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This article attempts a detailed test of some aspects for colour theory as 
used in advertising. The hypotheses under scrunity are the following : 

There will be increase use of colour advertisements compared to black and 
white. 

Colour advertisements will be larger in size than black and white ones. 

Colour will enable advertiser to associate the product illustrated with other 
things/meanings/images more than black and white. 

Different themes will be used in colour than in black and white advertisements. 
Photographic techniques will be different in colour and black and white ad

vertisements. 

There will be a seasonal variation in colour advertisents. 

There will be an association between specific colour choices and prestige of 
product. 

There will be an association of advertising colour with national colour ste~ 
reotypes. 

The study is concentrating on a particular product category ; the motor 
vehicle. The motor vehicle has been chosen because it combines characteristics 
of both shopping and speciality goods. It has also the advantage that colour is 
a prominent characteristic of the commodity and because it is anticipated that 
there would be fewer arguments about colour naming. 
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Before proceeding to the presentation of any of the tests performed it 
has to be admitted that it is exceedingly difficult to specify tests of colour theory. 

METHODOLOGY 
-

Advertisements to be analysed were taken from three selected magazines : 
the Observer colour magazine, the T.V. Times and Autocar. These magazines 
were chosen because of their popularity in their particular area. The Observer 
represents the weekend colour magazines ; T.V. Times a general weekly and Au
tocar, the most widely read specialised magazine it its field. 

The advertisements studied consisted of all those published in the three 
magazines, during the period 1977 - 80. There were thus 52 issues of each for 
four years. They furnish 1498 advertisements of cars in total (including dupli
cations) the smallest size of which was one page. Advertisemente smaller than 
one page were excluded since the analysis developed is intended to deal with large 
display advertisements. 

The data collected for each magazine are the following (i) date, (ii) car make, 
(iii) car colour, (iv) material other car shown (yes/no), (v) photography 
(straight/angle), (vi) type of advertisement (colour B. & W.), (vii) size (one 
page, two page, other,) (viii) theme used (urban, rural, studio), and (ix) posi
tion in relation to size of the magazine (page). 

For example, two advertisements from Autocar (Jan. 1979) are presented 
as follows : 

In each case a personal subjective evaluation was made of the advertisement. 
Due to the nature of the product chosen it is hoped that there is less likelihood 
of disagreement about the subjective catégorisation followed. If greater re-
sourses had been available it would, of course, have been able to use some Kind 
of jury decision. 
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In each of the following subsections the heading is stated as an hypothesis. 

(i) T h e r e w i l l b e i n c r e a s e u s e o f c o l o u r a d v e r t i s e m e n t s 
c o m p a r e d t o b l a c k a n d w h i t e . 

The use of colour in advertising has increased considerably in the last three 
of four decades and there is no reason to believe that this trend will not continue. 
This position, is supported by the following factors : 

( i) colour possesses certain important natural qualities of communication 
that are being increasingly recognised ; 

( ii) colour fidelity has improved considerably ; 

(iii) the audiences of media have expanded ; 

( iv) markets have expanded greatly : 

( v) manufacturers are using colour increasingly in their products ; 

( vi) colour is becoming increasingly a fashion item, and 

(vii) due to consumer expectations the manufacturer of certain product ca
tegories has to make use of colour, if quality perceptions are to be pre
served. 

The sample of car advertisements are breaked down by type (colour as oppo-
s ed to black and white) and by colour used to illustrate the product. The folio 
wing are derived : 

( i) In 1977 colour advertisements constituted 50.8 percent of the advertisements ; 
in 1980 this figure is 69.8 percent. It is clear that there was a dramatic rise 
in 1979 since when there has been a slight fall. 

(ii) The order of colour preference used to illustrate the car advertised is the 
following (highest to lowest) : red, blue, blue metallic, silver, yellow, green, 
gold, brown metallic, green metallic, white, brown, red metallic, black and 
grey. 

(iii) In the period 1977-1980 the use of red, blue, red metallic, green metallic 
and silver has increased while the use of brown metallic, gold, green and yellow 
has decreased. 

( iv) In black and white car advertisements the use of white and black has decrea-
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sed and the use of grey has increased. This can be explained by the fact 
that more colour cars are being photographed in black and white. 

(v) Metallic colours, as a whole, are used less than non - metallic ones in the 
period 1977-1980. 

The hypothesis that the type of the advertisement (colour of black and white) 
and time are statistically associated can be tested by making use of the chi - square 
test (X2). The same statistical test is to be used for all the other hypotheses to 
be tested. 

The test suggests that there is a statistically significant association between 
time and type of advertisement used (Degrees of freedom = 3, x2 value calcula
ted = 81.8 and X2

0 .01= 11.34-table 1). 

A further test suggests that there is an association between time and type 
of colour (non-metallic or metaillic) used. Non metallic colours are used more 
than metallic ones (Degrees of freedom = 3, X2 value calculated = 23.5 and X2

0.01  

=11.34-table 2). 
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To summarise, it has been shown that the use of colour car advertisements 
has increased over the period 1977- 80 but that this increase has not been conti
nuous. There was a sudden increase in 1979 for reasons which are not clear. It 
has also been shown that the car is most often presented in the most highly pre
ferred colours (red and blue according to colour theory). The increased use of 
grey in black and white advertisements is justified by the increased possibilities of 
contrast offered by this colour. Finally, an association was found between time 
and type of colour used. 

(ii) C o l o u r a d v e r t i s e m e n t s w i l l b e l a r g e r i n s i z e t h a n 
b l a c k a n d w h i t e o n e s . 

Colour theory stresses that one must expect full colour advertisements to use 
larger messages than black and white ones. This is explained by the fact that size 
increases colour's creative potentialities and thus better achieving the communi
cation aims of advertising. The crucial point here is the question of cost. Do 
advertisers feel that the increased impact to colour justify the cost of larger sized 
advertisements? This question can be answered by observation of advertising-
practice. 

The sample of the car advertisements is breaked down by size (one page, two 
pages, other) and by type of advertising (colour, black & white). The data colle
cted show the following ; 

( i) 40% of the one page advertisements and 73.3% of the page advertisements 
are in colour. 

. 
(ii) The use of two-page advertisements, both black and white and colour, has 

increased over the four year period. 
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The test shows that there is an association between size and type of adverti-

sent '(Degrees of freedom = 1, X2 value calculated = 203,5 and Χ2

00.1 = 6.635 -

table 3). 

It is also found that two pages advertisements are used more for colour 

advertising than black and white. This suggests that advertisers justify the 

increased cost for colour by the prospect of greater impact. 

(iii) C o l o u r w i l l e n a b l e t h e a d v e r t i s e r t o a s s o c i a t e t h e 

p r o d u c t i l l u s t r a t e d w i t h o t h e r t h i n g s / m e a n i n g s / i m a 

g e s m o r e t h a n b l a c k a n d w h i t e 

Advertising by definition aims to sell things to potential consumers by creating 

structures of meaning around them. As a result, advertisements must take into 

account not only the inherent qualities and attributes of the products they are trying 

to sell, but also the way in which they can make those properties mean something 

to the potential consumer. Thus, the association of the product with other meanings 

and images is of particular importance. For, as of an applied methodology used 

primarily in pictorial advertising to make correlations between a product and other 

things, meanings and images. While the use of colour is not significant in itself, 

therefore, the significance of the correlation it makes is important. 

The sample of car advertisements is breaked down by type (colour, black & 

white, mixed) and by whether or not other material than the car illustrated is shown. 

The following are shown : 

( i) In colour advertisements the use of material other than the car advertised 

has declined during the period 1977-80 (from 58 percent to 41 percent). In 

black and white it has also declined from 36 percent to 28 percent. 

(ii) In those advertisements with themes 60 pe cent were in colour in 1977 and 

this had risen to 76.4 percent in 1980. Whereas the comparable black and white 

figures were 38.4 and 23 percent. 
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The test show that an association exists between the two variables tested (Deg

rees of freedom = 1, X2 value calculated == 16.9 and Χ 2

0 · 0 1 = 6.635-table 4) 

This association according to the theory of colour is something that should be 

expected. 

(iv) D i f f e r e n t t h e m e s w i l l b e u s e d i n c o l o u r t h a n i n 

b l a c k a n d w h i t e a d v e r t i s e m e n t s . 

Colour almost always has some value in making an advertising illustriation 

more realistic. The realistic application of colour in advertising is not confined 

to depicting the product ; it isconcerned with the entire illustration and bacground. 

As a result, car advertisements in colour are expected to make use of more rural 

and urban themes, while black and white ones make use of more studio themes. The 

sample of advertisements is breaked down by type (colour, black and white and 

mixed advertisements) and by theme (urban, rural, studio). The following are 

shown : 

( i) Colour advertisements use urban and rural themes to a much higher extent 

than black and white advertisements. 

(ii) The use of urban themes has decreased over the period 1977- 1980 while 

the use of rural themes has increased. 

(iii) Black and white advertisements use studio themes heavily. Rural themes 

are used more than urban themes ; 1978 was the only year that this did not 

apply. 

( iv) Mixed advertisements use rural and studio tdemes to a much greater extent 

than urban themes, 

( v) For both, colour and black and white advertisements, studio themes are the 

most commonly used. 

The test shows that a relationship exists between theme used (urban, rural, 

studio) and type of advertisement (colour, black & white and mivxed) (Degrees of 

freedom = 2 , X2 value calculated = 117.3 and X20.0 l = 9.210-table 5). 
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( ν ) P h o t o g r a p h i c t e c h n i q u e s w i l l b e d i f f e r e n t i n c o 
l o u r a n d b l a c k e t w h i t e a d v e r t i s e m e n t s . 

Car advertisements in colour, due to the contrasting, realistic and reflecting 
qualities of colour, are expected to use angle shots when photographing the car 
to be advertised. Black and white advertisements are expected to straight shotsç. 

The advertisements studied are breaked down by type (colour or black and 
white) and by the way the photograph of the car is taken (straight or angled shot). 
The following are suggested : 

( i) Colour advertisements, in overall, use slightly more angle shots than black 
and white advertisements. This is not the case for the years 1977, 1978 and 
1980 where the percentage of angle shots in black et white advertisements is 
greater than in colour ones. 

(ii) Only in 1977 do colour advertisements use more straight than angle shot 
(79 againts 77). 

. 

(iii) Half of the mixed advertisements use straight shots ; the other half uses 
straight ones. 

The test suggest that the type of advertisements (colour of black and white) 
and the photography (straight or angle shots) are not associated (Degrees of 
freedom = 1 , X2 value calculated = 0.22, X2

0.0l = 6.635-Table 6). This can 
be explained by the fact that in practice, car advertisers prefer angle shots to 
straight ones and to produce this effect they make use of special lighting techni
ques for black and white advertisements. 



(vi) T h e r e w i l l b e a s e a s o n a l v a r i a t i o n i n c o l o u r a d v e r t i 

s e m e n t s . 

Theoretically, colours tend to be associated with certain seasons. 

Table 7 breaks down the sample of advertisements by season and by colour. 

The test suggests that there is a seasonal variation in colour advertisements 

(Degrees of freedom = 3, X2 value calculated = 23.9, Χ 2

0 · 0 1 = 11.345-table 7). 

The reason for this, part from colour's intrinsic qualities, can be explained be 

seasonal sales variations. 

(vii) T h e r e w i l l b e a n a s s o c i a t i o n b e t w e e n s p e c i f i c c o 

l o u r c h o i c e s a n d p r e s t i g e o f p r o d u c t . 

Colour can also be used in an advertisement in such a way as to imply presti

ge. Due to this prestige suggestion, one would expect to find certain colours, me

tallic ones, in particular, used more frequently to advertise «large» cars (200 cc 

and more). 
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The sample of car advertisements by car colour, as shown in the adverti
sement, and by size F/N. Here, size includes four groups : 
(a) small cars (less than 1200 cc), (b) medium cars (between 1200 et 1600 ce) 

(c) large cars (between 1600 et 2000 ce), (d) super large cars (mare than 
2000 cc) 
The following are concluded : 

(a) red is the most popular colour for small and medium cars, while, blue 
is the most popular colour for large cars and gold for the super-large. 

(b) Metallic colours are much more popular for super-large and large 
cars and non - metallic colours for small and medium cars. 

The test shows that there exists an association between specific colour choices 
and car's size.* 

(Degrees of freedom 3, X2 value calculated = 19.84, 
X2 0 . 0 i= l 1.345-Table 8). 

(viii) T h e r e w i l l b e a n a s o c i a t i o n o f a d v e r t i s i n g c o l o u r 

w i t h n a t i o n a l c o l o u r s s t e r e o t y p e s . 

The question to be answered here is whether ot not national stereotypes influen
ce the way in which different national makes are advertised. 

* Footnote : Size is used here to suggest prestige. However, it is understood that prestige and 
size, in the case of cars, are not always strictly related. For instance, there are some 
cases, alrhough few, where prestigeous cars belong according to the above classifi
cation, to medium or even small size cars. Price could be used as another criterion. 
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The sample of car advertisements is breaked down (no duplications included) 
by colour (non - metallic or metallic) and by origin of the make (British, German 
French, Italian, other European and Japanese). The following are derived : 

( i) More non - metallic than metallic colours are used for all categories of British 
made cars. 

(ii) Metallic colours are preferred to non-metallic colours to advertise German 
makes. Metallic colours, in particullar, are used to advertise large and super -
large cars. The same trend is seen in «Other European makes». 

(iii) Metallic colours are used to advertise the «large» categories of Japanese 
made cars, and «medium», «large» and «super - large» categories of French 

: made cars. Non - metallic colours are used more for the «small» category 
of cars. 

( v) Overall, non-metallic colours are used more than metallic ones. 

The test shows that there exists an association between the type of colour 
used to illustrate the car and the origin of the make. This can be attributed to 
the different national stereotypes. 
(Degrees of freedom = 5, X2 value calculated = 43.2, X20.0i= 15.09-Table 9). 

(C) SUMMARY 

Summarising the previous analysis, the hypotheses examined and which 
proved to be statistically valid are the following : 

— there has been an increased use of colour advertisements, as opposed to black 
and white ; 
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— colour advertisements are larger in size than black and white ones ; 

— colour enables the advertiser to associate the product illustrated with other 

things/meanings/images more than black and white ; 

— different themes, from those used in black and white advertisements, are used 

in colour advertisements ; 

— a seasonal variation can be seen in colour advertisements ; 

— an association exists between specific colour choices and the prestige of the 

product, and 

— a relationship exists between advertising colour and national colour stereoty

pes. 

The hyporthesis that photographic techniques are different in colour and black 

and white advertisements was shown to be not statistically significant. 

The bias which arose from the subjective application of the criteria suggested 

could have been reduced if greater resources had been availaable to study a wider 

sample of publications over a larger period. Nevertheless, the results suggest 

that more complete testing could and should be carried out, based on and deveΘ 

loping the present methodology. Possible directions for research might include 

the dollowingi : 

(a) studies of the interaction of the elements suggested ; 

(b) laboratory or marketing tests of the process of compormise between the va

rious components of the Creativity Mix (words, colour, nonverbal visual sym

bols others than colour and layout). 

(c) studies of the interaction of colour decisions relating to the Media Mix and 

the Creativity Mix. 
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