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using colour in the 

workplace

For residential, leisure or retail

interiors, the use of colour should

be a major consideration and a

fundamental element of the overall

design. However, if you look

carefully at many office

environments, with the exception of

creative advertising agencies, they

are conspicuously devoid of any

colour other than neutral coloured

carpet tiles and seating upholstery.

Grey, blue and grey/green are

predominant, and even brand

colours are often only featured to a

limited extent. Artwork may be

used in reception or meeting areas

to create visual impact and impress

visitors, but this is rarely extended

to include the main workspace

inhabited by the majority of the

workforce.

In recent years the effects of colour

on how we feel have been studied

more scientifically. Without

necessarily understanding why, it is

clear that colour can produce a

basic sense of joy in human

beings. Brought into the workplace,

aesthetically pleasing use of colour

will contribute to the happiness and

stimulation of the workforce. It

interjects variety, creates energy,

can provide a focus or define social

interaction, and may even have

specific physical or psychological

effects. As such, colour is generally

under-utilised in workplace design,

but could be a very effective tool in

creating the optimal working

environment.

The use of a variety of colours in

the office environment brings with it

visual and mental stimulation,

having an energising effect on the

workforce. The most effective way

to ensure colour schemes are

stimulating is to refresh the colours

around the workplace regularly.

This is impractical to achieve

through frequent redecoration, but

many offices deliberately provide

numerous work areas with highly

contrasting colour schemes.

It can be used very effectively to

create a sense of belonging and

togetherness, to indicate a group

identity and to build energy and

team spirit. In the office, colour can

be used to create or highlight a

focal point, to delineate between

different teams, or to link disparate

work groups together. This is

used universally in sports teams

and school houses, but is less

often applied in a commercial

environment. Although corporate

and product brands use colour as a

key part of their defining character,

this is rarely logically extended to

Colour plays an important role in the development 

of social groups. It can be used very effectively to 

create a sense of belonging and togetherness… 

.

Workers are free to move around

these areas, choosing the ideal

colour setting for different types of

work, and by doing so are exposed

to a stimulating variety during the

course of the working week. The

use of hired artwork is another way

to bring colour into the office that

can be frequently and easily

refreshed.

Colour plays an important role in

the development of social groups.

define social groups within the

workplace.

Are there any rules to guide the

use of colour in the office

environment? What are the precise

effects of different colour choices

on the workforce? These are

questions that are often answered

through intuition, for example

choosing red to stimulate and

excite, or through more technical

approaches such as the use of the

colour circle to choose

the use of colour 

should be a major 

consideration

colour variation

social colour

Physical and psychological effects

“
”
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specific effect. The issue is further

clouded by the fact that to some

extent we have become

conditioned to associate certain

colours with certain effects.

This is a simple theory that links

our perception of colour to

individual experiences or events.

For example, someone may find

the colour blue causes him or her

anxiety because of a near miss

with a blue car as a child. An

equally negative association, but

more common, is that between the

colour red and blood. Although

such associations may be

common, they are normally unique

to the individual, and of little use as

a guide for communal office

design.

colour association

specific effect. The issue is further 

clouded by the fact that to some 

extent we have become 

conditioned to associate certain 

colours with certain effects.

We do not peddle stock 

solutions, offer simple 

formulas or trot out the 

latest Business School 

models and create 

momentum. We use 

simple language, no 

‘management speak’ and 

act with tact and 

discretion.

“

”

aesthetically pleasing colour

combinations. There are a number

of systems that ascribe particular

physical and psychological effects

to colours – many ancient and still

held to be true today. We are all

familiar with some of the more

common ‘properties’ of colour,

while others may tax the

imagination a little:

Can colours actually influence our

physical or mental state?

Undoubtedly, yes. Some real life

examples include the light

blue/grey used in police interview

rooms to encourage interviewees

to relax and tell the truth. Some

police holding cells in America are

even painted bubble-gum pink, as

this is thought to have a calming

influence on aggressive offenders.

In this case observations show that

the initial effect appears to be

genuine, but that offenders often

revert to even more violent

behaviour with continued exposure

to the same colour without variety.

Despite these observable effects,

there is mounting evidence to

suggest that responses to colour

are unlikely to be consistent in all

people in every situation, or be

applicable, according to the chart

above, to consistently achieve a
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Whole nations can have particular colour associations,

and these can vary dramatically across different

cultures. A classic example is the colour red, which

represents danger in most European cultures, but is a

positive representation of luck in China. Such colour

connotations should be considered in any multi-cultural

workplace design.

An intrinsic physical property of certain colours is their

effect on perceived distance. Essentially colours nearer

the ‘red’ end of the spectrum stand out more to the

human eye, and are seen first. Red items are therefore

perceived to be closer to us, while items that are blue in

colour seem further away in comparison. Colour can be

used in this way to draw attention to key things, for

example warning signals are almost universally

coloured red.

The same colour can be seen differently by varying key

physical properties of the coloured object or its

surroundings

effects on colour perception

colour perspective

Lighting: a key factor which determines the way we see

a colour, is lighting. Naturally, shining a coloured light

onto a surface will change what we see. More subtle

than that, and of potential use in office and retail design,

is the use of ‘colour enhancing light’. While appearing

normal to the human eye, colour-enhancing light can be

used to deepen the intensity of coloured items, making

them appear more vivid and appealing. This can be

extremely valuable in the retail environment where

colour lighting has been used to highlight display items,

and by doing so affect browsing and purchasing

behaviour among shoppers.

Texture: the texture or material of a surface will alter

the perception of its colour. A simple example is the

increased colour intensity of a shiny object compared to

the same object in a matt finish.

Surrounding colours: the way we perceive one colour

can be influenced greatly by the choice of surrounding

colours – the contrast. Alternatively, colours combined

in small blocks or a pattern can appear mixed, and may

create an undesirable intermediary colour.

Each of these factors should be taken into consideration

when choosing colours for a particular environment,

otherwise the resultant effects may be quite different to

those intended.
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The Workplace Intelligence Unit was established

by forward thinking inc in 2004 in partnership

with Herman Miller to conduct original research

and develop thought leadership into the

workplace, its link to business strategy and its

role in developing long term corporate value.

The unit is now a research arm of strategy

consultancy forward thinking inc.

We believe a successful workplace is one which

facilitates distinctive ways of working, reflects

and reinforces the corporate identity, and

improves the productivity of the occupants.

about the workplace intelligence unit 

Herman Miller

The Power of Colour to Heal the Environment – Marie 

Louise Lacy

design4design.com

healthandsafety.co.uk

International Lighting Review

colour-affects.co.uk

sourcesThe Workplace Intelligence Unit is a research branch 

of strategy consultancy forward thinking inc

www.workplaceintelligence.co.uk

Contact

Indigo House

Holbrooke Place

Richmond

Surrey

TW10 6UD

tel: +44 (0)20 8939 2330

fax: +44 (0)20 8939 2331

George Phillips

george.p@forwardthinkinginc.com

WIU article 01 – colour in the workplace
6

http://www.workplaceintelligence.co.uk/

