


Colors convey strong emotional meaning to an audience.  
 
Marketing research studies have been done regarding the subconscious 
perception of color and its ability to drive consumer behavior.  
 
Red, yellow and green have been shown to increase hunger and impulse 
purchases, which is why we see this combination frequently used by fast 
food chains and manufacturers of junk food items in retail packaging.  
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Blue is seen as reliable, conservative and dependable.  
Financial institutions and insurance companies frequently  
use this hue in their logos and promotional materials.  
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Yellow is a cheerful and playful color associated with fun, 
energy and vitality. It can have the problem with not being 
perceived seriously.  
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Orange represents vitality, energy and fun. It is considered the 
most visible color in the spectrum, so it is used in safety and 
construction products that demand the attention of passersby.  
 
Like yellow, it is not generally associated with sophistication and 
refinement, and is not always taken seriously.	
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Green is associated with freshness, growth and renewal.  
This color is used frequently to convey organic products.  
 
Light green is perceived as tranquil, and is frequently used  
inside of hospitals and prisons.  
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Red is tinged with numerous meanings in our culture.  
It can be associated with energy, love and vitality or  
with vice, danger and lust.  
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Purple is associated with mystery. Darker shades of this color  
are associated with royalty and wealth. Purple is generally  
considered a feminine color in advertising, packaging and marketing.  
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Brown suggests stability, reliability and comfort. Studies have shown 
that in times of economic uncertainty, consumers tend to purchase 
more earth tones for clothing and home décor.  
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Grey conveys a sense of refinement and sophistication.  
We often see this used in the advertisement of luxury items. 
It is a color proven to decrease appetite, so it is not generally 
used in restaurant settings or on consumer food packaging.	
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White is perceived as pure and innocent.  
It is associated with cleanliness and sterility.	
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Black is a color of mystery, fear and danger. In the west, it is 
closely associated with death. In advertising and marketing it is 
often used as a color to denote sophistication and masculinity.	
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It is important to note that color associations vary across world cultures. 
 

For instance, the color white suggests purity and innocence in the west,  
but in some African and Asian countries this color is associated with death.  
 

Red is the color of lust and adventure in Western cultures, but symbolizes 
luck, prosperity and marriage in Asian countries. 
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Why is it important to understand color symbolism across cultures? 
 
Colors are tinged with religious and political symbolism, which is different 
throughout different regions of the world.  
  
A color palette that is considered acceptable in one region might be taboo  
in another region of the world.  
 
For this reason, it is important to understand how different cultures perceive 
colors in order to communicate the right message to an audience and to avoid 
unintentionally offending consumers in your global audience. 
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Red: Red is the color of luck and celebration in most Asian 
countries. It is worn by brides during wedding ceremonies. 
 
Red is also a color of both vitality and bloodshed.  
 
In China, red is associated with the Communist government.  
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/aPalkJ	




White: This color is associated with the masculine 
“yang” force in nature. 
 
In most Asian countries, white represents autumn, 
death and is worn at funerals. 
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/aAmoBL	




Gold: Symbolic of immortality and royalty.  
As in many cultures, gold prized as a symbol 
of wealth and power. 
 
Black: symbolic of age, maturity and wisdom. 
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/ciU76X	




Green: Growth, fertility and life. 

Color Design 
Africa 

Image Source: http://bit.ly/c6E2pi	




Blue: Symbolic of divinity, blue is also 
representative of water (a precious resource 
in the desert).  
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/doltIO	




Green: In Islamic cultures, this is the holiest 
color and represents the concept of heaven  
as a garden.  
 
It is also affiliated with healing and protection 
from sickness. 	
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Purple: In coastal Israel, purple is the color  
of shellfish (which people used to make dyes) 
and is associated with the sea. 	
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/92iZ9W	




Red: For the Aztecs, this color was associated 
with blood and sacrifice. The Aztecs produced 
the pigment from grinding Cochineal beetles. 
 
Considered very valuable because it was so 
difficult to make.  
 
Red cars are illegal in Brazil because they are 
shown to be involved in more traffic accidents 
than cars of other colors.  
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/bQxErn	




Purple: The color of mourning in Brazil and 
representative of the balance of life and death.  
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/bCtOo3	




Yellow: Represents the sun and wealth in  
many Central and South American countries.  
 
In Mexico, yellow symbolizes light to help souls 
find their way to the afterlife, and is frequently 
seen in Dia de los Muertos decorations.  
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Image Source: http://bit.ly/9KGEuE	






Using Color in Design 

Colors are the native language  
                 of the subconscious.           

–Carl Jung, Psychiatrist “	

”	


Understanding the principles of color theory  
and its use in graphic design. 



Color is based on light 
 
Color perception based on the two components: wavelength and luminosity 
 
Color of light is determined by wavelength and how it hits a surface 

http://www.skidmore.edu/~hfoley/images/spectrum.jpg 
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Color can exist beyond the spectrum visible to humans:  
ultraviolet and infrared light are examples 

http://science.nasa.gov/newhome/headlines/images/eta_car_pix/0099_infrared_lg.jpg 

Using Color in Design 
How We Perceive Color 



Hue: Any single color in the spectrum (red, yellow, blue, etc).	
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Value: The relative lightness or darkness of a color.  
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Tint: A color with white added. 
 
Shade: A color with black added.	
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Saturation: The relative intensity or brightness of a color 
 
Bright, vibrant colors (reds or oranges) have a saturation  
dull or muted colors (browns) have a low degree of saturation  
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Saturation: The relative intensity or brightness of a color 
 
Bright, vibrant colors (reds or oranges) have a saturation  
dull or muted colors (browns) have a low degree of saturation  



Colors can be of the same hue and still have varying degrees of saturation	
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Like the elements of design, hue, saturation and value can be used  
to emphasize certain areas of a composition or deemphasize others 
 
Colors can balance, organize and harmonize a design, or to create discord 
 
Colors with high saturation intensity and brighter value are more visible  
and demanding of a viewer’s attention 
 
Colors with low saturation can be used to set apart secondary information  
or to create background elements 
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Primary Colors: Red, yellow and blue; the hues that form color wheel base	

 
Secondary Colors: Green, orange and violet; hues that are mixed  
by combining two primary colors. 
 
Tertiary Colors: Colors created by mixing a secondary color and a primary 
color. Examples are blue green, red orange, red violet, etc.	
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Monochromatic: Composition using tints and shades of only one hue. 
Easiest scheme to balance visually, but lacks high impact of other more 
contrasting and complicated schemes. 	
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Complementary Colors: Colors that are opposites on the color wheel that, 
when combined, neutralize one another. Scheme provides strong visual 
contrast and demands attention. For best use, de-saturate the cool colors 
rather than the warm ones.	
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Analogous Colors: Colors that fall in adjacent proximity to each other on  
the color wheel, such as red, red orange, orange 
 
Using analogous colors in a design creates unity and harmony	
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Split Complementary: Color scheme using a hue and the two colors that lay on 
either side of its compliment on the color wheel 
Provides more visual variety than complementary scheme; strong contrast 
Harder to balance than monochromatic, analogous color schemes 
For best results, use one warm color with a range of cool colors or vice versa 
and avoid de-saturated warm colors	
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Triadic: Color scheme uses three colors equally spaced around the color wheel. 
Provides strong visual contrast while adding balance and richness.  
 
For best use, choose one color to be used in larger amounts than others; 
experiment with color saturation and value	
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Tetradic (Double Complementary): This is the richest of all the schemes; 
utilizes four colors arranged into two complementary color pairs 
 
Can be hard to harmonize; if all four colors are used in equal amounts, this 
scheme risks looking unbalanced and chaotic, so choose one color to be dominant	
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Simultaneous Contrast: The concept of color perception based on  
the other colors surrounding it.  
 
Color can look completely different when set against different hues,  
and is perceived in relation to its surroundings.	
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Advancing/ Receding Color: Warm and bright colors give 
the illusion of being closer to a viewer within a composition, 
while cool and dull colors appear to be further away.  
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Advancing/ Receding Color: Warm and bright colors give 
the illusion of being closer to a viewer within a composition, 
while cool and dull colors appear to be further away.  



Vibration: Complementary colors of equal saturation and brightness 
compete with our eye for attention when seen in close proximity to  
one another.  
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Weight: Colors differ in visual weight based on their hue and intensity.  
 
For example, red is considered a “heavy”color, and would demand  
a viewer’s attention, even if shown in only a small amount within a 
composition.	
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