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The human brain is always interpreting meaning.
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Color and Meaning
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In addition to signaling importance,
colors have meaning.
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Where is color used? What does it mean?
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Where is color used? What does it mean?



What are your associations with these colors?
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And the associations in France?
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Do you see any contradictions?
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Do you see any contradictions?
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Do you see any contradictions?
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Do you see any contradictions?
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What does blue mean in India?
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Is this true?
Probably not. Don’t rely on it in a design.



What cultural associations do these colors have?
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Democrats

Republicans



When did the “red state” association start?

2016 1992
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Dems
GOP

Dems

GOP



Are color meanings arbitrary?

Color meanings are not absolute.

But at any time and place, 
they may mean something you don’t intend.
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In your designs, stick to simple color meanings.
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Don’t use color as the only way to convey meaning.
Use grouping, whitespace, position, size, contrast, 



Color Representation
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There are three perceptual dimensions of color:
HSV – Hue, Saturation, Value (Brightness)
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There are many ways to represent color
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Hue, Saturation, Value Red, Green, Blue Cyan, Magenta, Yellow
(Key = Black)
Subtractive color model

Luminosity, a, b



The web uses represents color in RGB
If you have have 
Red: 0, Green: 0, Blue: 0
What color will you get?

If you have have 
Red: 100%
Green: 100%
Blue: 100% 
What color will you get?

Black
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Ways to specify a color in HTML
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Choosing color combinations
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If you are not a color expert, get inspiration 
from experts.
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Basic Web Color Advice 
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Pick four colors (and a white background)

• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey
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https://www.smashingmagazine.com/
2016/04/web-developer-guide-color/



There are tools to help pick base colors 
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Make your design in greyscale first!
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What are the 4170 site colors?
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• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey

I also use a texture/image for the hero
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• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey

Image
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• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey

Image
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• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey

Image
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• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey

Image



These rules are trickier for dark backgrounds.
Please stick to a white background for now.
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Pick four colors (and a white background)

• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey
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https://www.smashingmagazine.com/
2016/04/web-developer-guide-color/



Typography
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Typography is an art form



Six Typographic terms
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51
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Weights and Styles
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What indicates a serif font?
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Oldstyle



Serifs – there’s more!
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Serif vs.
Sans serifs
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The Serif Hypothesis

Serif fonts are faster to read.
The little hooks indicate where your eyes 
should move next. 

There is no evidence to support this.
Any differences in reading speed are dwarfed by individual differences, or familiarity.
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Who follows the Serif Hypothesis?
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Should you?
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Like colors, fonts have cultural connotations
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San Serif = 
Modern, simple

Serif = 
Intellectual, Elite



Mixing fonts: Concordant fonts

Mixing fonts of the same font-family is great.
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Mixing fonts: Contrasting fonts

Mixing San Serif and Serif is ok. (But edgier)
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BAD font mix: Conflicting fonts

Mixing multi San Serif or Serif fonts is considered bad. 
It doesn’t look intentional. 63



64

What connotation does this font have?

Your font should not detract from your message.

You’re an idiot.



Eight Gestalt Principles
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Gestalt Principle #1: 

Proximity

Dots appear as columns Dots appear as rows
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Gestalt Principle #1: 

Proximity

Dots appear as two groups X is in group a.
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity
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How is similarity used to convey meaning?
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity

How many green circles are there?
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity

How many green circles are there?
2

Colors are easy to scan for 73



Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity

How many rectangles are there?
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity

How many rectangles are there?
3

Shapes are hard to scan for 76



Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity

How many triangles are there?
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity
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Gestalt Principle #2: 

Similarity

How many triangles are there?
3

Size is easy to scan for 79



What properties are easy to scan for similarity?

Color and Size scans better than shape

Color ShapeSize
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Gestalt Principle #3: 

Enclosure
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Gestalt Principle #3: 

Enclosure
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Gestalt Principle #4: 

Symmetry

[     ]{     }[     ]

[ ]{ }[ ] [     ]{     }[     ]
Proximity indicates 4 groups Symmetry indicates 3 groups
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Gestalt Principle #5: 

Closure
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Gestalt Principle #6: 

Continuity
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Gestalt Principle #6: 

Continuity
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #7: 

Connection
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Gestalt Principle #8: 

Figure and Ground
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8 Gestalt Principles
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2 Gestalt Principles I actually use
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I use proximity and similarity (contrast)
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Quiz: 8 Gestalt Principles 
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Quiz: what property is being used here?

Similarity of Color
It is easy to scan for color
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Quiz: what property is being used here?

Continuity
Our minds perceive lines and curves 

as continuing on their trajectory 104



Quiz: 
what property is being used on the right?

Closure
Our minds fill in missing details 
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Quiz: 
what property is being used here?

Proximity
Similar data are close to each other
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Summary
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The human brain is always interpreting meaning.
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Color Meaning and Representation
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Are color meanings arbitrary?

Color meanings are not absolute.

But at any time and place, 
they may mean something you don’t intend.
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In your designs, stick to simple color meanings.
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Don’t use color as the only way to convey meaning.
Use grouping, whitespace, position, size, contrast, 



Typography Terms and Meaning
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Your font should enhance your message, 
not detract from it.

Serifs = “Intellectual, elite”

Comic Sans = “Idiotic”

San Serifs = “Modern, simple”



8 Gestalt Principles
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Pick four colors (and a white background)

• A base color
• An accent color
• A light grey 
• A dark grey
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https://www.smashingmagazine.com/
2016/04/web-developer-guide-color/


