
Color Theory
For web designers



What is color?

• A sensation in the eye that results from the way an object reflects or 
emits light

• A sensation in the eye that results from light of a particular wavelength



What is light?

• Visible light is a segment of the electromagnetic spectrum with 
wavelength between 380 nm (violet) and 750 nm (red)



Relationship between colors

• Note that the longest visible wavelength (red) is twice that of the 
shortest visible wavelength (violet)

• In electromagnetic theory this is called an “octave”

• The same principle applies to musical notes – the wavelength of 
middle C is twice that of high C

• In both cases harmonies result from notes/colors when wavelengths 
in particular ratios are juxtaposed 



Original Color Circle

• In 1704  Isaac Newton
first depicted the colors
of the spectrum in a circle

• He correlated the spectral colors 
from red to violet to the 
notes of the musical scale, 
starting at D. 

• The circle completes a full 
octave, from D to D



The Modern Color Wheel

• 12 colors arranged in a
circle

• Used by artists to
understand mixing of
paint and other media

• Used to identify color
harmonies



Primary Colors

• There are 3 primaries
• Yellow

• Red

• Blue

• All other colors can be 
derived from these three 
colors (in theory)



Secondary Colors

• The secondary colors are 
half way between the 
primaries

• Orange

• Green

• Violet



Tertiary Colors

• The six tertiary colors are half
way between primary and 
secondary colors
• Red-orange

• Red-violet

• Yellow-orange

• Yellow-green

• Blue-green

• Blue violet



Complements

• Complementary colors
are opposite each other
on the color wheel. E.g.,
• Red – green

• Yellow – violet

• Blue - orange

• Red-orange – blue-green

• Complements are the 
simplest form of harmony



Hexadecimal Codes

• Red – First 2 digits 

• Green – Second 2 digits

• Blue – Third 2 digits

• Hexadecimal is a base 16
numbering system

• 0, 1, 2, … 9, A, B, C, D, E, F

• There are 2563 = 16,777,216
possible colors!  



Definitions

• Color = Hue, e.g., red, blue, yellow-orange

• Value = the relative lightness or darkness of a color



Values of color wheel hues
Darker values work better for text



More definitions

• Tint = lightened color (increase brightness, add white)

• Shade = darkened color (reduce brightness, add black)

• Tone = desaturated color (reduce saturation, add gray)

• Neutral = desaturated color (add complement)



Tints, Shades, Tones and Neutrals



Natural Color Harmonies



Color Harmonies
http://www.tigercolor.com/color-lab/color-theory/color-harmonies.htm

• Color harmonies are defined by the relation of colors to each other on 
the color wheel. 

Complementary                                        Triad                                                   Square

Analogous                                    Split Complementary                             Rectangle (Tetradic)



Complementary

• Colors that are opposite each other on 
the color wheel

• The high contrast of complementary 
colors creates a vibrant look especially 
when used at full saturation. This 
color scheme must be managed well 
so it is not jarring.

• Complementary colors are tricky to 
use in large doses, but work well 
when you want something to stand 
out.

• Complementary colors are really bad 
for text.

Tone                  Tint

Pure Colors



Triad

• A triadic color scheme uses colors 
that are evenly spaced around the 
color wheel.

• Triadic color harmonies tend to be 
quite vibrant, even if you use pale 
or unsaturated versions of your 
hues.

• To use a triadic harmony 
successfully, the colors should be 
carefully balanced - let one color 
dominate and use the two others 
for accent.

Shade                Tint                    Tone

Pure Colors



Analogous 

• Analogous color schemes use colors 
that are next to each other on the 
color wheel. They usually match well 
and create serene and comfortable 
designs.

• Analogous color schemes are often 
found in nature and are harmonious 
and pleasing to the eye.

• Make sure you have enough contrast 
when choosing an analogous color 
scheme.

• Choose one color to dominate, a 
second to support. The third color is 
used (along with black, white or gray) 
as an accent.

Shade                  Tint                   Tone

Pure Colors



Split Complementary 

• The split-complementary color 
scheme is a variation of the 
complementary color scheme. In 
addition to the base color, it uses 
the two colors adjacent to its 
complement.

• This color scheme has the same 
strong visual contrast as the 
complementary color scheme, but 
has less tension.

• The split-complimentary color 
scheme is often a good choice for 
beginners, because it is difficult to 
mess up.

Tint                 Tint Shade

Pure Colors



AAUW Branding Guide



AAUW Branding Guide – Color Standards

• Implementing a strong 
color palette will enhance 
the impact of the AAUW 
brand.

• Used consistently over 
time, colors become 
associated with 
organizations.

• Consistent use of the AAUW color 
palette will make us more 
recognizable and our 
communications more uniform.

• Colors provide a strong visual link 
across a wide range of applications.



AAUW Color Palette

• Two main colors

• Six secondary colors

• None are pure hues from the 
color wheel

• All are shades or tones

• The HEX codes are incorrect in 
the branding guide!



AAUW Color Palette – use these HEX codes!



AAUW
Colors
on the
Wheel

• None of the AAUW colors 
are “pure” hues

• All are tints or shades.



How does AAUW use color on websites?

• National:  http://www.aauw.org/ (large patches of color)

• States:
• http://aauw-va.aauw.net/

• http://aauw-fl.aauw.net/

• http://www.aauwarizona.org/ (gray background)

• Site Resources Branches:  (green background)
• http://conway-ar.aauw.net/ (typical) 

• http://southeastvalley-az.aauw.net/ (clashing colors)

• http://www.aauwprescott.net/ (more bold in sidebar)

http://www.aauw.org/
http://aauw-va.aauw.net/
http://aauw-fl.aauw.net/
http://www.aauwarizona.org/
http://conway-ar.aauw.net/
http://southeastvalley-az.aauw.net/
http://www.aauwprescott.net/


Website Color Harmonies





Color Harmonies using the AAUW Palette 

• Leaf Green is the dominant color on our website
• The side panels are full strength Leaf Green hue

• The side panels are the largest area on a wide screen display

• To be in harmony, our website colors should work with Leaf Green

• Other Colors on all of our pages in smaller (less significant) amounts are:
• Admiral Blue (logo)

• Eggplant (navigation) 

• Perfect Ruby, tone (sidebar navigation)



Two Complementary –
harmonies

Leaf Green – Perfect Ruby works

Honey Gold – Eggplant doesn’t 
work because it doesn’t harmonize 
with Leaf Green



Tetradic

Leaf Green – Honey Gold –
Perfect Ruby – Eggplant

This is a good basic harmony 
to use on our web pages



Square 
(almost)

This harmony assumes that
Admiral Blue is in the blue 
family, not blue-green.  In 
reality it is close to the line
between the two hues.  
If used it should be used 
In small amounts of shades 
or tones, not in large swatches
of color.  

Leaf Green – Paprika –
Perfect Ruby – Admiral Blue

This is a another basic harmony 
to use on our web pages



Triad

Honey Gold – Perfect Ruby –
Slate Blue

This harmony will not work 
on our web pages because 
doesn’t harmonize with Leaf
Green.



Split 
Complementary

Paprika – Eggplant – Slate Blue

This harmony will not work 
on our web pages because 
doesn’t harmonize with Leaf
Green.



Analogous –
none

There is no set of three
adjacent AAUW colors.



Analogous Color Scheme

• Our previous banner was an 
analogous harmony which 
included a color not in the palette
• Yellow-green
• Green (not in AAUW palette)
• Blue-Green

• Unfortunately, no other colors 
harmonize with an analogous color 
scheme



Two example webpage 
harmonies that work



Tetradic:

Leaf Green – Honey Gold –
Perfect Ruby – Eggplant

Color harmony works well
with image



Square:

Leaf Green– Paprika –
Perfect Ruby – Admiral Blue

Images, background, and fonts
create a unified whole



Color Harmony Pages

• Tetradic Harmony Example Page - http://www.aauwprescott.net/practice-
pages/training-pages/color-theme-tetradic/

• Square Harmony Example Page- http://www.aauwprescott.net/practice-
pages/training-pages/color-theme-square/

http://www.aauwprescott.net/practice-pages/training-pages/color-theme-tetradic/
http://www.aauwprescott.net/practice-pages/training-pages/color-theme-square/


Using the Eyedropper Tool

• With Firefox
• Click Menu Icon

• Click Developer

• Click Eyedropper

• Put color over desired color pixel and click mouse or write down Hex code

• Color Palette with tints, shades and tones -
http://www.aauwprescott.net/practice-pages/training-pages/color-
palette/

http://www.aauwprescott.net/practice-pages/training-pages/color-palette/


Another way to create tints, shades and tones 
for the website
• Use   http://www.colorpicker.com

• Type in an AAUW color HEX code
• Drag the bubble to the upper left 

corner for tints
• Drag the bubble down for shades
• Drag the bubble left for tones

• Record the resulting HEX code for 
your selection

• All hues in the box are variations of 
the AAUW hues and will thus 
harmonize in the same way

• Leaf Green #5b8727
• Admiral Blue # 174a7c
• Paprika #e36f1e
• Perfect Ruby #a30046
• Honey Gold #deb408
• Eggplant #5c2946
• Fern #455a21
• Slate Blue #3c6e8f

http://www.colorpicker.com/



