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COLOR THEORY
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Colour theory in design is the collection of rules and guidelines which

designers use to communicate with users through appealing colour

schemes in visual interfaces.

To pick the best colors every time, designers use a colour wheel and refer

to extensive collected knowledge about human optical ability, psychology,

culture and more.

Colour theory dictates how colours can be combined for optimal use.

There are three basic categories of colour theory that are logical and

useful : The colour wheel, colour schemes, and the colour psychology
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The Colour Wheel: Value
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Subtractive Theory

• Black absorbs most light

• White reflects most light

• Coloured Pigments absorb light and reflect 
only the frequency of the pigment colour. 

• All colours other than the pigment colours are 
absorbed so this is called subtractive colour
theory.

• The primary colours in Subtractive Theory are:

• Cyan ( C )

• Magenta ( M )

• Yellow ( Y )

• Black ( K )

• Subtractive or Pigment Theory is used in 
printing and painting.
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Additive Theory

• Black radiates no light

• White (sun) radiates all light

• Video is the process of capturing and radiating 
light, therefore it uses Additive (Light) Theory 
not Subtractive (Pigment) Theory.

• The primary colours in Additive Theory are:

• Red ( R )

• Green ( G )

• Blue ( B )

• The primary colours add together to make 
white

• Light Theory is also called Additive 
Theory.

• Light Theory is used in Television, theater 
lighting, computer monitors, and video 
production.
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COLOUR WHEEL

• In 1876, Louis Prang stated an advanced colour wheel theory

and developed a colour wheel which is commonly known as the

Artist’s or Prang colour wheel.

• The colour wheel consists of 12 colours in total which are

classified into three categories- primary, secondary and tertiary

colours.
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 Primary colours- these colours cannot be formed by

mixing any of the colours and are naturally available in

the environment.

 The three primary colours are – Red, Yellow and Blue.
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Secondary colours- these colours are formed by mixing two

primary colours in equal proportion.

The three secondary colours are- Orange, Green and Violet.
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 Tertiary colours:- these colours are formed by mixing one

primary colour and one secondary colour in equal

proportion.

 The six tertiary colours are- Red-orange, Yellow-orange,

Yellow-green, Blue-green, Blueviolet and Red-violet.
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Generally, black and white are not
considered as colours. They are
considered as the absence and
presence of light. Black is the complete
absence of light while white is the
complete presence of light.

Formation of colours on colour wheel

Secondary colours:

Red + Yellow=Orange

Yellow + Blue=Green 

Blue + Red=Violet 
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Tertiary colours: 

Red + Orange=Red-orange 

Yellow + Orange=Yellow-orange 

Yellow + Green=Yellow-green 

Blue +Green=Blue-green 

Blue + Violet=Blue-violet 

Red + Violet=Red-violet
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