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Thumbnail Design — Workbook

This workbook turns the course into reps. You will tear down thumbnails that made you click, build 
contrast-first compositions, set text that survives shrinking, pair thumbnail with title, and run a real 
A/B test against click-through rate. Work through one section per module and finish with a 
complete, tested thumbnail set and a packaging system you could ship today.

Why Thumbnails Decide Who Watches
Train your eye on real feeds, learn to read CTR, and prove that your designs survive the tiny size where most 
impressions happen.

Exercise: Feed Teardown: Get Noticed, Spark Curiosity, Set Expectation
Open YouTube on your phone and screenshot the first eight thumbnails you see in your home feed and in a 
search for your niche. For each, judge it against the three jobs in order, and be honest, because most 
thumbnails fail at job one. Then shrink one to 120 pixels and confirm whether it still works.
• Did it get noticed in under a second, and what specifically caught your eye (face, colour, contrast, a single 
word)?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What question or promise made you curious enough to consider clicking, if any?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Could you tell the topic clearly, or would a click feel misled?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Score each thumbnail 0 to 3 on how many jobs it did, and note the single change that would most improve 
the weakest one.
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: CTR Baseline and Target
Pull your own numbers (or a channel you study) from YouTube Studio under Reach, and set a realistic target 
you will design toward. Compare like with like, since CTR is higher early and from subscribers.
Channel / niche
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Typical impressions per video (recent average)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Current average CTR percent (from Studio Reach tab)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Best-performing recent thumbnail and its CTR
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Worst-performing recent thumbnail and its CTR
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Realistic target CTR for the next video (compared to your own baseline, not a generic number)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________



Checklist: Pre-Design Readiness
[  ]  I can name the single video or episode this thumbnail is for and its core idea
[  ]  I know where it will mostly be seen (search, home feed, suggested, podcast feed)
[  ]  I have collected at least 8 reference thumbnails that made me click
[  ]  I have my source assets: a usable subject or face photo and any logo or brand colours (hex)
[  ]  I have set my canvas to 1280 by 720 pixels at 16:9
[  ]  I know my own channel's baseline CTR so I can judge results against it

Contrast-First Composition
Practise engineering a single focal point and separating subject from background through value and colour, 
then prove it with the blur and greyscale tests.

Exercise: Cut-Out and Separate Drill
Take one subject photo and build three background treatments behind the same cut-out: a bold solid colour, 
a darkened or blurred image, and a complementary clash. Use Remove Background in Canva, Select 
Subject in Photoshop, or remove.bg to isolate the subject. Then run the blur and greyscale tests on each.
• After a strong Gaussian blur, which single element survives as dominant in each version?
__________________________________________________________________________
• In greyscale, does the subject still clearly separate from the background, or does it turn to grey mush?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Which background gives the strongest value contrast, and why?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Add an outline, glow, or shadow to the cut-out and note whether separation improves at 120 pixels.
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: Composition Plan
Plan one thumbnail's composition before laying it out. Decide the single subject, its placement, and how it will 
separate from the background.
The single main subject (face / object / product)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Subject scale (fraction of frame it fills)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Subject position on a rule-of-thirds line (which third)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Background treatment (solid colour hex / blurred image / complementary field)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Separation method (outline / glow / shadow / depth blur)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Total element count (aim for 2 to 3)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Greyscale separation pass (clear / weak)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Checklist: Contrast and Focus Pass
[  ]  Exactly one subject clearly wins the blur test
[  ]  Subject and background separate clearly in greyscale (strong value contrast)
[  ]  Palette is limited to roughly 2 to 3 strong colours, not everything at maximum saturation
[  ]  The subject is large and off-centre on a rule-of-thirds line, not small or dead-centre
[  ]  Total elements number 2 to 3, with no busy clutter
[  ]  I evaluated the thumbnail next to real competitor thumbnails, not on a blank canvas



Text, Faces, and Emotion
Write thumbnail text that survives shrinking, choose a face and emotion that fit, and pair thumbnail with title 
to open an honest curiosity gap.

Exercise: Three Words or Fewer
For your video, write 10 candidate thumbnail text options of three words or fewer, each adding something the 
title does not already say. Set your top three in a heavy bold font (e.g. Anton or Montserrat ExtraBold) at large 
size, then shrink to 120 pixels and see which still read.
• Write at least 10 text options of 1 to 3 words, none merely repeating the title.
__________________________________________________________________________
• For your top three, confirm each is readable at 120 pixels in a heavy font with strong contrast.
__________________________________________________________________________
• Decide whether a no-text version (image plus title only) might be stronger, and say why.
__________________________________________________________________________
• Pick the final text or no-text choice and write the matching title it will pair with.
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: Face and Emotion Brief
Plan the face and expression for one thumbnail so the emotion fits the content and reads at small size. If no 
face, note what carries the human signal instead.
Whose face (creator / guest / none, and what replaces it)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Target emotion (shock / awe / joy / fear / curiosity)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Does the emotion honestly match the video payoff? (Y/N)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Eye direction (looking at viewer / looking at an object to direct the eye)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Lighting and contrast plan to keep the face bright against the background
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
How exaggerated the expression is, and whether it stays honest to the content
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Checklist: Packaging and Legibility Gate
[  ]  Thumbnail text is 3 words or fewer in a heavy, high-contrast font
[  ]  Text holds an edge over its background via outline, shadow, or colour block
[  ]  The face (if used) is large, bright, and off-centre with a fitting, honest expression
[  ]  Thumbnail and title each carry a different piece and together open a curiosity gap
[  ]  A viewer who clicked would feel the thumbnail told the truth (no clickbait mismatch)
[  ]  Key text and faces are clear of the bottom-right timestamp zone



Testing, Tools, and Shipping
Build thumbnails efficiently, run a real A/B test against CTR, and ship a clean, consistent set while avoiding 
the mistakes that quietly cost clicks.

Exercise: Build Two Variants That Differ by One Thing
Using your workflow and a saved template, produce two finished thumbnail variants for the same video that 
change exactly one big idea (face vs no face, colour A vs colour B, or text vs no text). Export each at 1280 by 
720 under 2 megabytes.
• State the single variable you changed between Variant A and Variant B.
__________________________________________________________________________
• Confirm everything else is held identical so the test will be readable.
__________________________________________________________________________
• Run the thumb-size test on both at 120 pixels in a real feed and note which reads better.
__________________________________________________________________________
• Predict which will win on CTR and why, so you can check your instinct against the data later.
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: A/B Test Log
Set up one test and record it so results accumulate into knowledge about your audience. Leave the result 
fields blank until the data is in. Use YouTube's Test and Compare where available.
Video title
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Variant A description (the one thing that defines it)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Variant B description
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Variable changed (only one)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Test method (YouTube Test & Compare / manual swap)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Impressions before trusting the result (target)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Variant A CTR percent (fill after test)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Variant B CTR percent (fill after test)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Retention check on the winner (held / dropped)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Rule learned for next time
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Exercise: Build a Reusable Template and Signature
Turn your best layout into a reusable template so quality stays high and production stays fast. Define a visual 
signature your channel will repeat, then check your last several thumbnails as a grid.
• Save a template with background style, text style, and safe zones (including the bottom-right no-go box) pre-
set.
__________________________________________________________________________



• Define your channel signature: one colour accent, one font, one recurring layout element.
__________________________________________________________________________
• Lay your last 4 to 6 thumbnails in a grid as a subscriber sees them and note whether they look like one 
channel.
__________________________________________________________________________
• List what you would standardise and what you would vary so each thumbnail still earns its own click.
__________________________________________________________________________

Checklist: Final Ship Gate
[  ]  Exported at 1280 by 720, 16:9, high-quality JPG or PNG under 2 MB
[  ]  Passed the greyscale value-contrast check
[  ]  Passed the thumb-size test at 120 pixels in a real feed beside competitors
[  ]  Bottom-right corner is clear of the duration stamp; nothing important hidden under interface
[  ]  Text is 3 words or fewer, heavy and high-contrast; no thin fonts or long sentences
[  ]  Thumbnail looks recognisably like the channel signature yet earns its own click
[  ]  Thumbnail and title open an honest curiosity gap with no clickbait mismatch

Your Action Plan
1.  Pick one real video or episode and write its single core idea in one sentence.
2.  Tear down 8 thumbnails that made you click and score each on the three jobs (noticed, 
curiosity, expectation).
3.  Pull your channel's baseline CTR from YouTube Studio and set a realistic target to design 
toward.
4.  Cut out your subject cleanly and build a high-contrast background, checking separation in 
greyscale.
5.  Place the subject large and off-centre, then run the blur test so exactly one thing wins.
6.  Write 10 thumbnail text options of three words or fewer and pick the strongest, or decide on no 
text.
7.  Pair the thumbnail with a title so the two open an honest curiosity gap rather than repeating 
each other.
8.  Build two variants that differ by exactly one thing and pass the thumb-size test at 120 pixels.
9.  Run a CTR test using YouTube Test and Compare, give it enough impressions, and check 
retention on the winner.
10.  Save a reusable template and channel signature, then log the result so each test sharpens the 
next rule.
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