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Branding Basics 

Choosing your brand’s color palette 
 
 

 
Branding is largely about making a desired emotional impact. Color is a 
powerful influencer of emotions! Having a consistent and strategic color 
palette can make or break your brand’s visual identity. 
 
Let’s pick a color palette that serves your brand and your biz! 
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Step 1. Gather your tools 
 
C H O O S E  Y O U R  S O F T W A R E  
 
Maybe you’re creating your palette in Illustrator, or maybe you’re using a free online software 
like Canva or PicMonkey. Whatever you’re using, just make sure you can (1) see the RGB, 
CMYK, and Hex codes for your colors, and (2) save your colors and your palette in a convenient 
format, like a PNG file on your desktop.  
 
Whether you’re working in Illustrator, Canva, or Microsoft Paint, make sure you have a pretty 
sophisticated color slider that lets you select colors from across the printable/visible spectrum.  
 
R G B  V S .  C M Y K  
It’s a good idea to work in CMYK mode if you’ll be printing any 
materials. CMYK stands for Cyan Magenta Yellow Black; these are the 
inks that a typical printer uses. When you mix all the inks together, you 
get basically black. 
 
RGB stands for Red Green Blue, and these are the colors your screen 
uses to create every other color. Screens use light, not ink, to produce colors. So the full spectrum 
of RGB colors is much wider than CMYK. 
 
If you choose your color palette in RGB, you may find that some colors can’t be printed, so you’d 
have to find an approximate match in CMYK later. 
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C H O O S E  A  P L A C E  T O  G A T H E R  I M A G E S  
 
Whether it’s a Pinterest board or a folder on your desktop, you need a place to collect images 
that inspire you and contain colors you love. It doesn’t have to be pretty, but you do want to be 
able to see all your images so you can identify themes, including color themes. 
 
G A T H E R  I M A G E S  
 
Gather images that match your brand mood and personality, pulling from Pinterest, Google 
Search, Instagram, magazines, coffee table books, your photo library, the world around you, 
and everything in between. 
 
If you use a search engine, don’t just search for the color you want – search for the words you use 
to describe your brand! If your brand is happy, search “happy” and see what images come up.  
 
Don’t feel like you can only collect images with colors you like – you should gather anything and 
everything that evokes the mood you want for your brand, even if it’s an elegant black and white 
photo. Gather everything that feels like your brand, and don’t worry about creating a color 
theme right now. 
 
C H E C K  O U T  S O M E  B E A U T I F U L  C O L O R  P A L E T T E S  
 
There’s nothing wrong with drawing ideas and inspiration from existing color palettes! Look at 
color palettes of all types – simple, complex, bright, neutral, loud, quiet. Pay attention to how 
they make you feel. Check out DesignSeeds, ColourLovers,  or Color-hex. 
 
U P  N E X T :  C O L O R  P A L E T T E S  

 
Are you eager to start creating a color palette? Me too! This is where 
things really get interesting! Let’s do this.
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As you select your inspiration images, pick one image that represents your brand. What can you 
observe about the color scheme?  
 

• Are there lots of different colors? Just one or two? How similar are they? Are 
they bright, dull, or some of both? 

 
• Is the image light or dark overall? Where is the lightest light? Where is the 

darkest dark? How close in value are they? 
 

• Is the image monochromatic (various shades of one hue, like blue) or are 
there lots of hues? How close in hue are they? 

 
Asking yourself these questions can help you get some ideas for how to choose the colors in your 
color palette, to strike a similar mood. 
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Step 2. Know your brand message 
 
The first step to making any decision about your brand is knowing your brand message and 
brand personality. You’ll want to answer these questions: 
 

• What emotions should your brand evoke in your audience? 
• How do you want people to feel about your brand? 
• What characteristics do you want to project in your visual identity? 

 
If you don’t have a clear brand strategy, then go create one! It’s one of the single most important 
things you can do for your brand. You need to know who your target audience is, what they 
need, how they feel, and how you want them to feel. 
 
 

A N D  G U E S S  W H A T  –  I T ’ S  F U N !  
 

That’s why I love what I do. J 
 

Just download the workbook below and get started. 
 
 

 
 
 

D O W N L O A D  I T  
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Step 3. Pick the right colors for your brand

Color is powerful! Colors can influence our emotions without us even realizing it. They can mean 
different things to different people, depending on their experiences, memories, native cultures, 
and personalities.  

We all have our own personal associations with colors based on personal experiences – like the 
wallpaper in your childhood bedroom, or that dress your mother wore. 

There are also many common associations that are part of the universal human experience. 
Blood has always been red, the sun always yellow, the sky always blue on pleasant days. 

H U E S  

When you talk about color, the most basic variable is hue. Hue is red, blue, or yellow (the 
primary hues), and orange, green, or purple (the secondary hues). The wheel below shows all 
the major hue groups.   

There are some generalized psychological qualities of hue, shown below: 

RED passion, desire, danger, power 
ORANGE playfulness, creativity, enthusiasm, energy 
YELLOW happiness, energy, optimism 
GREEN  renewal, growth, harmony, nature 
BLUE  relaxation, safety, reliability, masculinity 
PURPLE  royalty, magic, mystery, independence 
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M O R E  H U E S !  
 

As you know, there aren’t only six hues. One look at the color 
wheel reveals that there are virtually limitless hues!  
 
For example, here’s a yellow that’s slightly green, and one 
that’s slightly orange. An orange-yellow might feel 
independent and creative like orange, but also playful and 
happy like yellow. A greenish yellow might feel fresh and new like green, but playful and happy 
like yellow. 
 

This gives you a lot more flexibility to choose colors that feel nuanced and unique to your brand, 
while still being able to predict what psychological impact they might have. 

 
Red-Orange Powerful, passionate, creative, independent  
Orange-Yellow Creative, independent, happy, friendly 
Yellow-Green Friendly, happy, fresh, new 
Green-Blue Fresh, new, serene, reliable 
Blue-Purple Serene, reliable, royal, mysterious 
Purple-Red Royal, mysterious, powerful, passionate 

 
You can continue tweaking each hue to achieve the feeling you want. Make that red-orange a 
little more red, or a little more orange, depending on what you’re looking for. 
 
Choosing the right hue is more of an art than a science – listen to your heart your intuition. When 
you look at a hue, forget the list of words, and ask yourself if it really evokes the feeling you want.  
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V A L U E  A N D  S A T U R A T I O N  
 

Most colors we see in the world are not just pure, saturated hues. They can also be 
described in terms of value and chroma (or saturation). 

 
 
 

 
VALUE Lightness to darkness. Think of light tints vs. deep, dark shades. Value 

is a powerful way to convey mood. 
 

Light values (tints): 
Youthful, soft, quiet, easygoing. 
 
Dark values (shades): 
Mature, deep, serious 

 
 
 
 

 
 
CHROMA Chroma is a measure of the intensity or purity of a color. It’s 

essentially “saturation.” Think bright bold colors vs. muted greys and 
neutrals. 

 
High chroma (bright/rich colors): 
Intense, energetic, confident, youthful 
 
Low chroma (dull/muted colors): 
Calm, mature, sophisticated, stoic 
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There are thousands of possible colors contained in just this one hue. 
 

 
 
It can be tempting to pick that pure, saturated color instantly. It certainly jumps off the 
page! But then you pick another saturated color, and another... and suddenly, they’re 
competing for attention. Your palette might start looking like a kid’s crayon box. 
 
So before you pounce on the pure yellow-orange, consider these beautiful shades and 
tints with the same hue: 
 

 
 
And these palettes, which each feature a variation of the same hue (large circles): 
 

 
 

They each have slightly different things to say! The pale yellow-orange feels youthful 
and quiet, while the deep, dark, saturated yellow-orange feels moody and serious, and 
the dull, mid-tone yellow-orange seems quiet and sophisticated. 

 
Remember what you want to say with your brand. If your brand totally high-vibe all the 
time, then you can go with all fully saturated, pure hues. But if you want a more 
nuanced brand personality, stay open to all the possibilities. 
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P A L E T T E  S T R U C T U R E  

 
The overall impact of your color palette isn’t just about your individual colors, 
each on their own. It’s about the overall color story, and how they relate to 
each other! 
 
There’s no right or wrong answer for your palette structure, but you should be 
aware of what it says about your brand. Just like your individual colors, your 
entire palette should reflect the real spirit and personality of your brand. 
 
Let’s explore some different types of color palette structures. 
 

 
How many colors do you want in your palette? There is a big difference between a 
brand that has only ONE color, and a brand that uses every color in the rainbow.  
 

 
 
 
M O N O C H R O M E  ( O N E  C O L O R )  

Imagine you’re in an industry where you need to project stability more than anything – like 
the financial services industry. People need to know you are reliable and consistent. This 
might be a good time to pick just one color for your brand’s visual identity. 
 
You will be investing a lot into one color, but it can work strategically if you succeed at 
“owning” that color (not literally of course). Tiffany & Co. owns that robin’s egg blue. 
Starbucks owns that deep emerald green. UPS owns that butcher paper brown. 
 
We’re not talking about logos right now, but it’s worth noting that according to Forbes, 
85% of the 100 top-earning companies around the world use only one or two colors. Half of 
those use only one color. These companies are investing, year after year, into building brand 
equity in one color. That’s not an accident! 

 
A L L  T H E  C O L O R S  

At the extreme opposite end of the spectrum, if your brand has an eccentric, youthful, wild, 
adventurous personality – a sort of “variety is the spice of life,” vibe – you could be tempted 
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to embrace all the colors of the rainbow in your palette. This is generally not recommended, 
because it’s harder to build brand equity this way – color is its most powerful and potent 
when it’s concentrated. But depending on your brand, it may be appropriate. 

 
S E V E R A L  C O L O R S  

Most brands will choose a small handful of colors – maybe just two, or maybe 10 – carefully 
selected to represent their brand personality. Some brands select colors with similar 
qualities, like a “jewel tone” palette of emerald, ruby, and sapphire. Or they may pick color 
pairings that carry an association – like yellow and black, to remind people of bumble bees.  
 
This approach gives you some flexibility in your marketing, without using so many colors 
that people can’t figure out what your brand is about. 

 
 
C O L O R  H I E R A R C H Y  
 
Having a clear color hierarchy is one way to invest in one color, while still giving yourself flexibility 
to use multiple colors in your marketing. Let’s say you want to use this limited color palette for an 
Easter egg dye company: 
 

 
 
Let’s say you want to evoke peaceful weekends spent coloring eggs as a family (to soothe the 
busy, stressed out moms who dread the clean-up afterwards). The blue evokes peacefulness, so 
that becomes your primary color. The other colors all have something to say about your brand, 
but they should serve as accents. Here’s what your color palette might look like: 

 
 
Now, maybe you want to emphasize the relationship between the blue and the yellow especially, 
because together they feel like a warm sunny day, and that’s appropriate for your brand. 
 
So you can make yellow your secondary color, and the green, pink, and brown will be tertiary 
colors only used as accents.  
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This graph is simple, but it can serve as a visual reminder to you and your designers that blue 
and yellow should be in every marketing piece, and the other colors should be used sparingly, as 
accents. 
 
E X T E N D E D  B R A N D  C O L O R  P A L E T T E S  
 
Sometimes it’s useful to have a more complex, extended color palette. You may need more 
colors to serve as backgrounds, text, headers, and other elements, and prescribing them all can 
keep things consistent. It’s especially useful to have a few light colors, and a few dark colors, so 
you can put dark text on light, and vice versa, and make everything high enough contrast that 
it’s legible. 
 
Here’s an example of an extended color palette with a clear hierarchy. 
 

 
 
 
There is a clear color story happening here! The teal color plays the lead role, with support from 
the secondary and tertiary colors. The various tints and shades can be used as needed for 
backgrounds, text, and more.  
 
(This may look like a lot of colors, but they’re all tints and shades of just four hues – teal, yellow, 
purple, and green.)  
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P I C K I N G  C O L O R S  
 
M O N O C H R O M E  

Like we talked about in Step 3, single-color (monochrome) palettes – or palettes formed from 
various shades of one hue – suggest purity, confidence, and stability. They can seem iconic and 
reliable, even if you use 10 shades of the same hue. 

 

 
 
The shades and tints you use communicate a lot about your brand. If they are all bright and 
bold, that says something very different than if they’re all light and pale, or all deep and dark, or 
all scattered across the value/chroma spectrum. Remember everything you learned about color 
psychology, and refer to Step 2 if needed! 
 
T W O  H U E S  

There’s something special about dichromatic or two-hue color palettes. The relationship 
between those two hues is always front and center in these palettes. 
 
You can pair two different colors for an intended effect. If the two hues are close on the color 
wheel, like red and orange, you can create a feeling of intimacy and like-mindedness. 
 

 
 
If they’re far apart (red and green) you generate tension, energy, and excitement. Any kind of 
contrast – whether it’s in hue, value, or saturation – suggests energy, depth, and change, while 
low contrast suggests stability and consistency.  
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Here’s a real-life example of a dichotomous brand color palette: the Hellohappen brand colors! 
 

 
 
The colors are a pinkish orange (sweet, feminine playfulness) paired with a teal blue-ish green 
(calm and reliable, but fresh and growth-oriented).  
 
Together, they communicate that Hellohappen is fun, playful, and feminine, but also reliable 
and growth-oriented. The two hues are on roughly opposite ends of the color wheel, because I 
wanted to have an energetic, playful color combination, and project versatility and change. 
 
They’re both fairly saturated (not muted colors) but slightly tinted (i.e., mixed with white) 
because I wanted a soft, approachable brand vibe. If I had wanted to emphasize stability and 
consistency, I may have picked one hue, or two hues that are neighbors – like blue and green, or 
red and orange.  
 
They have positive associations, too! They remind me of being a kid in an ice cream parlor, 
surrounded by tons of sweet and delicious options. This is the experience I want people to have 
with my brand! 
 
 
T H R E E  O R  M O R E  H U E S  

 
If you choose a palette with three or more colors, you can create a color palette with an eclectic, 
even eccentric vibe. Maybe you want to appeal to people with an adventurous streak, or people 
who tend to like a lot of decoration and variety (not so much a minimalist crowd).  
 
As we talked about in the previous section, you can have as many colors as you want, but it can 
help you to organize them into a hierarchy. Think about which colors should play a key role, and 
which ones should take a back seat. 
 
For example, you might use one color in all your branding, and accent it with one of several 
secondary colors but never more than one. Or you may decide that every marketing piece 
should have ALL your colors, to feel festive like confetti at a big old color party. 
 
Refer back to the Color Hierarchy section above for more ideas for your multi-hue color palette! 
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Let’s make a color palette! 
 
We have a new makeup brand with a personality that is fun, creative, dynamic, and a little 
magical. I want a color palette with 4–6 colors, in two different hues. I’m going to use our yellow-
orange hue because it feels fun and creative. I want a sense of magic, so I add a purple color. 
Purple is opposite from yellow on the color wheel, so together they create a stark contrast. 

 
 
I like these hues, but they are competing and feel a little circus-y to me right now. I want to 
emphasize fun and creativity, and have just a hint of magic, so let’s create a hierarchy that puts 
yellow front and center, and dull down the purple.  

 
So my primary color will be yellow-orange, and my secondary will be a muted purple.  
 
Now I’m going to flesh this out to create some variety. 

• I’ll add a tint of the yellow, because I know I’ll need a background color for some of my 
collateral and my website. 

• I also know I’ll need a dark color for text, but I don’t want to go all the way to black, so 
I’ll add a nice, deep, dark shade of my purple. 

• I’m also going to pick a light, grey-ish tint of my purple to bridge the gap between my 
two hues. The sharp contrast between my yellow and my purple feels off-brand, and I 
want to go for a more sophisticated, mature, nuanced vibe.  

 
 
When I step back and ask myself, “Does this reflect a fun/creative vibe with a sense of magic?” I 
feel like the answer is yes, but it’s so dark that it feels more moody than fun, and the yellow-
purple contrast is still a little too circus-y for my taste. So I mute the purple a little more, and add 
one more shade of yellow to brighten everything up. The yellow feels childish, so I mute it a bit. 

 
 
That’s better! I might keep tweaking this, but I’m well on my way to a color palette that reflects 
the personality I want for my brand. 
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A V O I D I N G  P I T F A L L S  
 
Creating beautiful color palettes takes practice, but in the meantime here are some common 
pitfalls to avoid.  
  
V I B R A T I N G  C O M B I N A T I O N S  

Vibrating color combinations cause visual discomfort and even produce afterimages. They can 
happen when you use a highly saturated color scheme, and have those colors touching. It’s 
especially likely between colors of similar value (lightness to darkness). You’ll know it when you 
see it! 
 

 
 
L O W - C O N T R A S T  C O M B I N A T I O N S   

Some colors are just too similar to provide sufficient contrast. Be careful picking text and 
backgrounds that are too similar in value (lightness/darkness), even if they are different hues. 

 
 

U N I N T E N D E D  A S S O C I A T I O N S  

Be careful that your color combinations don’t evoke something unrelated in people’s minds. For 
example, red, yellow, and green remind people of stoplights and warning labels. Red, white, and 
blue are the colors of the United States flag. There’s nothing wrong with associating your brand 
with these things, so long as it’s an intentional part of your brand strategy.   
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Woohoo! Look at you! 
 

You made it through 17 pages of color mania! 
 
Are you feeling excited about your brand colors?  
 
Just remember that when you start feeling stuck, that’s when breakthroughs happen. Choosing 
the right color palette may take you some time, but it’s totally worth it. Color is a powerful piece 
of the branding puzzle, and now you have what it takes to nail it.  
 
Trust your intuition and apply what you know. There are an infinite number of color palettes that 
could work well for your biz, so don’t get stuck feeling like there’s only one right answer!  
 
You got this!  
 
xo, 

Ashley 


