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�Q Colour can be one of 
the hardest elements to 
change if a brand is evolving, 
especially when it has already 
established ownership. In 
these situations, the solution 
may instead involve enlivening 
the existing palette – as was 
the case when Interbrand was 
briefed to help Siemens return 
to the spotlight with a new 
identity and bolder approach. 

“In line with a new strategic 
platform that included 
proposition and experience 
principles, the Siemens 
expression brand toolkit was 
evolved,” recalls executive 
creative director Sue Daun. 
“Colour was a key attribute. 

Research told us that the 
Siemens Petrol colour was 
positive in terms of recognition 
and differentiation from its 
competitors. The new approach 
needed a more dynamic and 
adaptive expression that built 
on the experience principles: 
real, connected, responsive 
and impactful.” 

The existing brand colour 
was activated as a dynamic 
gradient, creating a vibrant, 
progressive asset. “This new 
colour conveys a sense of the 
brand always being ‘on’,” says 
Daun. “The new petrol is the 
hero colour in a refreshed 
Siemens palette, creating a 
distinctive brand expression.”

S i e m e n sP RO  J E C T  F O C US   # 4

Interbrand used a gradient to liven up Siemen’s colours.

b y  I n t e r b r a n d
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p e r f e c t  c o l o u r
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PRO TIP #5
Think of 
the end user
“It’s easy to design 
only for the client, 
giving them a palette 
they feel comfortable 
with, but we’re now 
living in a B2Me world 
where even the most 
corporate organisations 
are having to connect 
with individuals through 
social media and other 
direct channels,” says 
Siegel+Gale’s Steve 
Owen. “’Ownability’, 
ease of navigation, and 
communicating the 
correct emotion and 
personality are vital. 
Select your colours 
from their eyes.”

PRO TIP #6
Does the 
brand have 
an ownable 
colour?
“We’re moving into a 
period where colour 
is becoming single-
minded, particularly 
in the digital space,” 
adds Owen. “There 
is only a finite amount 
of ownable colours, 
so one of the biggest 
initial considerations 
is: does the brand have 
an ownable colour? 
If not, where on the 
colour spectrum could 
be ownable territory?”

millions wasted by companies struggling 
with subjective, endless expensive debates about 
colour, and it’s usually decided on the basis of 
rank,” says Wright. “But objective colour harmony 
is underpinned by mathematics. If you stick 
within the groups, everyone can understand the 
message,” she explains. 

Breaking down brands
So how do you get to a final colour scheme? As 
with any branding project, it’s about asking the 
right questions to get to the core of the brand. For 
Laurie Pressman, vice president of the Pantone 
Color Institute, these include: what does your 
brand stand for? What message do you want 
to convey, and how can colour help you tell 

the story? Who is the consumer? And if you’re 
targeting a global audience, will local cultural 
meanings be ascribed to the colours used – does 
the palette need to be modified to reflect this? 

She adds that it’s key to look at what it is about 
the brand – including colour – that will prompt 
a ‘buy’ response in the targeted consumer, and 
to know where colour trends fit in. “Ask whether 
you should use a more unusual colour story,” she 
says. “Will the colours separate you from your 
competition? It’s important to be unique.”  

“We often look at the competitive landscape,” 
agrees Naismith. “This helps to identify potential 
gaps or opportunities beyond colour.”

London-based SomeOne, too, surveys the 
competitive sector to establish the norm and find 
the gaps. To test its schemes, the studio starts 
by visualising applications, before doing print 
tests, and then accessibility and usability tests for 
digital projects. “We’ve built a bespoke cloud-

based brand tool to test colour compliance,” says 
partner Laura Hussey. “Branding’s never finished, 
so we embed this in guidelines. As it adapts and 
changes, so does the colour system.” 

The other key aspect to choosing the right 
colour scheme is knowing how colours work 
with each other. “There are thousands of greens,” 
points out Haller. “You have to understand what 
every tone of every colour means, in the context 
of how you’re using it. Then, if you really tap 
into who the brand is – if you know its story and 
authentic personality – the colours to use will be 
clear. Who a brand is will dictate which colours, 
tones, combinations and proportions to use 
to convey – on a subconscious level – what the 
words are saying on a conscious level.”  

Whatever you do, she warns, don’t confuse 
standing out in the market with shouting. “For  
a long time, to make a brand stand out, designers 
have been using really bright colours, but it’s the 
equivalent of shouting. All of a sudden everyone 
was using magenta pink, it was like: ‘Hello, look 
at me!’ You might stand out, but is that colour 
actually saying what your brand is about? You 
must be giving the right message.”    

The key, as always, is to be authentic. “People 
have an emotional connection with colour first. 
Then we take in the shapes, the logo, and we read 
the words,” says Haller. “If we sense a mismatch, 
it’s the colour we don’t believe, despite the 
beautifully crafted words.” �
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N E X T
MON T H

HOW TO THRIVE AS AN ILLUSTRATOR
Illustrator Daniel Stolle shares the lessons 
he’s learnt after hundreds of briefs from the 
likes of Wired, Esquire and the Guardian.

  C o l o u r  t h e o r y  m ay  2 0 1 7

“ w h o  a  b r a n d  i s  w i l l  d i c t a t e  w h i c h 

c o l o u r s ,  t o n e s ,  c o m b i n a t i o n s  a n d 

p r o p o r t i o n s  t o  u s e ”  k a r e n  h a l l e r ,  c o l o u r  e x p e r t 
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POWERFULLY BOOST A BRAND’S PERFORMANCE

USING ANGELA WRIGHT’S FOUR-GROUP SYSTEM

the Colour affeCtS 
SyStem in aCtion
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According to the Wright Theory, 
the psychological eff ects of colour 
are near-universal. If harnessed 

correctly, designers can control the 
message of their colour palettes and, 
crucially, kill subjective debate around 
colour with evidence to back up their 
decisions. Here’s how it works…

Every shade, tone or tint on the colour 
spectrum can be classifi ed into one of four 
colour groups, based on how warm or cool 
it is. All the colours within each group 
correlate mathematically and naturally 
harmonise, while colours combined from 
diff erent families don’t. 

There are also four basic personality 
types – ranging between extrovert and 
introvert – and each type has a natural 
affi  nity with one colour group. Universally, 
everyone will fi nd a palette chosen with 
colours from the same group harmonious, 
but they’ll fi nd a palette drawn from their 
personality type’s corresponding colour 
group even more attractive.

“Music and colour work in much the 
same way,” explains colour psychologist 
Angela Wright, who developed the Colour 
Aff ects System from her fi ndings using the 
Wright Theory. She’s provided colour 
palettes for clients ranging from Shell 
International Petroleum Company and 
Procter & Gamble to BT, Unilever, and 
more. “One musical note has its own 
properties, but it doesn’t do much until you 
put it with other notes. There are no wrong 
notes, and there are no wrong colours, 
either. It’s how you use them. If you put 
them together in harmony, they produce a 
positive response. But it only takes one 
bum note to throw the whole thing out.”

Currently, Wright is working on a 
digital version of the Colour Aff ects 
System, which will be launching at the 
end of this year. The software enables 
users to select their starting colour – 
the dominant logo colour, for instance – 
and then classifi es it into one of the four 
groups, removing all colours from the 
other three groups. Users are left with a 
huge, harmonious selection from which 
to then develop a brand’s colour palette. 

“You pick the subsequent colours for 
your branding scheme in the same way 
as you do now,” Wright explains. “You’ve 
got a large framework – there are millions 
of colours to choose from – except there 
are no bum notes, because there are 
mathematical correlations that underpin 
each colour,” she adds. 

hoW eFFecTiVe iS The coLoUr 
aFFecTS SySTeM?
A few years ago, Wright was asked by 
a mail order company to adjust the 
colours of a leafl et selling an opera CD. 
“The in-house design team had created 
a leafl et and they wanted me to tweak 
the colours into harmony,” she recalls. 
“The ones they’d used were okay – quite 
familiar – but they’re weren’t right, either 
psychologically or harmoniously.”

Wright adapted the colours so that the 
chosen palette came from the same tonal 
family. “They sent out two identical mail 
shots, and they sold 560,000 more CDs 
with the tweaked leafl et than the original,” 
she says. “And all I did was tweak the 
harmony after it had been designed – I 
didn’t specify the colours used in the fi rst 
place.” It seems the right colours do sell.  

P r o  i n s i g h t

bP uses group 1 colours; 
bedding fi rm dreams 
uses group 2 colours; 
Mcdonald’s corporate 
colours are mainly 
group 3, while texaco 
uses a group 4 palette. 

1

2

3

4
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Group 1
Type 1 personality

Group 1 colours are clear, delicate 
and warm, and contain yellow, but no 
black. Examples include soft cream, 
turquoise and cobalt. “They’re lively, 
sharp, fresh, clean and youthful – all 
about new beginnings,” says Wright. 

“It’s very common to use them in 
the branding of things like children’s 
toys, PR, sales, sport, and fun sectors 
of anything.” However, if misused, 
these colours can be perceived as 
frivolous and immature. 

Personalities that reflect these 
colours are “externally motivated and 
eternally youthful”. Light on their feet, 
these people love to dance and are 
clever, but don’t like being bogged 
down with academic debate.
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Group 2
Type 2 personality

Group 2 colours are cool (they 
contain blue), mid range (most 
contain grey) and delicate, but 
not necessarily light – for example 
raspberry, maroon or sage green. 
Characteristics include understated 
elegance and timelessness.

“The personalities are cool, calm 
and collected,” says Wright. “They’re 
internally motivated, but very 
sensitive to how others are feeling. 
They don’t want to be at the forefront 
of anything, but they’ll be the power 
behind the throw. In branding terms, 
these colours are rarely – if ever  
– used, because they’re very 
recessive,” she explains.

Group 3
Type 3 personality

Group 3 colours are warmer than 
group 1 (they contain more yellow-
based hues), are intense and fiery, 
and they contain black. Examples 
include olive green, burnt orange and 
aubergine. “They’re quite flamboyant 
and unusual; you don’t get many 
primaries in there,” says Wright.  
“And the personalities are strong. 
Like type 1, they’re externally 
motivated – but they’re fiery, even 
if it isn’t immediately apparent.”

Friendly, traditional and reliable, 
these tones are popular in branding 
and work for well-established 
companies. However, they can convey 
bossiness or appear old-fashioned  
if they are misused.

Group 4
Type 4 personality

Group 4 colours contain blue and 
are cold rather than cool. They’re 
pure and either very light, very dark 
or very intense. “The personalities 
are the same - very clear; 
everything’s black and white,”  
says Wright, adding that type 4 
personalities are internally 
motivated, often very efficient  
and don’t suffer fools.  

Containing black, white, 
magenta, lemon and indigo, this 
group’s characteristics include 
efficiency, sophistication and 
excellence – but misused, the 
colours can be seen as unfriendly, 
materialistic and expensive. 
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