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White Paper: The Basics of Using Canva

Canva is a browser-based design platform (with mobile and desktop apps) that helps non-
designers create professional-looking visuals quickly. This white paper covers Canva’s core
concepts, the typical workflow for making assets, and practical best practices so you can produce
consistent, on-brand designs for marketing, education, and internal communications.

Who Canva is for

e Small businesses and creators who need fast, polished graphics
e Educators and trainers building handouts, slides, and classroom visuals
o Teams that want shared brand templates and lightweight collaboration
e Anyone who wants “good design defaults” without learning complex software
Core concepts (the Canva mental model)
1. Designs and formats
A design is a file built in a specific size (for example: Instagram post, presentation, flyer, or US
Letter). Choosing the right format first prevents resizing headaches later.
2. Templates
Templates are pre-built layouts you can customize. They’re the fastest way to start because
spacing, typography, and hierarchy are already handled.
3. Elements
Elements are the building blocks you drag into a design:
e Shapes, lines, frames
o Icons and illustrations
e Photos and videos
e Charts and tables
4. Text styles
Canva lets you add headings, subheadings, and body text. Consistent text styling is what makes
designs feel “intentional,” even when created quickly.
5. Brand assets (Brand Kit)
If you’re creating for a business, your Brand Kit typically includes:
e Logo files

e Brand colors (hex codes)

o Brand fonts Using a Brand Kit reduces decision fatigue and keeps everything consistent.
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Getting started: a simple workflow

Step 1:

Step 5:

Pick the right canvas size
Use a preset (social post, poster, presentation) when possible
If you need a custom size, set it at the start

Choose a template (or start blank)

99 ¢¢ 99 ¢

Search templates by goal (e.g., “newsletter,” “workshop slide,” “sale flyer”)
Favor templates with clear hierarchy and plenty of whitespace

Customize the layout

Swap images using drag-and-drop

Replace text while keeping the overall structure

Adjust spacing with alignment guides and “Position” tools

Apply consistent branding

Use your brand colors for backgrounds, accents, and buttons

Limit yourself to 1-2 fonts per design

Reuse the same logo placement rules across assets

Export correctly

Common export choices:

PNG: crisp graphics for web and social

JPG: smaller file size for photos

PDF (Standard): sharing and printing

PDF (Print): higher quality for professional printing

MP4/GIF: simple animations and short videos

Best practices for clean, professional designs
Keep it simple
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e One main message per design
e One focal point (headline, product, or image)
Use alignment and spacing on purpose
e Align text blocks and images to the same edges
e Use consistent margins (top/bottom/left/right)
e Avoid “almost aligned” placements
Create hierarchy
e Headline: biggest and boldest
e Subhead: supports the headline
e Body: minimal, scannable, and readable
Choose readable color contrast
e Dark text on light background (or vice versa)

e Avoid low-contrast text over busy photos; add a semi-transparent overlay if needed

Build reusable templates
If you make the same asset repeatedly (weekly posts, training slides, event flyers):

e Create one “master” design
e Duplicate it for each new version
e Lock background elements to prevent accidental edits
Collaboration basics
o Share a link to let teammates view or edit
e Use comments for feedback instead of long email threads
e Duplicate a design before major changes to preserve a “safe” version

Common beginner mistakes (and how to avoid them)
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o Using too many fonts: stick to 1-2 fonts
e Crowding the layout: increase whitespace and reduce copy
e Stretching images: use crop and frames instead of resizing disproportionately
o Exporting the wrong format: match export type to the destination (web vs. print)

Suggested first projects

e A simple brand color palette graphic

An “About the author/business” Instagram post

A one-page flyer (US Letter)

A 5-slide mini presentation

A reusable social media template set (3—5 layouts)

Conclusion

Canva works best when you treat design as a repeatable system: pick the right format, start from
a strong template, keep typography and colors consistent, and export for the correct channel.
With a small set of reusable templates and brand rules, you can create high-quality visuals
quickly—without needing advanced design software.



