
In today’s digital landscape, first impressions are often made at thumbnail size. For apps, game libraries, and online
profiles, the visual strength of a tiny image considerably influences user engagement and navigation ease. A
consistent debate in crafting these images revolves around scale in thumbnails — should the focal point fill most
of the tile or should designers leave room for titles and text?

Balancing a compelling focal point with clear textual information is especially crucial for crowded game libraries,
where users scroll through dozens, sometimes hundreds, of small tiles. Drawing on insights from the GOV.UK
Design System’s guidance on contrast and accessibility, as well as best practices in UI and mobile design, this post
breaks down the visual hierarchy and accessibility considerations for designing great thumbnails.

Thumbnails as First Impressions: Why Scale Matters
When users encounter a screen populated with many thumbnails, each tile competes for attention. The thumbnail
is often the first and sometimes only glance opportunity for your content or product to hook the user.

Your focal point is the hero of that small space — the visual subject that must stand out instantly. But how big
should it be within the tile? There are two typical approaches:

1. Close crop the character or main subject to fill almost all available space. This magnifies detail and
makes the image pop.

2. Leave padding for text or UI elements. This gives important context and titles room to breathe.

Both have pros and cons.

The Close Crop Character: Advantages and Pitfalls

Zooming in tightly on a single character or object provides immediate visual impact. It prioritizes the imagery and
avoids “busy” thumbnails that can confuse or overwhelm at small sizes. When done right, the scale lets the subject
read well even on phone screens, which is always my litmus test:

“Will this still read at phone size?”

That said, if you crop too tightly, you can run into these issues:



Loss of context. You may lose branding or narrative cues important to the user.

Shadowing text legibility. If you overlay title text directly on the detailed image, contrast problems often
arise.

Generic poses and compositions shine through. Without space for distinct typography or UI elements,
many thumbnails come across as visually alike, leading to user confusion.

Leaving Room for Text: Why It Helps

Many online game lobbies and app stores show the game title or important info alongside or over the thumbnail.
Leaving room for this text within or just below the tile enhances clarity.

Improves hierarchy. Your title and price become part of the visual story instead of an afterthought.

Supports accessibility. Combining text with imagery helps screen readers and users with visual impairments
navigate better.

Enables better contrast. Text can be positioned on a clean or darkened bar avoiding visual noise behind it.

The obvious downside? Your focal point must be smaller or cropped further out — potentially reducing the
immediate visual impact.

Designing for Crowded Game Libraries: The Need for Clear Visual
Hierarchy
Online games often get lost in dense lobbies with dozens or even hundreds of titles visible simultaneously. The
challenge lies in creating thumbnails that stand out individually yet obey a consistent hierarchy across the
interface.

Hierarchical Priorities in Tile Design

Hierarchy Element Purpose Design Considerations Focal Point (Character/Object) Immediate visual anchor for
recognition Strong silhouette, close crop but avoid cutting off key features Title / Name Identify the game or
subject quickly Contrast with background, avoid tiny text inside thumbnail, allow breathing room Price/Info (when
applicable) Help users decide fast whether to engage Place outside or in clean areas with high contrast Background
/ Environment Supportive context without cluttering Less saturated or desaturated to keep focal point strong

A common mistake in scraped content and automatically generated libraries is not including price or key
metadata in the thumbnail area itself. This omission forces users to guess or dig for pricing, slowing decision-
making.

Contrast and Accessibility on Small Screens: Lessons from GOV.UK
Design System
Accessibility is not an add-on. It is critical — especially for small thumbnails that are challenging for people with
low vision or color blindness.

The GOV.UK Design responsive thumbnail variants System provides excellent guidelines for ensuring text and UI
elements have sufficient color contrast ratios. Here are the highlights I apply when designing thumbnails with
text:

Maintain at least 4.5:1 contrast ratio between text and backgrounds for readability.
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Avoid placing light text over detailed or bright areas of an image — instead use a semi-opaque overlay
or distinct container behind the text.

Use accessible fonts and minimum sizes. Tiny fonts at thumbnail size almost never read well; the GOV.UK
system recommends around 16px for body text, but scaled up or bolder for smaller UI elements.

Test thumbnails on various devices. View at native resolution on phones and tablets to ensure clarity.

Applying Contrast Best Practices to Thumbnails

Because thumbnails often feature photographic or painterly subjects, the background can be busy and contrast
can vary widely. The best solution is to conserve space for the focal point but dedicate a reserved place for text
elements with a clean, solid color background or a translucent container.

For example:

Place the game title inside a bottom bar that spans the tile width, with a dark transparent fill behind white or
light-colored text.

If overlaying on the image, use drop shadows or outlines around text to separate from complex backgrounds.

Choose text and UI colors with tested accessibility tools to verify compliance.

Best Practices: Finding the Right Balance Between Focal Point and Text
Space
After years of reviewing casino lobbies, mobile UI patterns, and gaming platforms, here are my top
recommendations to get that sweet spot right:

1. Prioritize one strong subject. Resist “busy” compositions. Use a close crop that fills roughly 60-80% of the
tile for the character or object. This scale is enough to create impact but leaves breathing room.

2. Reserve clear space for the title. Typically, a bottom banner or padding along one edge works well. Avoid
placing text directly inside the busiest parts of the image.

3. Don’t use tiny text inside thumbnails. If you find yourself shrinking fonts below 12-14 pixels, rethink your
layout. Instead, externalize metadata like prices just below or outside the tile.



4. Ensure strong contrast based on GOV.UK’s guidelines. Text should be crisp and legible regardless of device
or ambient lighting.

5. Avoid generic character poses that all look the same. Use unique compositions and subtle offsets to
create distinction at thumbnail scale.

6. Test thumbnails side-by-side. Screenshot your designs at real UI sizes and compare how they perform in
different libraries or apps.

7. Be honest about live-host or dynamic promises. Avoid artwork that implies interactive features where
none exist.

Summary: Scale Up the Focal Point, But Leave Room to Breathe
Thumbnails work best when their single, strong focal point fills enough of the tile to grab attention but does not
overcrowd space needed for clear, accessible titles and metadata like price.

Leaning into the GOV.UK Design System’s contrast and accessibility guidance helps ensure your thumbnails are
readable and inclusive across all devices — especially tiny phone screens.

For crowded game libraries, this balance creates a visual hierarchy that empowers users to scan, recognize, and
choose quickly, improving overall user experience and engagement.

Remember, the golden rule is: Will this still read at phone size? If the answer is yes, you’re on the right track.


