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INTRODUCTION
To create and manage a design system, an interdisciplinary team 
needs several tools. These form the systematic collection of tools 
for the design system in a so-called tool chain. 

Why is it so important to use the proper tools from the start? This is the 
only way to make your work more efficient, and everyone will benefit from 
working with the design system. If there are technical difficulties, emp-
loyees may quickly stop working with the tools. Learn how to choose the 
proper tools in this whitepaper. 

A design system for digital applications first needs a tool for UI design 
and prototyping. UX designers use this to design, define and develop the 
conceptual and visual basis for their product. This includes the design 
style with colors, fonts and UI controls as well as UI patterns.

Software developers implement the functional component library with 
special tools such as DevOps platforms that are designed for develop-
ment and testing. To implement the visual style according to the style 
guide, they are guided by the documentation. It represents the single 
source of truth. Whether for designers, software developers or other 
stakeholders – the documentation is the entry point into the design 
system for all of them. 
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In more extensive projects, a content management tool is used for docu-
mentation, which is available to all stakeholders. Different groups of users 
have different needs for information and work with the documentation to 
varying degrees of intensity. Therefore, a distinction is made between pri-
mary and secondary beneficiaries. Primary users include employees from 
design, software development and marketing. Employees from Project 
Management and Product Management are secondary users. All stake-
holders involved in development need access to the content management 
tool. This also includes external service providers and agencies. 

Not to be neglected are other tools needed for planning and communica-
tion for and around the design system, for example online collaboration 
tools, task management tools, exchange and communication platforms.

The tool landscape is constantly changing, so you should always be 
aware of updates and innovations. The current trend is towards compre-
hensive tools that cover as many requirements as possible. Additional 
plug-ins create connections to further applications. For example, you link 
all cloud documents to a preview on a documentation platform. This way, 
users can easily access them.

In the following, we will introduce you to individual exemplary tools for 
documentation, design, development, planning and communication in 
more detail. We will focus on the tools with which we have had excellent 
experience. In addition, there are a variety of alternatives. Depending on 
your project requirements and scope, but also on your budget, you should 
consider which tools are suitable for you. Depending on your require-
ments, you can add to the design system toolchain or keep it to a 
minimum. This way, no toolchain is identical.
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Project manager

Software developer

Designer

Primary users Secondary users
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Excursion: Design System

What is a design system?
A design system is a tool that allows Design and Development to work 
together to implement products with higher quality and less effort. As a 
single source of truth, it encompasses all the elements that make up a 
brand‘s design and that the project team needs to design digital products. 
Therefore, a design system is a framework with clear guidelines, princi-
ples and reusable components. Google‘s Material Design is one of the 
best-known examples of a design system.

What elements does a  
design system consist of? 
In detail, a design system consists of the following elements:

Design principles: The design principles describe basic design elements 
of the style guide such as colors, grids, typography and how they are used 
in different contexts. Assets such as the logo and icons are also included. 
Further definitions, for example, on accessibility, information architecture 
or motion design, supplement this common basis for all participants in 
the project.

Components and patterns: While a style guide tends to include 
guidelines and instructions for the design, component and pattern 
libraries, on the other hand, contain predefined, reusable UI components. 
These components and patterns describe how interactive elements 
look and behave. For example, it defines how a button changes color on 
click or tap, or how an accordion element unfolds. In most cases, the UI 
components and UI patterns are already implemented as code snippets. 
This code can be quickly and easily copied by designers and developers 
to create new applications and features.

Best practices help to better understand the system‘s policies and 
create a common understanding.

Design principles

Components 
library

Best  
practices
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TOOLS
Documentation
From design principles to coded UI compo-
nents, all components of a design system are 
documented in one central location. 
 
This documentation is the project team‘s first 
and most important point of contact with the 
design system. The project team enters the 
design system via them. The requirements for a 
tool to document a design system are therefore 
high: It must be easy to use for different stake-
holders and meet their different requirements. 
It must enable a straightforward cooperation. 
Above all, it must clearly document different 
components of the design system and make 
them accessible – from textual descriptions to 
graphic files to code snippets. Frontify enables 
all of it.  
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Frontify
Frontify is a cloud-based brand management platform. With Frontity, 
you can easily and clearly document your design system in the form 
of a digital style guide. You can also add custom content to the design 
system, such as collaboration notes. 

Frontify‘s interface can be easily customized to your individual corporate 
design. In addition, Frontify offers digital asset management, in which, 
for example, all available icons can be entered and then made available 
to users as downloads. Content can be entered quickly and intuitively 
directly in the web editor.

Frontify also documents print products, making it suitable as a cross-
media design system that includes more than just digital applications.

Advantages for a design system
 � Cloud-based
 � Individual branding
 � Digital asset management
 � Web editor
 � Embedding Figma files
 � Inserting ready-made code snippets of individual controls
 � Analytics function

Links to Figma and Storybook
In Frontify, Figma files and links to Storybook can be displayed and linked. 
This way, designers and developers can access all files via Frontify that 
they need to develop digital products. Frontify thus represents the central 
entry point into the design system for both user groups.

Alternative: Confluence
Confluence is an enterprise wiki that allows you to document knowledge 
centrally. Thus, it also provides the necessary requirements to maintain a 
living style guide. 

However, Confluence is not primarily designed for design systems. 
You can also customize Confluence to match your company‘s branding. 
However, unlike Frontify, this involves more technical effort and a deeper 
understanding of the platform. One advantage over Frontify is that you 
can host Confluence yourself, so the data is not in the cloud. 
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Design
A design system for digital applications 
requires a tool in which UX designers set 
up the conceptual and visual basis for 
their product. 
 
In Figma, they design, define and develop the 
design style with colors, font and UI controls and 
UI patterns. A structured and comprehensible 
layout is necessary so that all participants can 
work effectively with the design system. 
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Figma
Figma is a web app focused on collaborative work. Users can edit, 
comment and share a project in real time. This enables a high level of 
transparency and close collaboration between designers, customers and 
software developers. Figma can therefore be used particularly well in 
large-scale projects in which various stakeholders are involved. You can 
easily share files with customers without them having to install an app. 
Figma also lets you insert and edit icons from Adobe Illustrator.  

Advantages for a design system
 � Collaborative work
 � Comments function
 � Creating global styles
 � Structure of the components with variants
 � Auto layout
 � Control library 
 � Library analytics

Disadvantages for a design system
 � Enterprise security standards sometimes  

not compatible with cloud-based work
 � Licensing model sometimes opaque

Verknüpfungen zu Storybook und Frontify
A link with Storybook and Frontify is possible. This allows you to link 
and display the overviews of the individual controls. Developers can 
always see the current design status and check whether, for example, a 
new state has been added or the color of an element has changed.

Alternative Design tool: Sketch
There are some alternatives to Figma. In an earlier whitepaper, we already 
compared the different UX tools in detail (www.uid.com/de/ux-tools). 
Here, we picked Sketch as an alternative to Figma. 

Similar to Figma, Sketch lets you create all the design elements for a 
design system of a digital application. Via the Sketch Cloud, all stakehol-
ders always access the current status of the file, which simplifies collabo-
ration. A Sketch HTML export allows developers and other stakeholders 
to view the screens outside the Sketch app without a license and read out 
styles and spacing relevant to the implementation. However, you can only 
edit Sketch files using a Mac.
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Development
Software developers use special tools 
to develop a functional component library.   
 
These tools are designed for development 
and testing. To ensure that the components 
correspond with the defined visual design style, 
developers are guided by the documentation.
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Storybook with Git
Storybook is an open-source tool specialized in the development of UI 
component libraries. Using Storybook, developers can create web compo-
nents that are suitable for both Angular and React implementations, but 
also any other HTML5 application. 

The design system elements that you have designed in the design 
tool (Figma) can be developed in Storybook as interactive components 
with different states, displayed and their behavior tested. In the canvas 
(viewer), in addition to the states, the textual content, such as labels, can 
also be changed. In addition, you can change the view to mobile to check 
responsive behavior, show a grid, display dimensions, change the back-
ground, simulate color vision impairment, and much more. Storybook‘s 
source code is hosted by Git, which is also used for version management 
of the component library. 

UI components are technically documented in Storybook. All other
information such as UX descriptions are documented in Frontify. Howe-
ver, there are applications where such an approach seems oversized. 
In these cases, you can write short UX descriptions via Markdown – 
a simple documentation syntax – directly in Storybook. 
 

Links
The components created in Storybook can be integrated into Frontify 
via a plugin. Developers search for the components they need for their 
application in the design system documentation and can access them 
directly via the link. You can also view Figma files in Storybook. This 
allows designers to quickly and easily compare whether developers have 
correctly implemented their design files. 

Alternatives: SC5 or Pattern Lab
SC5 and Pattern Lab are style guide generators. Unlike Storybook, 
however, they are built on a technical foundation that is used less and 
less. Pattern Lab was one of the first systems on the market. However, 
the living style guide website can only be styled and implemented in the 
company‘s corporate design to a limited extent or with restrictions. 
Dynamic switching of controls (states) as in Storybook is not possible 
here. However, if you want to style your components in your project “only” 
via HTML/CSS, a style guide generator is a good choice. 

|    UID GmbH    |    202211  Design system Toolchain        



 Design system Toolchain        |    UID GmbH    |    202212

Planning &  
Communication
For planning and communication around 
the design system, you need other tools.
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JIRA
Jira is a web application developed by Atlassian for task and require-
ments management. It is primarily used in software development. The 
design system team uses Jira in the project to organize their tasks. It 
collects all new tasks and bugs in a backlog, schedules them in sprints 
and processes them. A sprint board, which is divided into the columns To 
Do, In-Progress and Done, enables the team and all stakeholders to have 
a transparent view of the progress of the sprint. 

Advantages
 � Overview of the progress
 � Planning sprints
 � Transparency about work status of colleagues

Links
In individual Jira tickets, you can include links to files (such as Figma) 
or a link to the documentation content that needs to be edited in the task.

Alternative: GitLab
GitLab also provides a ticket system to manage tasks. If your design 
system project focuses purely on software developers creating a compo-
nent library in Storybook, then GitLab is a good choice as a ticket system. 
This allows the toolchain to be reduced in size. 

MS TEAMS
Communication tools like MS Teams have become indispensable in many 
companies. After all, they serve to exchange information with individuals 
or groups via chat, video meetings and screen sharing in an uncomplica-
ted and fast way. However, to fully map the toolchain, we mention Teams 
anyway. 

Advantages
 � Fast, uncomplicated exchange
 � Independent of location

Alternativen
There are many alternatives that enable a straightforward 
communication, such as Slack or Skype. The choice often falls on the 
messenger service already preferred in the company. To avoid duplicate 
or untraceable communication, you should clearly define which tools 
you use and how, for example, to review and comment on work results. 
This way, you can share documents in teams and edit them together. But 
Figma also offers the possibility to leave comments directly in the file, 
which is especially useful for design reviews. In Jira, you can also add 
comments to the ticket, for example, to comment on a status change or 
ask a question about the task.
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CONCLUSION
In this whitepaper, we introduced you to individual exemplary tools that 
you can use to document, design, develop, plan, and exchange informa-
tion about design systems. In addition, there are a variety of alternatives 
that need to be weighed depending on project requirements and scope, 
but also budget. Depending on this, you can add to the design system 
toolchain or keep it to a minimum, as described in the Development 
chapter, for example.

The precise definition of the toolchain and its use, the acceptance of the 
users and the commitment of the stakeholders is indispensable. There is 
no general right or wrong way to do this. You should create an individual 
toolchain that suits your project and requirements. Always use your 
experience from previous projects. Choosing the right tools for your 
design system is important. A design system is an internal service that 
you provide to your colleagues on the design and development teams. It 
must therefore be of high quality. Only if your colleagues can easily find 
their way around and work with it simply and efficiently will they enjoy 
using the design system regularly. Only then can a design system fully 
develop its advantages for your company. The choice of suitable tools 
therefore has a significant influence on the acceptance of the design 
system in the company. 

A strong toolchain also includes increased communication and 
management within the team. Define clear formats in which you agree 
on the design system. This will help you avoid problems and assure more 
efficient work that everyone enjoys. 
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