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4   Light and Color

There's no better way to introduce color's ability to shape perceptions 

than looking at the placebo effect. When scientists test drugs or 

treatments they'll often compare it to a placebo, which is basically a 

decoy or noneffective treatment. So, in a simple world people that 

receive placebos should not feel any better. But they do feel better, 

and in certain cases there are observable physical changes in the body 

from the placebo effect. As you might imagine, there's been a lot of 

neat research into the placebo effect. One particular study 

demonstrates the power of color over our perceptions. In the study, 

the scientists found that blue placebo capsules have a calming effect 

on patients, and red placebo capsules have a stimulating effect. A later 

systematic review found that this color effect applies to genuinely 

working drugs as well. Blue and green medicines tended to calm 

people down, and yellow, orange, and red drugs tended to have a 

stimulant effect on patients. If colors can have such a dramatic effect 

on people’s perception of well-being, imagine what colors can do with 

customer’s perception of a company or brand. 

Color doesn’t just shape perception, it also shapes our experiences 

and cues our memories. What does the color yellow conjure up in 

your mind? What if I give you more context with that color? What 

does yellow and transportation conjure up in your mind? Yellow and 
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food? Yellow and sky? Of course, you, by virtue of being you, bring 

your own context to these combinations. If you’re in New York yellow 

and transportation conjures up taxi cabs. If you recently graduated 

from an American high school, “yellow and transportation” cues 

images of American school buses. You can see how colors, when 

presented with context can make people recall 

particular things. You can also see how 

important it is to provide your audience with 

context that connects with their experiences. In 

America, mourning, death, and funerals are 

associated with black; in India, white. Over the 

next few decades you can expect to work with 

more companies and clients that do business 

overseas, so it’s important for you to do your 

homework before you even begin to make 

marketing content for these overseas nations. 

How embarrassing would it be to market 

birthday party products in a color that is locally associated with death 

and mourning? 

Of the topics that we discuss in this book, color is one of the most 

widely researched. Until recently, despite the wealth of research 

about color and an entire field of color theory, there haven't been as 

many studies done on color in the context of marketing. Fortunately 

that's changing, and over the next few years we can expect to see a 

lot more research about color and how color makes customers 

behave. Already researchers are making exciting new discoveries 

about color and how it affects us in marketing, as well as codifying 

and explaining some of our established theories about the effects of 

color on our behavior. 

This chapter isn't going to be about color theory. Instead we are going 

to focus on a few topics that will help you develop an awareness of 

some of the issues, considerations, and research about color in 
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Light in Medicine

The wavelength of light, what we 

perceive as light's color, not only 

affects our perception but our bodies 

as well. Newborns with jaundice can 

be treated with blue light 

phototherapy. The blue light helps 

reduce the pigment that causes 

neonatal jaundice



marketing design and consumer behavior. Again, the goal of this book 

is not to give you prescriptions for how to design marketing materials. 

This chapter, like the whole book, is designed to get you started on 

the road to being an articulate, evidence-based marketing designer. 

You’ll get a sampler of research about color in marketing design, and 

while it will give you an elementary groundwork for marketing design, 

it’ll be up to you to continue learning and building your repertoire of 

color science. 

Compared with most other tools at your disposal as a visual marketing 

designer, color is more fundamental. It’s how we perceive an inherent 

characteristic of the world around us. It's our perception of a property 

of the light that collides with that world. Color is such an integral part 

of the human experience that governments represent their nations 

and peoples with colorful flags, individuals display colors as a means 

of self-expression, and even our foods are colored to convey a 

particular taste experience. We can stand together under colors, and 

we even stand apart and discriminate based on colors. Terms like the 

“Red Menace,” “Black Friday,” or “green with envy” give us a clue 

about how pervasive color is in our daily lives. These terms 

demonstrate colors' ability to convey very specific meanings and 

associations within our culture. 

Not only does color serve an aesthetic and perceptual purpose, but it 

also serves important functional roles in human society. Color choice 

can have dramatic impact on visibility of objects and materials. 

Imagine if the world was adorned with grey or dark green stop signs. 

It would be a little more tough to see them against the concrete 

jungle or the natural jungle. We’d probably end up with a few more 

accidents at intersections with stop signs. Of course, in a world 

where the dominant color is red, a red stop sign might be as effective 

as a grey stop sign in the concrete city. Once again, it’s important to 

understand the context that your work will be seen in.
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Different wavelengths of light interact differently with our visual 

system, especially when these wavelengths are working together. 

That in turn means colors can be used to provide our world with a 

degree of functional hierarchy. Red can help you see a stop sign 

during daytime, fluorescent green and yellow colors can make 

highlighted text on a page or the symbols of a pedestrian crossing 

sign pop. Colors can also be used to reduce that hierarchy. Modern 

militaries use camouflage to reduce the visibility of their soldiers and 

equipment. Armies up to just over a hundred years ago wore bright 

colors to easily identify sides in hand to hand combat. In certain 

contexts, their bright colors probably instilled some degree of fear in 

their enemies. If you’re reading this on a tablet or smartphone, your 

device’s user interface probably uses colors to build hierarchy 

between its visual elements, whether its colors to help you see 

buttons more easily, colors to help you see what’s active and inactive, 

or even colors to help you know where you are. Colors can even help 

you understand quantitative information. Precipitation maps show 

quantitative information mapped to different colors, letting you see 

where rain and thunderstorms relative to you. 

Color conveys a great deal of information to humans, some of it 

learned, and some of it more instinctual, all of it dependent on 

context. Some of these properties of colors can be used in your 

marketing designs to great effect. 

Even though it’s such a fundamental part of our world and our human 

experience, color isn’t without its share of controversy. There is 

ongoing debate about the nature and nurture aspects of color. The 

battle between the “nature” (inherent components of our color 

perception) and “nurture” (the learned components of our color 

perception) of color means that it’s a subject full of controversy and 

contradictions. The controversy mainly focuses around what's driven 

by nature and what’s driven by nurture. Are we born to see the color 

red so prominently, or is that something that we learn with continual 
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associations over time? Are girls genetically driven to like the color 

pink, or is that something we teach them through the way we’ve set 

up our world? Some things seem like they're being driven by nature 

but then there's evidence to show that they might actually be driven 

by our culture. So what we have is a complex and complicated 

interaction between nature and nurture. 

If things were exclusively nature your job as a marketing designer 

would be a lot simpler. But even if something is nurture or, specifically 

if something is the result of our cultural upbringing and life 

experience, it doesn't mean that it's not useful to us as marketing 

designers. All it means is that we have to be more careful about how 

we apply that information: you can't apply it as a blanket rule to every 

human. And it's probably a safe bet that most of these controversial 

topics and even the ones that aren't particularly controversial have 

some degree of mixture between nature and nurture. Some things 

will be driven more by nature, some more by nurture. If something is 

driven more by nature, we can expect it will take more “nurture” to 

overcome or change it. This just takes us back to our overarching 

lesson that a good marketing designer and a good company will 

approach problems with the target customer clearly in mind. When 

you combine your understanding of your customer with color 

evidence and research you can use colors that speak to your 

customer. 

There is also controversy at the aesthetic level of color. We’ve all been 

raised to have strong opinions about color. About as soon as we learn 

to talk, we’re bombarded with pressure to pick a color. Even as an 

adult, if you’ve learned a new language, a popular basic question is 

“what’s your favorite color?” This means that a lot of people you deal 

with will have their own color preferences. You, your boss/client, and 

your customers might have a particular favorite color or set of colors. 

That makes life a little difficult for you as a marketing designer 

because your boss or client might have one opinion about what the 
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color in a particular marketing piece should be. Your customer on the 

other hand will also have his own ideas, and those ideas might be 

completely different from yours and your boss’s. And if you don't 

believe that people make decisions based on things like color, go back 

and reread the first paragraph of this chapter again and recall how 

powerful the effects of color can be.

Because they carry so much information to customers, have such 

complex nature-nurture interactions, and because their meaning is so 

dependent on context, colors are very tricky for marketers to get right. 

The cost of getting a color wrong can be as bad as lost sales, 

customers having a poor experience, or even offending cultures. On 

the other hand getting color right means that you can better get your 

customer’s attention, you can guide your customers attention once 

you get it, you can make customers feel how you want them to feel, 

heighten their positive experiences, dull their negative experiences, 

and make your brand more recognizable to them. 

There are certain colors that have become synonymous with particular 

brands. McDonald’s is unmistakably yellow, Facebook is unforgettably 

blue, and Coca-Cola red. It’s important to emphasize that just because 

a color is already well established with another brand doesn’t mean 

that your client or company can’t define themselves with that brand in 

another industry. Again, context matters. Yellow in food might make 

you think McDonalds, but yellow in a machinery context might make 

you think Caterpillar. There’s little need to avoid a particular color 

because of its associations in a completely different industry.

When you build up a repertoire of evidence-based scientific 

knowledge about color and combine it with cultural and contextual 

awareness as well as an understanding of color theory, you also 

achieve greater efficiency in your work. Sometimes new designers 

noodle at length when it comes to color selection. They spend huge 

amounts of time in front of a screen swapping out colors, 
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infinitesimally varying the hue in an effort to figure out what says what 

they want to say. I’ve watched designers trial dozens of bright colors 

on their marketing materials trying to create a piece that evokes 

sensations of energy. But it doesn’t have to be that way. You don’t 

have to spend hours (or days) looking for the right color. If you know 

color theory, know your customer and their context, and are well-

versed in research and evidence about color, you don’t have to noodle 

about. You can draw on your knowledge and experience and quickly 

select an effective color. The only "trick" is to make sure you maintain a 

level of self-awareness that lets you make these decisions quickly 

while keeping you from getting too entrenched in a particular pattern. 

Like whitespace and “less-is-more” design, color also seems to be a 

subjective topic on the face of it. So you will run into the same sort of 

problems when working with your clients or others in your company. 

Your job in these situations is to once again elevate the conversation 

from just taste and subjectivity to something that's evidence-based. 

Subjective debates rarely result in productive outcomes, but evidence 

based debates can lead to meaningful ends. The way to elevate the 

conversation is to deeply understand color from a scientific 

perspective. If you can build up your awareness of the science behind 

color, the cultural components of color, and how the effects of color 

are shaped by its context, you can help your clients or the company 

you work for tap into the power of color to shape perception. Again, 

you won’t get there with this one chapter alone, but hopefully this 

chapter gets you started and motivates you to learn more about color 

and color in marketing design. 
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Chapter 4 – Light and Color

The Way We See Color
A master craftsman seeks intimacy with the tools she wields and the 

materials she forms. Master carpenters understand what a hammer 

is. They understand its construction, the physics behind it, and the 

nuances of using it. They know wood down to its grain, they can 

detect the tiniest imperfections in glass. Composers live and breathe 

rhythm, harmony, and counterpoint. What takes a rookie musician 

hours of doodling and noodling to happen upon, a well-studied, well-

trained, and well-practiced composer can write in minutes. The 

difference between someone who understands the fundamentals of 

his craft and someone who doesn’t is that the latter works at the 

mercy of chance, limited by what time-consuming trial and error lead 

him to, while the former is limited only by the process of translating 

the contents of his mind to the medium where it belongs. For 

someone who doesn’t understand the fundamentals, experimentation 

is the only way forward. For someone who does, experimentation is a 

choice, a deliberate decision. The consummate professional does not 

suffer from “writer’s block,” or any relative there of in his profession, 

be it design, engineering, or writing. The blank page does not 

intimidate the professional. The consummate professional isn't 

disabled by absolute rules, but immerses himself in flexible and 

structured guidelines.

In marketing design our tools and materials are often far more abstract 

than most others. None more so than light. Abstract or not, we are 

manipulators of this strange thing in our universe. Light is so strange 

that we can’t easily describe what it is. We have no real point of 

reference in our macroscopic world for light. Instead we describe light 
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with two major models, based on macroscopic things we are familiar 

with.

In one model, we treat light like a wave, in the other we treat light like 

a particle. Together these models form what we call the “wave-particle 

duality of light”. That’s just a fancy of way of saying “light sorta 

behaves like both waves and particles.” The wave model lets us 

describe how light causes our brain to conjure the colors that we see. 

A wave in the ocean is just energy bouncing between molecules of 

water. The molecules themselves don’t move too far in any direction, 

but as they bounce into each other, they transfer that energy to the 

next molecule and so on. This transfer of energy from molecule to 

molecule over the ocean culminates in the wave you see. 

On the ocean, you can think of the distance between the peak of each 

wave as the wavelength. In light, the wavelength determines the color 

that we see when the light hits our eyes and gets processed by our 

brain. Light itself doesn’t have color per se, it has a wavelength. Our 

visual system interprets that wavelength and constructs the color we 

see. Our eyes can only construct a very narrow range of wavelengths 

of light. That range starts at a wavelength of about 400 nm (that’s 

about 0.0004 millimeters between each peak), which corresponds to 

violet light, and goes all the way up to about 700 nm (.0007 mm 

between each peak), which corresponds to red light. 

It’s important to really understand this: all the color we see is 

constructed by our brain. Light is at the mercy of our perceptual 

process. To our brain the wavelength of light is simply a recipe to cook 

up the color we end up seeing. Like a followed recipe, the final dish is 

never an exact duplicate of the original dish. This has a few big 

implications for your work as a designer. First, what your customer 

sees in terms of color is for all intents and purposes outside of your 

control. You can spend years picking the right shade of blue to 

represent your product, and no matter what you do, every single one 
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of your customers will end up perceiving a slightly different shade of 

blue. Why? Because the world of color itself is a beautiful microcosm 

of the interplay between nature and nurture. If nature is the 

wavelength of color, human perception delivers a powerful volley of 

nurture. You could pick a blue, and it will look fantastic in the office and 

ghastly the moment you step outside into sunlight. The moment a 

color begins to interact with other colors and the physical world 

around it, your design is at the mercy of the human visual system’s 

“volley of nurture.”

“That’s fine and dandy,” you might be thinking, “but how does 

knowing something as fundamental as that about color help me as a 

marketing designer?”

Let’s take a look at a very common practice in the world of marketing 

design: brand guidelines, brand manuals, company look and feel 

bibles, design bibles, etc. Lots of names, same sort of document. 

These are documents that companies use to ensure that their visual 

design and marketing is consistent throughout all situations, so that 

the end customer can easily recognize a company. Some are used 

internally, some are intended for external partners, all have roughly the 

same content and prescriptions. 

Virtually every brand document prescribes exact color palettes for 

their companies and products. They give you RGB values, CMYK 

values, PMS values, Pantone colors, you name it, they have it written 

in exact values. Some of these are very intense documents. Some 

give you the terrifying impression that if you deviate by 1 RGB value 

you will die. The world might blow up. 

The entire premise, though, is asinine. Marketers and designers want 

company colors to be consistent in all conditions. So, they select one 

exact color that they will use in all scenarios. To their credit, they at 

least recognize the inherent differences between print and screen, 

hence the CMYK and RGB values. But beyond that they seem to 
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forget, ignore, or worse, not know how colors actually work. Maybe 

it’s pressure in the business world. When everyone runs around 

waving numbers and spreadsheets, it’s tempting to try to turn 

everything into an absolute numeric value, even when you shouldn’t. 

Sometimes it just feels good to be able to take a break from the 

complex and complicated challenges of design and put down an 

absolute number. It gives you a sense of control over something rich 

and complex.

Other than stroking the ego of the designer, and giving clients and 

manager false sense of quantitative certainty, the practice is as 

questionable as it is ignorant of the physical and perceptual reality of 

light and color. Our brain uses its environment and the interactions of 

light within that environment to construct the colors we see. The 

same shade of green will look dramatically different depending on 

what colors it’s surrounded by. A great example of the fickle nature of 

color perception is the following image.
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On the left side 
of the image, the 
same shade of 
green is seen on 
a circle and 
some text 
against a black 
and grey 
background. 

On the right, the 
color green is 
adjusted for the 
grey background. 



You can’t find a way around it. Even if you know that the two colors 

are actually one and the same, you still can’t see that they're the 

same color. So you have to wonder what marketers and designers are 

thinking when they dictate specific colors for the company and its 

products, when in fact the color customers see, a construct of their 

brains, varies so dramatically based on surrounding colors. 

Suppose you wanted to have a green color represent your company. 

Look back at the optical illusion on the previous page. Would you use a 

same exact shade of green on a black page as you might on the grey 

page? Doesn't look like it, does it? Not only does the green look like a 

darker green when it’s on the grey background, but it'll make 

customer's eyes bleed if they try to read it. If your goal is to be 

consistent, and if your goal is to make something readable, a better 

approach would be to adjust the color green when you use it on the 

light grey background, as seen on the right side of the image.

And that's just one way our color perception can cause colors to spiral 

out of the control of the designer. 

If a particular shade of red is presented on screen, the color is 

affected by the screen’s backlight, by its surrounding colors, the 

reflectivity of the screen, and the ambient light in the room. If the 

shade of red is seen in print, the color customers perceive is affected 

by the molecular structure of the material it’s printed on and by the 

ambient light in the customer’s environment. 

For example, if you design a banner that will get used outdoors in 

sunlight, you don’t want to use the same colors you would use 

indoors in weaker incandescent lighting. For one, sunlight has a 

relatively balanced spectrum of visible light. That is, sunlight has a 

relatively even distribution of the colors we can see, there’s a bit of 

everything in about equal amounts. It’s why sunlight looks white-ish. 

So outdoors, in bright sun, your red colored banner will dazzle 

customers with its brightness and redness. But the moment you 
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move indoors, things can change, on different, interrelated levels. 

Incandescent light, compared to sunlight, tends to generate more 

long-wavelength (yellow and red) light. It looks orange. Thankfully our 

visual system approximately accounts for these imbalances between 

lighting conditions to some extent. But it’s an imperfect perceptual 

process. 

In addition, lower levels of light mean that your visual system 

physically shifts to rely more on rods than cones. Your ability to see is 

determined by these rods and cones, which act as light receptors. 

They are sensitive to different wavelengths of light. Rods are the cells 

that help you see in the dark, while the different cone cells activate in 

bright light. Cones help you see the vibrant colors around you. Rods, 

meanwhile, focus primarily on the intensity of light. This is why it’s 

hard to distinguish colors at night under low light. 

Your rods, as the graphic above shows, are sensitive to green-blue 

light, so the more they kick in, the darker reds appear. That red that 

dazzled your customers in sunlight? It starts to shift towards gray and 
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then black as your vision adjusts to the lower light. This phenomenon 

is known as the Purkinje effect.

Design the colors of your marketing pieces to look best for the 

medium and environment they will be used and seen in. If you must 

define some numeric value, define a range that accounts for the 

broadest scope of use cases. But more importantly, give yourself and 

other designers who work with your company/client the freedom to 

choose what color best applies in their situation. Avoid the temptation 

and pressure to reduce complex aspects of design to blunt, absolute 

numbers that ultimately don’t achieve what you want. 

Yes, being able to say, “look we designers are working in a absolute 

mathematical terms, we’ve boiled the company colors down to a set 

of RGB or CMYK values so our colors will look consistent 

everywhere” might be topically impressive to your employer or client, 

and truth is they’ll probably buy it. Once they do they’ll stick to it like a 

religion. While it might impress people, it’s also dishonest and worse 

fails to elevate the conversation to a level that can lead to better 

designed marketing materials. With absolute, exact colors, you pick 

the color from your color palette or enter the numeric values and 

you’re good to go on your marketing piece. Very little thinking is 

involved in that process, because you’ve made the color choice 

already. But what happens when you don’t have your colors pre-

selected? You force yourself to consider the marketing piece within 

the context of its environment (and therefore user). You put the design 

emphasis on what really matters: the customer and the environment 

the customer sees your marketing materials in. Yes it takes more 

effort, yes it requires more time, and yes it requires you to think about 

who you are targeting and where they’ll be when they see your piece, 

but that’s what good marketing and good design is all about.

There’s a wealth of research into the human visual system, the 

physics of light, and it provides great insight into a topic that’s crucial 
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to any kind of visual design. Sadly a lot of designers and marketing 

designers don’t bother to learn more. Don’t just assume that because 

the science is more fundamental and not directly related to marketing 

design, that it’s not useful knowledge to have. 

Just with a rough and basic understanding of the fundamental science 

of color you can see how some common marketing design practices 

are questionable. Knowledge that leads to asking, “why?” is the most 

powerful knowledge of all. Imagine the possibilities as you deepen 

your knowledge of these fundamentals. You can start to combine 

knowledge in ways that let you change your very field. Fundamentals 

provide you with building blocks for synthesizing solutions to 

problems, some so big that their solutions could change the way all 

designers work. 

If nothing else, you can better accomplish what you set out to do with 

your marketing designs. For example, once you learn how rods and 

the different types of cones vary in the wavelength of light they’re 

sensitive to, you can make more informed decisions as to what kinds 

of colors will be more visible and in what conditions. You’ll know, for 

example, that green light appears brighter and more visible to your 

customers than other colors.

If it seems like the theme of this book is that marketing design is 

working in a dynamic, relative, and context-sensitive world, it’s 

because it’s true. You have to free yourself from static, absolute 

thinking so that you can thrive as a marketing designer. The best way 

to do that is through scientific and historical understanding combined 

with a deep desire to learn, experiment, and expand your 

understanding of your craft.
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Chapter 4 – Light and Color

The Effects of Color
In this section I use the term “color norms”. Color norms are all the 

learned associations with colors that your customers have made over 

time. So, in the United States you might see that the color black has 

strong associations with luxury and prestige. In other cultures you 

might find that the color black has such negative associations that 

people will be averse to it. These color norms effectively describe your 

customer’s status quo learned associations with colors. Because color 

norms are learned, your customers can be taught new norms over 

time, though this can be a risky process for businesses to take on. 

The easiest color norms to study are the ones in your very own 

culture, as you already know a great deal of the color norms within 

your own culture. If you want to become an expert on color norms in 

your culture, become a voracious observer of the colors in the world 

around you. What colors do you tend to find often? What products use 

what colors? Children's toys tend to be brightly colored. What does 

that mean when you develop your marketing material? If you work for 

a company that produces luxury goods or provides a high-end service 

think twice about bright, colorful colors, unless you can make a 

reasonable, evidence-based case for defying that norm. Children’s 

toys aren’t often associated with high quality and luxury: they’re made 

to keep kids entertained for a certain age range, and cheaply enough 

that a curious child can break the toys without forcing her parents to 

sell their house. If your company makes $120,000 refined luxury cars, 

a brightly colored marketing campaign could be disastrous. Over time 

people have come to expect something brightly colored to be 

plasticky and low quality. 
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All that said, just because the color norm of refinement and luxury 

isn’t bright bold colors right now, doesn’t mean that you can’t or 

shouldn’t attempt it. If you look at color history, you find that not so 

long ago the highest members in a civilization or tribe were dressed in 

the brightest colors, and we probably didn’t associate bright colors 

with low quality. That means these norms are changeable. The very 

fact that different cultures have different color norms is evidence of 

that. But if you break from the norm, you also have to create a new 

norm, or at least the perception of a new norm. 

We are, on occasion, social creatures, and that means we prefer 

things that are acceptable. There’s a mixture of science, time, and 

pure luck involved in breaking norms and defining new ones. Your 

refined, luxury car company could introduce a new line of “Avante-

garde Color Cars”. Give customers a story behind why you chose 

bright colors for a luxury good. Stories are powerful tools that make 

customers place greater value on the object of the story. When you 

break a norm, you have the added job of helping build a new one. 

Breaking color norms lets you stand out. Novelty is a powerful force in 

marketing, and nothing is more novel than a broken norm. But time 

also plays a powerful role in defining new norms. Your client or 

company might get an initial boost from breaking away from things 

like color norms. The novelty of your defiance attracts attention and 

potential customers. But the attention eventually disappears, or it 

doesn’t translate to immediate financial gain for the client or your 

company. It’s very rare that something that defies expectations 

catapults to immediate success. Instead, it takes a little bit of time for 

the new norm to be accepted. It’s during this period that clients might 

get cold feet. They may even want to retreat. But unless financial 

pressures force your hand, it can be worth it to see where the path 

takes you. As customers get repeatedly exposed to the message, 

they grow more accustomed and therefore more accepting of the 

new norm you’ve created. Going back to our luxury car example, over 
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a couple of years, brightly colored luxury cars could be come the new 

norm. In that case, your company would have years of head-start over 

the competition. 

A beautiful example of this is BMW under the design leadership of 

Chris Bangle. BMW introduced a new, norm-breaking design language 

called “flame surfacing.” Instead of the smooth and clean lines of 

BMW’s of yore, Bangle’s new design language introduced swooshing 

lines, sculpting the body of the car into something more dramatic. Up 

until “flame surfacing,” cars like BMWs were expected to have those 

smooth, clean, elegant , simple designs. So the company got a lot of 

attention at first. Most of that attention was negative. The attention, 

though, demonstrated the power of novelty. To BMW’s credit, rather 

than retreat, they stuck to it, and over time their new design language 

led to unprecedented sales. One by one, competitors started 

emulating the edgier BMW design language. But by then, BMW 

already had an immense head start, and enjoyed strong sales thanks 

in part to their norm-breaking design language. 

As a marketing designer, you have to decide whether your client or 

your company should stick to the norms or break from them. There’s 

no right or wrong answer. Sticking to a color norm could mean you 

take advantage of the existing color “infrastructure” in customer’s 

brains, and that could be helpful. It could also mean that you blend in 

with competition and get no advantage from your color choices. 

Breaking color norms could mean that you stand out, innovate, and 

reap the benefits of being an industry leader. But it also means extra 

effort and patience to educate customers on the new norms you 

construct. All the while, you risk alienating customers. Whichever path 

you choose, know what you have to do, what it entails, and what its 

consequences might be. Then, articulate them to those who have a 

stake in the decision. 

98



So suppose that you actually want to stick to the current color norms 

and exploit them for your company. A lot of marketing professionals 

have historically relied on intuition and trial and error to figure out what 

color norms are for their audiences. But what are some of the color 

norms that have actual scientific backing, at least in the West? 

Lauren Labrecque (Northern Illinois University) and George R. Milne 

(University of Massachusetts) conducted an extensive study into what 

colors meant to people. What makes their study special is that it 

focused on the marketing aspects of color. Rather than focusing on 

how colors make people feel, as a lot of early color research had done, 

Labrecque and Milne instead focused their attention on what 

associations customers make when they see a particular color in a 

marketing context. They also broke color down into components. They 

looked individually at things like hue and saturation, and they looked at 

colors in the context of imaginary company logos, imaginary product 

packaging, and even real world company logos. 

For hue, Labrecque and Milne hypothesized that as the wavelength of 

light grows longer customers will make more associations with 

arousal and stimulation. That is, they proposed that yellow, orange, 

and red colors are increasingly associated with excitement. Based on 

other research into colors and associations, they also hypothesized 

that colors like yellow, white, and pink make customers think a brand 

is more genuine. Other literature on color proposed that brown and 

blue are connected with intellect, logic, and a degree of solemnity, so 

Labrecque and Milne hypothesized that the inclusion of these colors 

can make a brand appear more proficient. Finally, colors like black, and 

even purple and pink are symbolic of opulence, high quality, and 

sophistication. So they hypothesized that the presence of these colors 

in a brand would increase the likelihood that a brand is perceived as 

sophisticated. 
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Colors and Emotions

Interestingly, an earlier study on the effects of colors on 

emotion by Patricia Valdez and Albert Mehrabian found a similar 

story: yellow and orange failed to demonstrate an effect, while 

red colors were associated with an increase in arousal. Valdez 

and Mehrabian's research curiously found that the colors green 

and yellow-green saw a dramatic increase in arousal. What 

could account for this difference? One possible explanation is 

that Valdez and Mehrabian's research was conducted using 

physical samples, while Labrecque and Milne tested their 

subjects on a computer. 

As we discussed in the previous section, environment has a 

profound effect on how we perceive colors. Colors are 

products of our perceptual processes, and those processes are 

also affected by the environment and lighting conditions. 

Hence both studies show some similar overall patterns with 

different quirks. It's important to keep these things in mind 

when you're doing research on your own. It also highlights the 

importance of understanding the fundamentals of the topics 

and research that you're looking at. You're ultimately going to 

find research and evidence that's contradictory, and if you have 

the fundamentals down, you can more efficiently exercise 

caution and critical thinking as you run into contradictory 

evidence. For example, if you don't know that color perception 

is highly dependent on environmental factors, you might 

wrongly assume that a particular study that's focused on 

printed colors applies to colors on screen, while in fact that 

may not be the case.



They assembled 279 subjects, designed two sets of imaginary 

company logos with a variety of colors, and conducted their 

experiment. What they found was partial support for their hypothesis 

about increasing wavelengths. While subjects associated the color red 

with excitement, the colors orange and yellow didn't garner the same 

associations.

Labrecque and Milne also found that white colors do show increased 

association with earnestness. It might be unsurprising given how in 

the West, we tend to connect white with things like angels, 

cleanliness, and purity. As we discussed in the white space chapter, 

an increase in white space, also tends to increase perceptions of 

trustworthiness in a company. While white space doesn't have to be 

white, it's worth noting that in the studies we've looked at, the white 

space used was generally white. 

White's opposite, black, was found to have a significant association 

with sophistication, and even purple and pink managed to show 

considerable association with that aura of luxury and prestige. Again, 

when you look at Western culture this finding makes sense. From 

black-tie events, to the little black dress, and to black limousines, black 

seems to be a color we see often in the context of high society, 

wealth, and power. Curiously, the research also showed that if you 

want to get your customers to associate you with sophistication, you 

may want to avoid the color orange. 

By now you expect me to tell you how things aren't quite that simple, 

and you're right. Things aren't quite that simple. You've probably 

guessed that these results are based on data collected from Western 

subjects, and could therefore vary wildly from culture to culture. But 

even within Western cultures, you have to keep in mind that each 

individual customer's life experience is subtly, if not dramatically 

different.

101



A lot of our information about colors and their cultural associations is 

based on averages gathered from a lot of people. Thus, it doesn't 

describe every individual person. It's blind to each person's life 

experiences and genetics that shape tastes and associations. In an 

increasingly globalized world, you can't always assume that every 

customer in the West will have the same color preferences and 

associations as your typical Westerner. As borders grow mercurial, so 

do the populations within those borders. 

As you learn more about color associations in different cultures 

remember that these associations are part of a cultural visual 

vocabulary and that context matters. In the west, black in the context 

of an evening party connotes luxury, but in the context of a funeral 

means death and mourning. Just as the word "fall" can change based 

on context ("He suffered a fall." vs. "Fall makes for beautiful trees.") 

color associations can also vary based on context. No single study will 

be able to capture every meaning and context. To that end, color 

association research should serve to point you in the right direction, it 

should not make design decisions for you. It's up to you to know your 

customers and the goal of your marketing designs well enough to pick 

the appropriate colors for them. 
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Chapter 4 – Light and Color

Color and Context
As I've repeatedly said throughout this book, context matters. Context 

matters especially when it comes to color. Several levels of context 

work on color. There is physical context, which includes things like 

lighting conditions and quality, materials, or the source of the color. 

Color can come from direct light (think a computer or tablet display), 

or reflected light (paper, paint, or even the unlit LCD displays you have 

on your physical calculator). There is also design context, which 

includes things like the other colors used in the design. Finally, there 

is cultural context, which includes things like how color associations 

and norms vary from culture to culture. 

“Always design a thing by considering it in its next larger context 

– a chair in a room, a room in a house, a house in an 

environment, an environment in a city plan.” - Eliel Saarinen 

(1873–1950)

A side effect of designing your marketing pieces on the computer is 

that it’s easier to forget about the actual context of your marketing 

piece. It’s easy to get lost in the process of perfecting a graphic on the 

screen while forgetting that it will end up in a completely different 

medium in a completely different environment than the one you’re 

working in. That in turn can lead to less than desirable results. You 

have to willfully force yourself to stop and consider the context of your 

marketing pieces.

Before you begin any marketing piece you want to have a firm grasp 

over the piece's physical context. Will it be produced for screen? Or 

will it be printed? How big will it be? Size can matter. If human rods 

and cones are more sensitive to bright green or yellow-green colors, 

103



filling an entire room with that color could drive your customers mad, 

but used as accent it might be inoffensive. If the piece will be printed, 

will it be used outside or indoors? Lighting conditions can vary 

dramatically, and while you can't conceivably account for every 

possible location your marketing pieces will be shown in, especially if 

you work for a large company or client, making sure the piece looks 

good for as many locations as possible becomes the priority. Getting 

an idea for the physical lighting conditions for a printed piece is vitally 

important. Colors can look very different depending on lighting 

conditions, and our brain's color constancy system can only do so 

much to keep colors looking consistent under different conditions. 

If you can, it's helpful to know the design context of the physical 

environment your marketing piece will be used in. For example, if your 

job is to create banners for a physical store, you need to be aware of 

what the design situation of that store is. The colors used in the 

physical environment can dramatically alter customer's perceptions of 

the colors in your marketing design piece. If, for example, the store's 

color environment is predominately dark grey, a bright color can really 

pop, if that's your goal. 

One of my favorite things is visiting the typical dimly lit restaurant that 

is adorned with reddish orange lighting to create a sense of romance 

and seeing the menu attempt to emphasize content with red text, 

which, thanks to the Purkinje Effect, looks about as colorless as the 

rest of the text on the menu under those dim lights. You don't want to 

fall into that same trap. Context awareness about where and how your 

marketing piece will get used is critical to making sure you 

successfully achieve your goals for your marketing pieces. Context-

awareness should form the bedrock of your design requirements.

A lot of design context emerges as you’re designing, and you can see 

it more intuitively. But it’s still worth reminding you to make sure you 

maintain awareness of the color context within the actual design that 
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you are working on. Our color vision is strongly influenced by color 

context. As you saw earlier, one shade of a color can look dramatically 

different depending on what colors it’s next to or on. This is 

fundamental color theory. Yet, if we go back to the brand manual 

example, you’ll realize that even professional designers can forget 

their fundamental color theory. 

Knowing the cultural context of your marketing piece helps you 

prevent those cross-cultural "oops moments" that seem to embarrass 

global companies on a fairly regular basis. Understanding the cultural 

context in terms of colors can be challenging as there isn't a plethora 

of data available about color associations in different countries. In the 

absence of scientific data, you can cautiously rely on anecdotal 

information and what you can gather through basic research. Often 

times, if your company has employees abroad, it can be helpful to get 

their input on cultural color associations you should be aware of. 

We’ve looked at some evidence that indicates the color red has a 

stimulating effect on people. In a study from 1964, Jacob Nackshian 

found that the color red made subject’s hands a little more shaky. In a 

1966 study, Glenn D. Wilson of the University of Canterbury in New 

Zealand found that the color red tended to cause arousal based on 

physical factors he looked at like skin conductance. While it’s nice to 

know that red can have this effect on our audience, context is what 

helps us decide how and when to apply the power of this color. For 

example, if your customer is having a pleasant experience, it might be 

good to try to increase their arousal. In effect, you want to heighten 

their pleasant emotions and experiences. On the other hand, if your 

customer is frustrated and angry, would it be such a good idea to paint 

their environment red and increase their arousal? Probably not. 

Arousal is not an inherently pleasant physical response. It could just as 

much be connected to elation as it is to fear and anger. Yet, in some 

cases you might want to heighten arousal no matter what kind it is. A 

customer experiencing a movie might benefit from heightened 
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emotions regardless if the film is horror (negative emotions) or 

romance (positive emotions). Again, context makes the difference. 

Context awareness helps you find the most natural marketing design 

solution to the marketing design problem that you face. 

What about when you can’t determine the context? What if you’ve 

been tasked with creating a marketing piece without knowing where 

it will end up, what its environment will be, or even who it’s going to 

be for? Should you freeze up, disabled by the lack of context? Not at 

all. Take advantage of the uncertainty and use colors to your heart’s 

content. While a disciplined, evidence-based, and context aware 

approach to color can help you be more consistent in the quality of 

your output, it’s also important to take advantage of opportunities that 

let you be a little more experimental. 

Again, the goal of this book is to help you build an evidence based 

approach to your design decisions, including when and where to break 

rules and norms, not to lead you and others to make the same design 

decision given the same scenario. While you should make an effort to 

break the rules even when you do have context, when you design 

blind to context, you should take full advantage of the license to pick. 

Sometimes you’ll succeed, and sometimes you’ll fail miserably. 

Thankfully, usually if you don't have context, it means the project is 

small enough and minimum risk enough that failures can be brushed 

off. 

But if a project is high priority, it's prudent to get a clear understanding 

of its context. If that's still not possible, it's a good idea to follow a 

safer strategy that relies on design decisions that vary less by context.
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Chapter 4 – Light and Color

Like a Spice
If marketing design is a moving, living, complex system that interacts 

with its environment and beholder, then color is a highly complex 

subsystem within that system. There is, unfortunately, no magic color 

scheme. On one hand, it makes color seem frightening. On the other, 

the complexity means that you have an incredible amount of creative 

freedom when it comes to color. 

It also means that instead of approaching color decisions with a top-

down approach, you have to approach color (and the entire problem) 

from the bottom up. First consider the customers, their environment, 

and the context. You have to know who you are designing for. You 

have to know what context they will see your work in. Only then can 

you apply your repertoire of scientific, historical, and design 

knowledge and techniques. This approach can help speed up your 

design process by giving you a structural framework to work within, or 

even outside of, if that's your goal. It seems counterintuitive, but 

having a structure to work doesn't limit your design options. It simply 

makes you more effective at selecting options. You can still choose if 

you want to work within the structure, or step outside of it. 

The sheer complexity of colors also grants you the license to 

experiment, because there aren't specific rules for every scenario, and 

nor can we expect there to be in any near future. The world of color is 

just too complex. Without specific rules that apply to your specific 

scenario, you have to both be willing to take into account the 

generalized science and evidence, and experiment with specific 

design decisions to get what you want. 
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The current body of research into color and its effects on consumer 

behavior shows us that colors function like salts and spices. Spices 

tend to either heighten or take the edge off particular flavors. In that 

same way, color seems to heighten or take the edge off emotions. 

Colors intrinsically don't seem to be linked with specific emotions. 

Colors only seem to lead to particular emotions when they are paired 

with cultural and environmental context. Even then, it seems colors 

massage and fine tune emotions already being felt. If you've ever had 

an otherwise perfectly executed meal that's missing salt or spice, 

then you know how powerful salt and spice can be to making the 

whole dish "sing." The meal isn't completely destroyed, the message, 

in the case of a meal, the flavors, still come through, albeit muted and 

not quite as glorious as they should be. In the same sense, poorer 

uses of color in marketing design can dampen the impact of the 

marketing. Colors decisions are unlikely to make a design, and they 

are unlikely to break it (unless the underlying "marketing meal" is bad 

enough that the poor color choice is the tipping point to breaking). 

But lets take the analogy further. A good chef can change spices and 

salts and even whole ingredients to turn a dish into a new, better 

experience. The chef does this by tasting as he cooks, to see what 

works and what doesn't. Over time these little experiments add up to 

a substantial repertoire that one, make up a unique style for the chef, 

and two, can lead to entirely new dishes. Every experiment and little 

taste has little to lose. They're tiny deviations after all, and they can 

pay off in either a lesson learned, an expanded ingredient vocabulary 

for cooking, or, at best, an innovative new dish. 

Just as in color, there are certain absolutes in food , for example, 

burnt food doesn't taste good. There are also some evidence-based 

choices, for example, the Maillard reaction makes roasting, frying, and 

baking more flavorful processes than boiling, but which technique you 

use depends on what you're trying to achieve. And, like color, there is 
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a vast system of complex choices, situations, and contexts, with as of 

yet little scientific evidence to tell you what to do. 

And this massive food, spice, and chef analogy gives us a powerful 

lesson in colors. There are physical absolutes with colors that you 

simply can't ignore, and yet our perception of color is deeply molded 

by context. There is growing body of scientific research into colors in 

marketing contexts, but these won't make the decision for you, they 

provide information to be aware of and information that can guide your 

decision making. They can open your eyes to nuances that you can 

use to articulate your process.

Ultimately, though, you have to fiddle around and experiment, little by 

little, to develop yourself and your work, and your craft. You have very 

little to lose in doing so, and so much to gain. 

As long as you are cognizant of the absolutes and context, and are 

articulate, aware, and able to structure most of your decisions with 

evidence and critical thinking, then in most situations you can gain 

enough freedom from your client or company to experiment and 

explore at a modest but cumulatively powerful scale. 
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