
The power 
of color 

in healthcare

Harnessing the power of color is an 
invaluable asset in healthcare. 

Whether building hospital environments, 
ensuring patient compliance, or creating 
a resonant brand identity, color plays a 
significant role. It can stimulate emotion, 
trigger memory, and create recognition, 
which can mean big business in the 
healthcare arena. 
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Choose your color wisely

Strategic use of color differentiates companies and 
products, as well as evokes mood and feelings—positively 
or negatively—and therefore, attitudes about a brand. 
People make up their minds about a product within 90 
seconds of their initial interaction, and 62% to 90% of that 
decision is based on color alone.1 

Using color to highlight critical information directly 
influences human behavior, making impressions more 
memorable and increasing viewer engagement.2

 The benefits of deliberate use of color can:2 

Leveraging the basic principles of color creates a brand 
that resonates with stakeholders globally 

Color choice isn’t just about what the client likes. 
Strategic designers must use color psychology, and 
cultural principles to support a brand’s strategy when 
developing a distinctive and ownable palette for a brand.3 

Blues promote thoughtfulness, have a soothing effect, 
and are often associated with the coolness of the sea 
and sky, both calming constants. Blue also represents 
success, trust, and security, so it’s not surprising that 
it’s the most popular color for corporate logos around 
the world.3-5 Cultural differences also play a role: for 
example, in Japan, where traffic lights are blue, yellow, 
and red, blue and green are interchangeable.6 

Reds, on the other hand, are stimulating—they capture 
attention, increase heart rate, encourage appetite, raise 
blood pressure, and arouse feelings of power.4,5 On the 
other hand, to an accountant, red means financial loss, 
and in India, red is a color of purity worn by brides.

Marketers and designers must also take into account 
that 8% of people—mostly men—are color blind.  
The most prevalent difficulty is distinguishing between 
red and green, while another common type has 
trouble differentiating blue and yellow.7 So knowing 
your audience and culture, as well as how they may 
perceive different hues, is key when developing  
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The impact of color may be even greater—and carry 
greater consequences—in healthcare

In healthcare environments, color and nature are often 
used to maximize the effect of healing. Architects and 
interior designers develop therapeutic surroundings to 
promote healing, creating visual serenity for patients 
that are very ill and visual stimulation for those who are 
recuperating.8 Even the amber/orange color that’s been 
used in prescription bottles for over 100 years is deliberate. 
The amber color is functional, it protects medication from 
sunlight, and easily recognizable, aiding in safety. 

In fact, color plays a significant role in the medications 
themselves by creating emotional appeal and reducing 
medical errors. Patients respond best when color 
corresponds with the end benefit of the medication. 
Strategic designers would hesitate to use a red capsule for 
acid reflux or a bile green pill for nausea—but they know 
that a calm blue tablet offers a good night’s sleep, while 
bright red can deliver speedy relief.9 

A new study found that patients may even stop taking 
a generic medication because of a change in color or 
shape. According to that study published in the Annals 
of Internal Medicine, heart attack patients were almost 
29% more likely to discontinue therapy that suddenly 
looked different, significantly increasing health risks. 
The researchers concluded that pill shape and color 
are “functional,” because they help promote patient 
adherence to medication.10 

Even healthcare professionals themselves are not immune 
to color effects. Color coordination between a presenter’s 
clothing and clinical posters “may substantially increase 
the popularity of the poster and the likelihood that the 
research will be disseminated,” report David Keegan and 
Susan Bannister at the University of Western Ontario.  

The differences between coordinated and clashing attire 
was statistically significant. So they recommend that 
when presenting data at a meeting, researchers dress 
for the occasion.11 

A distinctive color palette not only evokes emotion, 
differentiates, and clarifies, it helps build brand equity 

Many of the world’s most recognized brands use color as a 
powerful tool, because strategic designers understand that 
color is rooted in psychology. Color’s psychological effect 
is instantaneous because it stimulates the senses, and its 
power of persuasion can lead to action. Understanding 
the meaning and associations of color can increase the 
effectiveness of a brand. Researchers at the University of 
Missouri recently verified that colors used in a company’s 
logo have a significant impact on how the brand as a 
whole is viewed.12

Color can be so differentiating that entire campaigns in 
healthcare have been built around it. By transforming 
what could have been a plain white pill into a unique brand 
image, one marketer urged consumers to “ask your doctor 
about the purple pill.”9 

Color can affect business, in fact, GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) 
filed an injunction against Novartis to protect its own 
inhaler’s branded purple color from their rival generic 
product, AirFluSal Fospiro. Glaxo says customers 
recognize their own $9 billion-a-year asthma treatment 
Advair by its color and Fospiro’s release could result in 
“confusion among patients, pharmacists and  
healthcare providers.”13 

A consistent use of a brands palette across all 
communication channels improves recognition and builds 
brand equity.
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The power of color may be greater than even 
marketers think

Neuroscientist Bevil Conway believes the science behind 
how humans process color to be very powerful. “Knowing 
that humans might….be hardwired for certain hues could 
be a gateway into understanding the neural properties 
of emotion.”14 

The power that color wields is seen at every level of 
communication and every stakeholder experience, making 
it an invaluable asset in healthcare. Are you harnessing 
the power of color for your healthcare brand?
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Founder and Chief of Visualizer at Visual Fuel Design in New York.
mcasini@VisualFuelDesign.com
646-321-8967

www.VisualFuelDesign.com

References: 
1.	 Singh S. Impact of color on marketing. J Manag Hist. 2006;44(6):783-789. 
2.	 Xerox Corporation. 20 ways to share the color knowledge. 2014.
3.	 Olson S. Color psychology: 10 ways colors trick you every day. http://www.medicaldaily.com/color-psychology-10-ways-colors-trick-you-every-

day-295460. Accessed July 8, 2016.
4.	 Incredible Art Department. Symbolism of color: using color for meaning. http://www.incredibleart.org/lessons/middle/color2.htm. Accessed July 8, 2016.
5.	 Functional Color & Design. http://www.functionalcolor.com/healthcare/color-palette. Accessed July 8, 2016.
6.	 Backhaus P. The Japanese traffic light blues: stop on red, go on what? Japan Times. February 25, 2013. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2013/02/25/

language/the-japanese-traffic-light-blues-stop-on-red-go-on-what/#.V3__vo7CY8o. Accessed July 8, 2016.
7.	 National Eye Institute. Facts about color blindness. 2015. http://nei.nih.gov/health/color_blindness/facts_about. Accessed July 8, 2016.
8.	 Bosch SJ, Cama R, Edelstein E, Malkin J. The Application of Color in Healthcare Settings. Concord, CA: The Center for Health Design Inc; 2012. 
9.	 Morton J. The color of medications. http://www.colormatters.com/color-symbolism/the-color-of-medications. Accessed October 29, 2014.
10.	 Kesselheim AS, Choudhry NK, Avorn J. Burden of changes in generic pill appearance. Ann Intern Med. 2014;161(11):840.
11.	 Keegan DA, Bannister SL. Effect of colour coordination of attire with poster presentation on poster popularity. CMA Journal. 2003;169(12):1291-1292.
12.	 Ridgway J, Myers B. A study on brand personality: consumers perceptions of colours used in fashion brand logos. International Journal of Fashion Design 

Technology and Education. 2014;7(1):50-57.
13.	 Plumridge H. Glaxo wins battle over asthma drug. Wall Street Journal. 2014; http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240527023038021045794532526

45355862. Accessed July 8, 2016.
14.	 Gillett R. What your logo’s color says about your company. http://www.fastcompany.com/3028378/leadership-now/what-your-logos-color-says-about-

your-company-infographic. Accessed July 8, 2016.


