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Abstract
Color is one of the most powerful visual elements due to its psychological ability to influence people’s 
perceptions, emotions, and behaviors as understood through the theoretical framework of associative learning. 
The marketing and advertising industry has long recognized this as a strategy, but little research has examined 
this at work during the COVID-19 pandemic, which suddenly forced companies to shift their focus toward 
fighting the pandemic while reimagining and adjusting to a new consumer culture. This study performed a 
content analysis to investigate the use of color in video-based advertisements during the first four months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, companies’ advertising messages were primarily related to mental health and 
staying home during the lockdown period, and the high presence of the colors blue, yellow, and white in the 
imagery and textual elements of the videos suggest a shared feeling of hope among companies and consumers 
who look forward to restoring normalcy one day in the future.

I. Introduction
An individual takes less than 90 seconds to form an impression about a person or product, with colors 

driving 62 to 90 percent of that product consideration (Gopikrshna & Kumar, 2015, as cited in Khattak et al., 
2018). Color is one of the most powerful visual elements due to its psychological ability to influence people’s 
perceptions, emotions, and behaviors based on the association and context of each color (Amsteus et al., 
2015; Khattak et al., 2018).

The marketing and advertising industry has long recognized the use and influence of color as a 
strategy: Every creative decision — even something so seemingly simple like selecting colors — about a 
brand, advertisement, or other image can affect both the brand itself and the user experience, including 
consumer behavior and product effectiveness and success (Amsteus et al., 2015; Bytyçi, 2020; Khattak et 
al., 2018). For example, gray-colored packaging design enhances the perceived quality of the product for 
those living in the United States, but for those in China and Japan, the same packaging color would make 
the product appear cheaper (Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999, as cited in Khattak et al., 2018). Companies 
also consider color psychology when building their visual identities, aligning the meanings of the colors they 
choose with the core values they believe best represent their brands. And advertisers often select colors that 
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reflect or elevate the intended messages of the campaigns in order to maximize the ads’ potential for success 
among its targeted consumers (Bytyçi, 2020).

Dozens of studies have examined the influence of color in marketing and advertising, but there is 
little research so far that observes this at work — or not — during the COVID-19 pandemic, which was first 
declared a global pandemic in March 2020 (Ducharme, 2020). At the start of the pandemic, companies and 
consumers were forced to adjust the way they work and live, and that also included rethinking consumer 
culture. Companies suddenly switched up their marketing messages and wrote a number of ad campaigns 
that discouraged consumers from continuing their usual kinds of engagement with their brands. That being 
said, it is possible that because the marketing campaigns at the start of the pandemic were all relatively 
similar in terms of the messages conveyed, the colors selected for those campaigns may have been similar 
too — almost as if the pandemic has created a colored “filter” on the marketer/consumer experience.

This study observes and analyzes the use of color in video-based advertising campaigns during the 
first four months of the COVID-19 pandemic. The article includes a review of literature about associative 
learning theory as a framework for understanding color, the strategic use of color in marketing and 
advertising, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and consequential lockdown on marketing and 
advertising. 

II. Literature Review
To better understand the use and influence of color in video advertising campaigns, this paper 

examines literature using the associative learning theoretical framework. Multiple studies have applied the 
theory of associative learning to explain how color can influence people’s perceptions, preferences, and 
behaviors (Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999, as cited in Amsteus et al., 2015). Associative learning is the process 
whereby an individual forms a connection between systematically paired stimuli (Grossman & Wisenblit, 
1999).

Over time, as consumers interact with a brand or product, they learn to associate the brand or product 
with its colors. Often, color is being used to visually distinguish between competitors, as was the case with 
Coca-Cola and Pepsi (Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999; Labrecque & Milne, 2012). Both companies included the 
color red in their branding identities since many consumers normally associate the color red with soft drinks, 
but Pepsi decided to drop red from its palette, prioritizing the color blue instead in order to make the brand 
more recognizable next to Coca-Cola (Cooper, 1996, as cited in Labrecque & Milne, 2012; Grossman & 
Wisenblit, 1999). As a result, when consumers recognize those colors in other contexts, they sometimes find 
themselves naming the colors by their learned associations — “Coca-Cola red” and “Pepsi blue” (Grossman & 
Wisenblit, 1999; Khattak et al., 2018).

Color Associations and Meanings
There is no universal set of color associations because people perceive and interpret colors 

differently, resulting in different learned associations. It is important for companies to be highly aware of their 
target audiences because different colors can evoke different meanings and associations depending on not 
only the contexts but also the consumers experiencing the colors (Amsteus et al., 2015; Aslam, 2006; Bytyçi, 
2020; Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999; Khattak et al., 2018; Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014). 

Previous studies have examined how consumers in different cultures have different color associations 
(Aslam, 2006). For example, blue is the primary corporate color in the United States, but in East Asian 
countries, the primary corporate color is red (Schmitt & Pan, 1994, as cited in Aslam, 2006). Even within 
a single culture, colors have different associations in different contexts (Aslam, 2006). The color black is 
considered a symbol of death, grief, and mourning in Western countries, but those same countries also 
perceive black-colored products as being expensive, luxurious, or high in quality (Amsteus et al., 2015; 
Aslam, 2006; Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999; Labrecque & Milne, 2012; Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014). Yellow is 
a friendly, joyful color to some, but to others, it is associated with greed, jealousy, and even infidelity (Aslam, 
2006; Hupka et al., 1997; Mohebbi, 2014).

Gender has also been found to affect people’s color perceptions (Amsteus et al., 2015; Grossman & 
Wisenblit, 1999; Khattak et al., 2018; Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014). In some countries, the color pink is normally 
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associated with femininity, but in certain contexts, pink-colored products can be attractive to men and affect 
their purchasing intentions (Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999; Mohebbi, 2014).

Color Psychology in Marketing and Advertising
Companies have long recognized the use and influence of color as a strategy. The learned 

associations consumers form about companies and their products or services depend heavily on the context. 
One such context is advertising, and studies have shown that the type of advertising medium can affect 
consumers’ color perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors (Amsteus et al., 2015; Aslam, 2006; Bytyçi, 2020; Cyr 
et al., 2010; Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999; Khattak et al., 2018; Labrecque & Milne, 2012; Labrecque et al., 
2013; Madden et al., 2000; Mohebbi, 2014; Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014).

Much of the existing research has examined the use of color in print-based advertising contexts. 
Gorn et al. (1997), who aimed to identify a framework for strategically selecting colors that would elicit more 
favorable attitudes toward a brand and its corresponding advertisement, exposed participants to print-based 
magazine ads and found that colors with higher levels of chroma (saturation) and value (lightness/darkness) 
tend to influence feelings of excitement and relaxation, respectively, and subsequently influence favorable 
attitudes toward the ad and brand. Amsteus et al. (2015) examined consumers’ contextual dependence or 
lack thereof on their associations for blue and black by exposing participants to printed pictures of blue- and 
black-colored toothpaste packaging designs, and the researchers found that consumers’ associations tend to 
differ from otherwise-universal color associations in specific contexts.

Additional research has explored the use of color in online advertising contexts. Colors selected for 
use in web-based design and other online marketing communications can affect consumers’ perceptions 
and associations as well as consumers’ trust and satisfaction toward the online content (Cyr et al., 2010; 
Goi, 2012). For example, while the color yellow may elicit feelings of happiness and positive energy, it can 
become overwhelming to the eye if overused (Goi, 2012). Labrecque and Milne (2012) performed all four of 
their experiments using computer screens, which maximized the hue effect and made the colors in question 
appear more vibrant, but this also meant their results applied exclusively to online media, not print. That 
being said, they found that color can dictate brand personality and subsequently affect consumers’ purchase 
intentions (Labrecque & Milne, 2012).

Little research has empirically studied the strategic use of color in video-based advertising, but 
industry professionals speculate that color associations can also be applied in video-based ads and in 
turn guide consumers’ perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors about the ads and corresponding brands 
(Gotter, 2018). According to Bytyçi (2020), advertisers often select colors that reflect or elevate the intended 
messages of the campaigns in order to maximize the ads’ potential for success among its targeted 
consumers, so it is possible that this is also the case in video-based advertising (p. 43).

Impact of COVID-19 on Marketing and Advertising
While many studies have examined the use and influence of color and its applications in marketing 

and advertising, few have analyzed this in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, which was first declared 
a global pandemic in March 2020 (Ducharme, 2020). Consumers’ risk perceptions and attitudes, value 
consciousness, and materialistic personality characteristics have previously been found to affect consumer 
behavior during times of crisis (Mehta et al., 2020). At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the world entered 
a strict lockdown, and companies and consumers were forced to adjust the way they work and live, which 
included reimagining consumer culture (Hoekstra & Leeflang, 2020). Buying habits saw a shift in priorities, 
with consumers seeking mostly basic needs, such as hygiene, cleaning, and other essential products, and 
scaling back on luxuries and other non-essential needs (Accenture, 2020, as cited in Mehta et al., 2020). 
E-commerce on official websites, mobile sites, and social media also significantly increased in popularity 
as consumers who did not engage heavily in online shopping prior to the pandemic suddenly became 
“ambassadors” of digital consumerism (Hoekstra & Leeflang, 2020; Mehta et al., 2020).

While company employees are also consumers in their own personal ways, their professional habits 
also changed significantly when the COVID-19 lockdown began. Companies suddenly shifted their focus 
to cause-related marketing and other corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives, writing a number of 
public service announcements and advertising campaigns that expressed commitment to fighting COVID-19 
and discouraged consumers from continuing their usual kinds of engagement with their brands (Hoekstra & 
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Leeflang, 2020). And consumers expected this kind of response from their favorite brands — roughly two-
thirds of consumers in a poll said companies’ pandemic responses would strongly affect future purchasing 
intentions, and about a third of the respondents also reported that they had already abandoned a brand 
because they believed the brand had responded inappropriately (Rogers, 2020, as cited in Kirk & Rifkin, 
2020).

A common element of CSR is the emotional appeal (Kirk & Rifkin, 2020; Taylor, 2020). Nelson-Field 
et al. (2013) found that videos that elicit high arousal emotions are more likely to go viral. CSR initiatives 
that acknowledge awareness of, echo, or appeal to their targeted consumers’ emotions as affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic may have been a common advertising strategy (Kirk & Rifkin, 2020; Taylor, 2020). If 
many companies adopted similar CSR approaches at the start of the pandemic, then it is possible that they 
also selected similar colors to convey similar marketing messages in their advertisements — whether they 
realized it or not (Bytyçi, 2020).

III. Methods
This study aims to answer the following questions:

RQ1: What are the main advertising messages in video advertisements produced during the first few 
months of the COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ2: Are there patterns between the COVID-19 themed advertising messages and the colors used in 
the imagery of the video advertisements?

RQ3: Are there patterns between the COVID-19 themed advertising messages and the colors used in 
the textual elements of the video advertisements?

To investigate the use of color in the imagery and textual elements of the COVID-19 themed video 
advertisements, the researcher conducted a quantitative content analysis. The researcher watched and 
coded ten companies’ video advertisements that were uploaded to YouTube between March 18, 2020, and 
July 30, 2020. The videos were purposively sampled for analysis using multiple industry professionals’ online 
articles that recognized, in their opinions, the best, most memorable, and/or most successful video advertising 
campaigns at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic (Bilir, 2020; Fermoselle, 2020; The Tribe, 2020; Wyld, 
2020). The ten videos were sampled from those articles based on a variety of criteria, including the date when 
each video was published, how many views each video received. videos that were named in multiple online 
articles, and the researcher’s own perceptions of each of the companies’ industry status and popularity. A list 
of the videos is in Appendix 1.

Before beginning the official data collection procedure, the researcher watched each video once to 
collect ten full-color thumbnails per video. All screenshots were captured using a 13-inch 2016 MacBook Pro 
laptop computer. The variables observed and analyzed while watching the ten video advertisements were the 
COVID-19 advertising message, color(s) in video imagery, and color(s) in text. Additional variables recorded 
for reference but not analyzed included official brand colors and video length. 

COVID-19 Advertising Message
To answer RQ1, the researcher assigned a coding category for “COVID-19 Advertising Message,” which 

was defined as the primary call(s) to action as determined by written text, voiceover, and/or speaking characters. 
The categories included Safety (“Social Distancing,” “Stay Home”), Compliance (“Wash Hands,” “Wear Masks”), 
Concern for Situation (“Family & Relationships,” “Gratitude for Frontline Workers,” “Mental Health”), and Next 
Steps (“New Normal”). The subcategories were initially based on the researcher’s own personal recollections of 
common or significant marketing messages that surfaced during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and then the researcher adapted the list based on a survey capturing consumer participants’ preferred 
advertising messages during the pandemic (Ives, 2020). This variable was measured on audiovisual cues 
from written text, voiceover, and/or speaking characters and was coded as the total number of appearances of 
each COVID-19 advertising message in each video (0 = not present; n = total number of appearances). The 
message(s) that appeared most frequently per video were declared the “main” advertising messages.
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Color(s) in Video Imagery
To answer RQ2, the researcher assigned a coding category for “Color(s) in Video Imagery,” which 

included subcategories for 11 colors: Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Purple, Pink, Brown, Black, Gray, 
and White (see Appendix 2). The subcategories chosen for this study were adapted from previous research, 
which often manipulated colors through experimentation to understand how different colors affect consumer 
perceptions and behaviors (Amsteus et al., 2015; Cyr et al., 2010; Gorn et al., 1997; Hupka et al., 1997; 
Labrecque & Milne, 2012; Madden et al., 2000). The 11 colors in the previous research were referred to by 
their simplified hues. The variable was defined as the color(s) most present in the video footage. This variable 
was measured by visually observing the color schemes of each individual shot, which was defined as a single 
clip of video footage without any edited cuts. If a shot featured one or more human subjects, skin color was 
coded only if the subjects took up a significant portion of the frame and clearly reflected a certain color. The 
colors of the company logos as they appeared in the video advertisements were not coded as part of the 
content analysis. This variable was coded as the total number of appearances of each color throughout each 
video (0 = not present; n = total number of appearances), which ultimately revealed which colors, if any, were 
most commonly and/or heavily used in the sampled COVID-19 video advertising campaigns.

Color(s) in Text
To answer RQ3, the researcher assigned a coding category for “Color(s) in Text,” which included 

subcategories for the same 11 colors assigned to the “Color(s) in Video Imagery” coding category: Red, 
Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Purple, Pink, Brown, Black, Gray, and White. The variable was defined as the 
color(s) used in any textual elements as well as the color(s) of the non-video background on which the text 
was placed. Text color, when displayed on top of video imagery, was coded and calculated separately from 
its corresponding imagery color(s), while non-imagery background colors were included in the frequency 
calculations for the textual content analysis. The colors of the text in the company logos as they appeared in the 
video advertisements were not coded as part of the content analysis. This variable was measured and coded 
as the total number of appearances of each color throughout each video (0 = not present; n = total number of 
appearances), and each text-background color pair was recorded separately for additional analysis.

Official Brand Colors
The variable “Official Brand Colors” was defined as the main colors each company uses as part of its 

visual identity. Companies’ official brand colors were determined by locating each company’s brand and style 
guide, which is a manual that explains a brand’s visual identity (including logo and colors), tone of voice, and 
other methods of communication and expressive messaging. If a company’s brand guide was not located 
online as public information, then the researcher determined the official brand colors using each company’s 
primary logo and official website. The information for this variable was recorded in a separate table for 
additional analysis. This variable was recorded for reference because of the possibility that a company may 
have opted to use its own brand colors as the main color scheme of its video advertisement.

Video Length
The variable “Video Length” was defined as the total time duration of each video advertisement and 

measured in seconds. The duration of each YouTube video was declared the video length, and the variable 
was then coded in terms of three time ranges (less than 30 seconds; 31-60 seconds; more than 61 seconds), 
with 0 for false and 1 for true. This variable was recorded for reference because longer videos have more time 
to include more shots and thus use each color more often, which could potentially skew color frequencies 
higher than those of the shorter videos and consequently affect the results.

Data Analysis
Following completion of the coding procedure, the frequencies of each coding category were 

calculated and reported. To answer RQ1, the frequencies for each of the categories of the variable “COVID-19 
Advertising Message” were calculated and reported for each video advertisement, and the higher frequencies 
were declared the “main” advertising messages of each video ad. The total frequencies for the coding 
categories were also calculated, reported, and compared with one another, and the higher frequencies were 
declared the “main” advertising messages of the entire sample.
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To answer RQ2, the frequencies for each of the categories of the variable “Color(s) in Video Imagery” 
were calculated and reported for each video advertisement, and the higher frequencies were declared the 
“main” colors used in the video imagery of each video ad. The total frequencies for the coding categories 
were also calculated, reported, and compared with one another, and the higher frequencies were declared the 
“main” colors used in the video imagery of the entire sample. These frequencies were also compared with the 
frequencies for the variable “COVID-19 Advertising Message” in order to identify any patterns in the results. 
Additionally, these frequencies were compared with the information for the variable “Official Brand Colors” to 
identify any overlaps in the results.

To answer RQ3, the frequencies for each of the categories of the variable “Color(s) in Text” were 
calculated and reported for each video advertisement, and the higher frequencies were declared the “main” 
colors used in the textual elements of each video ad. The total frequencies for the coding categories were 
also calculated, reported, and compared with one another, and the higher frequencies were declared the 
“main” colors used in the textual elements of the entire sample. These frequencies were also compared 
with the frequencies for the variable “COVID-19 Advertising Message” in order to identify any patterns in the 
results. Additionally, these frequencies were compared with the information recorded about text-background 
color pairs in each video ad to identify any patterns in the results.

III. Findings

RQ1. Main COVID-19 Advertising Messages
After completing the coding procedure, the messages Social Distancing, Wash Hands, and Wear 

Masks were not present in any of the videos in the sample. Out of all 10 videos, 14 messages were related 
to Mental Health, followed by Stay Home (n=11), New Normal (n=8), Family & Relationships (n=6), and 
Gratitude for Frontline Workers (n=6). Based on the reported frequencies (see Figure 1), Mental Health and 
Stay Home were declared the main COVID-19 advertising messages.

Figure 1. Frequencies of COVID-19 advertising messages.
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RQ2. Patterns Between COVID-19 Advertising Messages and Colors Used in Video 
Imagery

The researcher watched each video a second time and visually assessed the color schemes of every 
individual shot, which was defined as a single clip of video footage without any edited cuts. After completing 
the coding procedure, the color with the most appearances throughout all 10 videos was blue (n=110), 
followed by gray (n=80), yellow (n=71), and white (n=62). The colors that were least present were purple 
(n=1), orange (n=4), pink (n=5), and brown (n=5). The colors blue, gray, and white appeared at least once in 
all 10 videos; the color black appeared at least once in nine out of 10 videos; and the color red appeared at 
least once in eight out of 10 videos. These frequencies are reflected in Figure 2, which shows the presence of 
the coded colors within each video.

Figure 2. Frequencies of colors in video imagery.

Following the analysis of the colors used in the video imagery, the researcher looked for patterns in 
the data by comparing each of the videos’ main COVID-19 advertising messages to the main colors used in 
the video imagery (see Table 1). Blue was most present in three of the four videos with Mental Health as the 
main COVID-19 advertising message(s). Blue and yellow were also most present in two of the three videos 
with Stay Home as the main message. The researcher also compared the color results to the companies’ 
official brand colors just in case a company simply used their own colors for the color scheme of the video. 
In Table 1, companies’ primary colors within their color palettes have been listed in all caps. Out of the three 
videos with Mental Health as the main COVID-19 advertising message(s) and blue as the most present color, 
only one of the three companies (IKEA) uses blue as part of its official palette. Out of the two videos with Stay 
Home as the main message and yellow as the most present color, one of the companies (Porsche AG) uses 
yellow as part of its official palette. While the color gray was most present in three out of 10 videos, the videos 
had three different main COVID-19 advertising messages.
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Table 1. Main COVID-19 Advertising Messages and Video Imagery Colors by Brand

Brand Name Main COVID-19 Adver-
tising Message(s)

Main Color(s) Used in 
Video Imagery

Official Brand Colors 
(Primary Color All-
Caps)

Apple Inc. Family & Relationships 
(n=1), Mental Health 
(n=1)

Yellow (n=16), Blue 
(n=16)

GRAY, Black, White

The Boston Globe Mental Health (n=4) Gray (n=19) Black, White (accents: 
Red, Blue)

Budweiser Gratitude for Frontline 
Workers (n=4)

Gray (n=17) RED, White

Domino’s Pizza Stay Home (n=6) Yellow (n=10), Blue 
(n=10)

RED, BLUE, White

Dove Gratitude for Frontline 
Workers (n=1)

Blue (n=10) BLUE, White

Honda Motor Company Stay Home (n=2) Blue (n=10) RED, Black, White

Hyundai Motor  
Company

New Normal (n=2) Gray (n=4) BLUE, Black, White

IKEA Mental Health (n=5) Blue (n=16) BLUE, YELLOW, White

Nike Inc. Mental Health (n=4), 
New Normal (n=4)

Blue (n=30) BLACK, White

Porsche AG Stay Home (n=1) Yellow (n=14), Black 
(n=14)

RED, YELLOW, BLACK

RQ3. Patterns Between COVID-19 Advertising Messages and Colors Used in Text
To answer the third research question, the researcher visually assessed the colors used in every 

textual element as well as the colors of the non-imagery background on which the text was placed (see Figure 
3). All 10 videos used the color white at least once in the textual elements, with nine of the 10 videos using 
white written text in at least one shot. Four out of the 10 videos placed the white text on a black non-imagery 
background at least once, and two out of the 10 videos placed the white text on a black-colored imagery 
background in at least one shot.
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IV. Discussion
This study analyzed 10 video advertisements that had been uploaded to YouTube during the first four 

months of the COVID-19 pandemic in order to identify any patterns between the main advertising messages 
and the colors used. The results of the content analysis first revealed that the main COVID-19 advertising 
messages were Mental Health and Stay Home. In the imagery-based color analysis, the study revealed that 
blue was most present in three of the four videos with Mental Health as the main advertising message(s), 
while yellow was most present in two of the three videos with Stay Home as the main message. And in the 
text-based color analysis, the study revealed that nine out of 10 videos used white written text in at least one 
shot.

RQ1. Main COVID-19 Advertising Messages
Out of the 10 videos analyzed, the COVID-19 advertising messages that appeared most frequently 

were Mental Health and Stay Home. The message Mental Health appeared 14 times across four out of 
10 videos, and the message Stay Home appeared 11 times across five out of 10 videos. In contrast, the 
messages Social Distancing, Wash Hands, and Wear Masks were not present at all.

The greater presence of the messages Mental Health and Stay Home align with findings from the 
survey capturing consumer participants’ preferred advertising messages during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Ives, 2020). More than 45% of polled consumers said they were more likely to engage with a brand 
if its advertisement was about how the company’s products and services would help improve buyers’ 
wellbeing, and the same percentage reportedly would do the same if the ad specifically prioritized mental or 
physical health (Ives, 2020). However, that same survey found that only 8% of polled consumers preferred 
advertisements that told viewers to stay home (Ives, 2020). Given the survey’s data collection period of March 
28-29, 2020, it is possible that during that time, consumers were still adjusting to and in denial about the 
sudden move into lockdown, so perhaps consumers did not necessarily want to be told to stay home because 
it only made the pandemic feel more real.

The absence of advertising messages related to Social Distancing, Wash Hands, and Wear Masks 
was surprising given the widespread panic during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. While some of 

Figure 3. Frequencies of colors in text.
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the videos in this study portrayed actors and other figures wearing masks, these “appearances” were not 
coded because the actors did not speak and because there was no accompanying written text or voiceovers 
explicitly presenting the message.

RQ2. Patterns Between COVID-19 Advertising Messages and Colors Used in Video 
Imagery

Out of the 10 videos analyzed, the color blue was most present in three of the four videos with Mental 
Health as the main advertising message(s): Apple Inc.’s “Creativity Goes On,” IKEA Spain’s “I Stay Home,” 
and Nike Inc.’s “You Can’t Stop Us.” Additionally, both blue and the color yellow were most present in two of 
the three videos with Stay Home as the main message: Domino’s Pizza Saudi Arabia’s “We Deliver to Your 
Doorstep,” Honda Motor Company’s “#StayHome,” and Porsche AG Poland’s “Ease Temptation.”

According to Bytyçi (2020), advertisers often select colors that reflect or elevate the intended 
messages of the campaigns in order to maximize the ads’ potential for success among its targeted 
consumers. Because the videos analyzed in this study had international audiences, the researcher 
interpreted these message-color patterns using an extensive list of empirically supported color associations 
with the goal of near-total audience consideration, accounting for demographic, cultural, and other contextual 
differences. 

Based on the known associations for the color blue, it is possible that the three companies whose 
videos contained blue as the most present color and Mental Health as the main COVID-19 advertising 
message may have been echoing and appealing to consumers’ feelings of depression — or at the very 
least, a general decline in mental health. Given that nearly half of polled consumers said they would engage 
with companies whose advertisements specifically prioritized mental or physical health and that 34% would 
engage with empathetic ads, this could be because consumers were looking to feel a sense of community 
from the validation that others shared similar feelings despite being isolated during the lockdown period (Ives, 
2020).

Based on the known associations for the color yellow, it is possible that the two companies whose 
videos contained yellow as the most present color and Stay Home as the main COVID-19 advertising 
message may have been expressing feelings of optimism. While only 8% of polled consumers preferred 
advertisements that told viewers to stay home, 39% said they would engage with optimistic ads (Ives, 
2020). This could be because staying at home and following shelter-in-place and other lockdown rules was 
considered a means of staying safe and an attempt to slow the spread of COVID-19.

What was most telling was that out of the combined six companies whose videos contained blue 
and yellow as the most present colors and Mental Health and Stay Home as the main COVID-19 advertising 
messages, there was one shared color association: hope. This is likely what resulted from intersecting 
empathy with optimism — while validating consumers’ feelings about the pandemic, advertisers encouraged 
consumers to stay positive while staying home and to look toward the future.

The low presence of the colors purple, orange, pink, and brown could have also been intentional 
based on the known color associations. While it is likely that these 10 companies may have prioritized the 
emphasis of certain advertising messages through the use of related colors, the companies may have 
also been consciously or subconsciously avoiding the emphasis of certain messages they believed were 
irrelevant, inappropriate, or obsolete at the time (Ives, 2020). Based on the known associations for the 
color purple, it is likely that companies may have simply deemed this color irrelevant to the messages being 
advertised to viewers. Perhaps companies avoided using the color orange so they would not risk appearing 
over-enthusiastic, which could be seen by some as insensitive. Similarly, companies may have avoided using 
the color pink because they did not feel very happy about living and working through a global pandemic. And 
companies may have opted to use the color black instead of brown to reflect the serious tone of the video 
advertisements.

RQ3. Patterns Between COVID-19 Advertising Messages and Colors Used in Text
The textual analysis of the study found that all 10 videos used the color white at least once in textual 

elements and/or non-imagery backgrounds, and nine out of 10 videos used white written text in at least one 
shot.
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Based on the known associations for the color white, it is possible that these 10 companies were 
emphasizing the importance of cleanliness or following health-based protocol as a means of reducing the 
spread of COVID-19. While none of the videos analyzed contained any explicitly stated messages related to 
Wash Hands or Wear Masks, the textual use of the color white may have still implied such messages.

But like the colors blue and yellow, white can also symbolize feelings of hope. By coloring the 
advertising messages white, these companies were likely echoing the empathetic blues and the optimistic 
yellows, encouraging their consumers to look forward to better days and a cleaner, post-pandemic world.

VI. Conclusion 
This study performed a quantitative content analysis to observe the use and influence of color in 

video advertisements during the first four months of the COVID-19 pandemic. The results found that the main 
COVID-19 advertising messages were Mental Health and Stay Home, with the colors blue and yellow being 
most present among the video imagery and the color white being most present among the textual elements. 
Using the theoretical framework of associative learning, these findings suggest a shared feeling of hope as 
companies and consumers await the end of the pandemic and long for a restored sense of normalcy.

There are a number of limitations to this study that offer opportunities for future research. First, 
the researcher was the sole coder. Including multiple coders would have reduced subjectivity, and it is 
also possible that different interpretations could have led to different coding results. Second, only 10 video 
advertisements were selected for analysis, so this study could be replicated using a much larger sample in 
order to further legitimize the generalizability of the results. Third, the researcher coded the presence of colors 
according to their simplified hues as they literally appeared and therefore did not account for the nuances 
of colors. Previous research has shown that changing the saturation or value of a color can affect the 
learned association, so this study could be replicated using more specific coding categories to more closely 
analyze the colors used in the video advertisements (Gorn et al., 1997). And fourth, this study did not include 
additional research about the potential influence of typography on consumer perceptions. While this study 
focused primarily on color use, it is possible that the typefaces selected for the textual elements could have 
affected how the colors were perceived and interpreted.

Future research could investigate if the patterns between COVID-19 advertising messages and 
colors used vary based on the specific industry or product/service. Perhaps certain types of companies used 
different colors to send different COVID-19 related messages. Additionally, since this study focused solely on 
video advertisements from the first four months of the COVID-19 pandemic, future research could examine if 
and/or how the colors changed over the course of the pandemic.
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Appendix 1: Sample information

Company Campaign/
Video Name

Country Date Uploaded 
to YouTube

Video Length Video URL

Apple Inc. “Creativity goes 
on”

USA April 15, 2020 
(campaign pub-
lished before this 
day)

1:37 https://youtu.be/
BbCe_5kSmxI

The Boston Globe “Boston is still 
running”

USA April 17, 2020 1:00 https://youtu.be/
eyBP2SlwW8U

Budweiser “#OneTeam” Argentina March 29, 2020 
(campaign pub-
lished March 25)

1:17 https://youtu.be/-
Y1ZpEikZ5U

Domino’s Pizza 
Inc.

“We deliver to 
your doorstep”

Saudi Arabia March 30, 2020 0:45 https://youtu.be/
U03IDkxXnGk

Dove* “Courage is beau-
tiful”

USA/
Canada

April 5, 2020 (but 
published earlier 
by USA)

0:48 https://youtu.be/
csIerE0578w

Honda Motor 
Company

“#StayHome” United Arab Emir-
ates

April 9, 2020 0:35 https://youtu.be/
GArsyiaJHxc

Hyundai Motor 
Company

“When we get 
out”

Spain April 24, 2020 0:47 https://youtu.be/
LUEIZReD214

IKEA “Your house has 
something to tell 
you”

Spain March 18, 2020 0:30 https://youtu.be/
VaMQe0RO5PM

IKEA** “I Stay Home” USA (English 
translation)

March 24, 2020 0:30 https://youtu.be/
IHCD5dz2l8s

Nike Inc. “You can’t stop 
us”

USA July 30, 2020 1:30 https://youtu.be/
WA4dDs0T7sM

Porsche AG*** “Let it not be 
tempting”

Poland June 17, 2020 0:30 https://youtu.be/
jJmREmjDizI

Porsche AG “Ease temptation. 
Stay home.”

USA (English 
translation)

April 14, 2020 0:30 https://youtu.be/
MTqdGoksceM
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* Dove USA was the original creator of the video advertisement, but the video uploaded by Dove Canada 
was used to complete the content analysis and to capture the screenshots. Therefore, only the video by Dove 
Canada is cited in the References section.

** IKEA Spain was the original creator of the video advertisement, and the original video was used to 
complete the video imagery portion (RQ2) of the content analysis. The English translation of the video ad 
was used to complete the COVID-19 advertising message and textual portions (RQ1, RQ3) of the content 
analysis. The screenshots included in the study were captured from IKEA Spain’s original video. 

*** Porsche AG Poland was the original creator of the video advertisement, and the original video was used 
to complete the video imagery portion (RQ2) of the content analysis. The English translation of the video ad 
was used to complete the COVID-19 advertising message and textual portions (RQ1, RQ3) of the content 
analysis. The screenshots included in the study were captured from the English translation of Porsche AG 
Poland’s video. Both videos are cited in the References section. 

 Appendix 2: Table of color associations
Color Associated Meanings References

Red · Ambition
· Anger
· Arousal
· Excitement
· Extroversion
· Fear
· Intense
· Jealousy
· Love/Lust
· Luck (East Asia)
· Masculine
· Warning/Danger

Aslam, 2006
Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Hupka et al., 1997
Khattak et al., 2018
Labrecque & Milne, 2012
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014
Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014

Orange · Ambition
· Arousal
· Cheap/Inexpensive
· Creativity
· Energetic
· Enthusiasm
· Warmth

Cyr et al., 2010
Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Khattak et al., 2018
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014

Yellow · Cheerful
· Energetic
· Envy
· Extroversion
· Friendly
· Happiness
· Hope
· Infidelity (Latin)
· Jealousy
· Joy
· Optimism
· Warmth

Aslam, 2006
Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Khattak et al., 2018
Labrecque & Milne, 2012
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014
Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014
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Green · Adventure (Korea)
· Calming
· Envy
· Generosity
· Good taste (USA)
· Growth
· Luck
· Nature
· Optimism
· Reliable
· Safety
· Wealth

Aslam, 2006
Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Khattak et al., 2018
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014

Blue · Calming
· Cold
· Competence
· Corporate (USA)
· Depression
· High quality
· Hope
· Intelligence
· Masculine
· Nighttime
· Sociability
· Trustworthy
· Truthfulness

Amsteus et al., 2015
Aslam, 2006
Cyr et al., 2010
Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Khattak et al., 2018
Labrecque & Milne, 2012
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014
Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014

Purple · Authority/Power (USA)
· Envy (Poland)
· Expensive (East Asia)
· Nobility
· Sophisticated

Aslam, 2006
Goi, 2012
Hupka et al., 1997
Khattak et al., 2018
Labrecque & Milne, 2012
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014

Pink · Calming
· Feminine
· Gratitude
· Happiness
· Innocence
· Love/Romance
· Playful
· Sincerity
· Youth

Aslam, 2006
Goi, 2012
Khattak et al., 2018
Labrecque & Milne, 2012
Mohebbi, 2014

Brown · Confident
· Dependable
· Poverty
· Reliability
· Serious

Goi, 2012
Khattak et al., 2018
Labrecque & Milne, 2012
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014

Black · Anger
· Depression
· Elegant
· Evil
· Expensive
· Fear
· Grief
· Power
· Sadness
· Serious
· Sophisticated
· Trustworthy
· Unity

Amsteus et al., 2015
Aslam, 2006
Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Hupka et al., 1997
Khattak et al., 2018
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014
Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014
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Gray · Boredom
· Conservative
· Expensive (USA)
· Serious
· Traditional

Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Khattak et al., 2018
Mohebbi, 2014

White · Cleanliness/Sterility
· Death/Mourning (East Asia)
· Happiness
· High quality
· Hope
· Innocence
· Peace
· Purity
· Sincerity
· Youth

Aslam, 2006
Goi, 2012
Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999
Khattak et al., 2018
Labrecque & Milne, 2012
Madden et al., 2000
Mohebbi, 2014
Sliburyte & Skeryte, 2014


