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18F is a user-centered civic consultancy
for the U.S. government, 
inside the U.S. government. 

We’re federal employees. 



2/ Design Systems 



 

       
  

   
 

    
    
  

   

A design system is... 

A series of reusable 
components 

A tool to help teams 
make the most of 
limited design support 

A way to create shared 
understanding between 
designers, developers, and 
content creators 

A way to document 
decisions 



  

    
  

 

    

A design system is not... 

A replacement for UX One person’s opinions 
research and design 

A set of static laws Branding 



 
 

  

Design systems 
help you focus
on solving for 
your users’ needs. 



  

  
  

  

   

Legos, not clay 

Design systems promote 
“consistency over conformity” 
(Aviva Oskow, 18F). 

Public domain photo by Efraimstochter 



 Consistency over conformity 



Not just components! 



  Do I need a design 
system?
(probably) 



    

      

    

  

          

Design systems create common ground 

● A common system for design and code 

● Shared methodologies for user centered design 

● Shared design principles 

● Documentation of how we’ve done it and guides for doing it again 





Examples 



  
 

Carnegie Mellon 
Engineering design 
patterns 













The U.S. Web 
Design System 
https://designsystem.digital.gov/ 

https://designsystem.digital.gov


    The U.S. Web Design System 



       
   

     
    

Department of Justice Civil Rights Complaint Portal (top) United States Kimberley Process Authority (top) 
Department of Commerce (bottom) FBI Crime Data Explorer (bottom) 



 3/ A11y
Considerations 



  
  

  
  

Accessibility is like a 
blueberry muffin—you
can’t push the berries
in there afterward. 

- @cordeliadillon 



  
  

   
  

 
   

  
    

   

 
 

    
   

DESIGN SYSTEMS 

Bake in all the accessibility (and other)
goodness from the start 

1 2 3 

Design: Code: Documentation: 
Accessibility, branding, Modular, accessible code Guidance on how/when 
and usability contained that has best practices to implement with 
within common, reusable included out of the box. accessibility & usability 
patterns. considerations noted. 



 4/ A11y in USWDS 















 
  

 
Hey, there’s a place 

for accessibility 

guidance! 



 No guesswork! 





  
Handy list of 

resources 



Design systems are 
documentation 



5/ Other Systems 















 6/ Extending
Design Systems 



 Focusing your work 
on what matters 



  
 

Case study:

Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Design System 









 
Case study:

U.S Forest Service 





  

   
  

 IMPORTANT CAVEAT 

Don’t start from 
scratch 
(unless you need to) 
(but really, don’t) 



      This is the power of open source. 



 
Design systems 
scale decisions 
Make sure they’re good decisions! 



 7/ Next Steps & 
Resources 



!Fork it 



    

    
   

   

 

 

Open source enables collaboration 
● Anyone can request a 

feature 

● Anyone can create a 
suggested change and
submit it for review 

● Decision-making is 
documented 

● We can learn from each 
other 



   

 

   

   

   A few open-source design systems 

US Web Design System 

Stanford’s Decanter 

IBM’s Carbon Design System 

Salesforce Lightning Design System 

https://designsystem.digital.gov/
https://decanter.stanford.edu/
https://www.carbondesignsystem.com/
https://www.lightningdesignsystem.com/


 
  

  

  
 

   

  Helpful resources 

18F’s Accessibility Guide - Human-readable accessibility 
checklists and guidelines 

Accessibility for Teams - Role-based accessibility guidance 

Microsoft Inclusive Design Manual - Resources for designing 
inclusive experiences 

Plainlanguage.gov - Guidelines for clear, accessible writing 

https://accessibility.18f.gov/
https://accessibility.digital.gov/
https://www.microsoft.com/design/inclusive/
https://plainlanguage.gov/


        

 

Thanks! 
With special thanks to Aviva Oskow, 18F Product Design 

Contact 18F@gsa.gov 
Follow @18F 
Work Together github.com/18F 

mailto:18F@gsa.gov
https://github.com/18F
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