
The future of government 
user experience:
Improving faster with design systems



Hi! I’m Aviva Oskow.

Visual & service designer, working to improve 
the user experience and digital tools of the 
federal government.
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the user experience and digital tools of the 
federal government.



Who are you?

Federal?

State?

City?

Visual or UX Designers? 

Content strategists?

Developers?

Product?



Today we 
are talking 
about:

The US Web Design System 
and other reusable 
resources for doing our 
work better and faster

Examples in practice and 
use cases

What should come next? 
(Questions & discussion)



From analytics.usa.gov

There were 3.7 billion visits to 
U.S. federal government 
websites over the past 90 days.





“Spend on digital services contracts 
increased 17% governmentwide”

Things are finally moving in a 
better digital direction…

but how much time are we 
spending reinventing the wheel?



21st Century 
IDEA
Integrated Digital 
Experience Act

“Government exists to serve 
citizens, and this bill ensures 
government leverages available 
technology to provide the 
cohesive, user-friendly online 
service that people around this 
country expect and deserve.”

- Rep. Ro Khanna, D-Calif

Progress!



- meet web accessibility standards 
and be mobile friendly

- have a consistent appearance

- create digital versions of every 
in-person or paper-based 
government process—promoting 
digital forms and e-signatures

- have industry standard secure 
connections

- reduce duplicity and legacy 
websites

- be designed and developed 
around data-driven user needs 
and be continually tested for 
usability

- Any new websites or redesigns 
must comply, and any existing 
must report within a year for how 
they will improve

Under 21st Century IDEA, federal 
websites and digital services must:



- meet web accessibility standards

- have a consistent appearance

- be mobile friendly 

- have versions of every in-person or 
paper-based government 
process—promoting digital forms and 
e-signatures

- have industry standard secure 
connections

- reduce duplicity and legacy websites

- Be designed and developed around 
data-driven (qualitative and 
quantitative) user needs and be 
continually tested for usability

- meet the standards in one year and 
continue to report annually

Under 21st Century IDEA, federal 
websites and digital services must:Tall orders! But...



- meet web accessibility standards

- have a consistent appearance

- be mobile friendly 

- have versions of every in-person or 
paper-based government 
process—promoting digital forms and 
e-signatures

- have industry standard secure 
connections

- reduce duplicity and legacy websites

- Be designed and developed around 
data-driven (qualitative and 
quantitative) user needs and be 
continually tested for usability

- meet the standards in one year and 
continue to report annually

Under 21st Century IDEA, federal 
websites and digital services must:

“Good UX for you 
and you and you!”

very exciting!



But really, we have a lot 
of work to do.



What should be consistent?
What can be unique?



How do we keep track?



How does it live on past us?



Design systems, 
documentation 
& guidance



We need to 
speak the 
same 
language!

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



A head start making 
better user experiences



The U.S. Web 
Design System

The USWDS provides 
design guidelines and 
code to help agencies 
quickly create 
trustworthy, accessible, 
and consistent digital 
government services.



Just a style guide 

Just some reusable digital components 

Only for developers

I’ve heard the U.S. Web Design 
System is …



Just A style guide is part of a design system.

Just some Reusable digital components are one 

feature of a full system, plus a lot more.

Only  For developers who want to have a common 

language with designers and stakeholders.

I’ve heard the U.S. Web Design 
System is …



Components, Design & Code Templates Documentation

Layout grid
Margin & padding
Opacity
Order
Outline
Search
Side navigation
Shadow
Spacing units
Table
Tag
Typesetting
Typography
Z-index

Accordion
Alert
Border
Button
Color
Flex
Float
Footer
Form controls
Form templates
Grid
Header
Height & width
Icons

Landing page

Documentation 
page

Design principles
For developers
For designers
Accessibility
Performance 
guidelines
Code guidelines
Migration
Video tutorials
Implementations
Examples





Too many 
options!









Consistency over conformity



Templates



Reusable 
elements 



Personality can vary through tonal shifts:
Colors, images, content



Style variety 
within one 
system



1

2

3

4

The System in practice:

Speaking the same language

Accelerating rapid prototyping

Teams with dedicated visual / UX designers

Teams with limited design support, time or budget

Opportunities to pave the way forward5



START 
WITH 

PROBLEM

LEARN 
USER

NEEDS

ALIGN WITH 
BUSINESS 

NEEDS/
CONSTRAINTS

PROTOTYPE
/ BUILD

TEST WITH/ 
GIVE TO 
USERS

REPEAT

Remember: user centered, iterative process



The Design System in practice: 
speaking the same language

1



Spacing and margins (before)



Spacing and margins (2.0)



Grid and type 
(before)



Grid and type (2.0)



There are a lot of conversations 
I haven’t had to have because 
of the system.”

Heather Battaglia, 18F Developer

“



Accessible colors (before)

webaim.org color contrast checker 18F accessible color palette builder



Accessible colors (2.0)



Accessible colors (2.0)

50+ achieve 
AA contrast

50+ achieve 
AA contrast

Red 60 minus Red 5 = 55



The Design System in practice: 
accelerating rapid prototyping

2



Opening the 
FBI’s crime data
(+ their first open source project!)



The Crime Data Explorer (CDE) was the first 
attempt to build a web platform for the 
public to interact with the FBI’s crime 
data in a user focused way.

Through research with the FBI and lots of 
users (data scientists, law enforcement, 
justice advocates, students, and journalists) 
we learned we needed to build something 
that would meet varying needs:

- Exploration of the data 
through visualizations for more 
novice users 

- Easy access to the raw 
data through downloads for experienced 
users

Opening the 
FBI’s crime data
(+ their first open source project!)



Sketches        USWDS styles for prototyping        CDE visual styles



Rapid prototyping is much 
easier when you have a 
starting place.



Rapid prototyping is much 
easier when you have a 
starting place.



More time to focus 
on the content



The ones that worked



When designing and coding for 
projects with rapid prototyping, 
the system keeps us from getting 
bogged down in weeds, leaving 
more room to focus on solving 
the most challenging problems.



USWDS base 
and lots of 
customization



The Design System in practice: 
teams with dedicated visual / 
UX designers
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Improving 
the process 
for making 
Freedom of 
Information 
Act (FOIA) 
requests. 



FOIA is the most important law we have for 
government transparency, but it is a 
notoriously slow, cumbersome, and 
mysterious process for users. 2016 mandated 
that one FOIA request 
collection point for all agencies be created.

Through research with agency FOIA officers, 
the most common requesters, and 
transparency advocates, we learned:

-We couldn’t fix all the issues with the FOIA 
process—but we could help 
set expectations and create a clearer 
upfront process for requesters.

Improving 
the process 
for making 
Freedom of 
Information 
Act (FOIA) 
requests. 







(Flash charts that don’t 
load anymore)



A form based on the USWDS 
fields, with additions for 
more user guidance



A form experience 
that guides users 
through the steps, 
with tips and 
relevant content 
included along 
the way.

Built confidence 
in the dedication 
to transparency 
and increase 
familiarity.



“Official website of 
the United States 
government” banner



Dynamic glossary tool helps with 
terms people need extra guidance on.



Other sites 
using the 
dynamic 
glossary 
tool

FBI: Crime Data Explorer

Paperwork Reduction Act (forthcoming)

Federal Election Commission

Natural Resource Revenue Data



The Design System in practice: 
teams with limited 
design support, time or budget
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A quick win 
for conflict- 
free diamond 
certification 
and database



The UN’s Kimberley Process Certification 
Scheme (KPCS) is meant to prevent 
"conflict diamonds" from entering the 
mainstream rough diamond market.

18F was brought on by Department of State 
to develop a strategy and product vision 
for a website and database to manage US 
Certificates, but with limited time and design 
budget.

After research, the team recommended:
-Better security and features for login
-Expanded data entry and search
-Print and notification capabilities

A quick win 
for conflict- 
free diamond 
certification 
and database







The Design System in practice: 
opportunities to pave 
the way forward
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A new home 
for Forest 
Service Permits
(And an accompanying 
fresh web design system)



The Forest Service (Department of 
Agriculture) engaged 18F to help with a 
new public experience for online 
permitting, meant to increase the public’s 
responsible access to public lands.

18F was brought on to help advise the 
Forest Service in finding and then working 
with vendors for technical support.

Part of the output from the engagement 
was a new web design system for the 
Forest Service, based directly off of 
the USWDS.

A new home 
for Forest 
Service Permits
(And an accompanying 
fresh web design system)



A web design system for the Forest Service



Our partners are now ahead of 
the game, they already have a 
project and a product that 
complies [with the 21st Century 
IDEA] that can be built upon.”

Melissa Braxton, 18F UX

“



Are you a government design 
systems evangelist yet?



The System gives us a BIG head start for prototyping, 
projects with or without design help, leaves more room 
for solving complex problems, and in complying with 
the 21st Century IDEA

The System is based on user centered research itself 
and has documentation to back up decisions

The System opts for consistency over conformity— sites 
can retain personality while making things easier to use

Gives us a common language that promotes better 
working relationships on design and development teams

It’s open source (free) and wants your feedback on how 
to keep improving

1

2

3

4

USWDS 
cheat 
sheet 

(AKA How to 
convince others 
why they 
should care)

5



●It’s a 

collaborative 

effort

Connect with the team:

Github

Slack

Email





Plainlanguage.gov

The home for 
understanding how to write 
accessibility for the 
government—or anywhere. 
Explains the law and 
requirements, provide 
writing guidelines and 
examples, share training 
and resources.





The 18F Guides

The technical guides that 18F 
uses in our work with other 
agencies. Built on user-centered 
development, testing to validate 
hypotheses, shipping often, and 
deploying products in the open, 
they help us do our day-to-day 
work and are public domain for 
anyone to use.

https://18f.gsa.gov/guides/

https://18f.gsa.gov/guides/


The 18F Methods

A collection of activities and 
practices for doing human 
centered design. Simplified 
instructions help other 
organizations and federal 
offices adopt these practices 
into their own projects. They 
were made for digital services, 
but can be adapted to 
non-technical design projects.

methods.18f.gov

https://methods.18f.gov/


Content Guide

A new home for 
understanding how to write 
accessibility for the 
government—or anywhere. 
Explain the law and 
requirements, provide 
writing guidelines and 
examples, share training 
and resources

content-guide.18f.gov

https://content-guide.18f.gov/


Accessibility for 
Teams

A ‘quick-start’ guide for 
embedding accessibility 
and inclusive design 
practices into a team’s 
workflow. Provides an 
overview and framework for 
how to approach accessibility 
from your discipline and 
human understand of why 
it’s all important.

accessibility.digital.gov

https://accessibility.digital.gov/


Conclusion



The System gives us a BIG head start for prototyping, 
projects with or without design help, leaves more room 
for solving complex problems, and in complying with 
the 21st Century IDEA

The System is based on user centered research itself 
and has documentation to back up decisions

The System opts for consistency over conformity— sites 
can retain personality while making things easier to use

Gives us a common language that promotes better 
working relationships on design and development teams

It’s open source (free) and wants your feedback on how 
to keep improving

1

2

3

4

USWDS 
cheat 
sheet 

(AKA How to 
convince others 
why they 
should care)

5



US Web Design System
Design and build fast, accessible, 
mobile-friendly government websites 
backed by user research

18F Guides
Repository for best practices 
across our teams

18F Method Cards 
A collection of tools to bring human- 
centered design into your projects

Resources

Plainlanguage.gov
Laws and guidelines for plain 
language writing

18F Content Guide
A home for understanding how to write 
accessibility for the government

Accessibility for Teams
A ‘quick-start’ guide for accessibility and 
inclusive design practices

https://v2.designsystem.digital.gov/
https://guides.18f.gov/
https://methods.18f.gov/
https://plainlanguage.gov/
http://content-guide.18f.gov
http://accessibility.digital.gov


Dan Williams (USWDS)

Austin Hernandez (18F Visual Design)

Christine Bath (18F Visual Design)

Melissa Braxton (18F UX)

Heather Battaglia (18F Engineering)

Jeremy Zilar (Digital Gov)

Special thanks



Questions 
& Disco

Thank you!

aviva.oskow@gsa.gov  |  18f.gsa.gov 

mailto:aviva.oskow@gsa.gov
https://18f.gsa.gov/

