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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?

● Content 
● Usability Principles

Similarities
● Colors and Sizes 
● Style Guide 

Differences
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?

● Content basis

Similarities
● Design decisions

Differences
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?

BASIS
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?

BASIS

Tokens
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?

BASIS

Design-System
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DESIGN SYSTEMS

1.1
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

Design System Style Guidevs
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● Exchange basis between design 
and development 

● Toolkit 
● Infrastructure for product 

development 
● Contains technical implementation 

details 
● Content basis

WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

● By designers for designers 
● Design guidelines 
● Media-independent or comprehensive 

(print to interfaces) 
● Focus on brand and design consistency 
● Part of a design system

Design System Style Guide



JOHANNES ZIEBANDT / HMI PROJECT  /  DESIGN TOKENS IN INDUSTRIELLEN HMIS 15

WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

STYLE GUIDEDESIGN SYSTEM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

STYLE GUIDE

STYLE GUIDE 
SUB-BRAND

DESIGN SYSTEM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

STYLE GUIDE

STYLE GUIDE 
SUB-BRAND

DESIGN SYSTEM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

STYLE GUIDE

COMPONENTS

STYLE GUIDE 
SUB-BRAND

DESIGN SYSTEM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

STYLE GUIDE

COMPONENTS

STYLE GUIDE 
SUB-BRAND

TOKENS

DESIGN SYSTEM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

STYLE GUIDE

COMPONENTS

STYLE GUIDE 
SUB-BRAND

TOKENS

DESIGN SYSTEM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

STYLE GUIDE

COMPONENTS

STYLE GUIDE 
SUB-BRAND

TOKENS

DESIGN SYSTEM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS?  DESIGN SYSTEMS

Aren't tokens 
just styles?

● Standardized format 
● Platform-agnostic 
● The exchange of tokens is a central 

component of their idea 
● Enables: best practice for building UI 

projects across all disciplines
Aren't tokens 
just CSS?
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THE STRUCTURE OF  
DESIGN TOKENS

1.2
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Design Decision
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Name

Type

Value

Optional: 

Description text, 
Extensions
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

#000

10px

solid

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

#000

Color

Raw-Value

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

{}Alias

Color

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

{} #000

Color

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

{} {}

Color

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

{} {} #000

Color

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Color

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Gradient

Composite type

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

COLOR 1

#000
COLOR 2

#fff

Composite type

Gradient

Name

Type

Value
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#000

36

WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

COLOR 1

#000
COLOR 2

Composite type

{}

Color

Gradient

Name

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Name

Gradient

Composite type

{}
COLOR 1

#000
COLOR 2

{}

Gradient

Type

Value
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Group
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Button Background

Border

Text Icon
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? STRUCTURE

Button.Background

Button.Border

Button.Text Button.Icon
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ORGANIZATION  
OF TOKENS

1.3
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Colors

Sizes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Colors

Sizes

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

● This division is a question of organization within the design software 
● It is not necessarily exported, so it is not always part of the exchange
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

● Collections 
● Modes

Figma
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Colors

Sizes

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Colors

Sizes

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM

Collections
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM

Modes

Colors

Sizes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM

Modes

$$$

Colors

Sizes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Tokens Studio

● Sets 
● Themes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM

Colors

Sizes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM

Sets

Colors

Sizes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM

Theme

Colors

Sizes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

LIGHT DARK

MEDIUM

Theme

$$$

Colors

Sizes
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION
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TOKEN-EXCHANGE

59

WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Tokens
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Tokens

MODE / SET
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Tokens
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Tokens

Tokens

COLORS

SIZES
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? ORGANISATION

Tokens

COLORS

SIZES

Tokens



JOHANNES ZIEBANDT / HMI PROJECT  /  DESIGN TOKENS IN INDUSTRIAL HMIS 65

HOW DO THEY WORK  
TECHNICALLY?

1.4
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? TECHNOLOGY

Design Tool Development 
environment

Tokens.json

W3C Draft
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? TECHNOLOGY
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? TECHNOLOGY
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? TECHNOLOGY
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? TECHNOLOGY

Tokens.jsonEXPORT 
SCRIPT

IMPORT 
SCRIPT

GIT

Design Tool Development 
environment
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WHAT ARE DESIGN TOKENS? TECHNOLOGY

EXPORT 
SCRIPT

IMPORT 
SCRIPT

GIT

Light-Theme.json

Dark-Theme.json

Design Tool Development 
environment
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WORKING WITH  
TOKENS
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STRUCTURE OF A 
TOKEN SYSTEM

2.1
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

FARBEN GRÖßEN …

Thematisch
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

Thematic

Hierarchical
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

Core 
Primitives 

Foundation
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

Core 
Primitives 

Foundation

Functional 
Alias
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

Core 
Primitives 

Foundation

Functional 
Alias

Contextual

RAW VALUE

Only for 
Themes
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

RAW VALUE

Button

Brand-color-500

{}

Primary-Background

{}

Button-Background

{}#709EDF
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

RAW VALUE

Brand-color-500

{}

Primary-Background

{}

Button-Background

{}#709EDF

ButtonDefinitions in the 
style guide
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

RAW VALUE

Brand-color-500

{}

Primary-Background

{}

Button-Background

{}#709EDF

ButtonApplying the style guide to 
the design system
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

RAW VALUE

Brand-color-500

{}

Primary-Background

{}

Button-Background

{}#709EDF

Button Link to the specific purpose 
of use
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

RAW VALUE

Button-Background

{}

Brand-color-800

{}

Button

{}

Alt-Background

Modes

Primary-Background

{}#709EDF

Brand-color-500

{}

#174689
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  STRUCTURE

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

#709EDF

Primary-Background Button-Background

{}

#93A4BC

Button

Alt-Background

Export

Theme 2

Theme 1
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NAMING OF  
TOKENS

2.2
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Generic Specific

BACKGROUND-BUTTON-PRIMARY

WORKING WITH TOKENS  NAMING
„BEM“  
(Block-Element-modifier)
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Generic Specific

WORKING WITH TOKENS  NAMING

„Functional“ 

PRIMARY-BUTTON-BACKGROUND
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  NAMING

BEM Functional

Primary-Button

Background

Border

Text

Secondary-Button

Background

Border

Text

Background

Button-Primary

Button-Secondary

Border

Button-Primary

Button-Secondary

Text

Button-Primary

Button-Secondary
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● Supports designing with the 
design system 

● Simplifies the combination of 
properties for new components 

● Potential for deviations from fire or 
A11y guidelines

WORKING WITH TOKENS  NAMING

● Less ambiguity: Groupings are 
predefined 

● Breaking out of the system requires 
time-consuming redefinitions 

● The structure simplifies the creation of 
new themes

BEM Functional
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GROWING WITH THE 
SYSTEM 

2.3
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  GROWING

● What do I call the first token? 
● Can I do everything wrong if I choose the wrong structure at the beginning? 
● Do all tokens have to be ready before I hand over to the developers? 
● Do I start with semantic tokens or do I need component tokens right away?
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  GROWING

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  GROWING

BASIC 
TOKENS

SEMANTIC 
TOKENS

COMPONENT 
TOKENS

● Moodboards 
● Stile research 
● Drafts 
● Gradation of a 

meaningful palette

● Assignment to 
standard elements 

● Standardization 
according to meaning 
and function 

● Finding patterns and 
principles

● Specializations 
● Special cases 
● Elaboration across 

the board
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WORKING WITH TOKENS  GROWING

● Tokens can accompany the entire process from design to the finished product 
● Adjustments and revisions are inevitable, but also create a common understanding 

of the (design) decisions 
● Coordination between all parties involved (designers and developers) is essential
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3

95

TOKENS IN 
PRACTICE
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE

● „Bridging The Gap“  – Förderung eines besseren Austausch zwischen allen 
Beteiligten 

● Automatisierung von Übergabe-Prozessen 
● Themes!

Key Benefits

wichtig 
mächtig 

beeindruckend 
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WIE NUTZEN TOOLS 
DIESE VORTEILE 

3.1
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  TOOLS

Design Tool Development 
environment

jsonEXPORT IMPORT

● Figma ● Web 
● iOS 
● Android 
● Powerpoint?
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  TOOLS

jsonEXPORT IMPORT

● Figma ● Engineering 
environment

Design Tool Development 
environment
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  TOOLS

● Colors 
● Borders, Sizes, 

Paddings 
● Fonts, Font Sizes 
● Effects 
● JSON

● Colors 
● Several pallets that can be switched during 

runtime 

● Fonts, Font Sizes 
● Shadows 
● XML

● V19 Update 2 
● 500 Colors per Palette 

● WinCC Unified 
Corporate Designer 
● Style library 

● Proprietary exchange format

SIMATIC WinCC  
Unified System

Own 
ecosystem

✔ (✔)
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  TOOLS

jsonEXPORT IMPORT

● Figma

limitedBut everything works here?

● Engineering 
environment

Design Tool Development 
environment
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  TOOLS

● “Variables” 

● Mixes tokens with 
content and prototyping 

● No native export 

● Large projects need 
expensive subscriptions

Figma

● Limited to colors, 
styles and fonts 

● More about plugins

Sketch

● Styles 

● Export as CSS

Adobe XD

● Open Source 

● Little distribution 

● Standard-compliant 
integration planned

Penpot

✔ limited “Maintenance mode” (✔)
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  TOOLS

jsonEXPORT IMPORT

● Figma

limitedProgress…

Is it worth using in industrial UIs?

● Engineering 
environment

Design Tool Development 
environment
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INSIGHTS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES

3.2
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Design

● Create your own guidelines to keep the design consistent. 
● Naming creates clarity, saves documentation (but is also difficult) 
● Simplifies teamwork (designer to designer) 
● “Fundamental” changes can be implemented quickly 
● Independence from tools: standardization instead of proprietary styles

TOKENS IN PRACTICE  OPPORTUNITIES
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A11Y

Entwicklung

● Common understanding of the structure of components 
● Better separation of content and design 
● Changes (even if they have to be applied manually) can be easily tracked 

with Git

TOKENS IN PRACTICE  OPPORTUNITIES
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  OPPORTUNITIES

A11Y
WCAG-Konformität

EAA / BFSG
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  OPPORTUNITIES

A11Y
WCAG-Conformity

EAA / BFSG
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Flexibility & Speed

TOKENS IN PRACTICE  OPPORTUNITIES

For large projects
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TOKENS IN PRACTICE  OPPORTUNITIES

Hardly any disadvantages 
Even for small projects

* 
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THANK YOU VERY MUCH!

W3C Draft 
https://second-editors-draft.tr.designtokens.org/ 

Naming Tokens 
Unterhaltsam: https://thedesignsystem.guide/design-tokens-naming-playbook 

Ausführlich: https://medium.com/eightshapes-llc/naming-tokens-in-design-systems-9e86c7444676 

BEM - Block Element Modifier 
https://getbem.com/introduction/ 

https://second-editors-draft.tr.designtokens.org/
https://thedesignsystem.guide/design-tokens-naming-playbook
https://medium.com/eightshapes-llc/naming-tokens-in-design-systems-9e86c7444676
https://getbem.com/introduction/
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