
Color
Of all the design elements, color is the most fascinating. 
It attracts attention. It excites emotions. It enriches our lives. 
Color is a tool you can use when you are designing. 
An easy way to see how colors work together is to use a color wheel.

4H 633   Reviewed   July 2009

violet violet
blue-violet

blue-violet

bl
ue

bl
ue

b
lu

e-
g

re
en

b
lu

e-
g

re
en

gr
ee

n
gr

ee
n

yello
w-green

yello
w-green

yellowyellow
yellow-orange

yellow-orange

orange
orange

red
-o

ran
g

e
red

-o
ran

g
e

red
red

red-violet

red-violet



Primary and Secondary Hues
All the many individual colors humans see are derived 
from the three primary hues, yellow, red, and blue.

Yellow

Analogous
Analogous schemes are three to 
five hues that are next to each 
other on the color wheel. These 
schemes always have one color in 
common. Red is the common hue 
in the example shown here 
(orange, red-orange, and red). 

To learn more
To learn more about color, experiment and observe.
(1) Mix your own paints to create a color wheel.
(2) Trace the outline of shapes in a magazine picture.    
       Color in the shapes, using one of the color schemes. 
(3) Find 10 colors that really catch your eye. Describe
       them by hue, value, and intensity. 
(4) Draw a simple design three times. Color each one 
       using a different color scheme.  

Color Schemes
Monochromatic
Monochromatic color 
combinations are made 
up of one hue in different 
values and intensities. This 
example uses different 
values and intensities of red.

Complementary
These schemes are made from hues 
directly opposite each other on the 
color wheel, such as yellow and 
violet. These combinations have the 
strongest hue contrast.

Secondary hues are a combination of the primary hues. 
Yellow + red = orange; red + blue = violet; and 
blue + yellow = green.

Hue, Value, and Intensity
Colors differ in hue, value, and intensity.

Hue is the name of a color, such as yellow, red, or blue.

Value describes how light or dark a color is. When a 
color has white added to it, it is a tint and is lighter in 
value. When a color has black added to it, it is a shade 
and is darker in value.

Intensity (also called chroma or saturation) is the 
brightness or dullness of a color. A color as we see it 
on a color wheel is at full intensity (bright). When we 
mix it with gray, black, or white, it becomes dull. Colors 
also lose intensity when mixed with their complement 
(the opposite color on the wheel). For example, adding 
a little green to bright red will make the red duller. 

Each color has all three qualities, hue, value, inten-
sity. For example, the 4-H emblem is green (hue), 
medium (value), and bright (intensity).

Colors can be warm or cool. The warm hues are the 
ones seen in the sun or fire: yellow, orange, red. Cool 
hues—greens and blues—are found in the restful ele-
ments of nature, such as the sky, water, and grass.

Your eyes will see three things in each color:
• What color (its hue or name),
• Its lightness or darkness (its value), and
• Its brightness or dullness (its intensity).
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Reviewed by Susan Bogue, Iowa State University Extension 4-H Youth 
Development program specialist. Originally prepared by JaneAnn 
Stout, former ISU Extension art and design specialist. Edited by Carol 
Ouverson, communication specialist.

. . . and justice for all
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and 
activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political 
beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to 
all programs.) Many materials can be made available in alternative formats for ADA clients. 
To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, 
Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call                              
202-720-5964. Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 
30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Jack M. Payne, director, 
Cooperative Extension Service, Iowa State University of Science and Technology, Ames, Iowa.  


