Common Design Systems
Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

@ ‘ Goal: spot recurring failure patterns early and
convert each into a concrete avoidance move

Scope: governance, tokens and anatomy,
component APIs, docs, accessibility, adoption,
maintenance

@ ‘ Framing: a design system is socio-technical
infrastructure, not just a component library

000 Roles: leads fund and decide; designers give

gy ‘ context; developers own contracts; contributors
follow through

\/ ‘ Takeaway: a mistake-to-avoidance map your

team can apply in the next sprint



Why Design Systems Fail:

Root Causes and Early Warning Signs

e Most failures are operating-model
problems, not visual-design ones

e Failures are slow and quiet: one fork,
one token override at a time

e A system is failing when exceptions
become easier than contributing back

e Watch for rising exceptions, detachments,
stale docs, and long silences

e 2026 data: lack of company mandate
(73%) tops poor-adoption reasons

lack of company
mandate tops
poor-adoption
reasons




A Diagnostic Lens: What Health Looks
Like Across Six Dimensions

s

Six independent dimensions:
organizational alignment, team
effectiveness, infrastructure
robustness, governance, support,
adoption

Score each 1-5 independently,
then triangulate: narrow ranges
signal shared understanding

Wide score gaps reveal hidden
misalignment worth discussing

Audit fragility: where are we weak
under change or scale?

Measure adoption as use, not
availability: Ul share, one-off styles,
request response time

A fast 'no, and here's why' keeps
teams inside; long silence pushes
them out

Organizational
alignment

Adoption Team
effectiveness
Support Infrastructure
robustness
Governance
=@= | eader scores === Contributor scores
Health signal . .



Mistake 1: No Clear Ownership or Governance Model

Ambiguous ownership stalls
decisions, duplicates work,

frustrates contributors
Compare models: centralized, o o
federated, and hybrid as the '

system scales v v 'l' / \ |

Brand-level changes need the
core group; team variants

Centralized Federated Hybrid

belong to product teams RACI Office Hours

Make governance real: RACI, ® o o “

contribution charter, office hours, & S &

exception policy o e ==
Q ~

Governance must evolve; a model @ ©

for three designers breaks o

at thirty




Mistake 2: Treating the System
as a Component Library Only

A component gallery without usage
guidance, tokens, and content standards
still produces inconsistency

The contract spans foundations, tokens,
components, patterns, templates, and
content guidance

Two token layers (primitive, semantic)
suffice for many teams; add component
layer only when justified

One-way chain: primitives feed semantics,
semantics feed components—never
reference raw primitives in components

Ship the smallest complete system
that supports real product work;
avoid overbuilding

Token chain (one-way only)

‘ Primitive tokens — % Semantic tokens —_— @ Components

0o
00 Templates

C‘E& Patterng

ance

EI Content guiq

The contract
<) spans all
these layers

oM

Never reference
raw primitives
in components



Mistake 3: Designing Components
in Isolation From Product Context

® Overly generic APIs are unusable;
overfitted ones are brittle

® Design spikes and usage audits
before promoting a component

® Badge tone prop is fine; Dialog
and Table need composition

® Name the anatomy first; mirror
variant names in design and code

® Decide on purpose whento
support, compose, or say no

Dialog

A compound component that needs composition

e—— Backdrop
Header ————e

e——— Dialog
Content ——e surface

Footer ——e A

Badge

A simple prop works well here

tone prop

Badge



Mistake 4: Documentation That
Doesn't Support Real Decisions

V
® Docs fail when they describe what a T
component is, not when and why to use it
@ Minimum viable docs: usage guidance, What it is
do/don't examples, accessibility notes,
live code samples When to use

@ Use arepeatable pattern: what it is, when

to use it, when not to, how it works, research i TRnastiouse

and what instead

® Keep docs close to code and design sources;

generate from components to reduce drift ) How it works

® Measure quality via search failures, support
questions, page feedback, and time-to-find
under two minutes

= » Research




Mistake 5: Weak | r /Q

Accessibility and
InCIUSion Practices Component Acceptance

Accessibility Criteria

e Bolted-on accessibility becomes T Focus visibility
expensive rework and inconsistent
behavior
Keyboard behavior

e Build it into the contract: criteria,

docs, scans, manual checks 0 o

e Common gaps: focus visibility,
keyboard behavior, token contrast, 2=  Reduced motion
reduced motion

@ Mix axe-core in Cl with manual
keyboard, screen reader, zoom checks </>

axe-core in Cl

e Publish per-component audit results;
test composed screens in context

BUILD MORE INCLUSIVE PRODUCTS BETITER EXRERIENCES EOR ENMERYONE



Mistake 6: Launching Without
an Adoption and Migration Plan

@ A launch is not adoption; teams need
migration paths, support, and clear

reasons to switch Coexistence

: v . f/ T A "“\\\
® Adoption is internal product-market - | > {/> —>
fit; training cannot fix a system that b . 4 Codemods System
adds work Legacy Ul Components
® Migration mechanics: coexistence, l
module boundaries, codemods, ‘f l
semantic versioning, published
: ! 0@e
deprecation window O A
_ e E ti Contribute
® Deprecation discipline: one full release ACSRaoN Back
cycle of notice, removal date set at
: . : : Published
retirement, migration guides Dénrecation Window
® Measure adoption with coverage, @ >

exceptions, detached components,
and version spread—not component
count
BUILD ADOPT EVOLVE



Mistake 7: Ignoring Maintenance,
Versioning, and Contribution Health

Unmaintained systems decay faster than they are
adopted; the backlog becomes the reputation

Balance new components against bug fixes, dependency
upgrades, accessibility regressions, and docs

Contribution health: one intake channel, transparent EontIlgeaniycank

review stages, a two-week first-response SLA

Clear role split: the system team owns the API and
standards, contributors own use cases

Run maintenance sessions every 4-8 weeks plus
a quarterly health review

New Bug Dependency Accessibility Docs Contribution

Components Fixes Upgrades Regressions Intake and Review

i

N

Ongoing Maintenance Cadence



Mistake 8: Handing Down a System
Instead of Building It With Teams

e Systems built in isolation fail in isolation

e Teams handed a system without input
see a restriction, not a resource

e Communication and community rank
second only to component completeness (59%)

e When adoption is weak, diagnose
detachments, overrides, forks, and exceptions

e Empower ownership through inner-source
models; evidence shows higher motivation

e Watch for fragmentation: shadow components
and private Figma libraries



What Good Looks Like:
Before-and-After Signals for Each Mistake

Governance: 2
from 'nobody knows who approves' (X X =)

to named owner and decision SLA &ia
Tokens: F 2|
from scattered raw values to a one-way (] —> O—O—O
chain and documented API vocabulary d
o Documentation and accessibility:
from screenshots and late audits to live | =° —
examples and published test results
o Adoption: 5
from launch announcement to ‘»-—
migration plan with removal date .‘ > > 9
and measured coverage
Case evidence:
user-led Figma rebuild cut detachments I l . —

33% and raised usage 400%

LESS FRICTION. STRONGER FOUNDATIONS.




Role-Based Plays: Leads, Product e
Designers, Front-End Developers, Contributors —

/
=
Product designers Front-end developers
® Leads: secure funding ® Product designers: ® Front-end developers: @ Contributors: use one
and mandate, name bring real use cases treat component APIs intake channel, include
decision rights, commit to design spikes, as contracts, enforce user problem and
to quarterly health document usage tokens via lint, keep evidence, expect a
reviews guidance, stop accessibility tests two-week first response

detaching components in Cl

Everyone

@ Everyone: measure time-to-answer requests,
because silence pushes teams out of the system

PEOPLE ENABLE BETTER PRODUCTS —= SHARED ROLES. STRONGER OUTCOMES.



Prevention Checklist and 30/60/90-Day Next Steps

Prevent today. Build a stronger, more sustainable tomorrow.

Prevention 30/60/90-Day Next Steps
Checklist
fiii governance a
;2 tokens
Days 1-30 Day 90
@ Companchis s e run six-dimension e audit detachments, e publish migration
health assessment; > overrides, and forks; 2> and deprecation plan
@ docs name owners and close top three with dates; start
decision rights documentation gaps; quarterly health
JT  accessibility e stand up one intake add accessibility review
channel with a checks to ClI
adoption response SLA

maintenance

& »®

8 Commitment

pick one mistake, define a measurable success signal, review next quarter

22 Lead 2 Designer </> Developer 2 Contributor
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