Inkscape
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JS Usually those that become complex and Inkscape starts 
choking up. Also things that have geometric repeating 

patterns you have to make in perspective. We don’t really 
have any perspective tools still, so I usually end up creating a 
3D model in Blender and work form there.

KM What’s the most important skill or trait to have for 
people who want to make icons?

JS My drawing skills are close to non-existent, so I don’t 
think it’s that. I am also colorblind, just like my companion 

Lapo Calamandrei, so it’s not that either. I think it boils 
down to endurance to go through endless iterations. And if 
you happen to be trying for over 10 years, some good stuff 
comes out eventually. :)

KM What’s the biggest mistake you can make when 
creating icons, and how can people avoid it?

JS In most cases the biggest mistake is creating an icon at 
all. Steven Garrity made it a law, saying that if an obvious 

Title: user-trash-full 

Description: Status icon for a desktop theme. Inkscape



Designer Interviews250

metaphor cannot be found, the functionality is better 
exposed without an icon. Many projects have icon overload, 
creating visual noise rather than making it faster to scan 
through the interface.

KM Where do you see yourself and the field of icon 
design in 5 to 10 years time?

JS Free software has matured and people are more interested 
in task based design for apps rather than 'painting lipstick 

on a pig', so creating graphic assets is only a fraction of what 
I do these days. I doubt I will be creating more icons in the 
future. I am happy to see the symbolic stencils on the rise 
again, thanks to the mobile platforms. While the full color 
high-res illustrations are fun to do, they aren’t really icons.

KM SVG is the basis of many Linux icons. In your opinion 
what are the advantages and disadvantages of this 

format? Do you see scalable SVGs taking over as the main 
icon format in the future?

Title: Moblin 

Description: Icons for the SUSE variant of the Moblin netbook platform. 

The app launcher icons were colored and composited automatically using 

a simple ruby script (all assets are SVG). Inkscape
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JS Although SVG is the ‘source’ format that Inkscape is built 
upon, with the introduction of high resolution and highly 

detailed icons, we don’t install the icons as SVGs anymore. 
We use rendered PNGs at runtime. Getting rid of bitmaps 
in the creation process however, meant it is much easier to 
create derivative works. So the icon sets we have are also 
asset libraries we can re-use easily. Another benefit is that 
SVG is pretty easily parseable so even a rookie script author 
can do some basic transformations, toggling visibility of 
layers, re-coloring, compositing, etc.

KM On the topic of icon scales, it’s reported that 
Mac OS Lion will have a maximum icon size of 

1024px. Obviously this is going to cause more than a few 
headaches for designers. Are there any plans to increase 
the scale of the Tango icon set?

JS All of our high res icons are vectors. So while we might 
need to add a detail or two, the icons are pretty fine 

rendered at 1024x1024px when the time comes it would 
actually have some use.

Title: Network Printer 

Description: Device icon for a base theme. Inkscape
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KM Do you have any advice or tips for people wanting to 
break into the field of icon design?

JS I started creating icons as a pure hobby. Today there is 
a ton of super talented artists, so creating a convincing 

portfolio today is probably a lot harder than it was 12 years 
ago. Focusing on icon design alone would probably be too 
narrow sighted today.

   Looking around the Android marketplace or even the iOS 
app store shows that there is still a huge need for icon 
designers. My rule of thumb is to do what you enjoy and 
what you feel like improving. A way to turn that into shiny 
coins will come up eventually. :)

KM If someone reading this interview wants to join the 
Tango icon design community, how would they go 

about it?

JS Follow the guidelines, use the style! If you don’t have a 
pet project that needs a facelift, drop by at #tango on irc.

freenode.net or #gnome-design on irc.gimp.org and we’ll 
figure something out.

Title: Face-devilish 

Description: Emoticon for a base theme. Inkscape

http://irc.gimp.org/
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Benjamin Nathan
Benjamin Nathan is a young aspiring designer with a passion for 
icon and user interface design. With some great looking icons 
already in his portfolio, Benjamin hopes to continue creating icons 
in the future.

KM How did you first get started in icon design and what 
drives your work now?

BN I believe I found out about icon design whilst looking 
for ways to customize my desktop. Upon searching 

for icons and wallpapers I stumbled upon a couple of Mac-
oriented customization websites where people also made 
their own icons. I loved everything that had anything to do 
with customization, with icon design and with graphic design 
in general. From there on I joined these forums and websites 
and slowly started to try and make my own.

KM Are you self-taught or did you attend a class or 
school?
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BN I’m completely self-taught. I think if one wants to learn 
icon design the most important thing is that you have 

to enjoy it. If you truly love what you do, it never feels like 
working. I never felt that I was teaching myself something 
because I genuinely wanted to find out how I could do 
certain things, and over time you just know your program.

KM Do you work freelance, in-house or are you part of a 
team?

BN Right now all my work is conducted through the internet. 
I have recently set up my website and my first clients are 

rolling in now.

KM Do you work exclusively in Icon Design or do you 
work in different fields?

BN I’d say I mainly do icon design but also love to work 
on web design and UI design. I’m also trying to teach 

myself HTML5 and CSS3.
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KM What’s the main style of your icon work and what 
process do you follow to create an icon from start to 

finish?

BN I’d say my style is semi-realistic when it comes to icon 
design. I prefer making Application icons and these tend 

to be kind of semi-realistic.

   I usually just start with a pen and a piece of paper. I sketch 
out all of my ideas and see what works best. When I think 
I have the right one, depending on the icon, I usually do 
a case study on the material. Say I have to make a wine 
bottle icon, I would go on Google and whatnot and collect 
a lot of examples of wine bottles, just to see how the glass 
forms and how I would go about making such an effect in 
Photoshop for example, just as reference images. When that 
process if finished, I go into Photoshop and start the actual 
icon.

KM Do you have a source of inspiration? If so, how has it 
contributed to your style?

BN I try to surround myself with a lot of excellent design 
work and design blogs. I think we can learn a lot from 

each other and for me personally it really helps to know what 
the best icon designers out there are putting out and how 
they go about making something. But besides that it’s also 
because I really enjoy visiting such websites. One I really like 
is Dribbble (http://dribbble.com) where designers from all 
around the world can showcase what they’re working on.

Clover Icon
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   This 'Clover Icon' was done for training purposes, just for the 
experience. I really enjoyed creating an icon that was quite 
different than the usual icons I create.

KM What’s the most difficult icon you’ve ever had to 
create and why?

BN I would say drawing a cog wheel was one of the hardest 
things I’ve ever created, at least at the time I thought 

it was rather difficult. It’s a very complex shape, and if you 
want to have it correctly positioned and have it be scalable 
you have to work a lot of magic with your shapes.

   Looking in my application folder, I noticed that compared to 
the other lovely application icons, the calculator one looked 
rather dull. I set out to create a nice replacement icon and 
this is what I came up with.

KM Where do you see yourself and the field of icon 
design in 5 to 10 years time?

BN I hope to have improved significantly and continue 
to do so. As long as there is a form of progression in 

everything I try to do, I’m happy.

Calculator Icon Replacement - Photoshop CS5.
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KM What’s the biggest mistake you can make when 
creating icons and how can people avoid it?

BN I’d say using only raster when creating icons should be 
avoided. When it comes to icon design you really need 

to be able to scale your icon, so you need to use vector 
shapes. This is most likely also the easier way to achieve 
an effect you’re otherwise trying to achieve using raster 
methods.

KM What’s the most important skill or trait to have for 
people who want to make icons?

BN I’d say the first thing you need is passion, a love for your 
craft. If you love what you do, you’ll never feel you have 

to work to get to know your program. Besides that I’d say an 
eye for detail is definitely required. Patience however can be 
learned.

KM Do you have any advice or tips for people wanting to 
break into the field of icon design?
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BN Try to join communities and get as much feedback from 
other designers as possible. And when you’re ready, be 

sure to put out an online portfolio as soon as possible. It’s a 
great way to get some experience in the field.

Benjamin Nathan 
twitter.com/benjaminnathan 
dribbble.com/benjaminnathan 
benjaminnathan.nl

Tatyana Suhodolska
Tatyana Suhodolska is an accomplished freelance icon and 
interface designer based in Latvia. With a keen eye for realism, 
Tatyana creates amazingly realistic icon sets that carry her own 
signature style, aesthetic, and cheeky sense of humor.

KM How did you first get started in icon design and what 
drives your work now?

TS Turns out I’ve been working with icons a long time ago, 
only I didn’t know they were called “icons” officially. 

:) I had created basically small images with transparent 
backgrounds for some social networking websites, and only 
later in 2009 I started to work on that more seriously.

http://twitter.com/benjaminnathan
http://dribbble.com/benjaminnathan
http://benjaminnathan.nl/
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KM Are you self-taught or did you attend a class or 
school?

TS I’m self-taught through to my bones. I learned software 
by the trial and error method, I’m just that kind of person. 

Only these days I've become a bit lazy to teach myself, so I 
look for help and tutorials to get result faster, because time 
is money. I think this is an individual choice to get education 
or learn by yourself. If my country offered a good design 
education, I would go learn there, but unfortunately we are 
very behind in that area.

   If you want to work with icons you have to love small details, 
because icons are usually small. Also you have to be able to 
see things - by “see things” I mean to see through the image. 
If you really like someone’s artwork, you must be able to see 
what exactly is so cool about it. Are the soft shadows really 
good? Is it the colors? Or is it really good composition and 
form? If you can “see” the strong parts of the artwork, you 
will remember it (you will, believe me), and you will use it in 
your work. Finally of course, you should have a general love 
for icons, they’re small, they’re cute, and you want to touch 
them.
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KM Do you work freelance, in-house or are you part of a 
team?

TS Currently I am a freelancer, but with a company based 
in France, so we work online and keep in contact via 

chat during the working day, so I don’t work on weekends 
with them, so I'm like a real worker but not sitting in their 
office, and not even in their country. In my free time I work 
with some other clients, and so it turns out that all my work 
happens online, and not face to face.

KM Do you work exclusively in icon design or do you 
work in different fields?

TS Icon design is a small part, but it's my favorite part. In the 
beginning of my career I was positioned as an animator, 

but later animation transformed into banners, then into small 
gif images, than small static images, than big static images, 
than websites, then icons, and here I am. Animation is still 
my strong suit, so sometimes I do some banners or movies 
for clients.
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KM What’s the main style of your icon work and what 
process do you follow to create an icon from start to 

finish?

TS I, of course, like as much realism as possible in icons, 
but without using any photos or additional materials. 

The process of making icons is quite different, sometimes 
if an icon is easy I don’t do any sketches, instead just make 
the icon straight away. In some situations if the icon is hard 
and I can’t imagine it well, I do some sketches directly in 
Photoshop using a tablet. I have two types of icons: free 
icons and icons for clients, but I am thinking of selling icons 
on stock sites.
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KM Do you have a source of inspiration? If so, how has it 
contributed to your style?

TS Sometimes I get inspiration by simply seeing stock 
photos, or watching a movie, and of course by looking 

at artwork of talented authors. My favorite author is Hirluf 
Bidstrup.

KM What’s the most difficult icon you’ve ever had to 
create and why?

TS Usually an icon gets difficult only when I don’t like the 
result, and trying to make it better can take a long time. 

Technically difficult icons are usually glass icons (diamonds) 
and fur. I once had to make an icon of a white furry puppy. 
I didn’t realize it was so hard to do! It took me around two 
days to get results close to the fur.
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KM Where do you see yourself and the field of icon 
design in 5 to 10 years time?

TS Actually I am not really in the race to be the best icon 
designer in the world, I just do it because I love it. Maybe 

I will find something new for me in few years. I got a feeling 
that future icons will be animated, which will also create 
many opportunities. As for style, still think the photorealistic 
icons still will be the leaders.
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KM What’s the biggest mistake you can make when 
creating icons and how can people avoid it?

TS Biggest mistake - to do the same artwork twice. You can 
make this mistake for different reasons, for example, an 

icon must be bigger, and you can’t make it bigger without 
losing quality, so you have to draw it again. To avoid this, 
think carefully or ask your client if he will need a bigger 
icon or not. A second mistake may be that you lose your 
artwork because of technical problems (electricity goes out, 
Photoshop crash) so Ctrl + S often!

   To avoid bad design, don’t ever do big dark dirty shadows 
(most newbies do that), avoid ugly “MS Paint colors” (like 
bright blue, red, green etc.). Pay attention to the form - it’s 
very important, even a heart shape can have millions of form 
variations.

KM What’s the most important skill or trait to have for 
people who want to make icons?

TS An important skill is to understand how pixels work in 
Photoshop, (if you do raster icons). It’s not as simple 

as it sounds, especially for small icons. You have to be 
somewhere in the middle between hard pixel icons, and soft 
blurry icons.

   For software, you should know Photoshop well. Actually icon 
makers must have all skills as for any other artwork, you 
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have to know how to draw, to have a good color sense, and 
a good understanding of composition. To be able create a 
good concept for an icon, you have to be able think broadly 
and at the same time narrowly, in order to create a perfect 
metaphor for icon symbolism.

KM Do you have any advice or tips for people wanting to 
break into the field of icon design?

TS The best way to show many people your icons is to share 
icons for free on websites like deviantART, or Behance. 

When I did my first icon pack, I didn’t even wait for any 
feedback. I just did it because I thought it would be fun, but 
I received a lot of emails with compliments and job offers. I 
didn’t expect that. So there are two ways: if you are a newbie 
in design, do icons and share them for free, but if you are 
really good and a pro, and you don't want to give icons away 
for free, then show them on a design website like Dribbble 
(but your icons must be REALLY good). In both cases, you 
will receive job offers.

Tatyana Suhodolska 
artdesigner.lv 
dribbble.com/lazycrazy 
lazycrazy.deviantart.com 
twitter.com/armanycat 
facebook.com/verymadcat

http://artdesigner.lv/
http://dribbble.com/lazycrazy
http://lazycrazy.deviantart.com/
http://twitter.com/armanycat
http://www.facebook.com/verymadcat
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Appendix: Resources
Free Open-source Software

•	 GIMP (GNU Image Manipulation Program) - gimp.org 
Raster based image creation and manipulation program. 
Compatible with Linux, Windows and Mac OS X.

•	 Inkscape - inkscape.org 
Vector based image creation and manipulation. Compatible 
with Linux, Windows and Mac OS X.

Icon Creators

•	 Axialis Icon Workshop - axialis.com 
Creates and converts ICO, ICN, Image Strips, Icon Libraries, 
Android and iOS icons. Supports object layering for in-
program icon creation and has object libraries to help create 
icons from premade drop shadows, shapes and objects. 
Has added plugins for Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator for 
importing and exporting image assets. Compatible with 
Windows.

•	 Iconcool Studio - iconcool.com/studio.htm 
Creates Cursors, ICO and iOS icons. Supports object 
layering for in-program icon creation and has object libraries 
to help create icons from premade drop shadows, shapes 
and objects. Has an added plugin for Adobe Photoshop to 
import and export image assets. Compatible with Windows. 

•	 Microangelo Toolset - microangelo.us 
Creates icons and cursors for Windows 95 – 7. Has drawing 
and editing tools. Compatible with Windows.

•	 Microangelo Creation - microangelo.us 
Creates icons and cursors for Windows XP – 7. Has drawing 

http://www.gimp.org/
http://inkscape.org/
http://www.axialis.com/
http://www.iconcool.com/studio.htm
http://microangelo.us/
http://microangelo.us/


Appendix: Resources268

and editing tools and supports object layering for in-
program icon creation.

•	 IconBuilder - iconfactory.com/software/iconbuilder 
Filter for Adobe Photoshop and Fireworks for creating and 
exporting icon. Has compatible versions for Windows and 
Mac OS X.

Desktop Replacement and Icon Library 
Creation

•	 CandyBar - panic.com/candybar 
Changes system icons to user defined custom icons in Mac 
OS X. Builds and saves icon libraries. Compatible with Mac 
OS X. 

•	 Microangelo On Display - microangelo.us 
Changes system icons to user defined custom icons in 
Windows. Compatible with Windows XP – 7.

•	 Stardock Icon Packager - stardock.com/products/
iconpackager  
Changes system icons to user defined custom icons in 
Windows. Compatible with Windows XP – 7.

http://iconfactory.com/software/iconbuilder/
http://panic.com/candybar/
http://microangelo.us/
http://www.stardock.com/products/iconpackager/
http://www.stardock.com/products/iconpackager/


Acknowledgements269

Acknowledgements
For my friends and family who have supported me through the 
good and the bad. Who never discouraged me from following 
my dreams (well, perhaps one or two times when it seemed like 
freelance would eat me alive!). Who always know how to make 
me laugh. Who never judge me, even if I’ve been working in my 
pajamas for a week and forget to brush my hair, and who most of 
all believe that I can achieve whatever I set my mind to. No matter 
what people say, believing in yourself is not enough. Family and 
friends are the unfair advantage we all need.

A super special thank you to Dad, Adrian and Sean, I would never 
have finished this book without your help.

Illustration by Sean Kelly and Kate McInnes



About The Author270

About The Author

Kate McInnes specializes in Communication Design and Digital 
Illustration. Based in Melbourne Australia, she is the Associate 
Editor of Vectortuts+ and one half of the creative duo McKelly. Find 
her on Twitter at twitter.com/bittenbypixels

http://vector.tutsplus.com/
http://twitter.com/#!/bittenbypixels



	Introduction
	A Picture Tells a Thousand Words
	What You Will Learn

	A Brief History of Computer Icons
	Conclusions

	Design Guidelines
	Icon Basics
	What Makes a Good Icon?

	File Formats and Terminology
	Icon Categories and Conventions
	Application Icons
	Document, Settings and Plug-ins
	Alerts
	Toolbar Icons
	Smartphones & Tablet Devices
	Web-based Interfaces and Sites
	Emoticons

	Rendering Styles
	1. Hyper Realistic
	2. Clear and Simple
	3. Creative and Informative
	4. Pictograms

	Perspective
	A Word on Perspective
	Zero-Point Perspective
	One-Point Perspective
	Two-Point Perspective
	Planometric Projection
	Isometric Projection

	View Points
	Flat View Icons
	Front View Icons
	Shelf View Icons
	Desk View Icons
	Conclusion

	Popular Platforms – Guidelines and Style Tips
	Designing Icons for Windows
	Windows XP
	Aero – Windows Vista and 7
	Mac OS X
	iOS
	Android 2.0
	Tango

	Basic Steps to Plan and Create an Icon Set
	Get the Specs
	Create a Checklist
	Sketch Designs
	Digital Rendering
	Asses the Final Designs
	Name and Export the Assets

	Troubleshooting
	Designer Interviews
	Jakub Steiner
	Benjamin Nathan
	Tatyana Suhodolska

	Appendix: Resources
	Acknowledgements
	About The Author

