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The psychology of color as it relates to persuasion
(https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/persuasion) is one of the most interesting—and most
controversial—aspects of marketing (https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/consumerbehavior).
The reason: Most of today’s conversations on colors and persuasion consist of hunches, anecdotal
evidence and advertisers blowing smoke about “colors and the mind.”
To alleviate this trend and give proper treatment to a truly fascinating element of human behavior, today
we’re going to cover a selection of the most reliable research on color theory and persuasion.

Misconceptions around the Psychology of Color
Why does color psychology invoke so much conversation… but is backed with so little data?
As research shows (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2289687), it’s likely because elements such as
personal preference, experiences, upbringing, cultural differences, context, etc., often muddy the effect
individual colors have on us. So the idea that colors such as yellow or purple are able to evoke some
sort of hyperspecific emotion is about as accurate as your standard Tarot card reading.

The conversation is only worsened by incredibly vapid visuals that sum up color psychology with
awesome “facts” such as this one:
Don’t fret, though. Now it’s time to take a look at some researchbacked insights on how color plays a
role in persuasion.
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The Importance of Colors in Branding
First, let’s address branding, which is one of the most important issues relating to color perception and
the area where many articles on this subject run into problems.
There have been numerous attempts (http://thelogocompany.net/blog/infographics/psychologycolor
logodesign/) to classify consumer responses to different individual colors:
Source: The Logo Company (http://thelogocompany.net/blog/infographics/psychologycolorlogodesign/)
...but the truth of the matter is that color is too dependent on personal experiences
(http://news.discovery.com/human/evolution/colorspreferencesevolutionstyle.htm) to be universally
translated to specific feelings.
But there are broader messaging patterns to be found in color perceptions. For instance, colors play a
fairly substantial role in purchases and branding.
In an appropriately titled study called Impact of Color in Marketing,
(http://www.emeraldinsight.com/journals.htm?articleid=1558119&show=abstract) researchers found that
up to 90% of snap judgments made about products can be based on color alone (depending on the
product).
And in regards to the role that color plays in branding, results from studies such as The Interactive
Effects of Colors (http://mtq.sagepub.com/content/6/1/63) show that the relationship between brands and
color hinges on the perceived appropriateness of the color being used for the particular brand (in other
words, does the color "fit" what is being sold).
ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT
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The study Exciting Red and Competent Blue (http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11747010
0245y) also confirms that purchasing intent is greatly affected by colors due to the impact they have on
how a brand is perceived. This means that colors influence how consumers view the "personality
(https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/personality)" of the brand in question (after all, who would
want to buy a Harley Davidson motorcycle if they didn’t get the feeling that Harleys were rugged and
cool?).
Additional studies have revealed that our brains prefer recognizable brands
(http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2006/11/061128083022.htm), which makes color incredibly
important when creating a brand identity (https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/identity). It has even
been suggested in Color Research & Application
(http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)15206378) that it is of paramount importance for
new brands to specifically target logo colors that ensure differentiation from entrenched competitors (if
the competition (https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/sportandcompetition) all uses blue, you'll
stand out by using purple).
When it comes to picking the “right” color, research has found
(http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1745459X.2011.00360.x/abstract) that predicting consumer
reaction to color appropriateness in relation to the product is far more important than the individual color
itself. So, if Harley owners buy the product in order to feel rugged, you could assume that the pink +
glitter edition wouldn't sell all that well.
Psychologist and Stanford professor Jennifer Aaker has conducted studies on this very topic via
research on Dimensions of Brand Personality (http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/3151897?
uid=3739696&uid=2&uid=4&uid=3739256&sid=21102462943711), and her studies have found five core
dimensions that play a role in a brand’s personality:

(Brands can sometimes cross between two traits, but they are mostly dominated by one. High fashion
clothing feels sophisticated, camping gear feels rugged.)
Additional research (http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/3151897?
uid=3739696&uid=2&uid=4&uid=3739256&sid=21102462943711) has shown that there is a real
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Certain colors do broadly align with specific traits (e.g., brown with ruggedness, purple with
sophistication, and red with excitement). But nearly every academic study
(http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs117470100245y) on colors and branding will tell you that
it’s far more important for your brand’s colors to support the personality you want to portray instead of
trying to align with stereotypical color associations.
ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT
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Consider the inaccuracy of making broad statements such as “green means calm.” The context is
missing; sometimes green is used to brand environmental issues such as Timberland’s G.R.E.E.N
standard (http://responsibility.timberland.com/service/?story=1), but other times it’s meant to brand
financial spaces such as Mint.com (https://www.mint.com/).
And while brown may be useful for a rugged appeal (think Saddleback Leather), when positioned in
another context brown can be used to create a warm, inviting feeling (Thanksgiving) or to stir your
appetite (https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/appetite) (every chocolate commercial you’ve ever
seen).
Bottom line: I can’t offer you an easy, clearcut set of guidelines for choosing your brand’s colors, but I
can assure you that the context you’re working within is an absolutely essential consideration.

It’s the feeling, mood, and image that your brand creates that play a role in persuasion. Be sure to
recognize that colors only come into play when they can be used to match a brand’s desired personality
(i.e., the use of white to communicate Apple’s love
(https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/relationships) of clean, simple design).
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Color Preferences by Gender (https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/gender)
Perceived appropriateness may explain why the most popular car colors are white, black, silver and gray
(http://www.forbes.com/pictures/egdh45ijhf/1white/) … but is there something else at work that explains
why there aren’t very many purple power tools?
One of the better studies on this topic is Joe Hallock’s Colour Assignments
(http://www.joehallock.com/edu/COM498/preferences.html). Hallock’s data showcases some clear
preferences in certain colors across gender.
ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

It’s important to note that one’s environment (https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/environment)—
and especially cultural perceptions (http://www.empiricalzeal.com/2012/06/05/thecrayolaficationofthe
worldhowwegavecolorsnamesanditmessedwithourbrainsparti/)—plays a strong role in dictating
color appropriateness for gender, which in turn can influence individual choices. Consider, for
instance, this coverage by Smithsonian magazine (http://www.smithsonianmag.com/artsculture/When
DidGirlsStartWearingPink.html) detailing how blue became the color for boys and pink was eventually
deemed the color for girls (and how it used to be the reverse!).

Here were Hallock’s findings for the most and least favorite colors of men and women:
Men’s Favorite Colors
Women’s Favorite Colors
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Men’s Least Favorite Colors
Women’s Least Favorite Colors
The most notable points in these images is the supremacy of blue across both genders (it was the
favorite color for both groups) and the disparity between groups on purple. Women list purple as a top
tier color, but no men list purple as a favorite color. (Perhaps this is why we have no purple power tools,
a product largely associated with men?)
Additional research in studies on color perception
(http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2235253) and color preferences
(http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/1417683?
uid=3739696&uid=2&uid=4&uid=3739256&sid=21102462943711) show that when it comes to shades,
tints and hues (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tints_and_shades) men seem to prefer bold colors while
women prefer softer colors. Also, men were more likely to select shades of colors as their favorites
(colors with black added), whereas women were more receptive to tints of colors (colors with white
added):
Source: KISSmetrics (http://blog.kissmetrics.com/genderandcolor/)
The above graphic from KISSmetrics (http://blog.kissmetrics.com/genderandcolor/) showcases the
disparity in men and women's color preferences.
Keep this information in mind when choosing your brand’s primary color palette. Given the starkly
different taste preferences shown, it pays to appeal more to men or women if they make up a larger
percentage of your ideal buyers.

Color Coordination + Conversions

Debunking the “best” color for conversion rates on websites (https://www.helpscout.net/blog/website
customerslove/) has recently been a very popular topic (started here (http://socialtriggers.com/best
colorforconversions/) and later here (http://conversionxl.com/whichcolorconvertsthebest/)). They
make some excellent points, because it is definitely true that there is no single best color for
conversions.
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The psychological principle known as the Isolation Effect
(http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/1421391) states that an item that "stands out like a sore thumb" is
more likely to be remembered. Research clearly shows that participants are able to recognize and recall
an item far better (be it text or an image) when it blatantly sticks out from its surroundings.
(The signup button stands out because it's like a red "island" in a sea of blue.)
The studies Aesthetic Response to Color Combinations
(http://link.springer.com/article/10.3758%2Fs1341401000270) and Consumer Preferences for Color
Combinations (http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1057740810000793) also find that while
a large majority of consumers prefer color patterns with similar hues, they favor palettes with a highly
contrasting accent color.
In terms of color coordination (as highlighted in this KISSmetrics graphic (http://blog.kissmetrics.com/art
ofcolorcoordination/?wide=1)), this would mean creating a visual structure consisting of base
analogous colors and contrasting them with accent complementary colors (or you can use tertiary
colors):
Source: KISSmetrics (http://blog.kissmetrics.com/artofcolorcoordination/?wide=1)
Another way to think of this is to utilize background, base and accent colors to create a hierarchy
(http://www.studiopress.com/design/colordesignconfidence.htm) (as Josh from StudioPress showcases
below) on your site that “coaches” customers on which color means take action:
Source: StudioPress (http://www.studiopress.com/design/colordesignconfidence.htm)
Why this matters: Although you may start to feel like an interior decorator after reading this section, this
stuff is actually incredibly important in helping you understand the why behind conversion jumps and
slumps. As a bonus, it will help keep you from drinking
(https://www.psychologytoday.com/conditions/alcoholusedisorderabusedependence) the conversion
rate optimization KoolAid that misleads so many people.

Consider, for instance, this oftencited example (http://blog.hubspot.com/blog/tabid/6307/bid/20566/The
ButtonColorABTestRedBeatsGreen.aspx) of a boost in conversions due to a change in button color:
The button change to red boosted conversions by 21 percent, but that doesn’t mean that red holds some
sort of magic power to get people to take action.
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Take a closer look at the image: It’s obvious that the rest of the page is geared toward a green palette,
which means a green call to action simply blends in with the surroundings. Red, meanwhile, provides a
stark visual contrast (and is a complementary color to green).
We find additional evidence of the isolation effect in a myriad of multivariate tests, including this one
conducted by Paras Chopra and published in Smashing Magazine
(http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/11/24/multivariatetestinginactionfivesimplestepsto
increaseconversionrates/). Chopra was testing to see how he could get more downloads for his
PDFProducer program, and included the following variations in his test:
Can you guess which combination performed the best? (Hint: remember, contrast is important.)
Here were the results:
As you can see, example #10 outperformed the others by a large margin. It’s probably not a coincidence
that it creates the most contrast out of all of the examples. You’ll notice that the PDFProducer text is
small and light gray in color, but the action text (“Download for Free”) is large and red, creating the
contrast needed for high conversions.
While this is but one study of many, the isolation effect should be kept in mind when testing color
palettes to create contrast in your web design and guide people to important action areas.
Why We Love “Mocha” but Hate “Brown”
Although different colors can be perceived in different ways, the names of those colors matters as well!
According to this study (http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/mar.20142/abstract), when subjects
were asked to evaluate products with different color names (such as makeup), “fancy” names were
preferred far more often. For example, mocha was found to be significantly more likeable thanbrown—
despite the fact that the researchers showed subjects the same color!

Additional research (http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0148296301002466) finds that the
same effect applies to a wide variety of products; consumers rated elaborately named paint colors as
more pleasing to the eye than their simply named counterparts.
It has also been shown (http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.1086/429602?
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unusual and unique
color
names can increase the intent to purchase. For instance, jelly beans with names such
as razzmatazzwere more likely to be chosen than jelly beans names such as lemon yellow. This effect
was also found in nonfood items such as sweatshirts.
As strange as it may seem, choosing creative, descriptive and memorable names to describe certain
colors (such as “sky blue” over “light blue”) can be an important part of making sure the color of the
product achieves its biggest impact.
***
Gregory Ciotti writes at HelpScout.net (http://www.helpscout.net/), where he explores the intersection of
consumer behavior (http://www.helpscout.net/consumerbehavior/) and customer loyalty
(http://www.helpscout.net/customerloyalty/).
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If you don't ship, you'll never know.

Constraints Are a Beautiful Thing—Here's Why (/blog/habits-nothacks/201510/constraints-are-beautiful-thing-heres-why)
The hidden beauty of constraints.

Why Silence Kills Working Relationships (/blog/habits-nothacks/201505/why-silence-kills-working-relationships)
Silence is a noxious gas.
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