
Black-and-white manga has to do a lot with very little. A page may contain dense dialogue, expressive faces, sharp
action, and a complicated setting—yet the reader still needs to know where to look next. That makes manga a
useful reference for interface design, especially on a phone, where space is tight and every label competes with
buttons, images, and system controls.

The lesson isn’t simply “make everything black and white.” It’s to use contrast deliberately. Manga artists manage
visual hierarchy, separate shapes from backgrounds, and guide the eye through a sequence. UI designers can
borrow those techniques to improve manga contrast, value separation, and UI readability—even in colorful
products.

This guide turns those page-making habits into practical interface decisions. You’ll learn how to establish focal
points, keep small-screen text legible, preserve space for controls and important information, and use recognizable
silhouettes. You can test the ideas in a phone or mobile browser, and use Unsplash images to practice separating
foregrounds from busy photographic backgrounds.

Start with the manga principle: contrast creates order
In a monochrome image, value means how light or dark something appears. A white speech bubble against a dark
panel has strong value separation. A gray coat against a gray wall has weak separation, even if the drawing is
detailed. Manga artists use differences in value, line weight, texture, and shape to decide what gets noticed first.

Interfaces work the same way. A primary action should stand out from surrounding content. A balance, status, or
warning should be easy to distinguish from decoration. If every card, button, and heading is equally bold, the
screen has no visual order. Strong contrast is not about making every element louder; it’s about assigning
emphasis with intent.

Think in three value groups

For a quick first pass, reduce a screen to three broad groups: light, middle, and dark. You can do this mentally or
by taking a screenshot and viewing it in grayscale. The goal is to see whether the most important element
separates clearly from its surroundings.



Light values can create open space and give text or images room to breathe.

Middle values can group secondary content without competing with the main action.

Dark values can anchor navigation, highlight a focal area, or make a primary control distinct.

Don’t assign a value group based on color names alone. A bright yellow and a pale gray may have similar
lightness, so they can blur together in grayscale. Check the actual contrast, not just whether two swatches look
different on a palette.

Use focal points to give the screen a reading path
Manga pages guide the reader panel by panel. Within a panel, the face, gesture, or impact shape often takes
priority over background detail. A good interface also needs a clear first, second, and third glance. On a phone,
that sequence matters even more: the user’s view is narrow, the viewport may change as browser controls appear,
and the thumb may cover part of the screen.

Choose one primary focal point per view

Decide what the user should notice first: a page title, a featured item, a current status, or a primary action. Then
give that element a stronger contrast relationship than its neighbors. You can do that with size, spacing, weight,
shape, or value—not just with a saturated accent color.

For example, a dark, full-width button on a light card may be more immediately legible than a small colored
button surrounded by equally bright badges. A strong heading followed by calm supporting text can establish a
clear path https://mangaowl.io/blog/manga-panels-and-mobile-casino-screens-making-every-detail-count/
without adding more visual effects.

Use directional cues, not decoration for decoration’s sake

In manga, panel borders, speech balloons, and character poses can direct attention. In UI, alignment, grouping,
and spacing do similar work. A short label above a number tells the viewer how to interpret it. A button placed
near the content it affects makes the relationship clear. A progress indicator works best when it has a visible
beginning and end.

https://mangaowl.io/blog/manga-panels-and-mobile-casino-screens-making-every-detail-count/


Motion can help explain a change, but it should not distract from the task. If an animation doesn’t communicate
state, cause and effect, or a useful transition, it may be visual noise. The same goes for manga-inspired speed lines
or dramatic wipes in an interface: use them only when they reinforce meaning.

Design for small-screen readability
A page that looks crisp at desktop size can fall apart on a phone. Fine hatching turns into gray mush, thin strokes
vanish, and long labels wrap into awkward shapes. The solution is not simply to enlarge everything. It’s to simplify,
separate, and test at the size people will actually use.

Reduce detail before reducing legibility

Manga artists often reserve dense marks for the focal area and simplify less important backgrounds. Apply the
same principle to a mobile screen. Keep decorative textures away from small text. Avoid laying a secondary label
over a photo unless the area behind it is consistently quiet or you provide a solid backing.

When practicing with Unsplash, choose a photograph with a recognizable subject and inspect it behind a sample
interface card. Try a portrait, landscape, or object image with both bright and dark regions. If the label disappears
in either area, add a scrim, a solid panel, or a different crop. Don’t assume a drop shadow will solve every contrast
problem.

Check type, spacing, and contrast together

Legibility comes from several factors working together: text size, stroke weight, line length, spacing, and the
difference between text and its background. A slightly larger label may still be difficult to read if it is thin and
placed over a textured image. A compact heading may work well if it has enough breathing room and a clean
value relationship.

Take screenshots at 25%, 50%, and 100% zoom. At 100%, check whether labels and numbers are comfortable to
read. At 50%, see whether the hierarchy still holds. At 25%, look for the overall composition: can you still identify
the main action and key information? These views catch different problems. Tiny details that seem fine up close
may disappear at a glance.

Also test in a phone or mobile browser—not only in a design preview. Browser chrome, a notched display, text
scaling, and the soft keyboard can all reduce the usable area. Check both portrait and landscape if the product
supports them, and make sure fixed elements don’t cover content as the viewport changes.

Protect space for controls, rules, and balances
Manga panels can use dramatic crops because the reader’s main task is to follow the story. A product interface has
additional responsibilities: controls must be tappable, rules must be understandable, and important values must be
visible. This is especially important when money, account status, purchases, or gambling are involved. A striking
visual treatment should never obscure what a user is agreeing to or what an amount means.

Give controls clear boundaries

A control should look like something a person can use. Use a recognizable button shape, enough internal spacing,
and a label that names the action. Avoid relying on an unfamiliar icon alone, especially for actions with financial
consequences. If an icon is necessary, pair it with text where space allows, and provide an accessible label for
assistive technology.



Keep primary actions visually distinct from secondary actions.

Make tap targets comfortable for a thumb, with enough separation to reduce accidental taps.

Place controls near the information they affect, rather than making users search for the relationship.

Use clear pressed, disabled, and loading states so a tap has understandable feedback.

When auditing a phone screen, literally reach for the controls with your thumb. Notice whether the primary action
is easy to reach, whether a nearby control is likely to be tapped by mistake, and whether a sticky bar blocks the
content. A beautiful control at the edge of a cramped layout is not automatically a usable one.

Make rules and balances readable, not dramatic

Numbers that affect a decision need a stable visual home. Keep a balance or price separate from promotional
artwork, and label it clearly. Distinguish available funds from pending amounts, winnings from deposits, or a limit
from a current balance. Don’t use color alone to communicate the difference; combine it with text and clear
grouping.

For gambling or other real-money products, the stakes are literal. Make terms, limits, fees, and relevant conditions
visible before a user commits. Don’t style a deposit button to overpower the information that explains the
transaction. Don’t hide a rule behind an ambiguous symbol or bury it in low-contrast fine print. Manga contrast
can help direct attention, but the ethical design goal is clarity—not persuasion at any cost.

Build recognisable silhouettes and shapes
Manga characters are often identifiable from their silhouette: a distinctive hairstyle, coat, pose, or prop can remain
readable even when interior details disappear. In UI, recognizable shapes help people identify categories and
controls quickly. A card, tab, badge, avatar, and button should not all collapse into the same rounded rectangle.

Make shape carry some of the meaning

Use consistent shape conventions. Tabs should look like navigation. A status badge should be compact and
visually attached to the item it describes. A primary button should be easy to tell apart from a passive information
card. Familiar forms reduce the amount of interpretation a user has to do.

Silhouette testing is simple: blur your screen or view it as a thumbnail. Can you still tell where the main action is?
Can you distinguish the navigation from the content? If every region becomes one flat mass, revisit spacing and
shape before adding more icons or color.

Shapes should also survive different contexts. A selected tab needs more than a subtle shade shift if the rest of the
interface is colorful. Consider a combination of a change in fill, border, weight, or position. This helps users with
color-vision differences and makes the state easier to recognize in imperfect lighting.

A practical workflow for borrowing manga contrast
You don’t need to redraw your product in ink to use these ideas. Start with a quick, repeatable review that focuses
on information before polish.

1. Pick the task. Write down what a person should be able to do or understand on this screen.

2. Mark the focal point. Identify the first thing the eye should notice and the next two supporting elements.

3. Reduce the screen to values. Preview it in grayscale and look for weak separation between important
elements and their backgrounds.



4. Remove competing detail. Simplify textures, ornaments, and secondary content around the focal point.

5. Check shape and grouping. Make sure controls, information, and navigation are recognizable without
depending on color alone.

6. Test in a phone browser. Check the actual viewport, thumb reach, tap spacing, browser bars, and text
scaling.

7. Review at multiple zoom levels. Capture or inspect the screen at 25%, 50%, and 100% to catch both
composition and legibility issues.

Unsplash is useful for a quick background stress test. Place a few sample labels over images with different levels of
detail, then test the same UI treatment across all of them. If your text is readable only on one carefully chosen
image, the design depends too much on the asset. Add a reliable surface, choose a more controlled crop, or
reserve the image for areas that don’t carry essential information.

A quick contrast checklist
What to inspect Ask yourself If it fails Visual hierarchy Can I identify the focal point without reading every label?
Reduce competing emphasis and strengthen the main value relationship. Text legibility Can I read small labels over
every part of the background? Use a solid surface, scrim, simpler image, or clearer placement. Controls Can I
recognize the action and tap it without hitting a neighbor? Clarify the shape, label, spacing, and thumb reach.
Rules and balances Are amounts and conditions visible before a consequential decision? Give them a clear label
and dedicated space; don’t rely on color or icons alone. Silhouettes Can I distinguish navigation, cards, and actions
at thumbnail size? Adjust shape, grouping, and spacing before adding decorative detail.

Let contrast serve comprehension
The most useful manga technique for UI design is not a particular hatch pattern or dramatic black panel. It’s the
discipline of deciding what deserves attention, then making that decision visible through value, space, line, and
shape. That discipline improves manga contrast as a design reference, strengthens value separation, and leads
to better UI readability on small screens.

When in doubt, simplify the background, clarify the silhouette, and protect the information people need to act.
Then check the result on a real phone, in a mobile browser, at more than one zoom level. A screen that reads
clearly at a glance—and remains trustworthy when money or important decisions are involved—is a better
composition than one that merely looks dramatic.


