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or website based on this kind of ‘psychology’. To get 
an idea of the kind of thing written about colour 
and psychology you might like to start with this: 
www.tinyurl.com/nfm8rbc

Now to be fair, just because the alleged 
psychological significance of colour has been picked up 
and commercialised by pop psychology, this does not 
necessarily mean that there is nothing to it. You might 
be surprised (I was!) to find that there is indeed some 
research to support links between colour and mood 
and behaviour.

Does blue influence impulse-
buying?
Gianluigi Guido and colleagues (Guido et al, 2017) 
investigated the effect of lighting colour on online 

Does colour have 
psychological 
significance? 

Matt Jarvis discusses psychological 
perspectives on the experience of colour

It’s half term and I have two projects on the go. I’m 
decorating my house and putting together a new 
website (I have far more talent for one of these 

activities than the other). One thing these projects have 
in common is that I’m finding myself spending a lot of 
time choosing colours. I’ve always been very sceptical 
about the sub-branch of pop psychology devoted to the 
significance of colour. According to one website, green 
helps us relax while red makes us more sociable and 
yellow makes babies cry!

Call me hard-nosed, but I’d like to see the evidence 
before I choose a colour scheme for either my house 
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purchase decisions. Two hundred and twenty Italian 
students were significantly more likely to choose to 
buy hedonic items (those associated with pleasure, 
such as Nutella and Ray Bans) than utilitarian items 
like shampoo and toilet paper, when exposed to actinic 
blue light. The effect persisted regardless of whether 
the blue light was in the room or the electronic device. 
You can read more about this here: www.tinyurl.com/
jjfddau

Red confers aggressive advantage
Traditionally red has been seen as an aggressive colour 
while blue is seen as peaceful. So, do fighters in the 
red corner do better than those in the blue corner? 
Actually, the answer would appear to be yes. Hill and 
Barton (2005) analysed the success of combat athletes 
in the 2004 Olympic Games. In boxing, taekwondo, 
Greco-Roman wrestling and freestyle wrestling, fighters 
wearing red protective equipment did significantly 
better than those in blue. The effect was greatest when 
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A colour wheel. It has been suggested that 
each colour has a different effect on our 
mood and behaviour

Research shows 
fighters in red tend 
to perform better 
than those in blue
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the opponents were evenly matched. You can read this 
paper in full here: www.tinyurl.com/hx4ykol

So there you go. It seems there is something to colour 
psychology after all! 
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Did you like 
this article?

Tell us what 
you think

Activities
1 Design an experiment to test the effect of colour 

on a behaviour of your choice. 
2 Using a search engine like Google Scholar, find as 

many research papers as possible concerned with 
the effect of colour on mood or behaviour. Fill 
in the colour wheel with as many psychological 
effects as possible.
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