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Yellow, signs and the big other 



OVERVIEW 

Semiotics 
Approach 

Case Study 
Discussion 



SEMIOTICS 
Signs, Signifiers, Signified 



Semiotics Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 

SIGNS 
Anything that makes meaning. 

SIGNIFIER 
The material, e.g., word, image, sound, colour. 

SIGNIFIED 
Meaning and Concept. 



SEMIOTICS AND CREATIVE DEVELOPMENT 
Approach 



Approach: Semiotics and meaning 

MEANING 
In culture. 

SIGNS AND SYMBOLS 
Relevant for application 

SEMIOTICS 
To uncover and apply meaning of things. 

COLOUR SEMIOTICS 
Focused on role of colour. 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Overview of approach 

1. BRIEF 
2. CATEGORY STUDY 

3. CULTURAL STUDY 

4. OPPORTUNITY PLATFORMS 

5. CREATIVE STRATEGY AND DEVELOPMENT 

6. CREATIVE APPLICATION 

What are the goals? e.g., Usability, differentiation, 
new product? What are the Semiotic rules and boundaries of the 

category? What are the outcomes of breaking rules? 

What can we learn from culture? Are trends 
changing in the wider cultural context that is 
impacting the category. Can we spot trends 
before they change? 

Creating a range of colours that are based 
on cultural and category contexts 

Applying the colour 

Technical development of colours 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 

Mythology exploration & 
development 

 
Political, Popular Culture and 

Consumer Discourses. 
 

Visual analysis of objects - 
iconography 

 
Sensorial signs and symbols 



•  Cultural trends and their implications 
for design and branding 

•  Cultural audit of colours for specific 
brands and categories 

•  Strategic development of colours 

•  Design and brand guidelines 

Platforms and Strategic Development Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



YELLOW 
Nature and culture 



Yellow and nature 

WEED GOLD SUN JAUNDICE FLAME AUTUMN 
Unwanted, uncultured Status, Wealth Optimism, Divinity Fear, loathing Hope, Power, Danger Maturation 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Nature and yellow: Seasons 

Spring 
Hope, optimism 

Autumn 
Maturation 

Summer 
Energy, opportunity, oppression 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Culture and yellow Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Yellow and politics Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Yellow and culture 

Zesty, Non-serious, cartoon, laid-back VS. Serious and Urgent 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Codes of yellow 

Uwanted 
Status 

Optimism 

Fear Power 

Maturation 

Yellow is a polymorphic colour that evokes strong meanings within the English culture 

Cowardice 

Divine 

Caution 

Danger 
Loathing 

Disease 

Abhorred 
Sickness 

Toxic 

Hope 

Energy 

Fresh & Zesty 

Yellow generates semiotic codes (or opportunities) that range from the positive to the negative 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



YELLOW 
Personal care category focus 



Yellow generates very strong and 
polarising denotations and connotations 
– requiring careful consideration in both 
in development and creative execution. 
In the personal care category, the broad 

codes have moved from efficacy of 
hygiene to overlap with codes of food  

THINKING DIFFERENTLY 
ABOUT YELLOW 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Colour and Fragrances in personal care 

Industrial Efficacy/Product Differentiation >> Luxury >> Natural 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Fragrances in the personal care: Recent trend 

From cleaning and smelling “lovely” to ingestion.  

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Yellow in cosmetics and personal care 

Maturation Status Caution, power Caution, power Caution, danger Toxic, 
danger 

AUTUMN SUMMER INDUSTRIAL INDUSTRIAL INDUSTRIAL INDUSTRIAL SPRING 

Fresh, Zesty 

MUTED 
SPRING 

Hope 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Analogous market use of yellow 

Gentle Hope Energy Everyday optimism Power, 
performance 

MUTED SPRING CARTOON PRODUCT INDUSTRIAL SUMMER 

Energy, 
Quality 

INDUSTRIAL 

Functional 
power 

FAKE SPRING 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Category – colour and packaging 

‘THE ARTIFICIAL’ 
‘THE FAKE’ 

‘PURITY’ 
‘OIL’ 

‘THE ADULT’ 

‘STARCH’ 
‘MILK’ 

‘Warm 
Comfort’  

ORIGINAL 
YELLOW 

‘Natural 
Oil’ 

‘Acid 
Power’ 

‘Sweet 
Ingredient’ 

‘Natures 
Milk’ 

‘INGREDIENT’ 
‘THE BODY’ 

‘CHEMICAL’ 

‘Synthetic 
Luxury’ 

‘PERFORMANCE’ 
‘FUNCTION’ 

‘Everyday 
Function’ 

‘Chemically 
Enhanced’ 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Colour and packaging: Codes 

‘THE ARTIFICIAL’ 
‘THE FAKE’ 

‘PURITY’ 
‘OIL’ 

‘THE ADULT’ 

‘STARCH’ 
‘MILK’ 

‘Warm 
Comfort’  

ORIGINAL 
YELLOW 

‘Natural 
Oil’ 

‘Acid 
Power’ 

‘Sweet 
Ingredient’ 

‘Natures 
Milk’ 

‘INGREDIENT’ 
‘THE BODY’ 

‘CHEMICAL’ 

‘Synthetic 
Luxury’ 

‘PERFORMANCE’ 
‘FUNCTION’ 

‘Everyday 
Function’ 

‘Chemically 
Enhanced’ 

SPRING 

SUMMER 

INDUSTRIAL 

AUTUMN 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Category product colour in use 

‘Warm 
Comfort’  

ORIGINAL 
YELLOW 

‘Natural 
Oil’ 

‘Acid 
Power’ 

‘Sweet 
Ingredient’ 

‘Natures 
Milk’ 

‘Synthetic 
Luxury’ 

‘Everyday 
Function’ 

‘Chemically 
Enhanced’ 

‘THE ARTIFICIAL’ 
‘THE FAKE’ 

‘CHEMICAL’ 

‘PERFORMANCE’ 
‘FUNCTION’ ‘PURITY’ 

‘OIL’ 

‘THE ADULT’ 

‘STARCH’ 
‘MILK’ 

‘INGREDIENT’ 
‘THE BODY’ 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Category samples decoded – fragrance 

‘THE FAKE’ 

‘Warm 
Comfort’  

ORIGINAL 
YELLOW 

‘Natural 
Oil’ 

‘Acid 
Power’ 

‘Sweet 
Ingredient’ 

‘Natures 
Milk’ 

‘Synthetic 
Luxury’ 

‘Everyday 
Function’ 

‘Chemically 
Enhanced’ 

peppermint  
& rosemary 

lemon & 
tea tree 

lemon & 
tea tree 

lime extract  
& Himalayan 
minerals 

coconut milk 
& ylang ylang 

vanilla 

green tea, rice 
milk & jasmine 

centella 

no perfume 

‘THE ARTIFICIAL’ 

‘PERFORMANCE’ 
‘FUNCTION’ 

‘CHEMICAL’ 

‘PURITY’ 
‘OIL’ 

‘THE ADULT’ 

white orchid 
& jojoba 

‘INGREDIENT’ 
‘THE BODY’ 

‘STARCH’ 
‘MILK’ 

lemon, orange 
& cardamon 

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Category samples decoded – ‘acid power’ Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Category code – ‘natural oil’ Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Category code – ‘Natures Milk’ Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Category code – ‘warm comfort’ | ‘sweet ingredient’ Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



Opportunity platforms 

INDUSTRIAL 

AUTUMN 

SPRING 

SUMMER 

‘THE ARTIFICIAL’ 
‘THE FAKE’ 

‘PURITY’ 
‘OIL’ 

‘THE ADULT’ 

‘STARCH’ 
‘MILK’ 

‘Warm 
Comfort’  

ORIGINAL 
YELLOW 

‘Natural 
Oil’ 

‘Acid 
Power’ 

‘Sweet 
Ingredient’ 

‘Natures 
Milk’ 

‘INGREDIENT’ 
‘THE BODY’ 

‘CHEMICAL’ 

‘Synthetic 
Luxury’ 

‘PERFORMANCE’ 
‘FUNCTION’ 

‘Everyday 
Function’ 

‘Chemically 
Enhanced’ 

1

2
3

Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 



DISCUSSION 



Overview of approach Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 

1. BRIEF 
2. CATEGORY STUDY 

3. CULTURAL STUDY 

4. OPPORTUNITY PLATFORMS 

5. CREATIVE STRATEGY AND DEVELOPMENT 

6. CREATIVE APPLICATION 

What are the goals? e.g., Usability, differentiation, 
new product? What are the Semiotic rules and boundaries of the 

category? What are the outcomes of breaking rules? 

What can we learn from culture? Are trends 
changing in the wider cultural context that is 
impacting the category. Can we spot trends 
before they change? 

Creating a range of colours that are based 
on cultural and category contexts 

Applying the colour 

Technical development of colours 

Mythology exploration & 
development 

 
Political, Popular Culture and 

Consumer Discourses. 
 

Visual analysis of objects - 
iconography 

 
Sensorial signs and symbols 



Colour and semiotics Semiotics / Approach / Case Study / Discussion 

RESEARCH 
Media-saturated world. 

Agenda setting and framing functions of advertising 
(iconicity and symbolic). 

Inter-textuality, indexicality and paradigmatic relationships. 
Culture and colour: Myths and ideologies. 

Category and colour. 
Nature and colour. 

APPLICATION 
Branding/communication/design elements and colour. 

RECEPTION 
What and how is the end user looking at colour? 

What meaning is she making? 
. 
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