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Colour evokes emotional responses, making it a powerful tool in the marketing of consumer products.

INTRODUCTION:


WHY WE STUDY COLOUR FORECASTING


Ever since the Industrial Revolution began bringing consumers an expanding array of goods and products to choose from, colour has become increasingly important in the development, marketing and sales of those goods. This is especially true for the fashion business. Thanks to today’s highly sophisticated, mass-produced and multinational industry the consumer has become accustomed to a wide range of inspirational colour choices in apparel. According to the International Colour Authority, ‘Colour comes before style and price, and is the first factor to which the customer responds.’


But just how does a brand or retailer ascertain the right colour, or palette of colours, for their products? What is the process by which designers, product development teams and buyers choose colour – and where do those colours come from?


Colour forecasting is the process of predicting the probable colour and trend directions across the spectrum of fashion and related consumer products. It provides direction for designers, product developers and retailers, assisting them in choosing colours that will appeal to the customer and drive sales. The role of colour forecasting – researching, predicting and ultimately interpreting colour in order to drive sales of a product – has evolved as a legitimate and necessary enterprise, and one that the student of fashion design, product development or fashion marketing and promotion needs to understand.


While colour forecasting involves a great deal of research, it is also a creative process and should be an enjoyable one. Unfortunately, for many of us the concept of colour forecasting can be uncomfortable, implying guesswork and an element of risk. This book aims to demystify the process by exploring why and how seasonal palettes are developed. Combining their experiences and contacts in the fashion business, the authors offer a practical guide to the skills and methodologies needed to build a timely colour palette that connects with the wants and needs of consumers.


Chapter 1: What is Colour Forecasting? defines colour forecasting and why it is vital to the business of fashion, exploring the meaning of colour to the consumer and explaining the industry’s timing and development cycle.


Chapter 2: Why and How Has Colour Forecasting Evolved? looks at the history of colour forecasting in apparel and the forecasting business in its current position.


Chapter 3: The Language of Colour explores our perceptions of colour, the evolution of colour theory, and the language and tools for managing colour communication.


Chapter 4: Understanding Colour Cycles examines the ebb and flow of consumer preferences in fashion and looks at the factors driving fads, trends and cycles.


Chapter 5: Colour Forecasting Tools and Methodologies is a practical guide to the process of developing a seasonal palette, from observation and analysis to concept, organization and use of colour theory and cycles to build a saleable colour story.


Chapter 6: Colour Application shows how the forecaster’s palette is then translated to the product and used in the retail setting.


Chapter 7: Intuition and Inspiration in Colour Forecasting discusses the influence and effect of creativity in the forecasting process and the development and practice of intuition.




CHAPTER 1


WHAT IS COLOUR FORECASTING?


WHY DO WE NEED COLOUR FORECASTING?


Colour is a powerful selling tool that can affect our purchasing decisions. Imagine a world where all our retail venues – shops, marketplaces, catalogues – were filled with monochromatic product. Or a world where all consumer products were available only in black. Without the emotional appeal of colour, products would be purchased primarily for utilitarian purposes.


What if the colours offered at retail were the same, year after year, season after season? Would consumers continue to buy yellow T-shirts or purple sweaters if they already had versions of these garments hanging in their wardrobes in the exact same colours? In all likelihood, consumers would purchase the same colours over again only if the garments were on sale, or if their old garments were worn out.


Now picture an array of merchandise coloured helter-skelter, without regard to season, compatibility or customer appeal – somewhat like a clearance warehouse. While the customer may like the concept of being ‘spoilt for choice’, the array of goods, services and brands available to us can be overwhelming.


In his bestseller The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell discusses the theory that our brains have only a certain capacity for random information. ‘As human beings, in other words, we can only handle so much information at once. Once we pass a certain boundary, we become overwhelmed.’


Robyn Waters, author and former Vice-President of Trend, Design and Product Development at Target, writes, ‘Too much information without editing is toxic. Too many options or choices can be confusing, which can turn your customers away.’ Merchandise developed and coloured with a point of view that connects with the customer’s heart and mind is more likely to be saleable.


Even when a colour palette has been carefully developed and is on-trend, it may simply fail to resonate with the wants and needs of a particular customer at that moment in time. The customer may not be able to recognize or express these needs, but the purchase will not take place because the customer does not respond to the colours on offer. While taking fashion trends into consideration, good colour forecasting develops colour ranges or palettes appropriate to the wants and needs of the customer.


Imagine a customer shopping for apparel in an upmarket shop. The customer has money to spend and traditional tastes. Perhaps the clothing in the shops that season is in offbeat, hardto-wear shades. The array of colour may be beautifully on-trend, but does not appeal to this particular customer, who is looking for colour that will not only fit with her current wardrobe, but be appropriate beyond the current season.
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Colour in our apparel affects the way we feel about ourselves as well as the way that others view us.
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Colour is the first thing we notice in a product and affects our purchasing decisions.
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An unedited jumble of colour can make it difficult for the customer to focus and choose what to buy.
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Successful retailers such as Uniqlo understand their customers and utilize colour to drive sales.
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If all clothing was the same colour, retail venues would be uninspiring, and our purchases would be driven only by need.


USING COLOUR SUCCESSFULLY


Compare the previous case with brands and retailers that understand their customers and successfully utilize colour to drive sales. Their products are available in an array of colours that not only appeal to the consumer, but seem to work together in a seasonal grouping or palette that creates a visual story, sends a message that feels consistent with the perceived brand image, and appeals to the customer’s heart and mind. The colours on display are colours we want to buy and wear now. Monsoon, Accessorize, J. Crew, Uniqlo, Nike, Converse, American Apparel, Boden, Apple, Le Creuset and cosmetics brands such as OPI and Chanel are just a few of the companies that execute colour successfully.


Through correct colour forecasting these brands and retailers consistently utilize colour to speak to the consumer and ultimately drive sales. Their colours are carefully chosen to appeal to their particular customer base. Their palettes offer a variety of choices, but do not overwhelm. The ranges are edited so that the colours complement one another. They look new, but not too new, and they may include certain colours carried over from the last season, or classic colours such as black, navy, khaki, white or grey.


Color Marketing Group, an international association for colour design professionals, sums up the effect of colour in their motto: ‘Color Sells, and the Right Colors Sell Better.’ The right colour can make a product fly off the shelves – while the wrong colour can be a very costly mistake, resulting in loss of sales, mark-downs and returns to the manufacturer.
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Colour forecasting is the process of predicting the probable colour and trend directions for fashion and related consumer products.
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Brands and retailers use colour forecasting to develop edited colour ranges that offer newness and variety as well as familiar bestselling shades, all working together to encourage multiple purchases.


THE COLOUR FORECASTER


Colour forecasting is done by skilful and experienced individuals with an eye for colour and a curiosity about almost everything. Most colour forecasters have art and design training in textiles or in fashion. However, colour forecasting also requires knowledge – and practice – in psychology, sociology, anthropology, marketing, critical analysis and art and design history.


Colour forecasting is also undertaken by various professional organizations, trend bureaux, trade show consortiums and retailers’ product development teams. Many colour forecasters who work as freelancers or sole traders have gained experience through working for various trend consultancies. We will examine some of these organizations in Chapter 2.


Colour forecasters must develop their palettes with two sets of customers in mind. The first customer is the designer, product developer or retailer with whom the colour forecaster interacts directly, and who is paying for the palette and consultation.


The second and ultimate customer, of course, is the consumer, whose purchasing decisions will confirm whether or not the colour forecaster has done well. The goal of the colour forecaster, then, is to enable the manufacturers, brands and retailers to provide merchandise that will appeal to consumers and promote profitable sales.


The personal likes and dislikes of the colour forecaster have little to do with developing a palette, although an understanding of colour and a practised taste level are key. The conundrum is that the colour forecaster will be developing a palette for the consumer long before the consumer has any idea of what colours they will want at that point in time.
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At SpinExpo New York, colour trends for Autumn 2010 knitwear included a palette of warm reds, golds and pinks.


COLOUR FORECASTING AS A MARKETING TOOL


Some may question whether colour forecasting is a professional conspiracy or a self-fulfilling prophecy in that if enough forecasters, retailers and brands promote a trend it will become a reality, whether or not the customer is ready for it. This would suggest that forecasting is a marketing tool that pushes the consumer into a cycle of buying new products in order to be on-trend.


The reality is that good colour forecasting drives sales by developing the right colours at the right time. Its goal is to create colours for products that consumers want to buy. These colours must appeal to consumers for emotional and psychological reasons. They may or may not be part of an overall seasonal trend, but they should resonate with the spirit of the times and the consumer’s lifestyle.


There is still a feeling in some areas that forecasting is not a ‘real’ business function, but for most people it is a fascinating and important area of design aesthetics, marketing, branding and selling. Colour strategist and trend forecaster Kate Smith tells us, ‘Colour plays such a critical role in the success of a product or brand, and so many companies are in need of a strategy based on solid colour knowledge that there is room for more people to enter this field.’
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Professional colour forecasters such as those at Color Marketing Group have an eye for colour as well as analytical skills and knowledge of consumer trends.
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Colour forecasting is also undertaken by trade shows such as Interfilière (shown here) and Première Vision.
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The goal of the colour forecaster is to create colours for products that consumers want to buy.


AN ART OR A SCIENCE?


Most people (apart from those who work in product development) have no idea how the colours we see in consumer products are developed. Where do these colour palettes come from? Why do certain colours or colour families sell well in a particular season, while others do not? While there is no rule or formula for the development of colour, product designers do not generally choose colours on a whim. The process of forecasting shifts in consumer colour preferences is actually a complex one.


Colour forecasting is a creative process that requires a healthy dose of inspiration and intuition. Roseann Forde, former Global Fashion Director at DuPont (now Invista) and currently President of Fordecasting, believes that, ‘Intuition also plays a major role in selecting a colour palette, as it is an artistic endeavour. There is that creative part of us that puts colours together in a way that is pleasing to the eye and speaks to the viewer.’


Critics accuse colour forecasters of ‘waving a magic wand’ or creating colour palettes out of thin air. Pat Tunsky, Creative Director of The Doneger Group, says, ‘I believe that you cannot pick a colour palette out of a hat. I do think in many ways it is intuitive and is based on doing a lot of thinking about what the new direction in colour should be and whether or not the customer is ready to accept it.’


The colour forecaster must learn ‘how to see’ colour in the day-to-day, as well as in broader cycles, with an understanding of colour’s psychological and emotional influence and how this affects consumer purchasing.


It is not always easy to measure the success level of a particular palette. Colour is just one part of a product’s appeal, or lack thereof. It is certainly possible for a colour palette to be off, or for a forecaster to make a mistake. As we have seen, a colour palette may be artistically beautiful, but may not resonate with consumers.


Colour forecasting is therefore both an art and a science. The seasoned colour forecaster attempts to anticipate the wants and needs of the buying public through observation and analysis of cultural trends and consumer behaviour, and combines this with a creative flair for colour and design, along with a strong dose of intuition and inspiration. We will examine this process more closely in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.
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While colour inspiration comes from artistic installations such as those at Première Vision, colour forecasting also involves scientific research and analysis.
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Colour forecasters tune in to social and cultural trends, such as graffiti, and analyse how these will affect consumers’ thinking.


[image: image]


By displaying their collection for Interfilière in seasonal colours, Eurojersey’s fabrics resonate with the designers and buyers shopping the trade show.


COLOUR MEANING AND SYMBOLISM


Colour is a shortcut that conveys a message quickly and directly without the time-consuming use of words or complex images; it grabs our attention and sends a message that can alter our perception of a product. Nowhere does this hold truer than in the apparel we choose to wear. Colour in fashion can alter our moods, the way we feel about ourselves and how others respond to us. ‘If fashion is a language, colour is one of its main means of expression’, posted Veronica Culatti on the Chromophilia blog.


The use of colour to give meaning and identity to a product relies on an understanding of the messages and meanings of colour, and our responses to them. Our perceptions in the natural world rely on internal memory and trigger responses that are innate and universal: blue skies and green grass are cheerful and calming, implying that the weather is benign and the crops are growing, while yellow/black stripes, dark grey clouds or blood red signal danger.


Our understanding of and communication using colour are also a result of our cultural learnings. The Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum’s ‘Fashion in Colors’ exhibition in 2005/2006 explored this concept through a range of historical apparel. US Vogue editor Diana Vreeland perhaps best summed up the effect of culture on colour perception in her succinct remark that ‘Pink is the navy blue of India’.


CULTURAL DIFFERENCES


In early Christianity, yellow was the colour of heretics, while in China it was historically the colour of the emperor, so noble that common people were forbidden to wear it. In Western Europe, purple has always been the colour of royalty, due to the rarity and price of purple dyestuffs.


Green is the sacred colour of Islam, while in England it may be associated with decay and disease, as well as with fertility and new life. In the West pink is often associated with a pastel colour marketed at little girls; in Asian and Hispanic cultures it can be a bright fuchsia or magenta. Khaki was originally a specific colour (that of the mud of Multan, a military cantonment of British India) introduced for regimental uniforms in the 1880s. The name ‘khaki’ is now used for a wide range of beige to tan neutrals, usually seen in casual trousers. Red is a celebratory colour worn by brides in much of Eastern culture, but in the West it is associated with subversive sexual behaviour, as in ‘red light district’ and ‘scarlet woman’.


According to Jennifer Craik in her book Fashion: The Key Concepts, white, black and red have the most powerful meanings across cultures and hence are the basis of most colour systems. White is often associated with goodness, purity and cleanliness, and is the colour of mourning in some societies; red conjures up danger, blood, sex, fertility, liberal or leftist politics, fire and warmth, church vestments and the devil. Black’s many connotations include death (it is the colour of mourning in the West), magic, secrecy, political or religious conservatism, simplicity, elegance and luxury.


The popularity of black as the core colour of fashion has its roots not only in symbolism but in its historical use and religious, political and social connotations. In the West, the use of black in Victorian mourning dress gave way to the predominance of black for men’s business suits, then became the epitome of chic in Chanel’s little black dress. In contemporary times black has become the backbone of fashion because it is anonymous and asexual; many consumers choose black to fit into the mainstream and avoid making the wrong colour choices. Black is also viewed by consumers as a base colour in their wardrobes, against which any and all other colours ‘work’.


As consumers, our perceptions and use of colour, therefore, are innate, cultural and highly individual. This includes our use of colour in clothing. In colour forecasting a colour is neither right nor wrong, but may be judged, accepted or rejected by a particular consumer for a particular end use in a particular season. It is the understanding of the myriad wants and needs of the consumer with regard to the use of colour that is at the heart of colour forecasting.
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Our innate understanding of colour in the natural world influences our perception of yellow and black as ‘dangerous’.
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Cultural learnings influence our colour preferences. In Asian cultures vivid pinks and reds are as ubiquitous as navy in the West.
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The prevalence of black in our wardrobes is rooted in historical, political and social connotations in Western culture.


COLOUR FORECASTING AND CULTURAL TRENDS


Alongside the use of inspiration and intuition, the colour forecaster must analyse and interpret colour in the context of societal changes in order to predict consumer colour preferences well in advance of the selling season.


Societal changes are shifts in the way consumers think and behave. They may be evolutionary, such as the movement for women’s rights, which has changed the way men and women interact on many levels. Or they may be driven by sudden dramatic occurrences, such as the 9/11 attack on the US, which resulted in a culture shift as families drew closer, crime dropped and strangers practised random acts of kindness.


Societal changes can also be driven by events within the arts, sports, politics or any of the myriad global events we experience daily. These could be anything from an actress’ dress on the red carpet, or the setting of a popular movie, to a museum exhibition, an archaeological discovery, a technological breakthrough or the election of a new president. The colour forecaster must not only be immersed in current culture but must also have an understanding of historical cultures and artistic milieus.
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At Color Marketing Group and other professional forecasting organizations, the process begins two years in advance by analysing social, cultural and economic trends.

For example, the past decade’s increased awareness of climate change and the need to preserve natural resources has driven an increase in the preference for blues and greens, the colours of air and water. The economic crisis of 2008/2009 saw a rise in the value of tangible assets such as gold, silver and platinum – and a resurgence of metallic colours and finishes in consumer products.


Another example of a cultural trend that signalled a shift in consumer colour preferences was the 2009 celebration of Charles Darwin’s bicentenary. This increased our interest in nature and indigenous cultures, and a number of designers featured patterns and colourways based on natural habitats, wildlife and native handicrafts. Colours such as jungle greens, earthy browns and natural nude, beige and white tones began to make an appearance.


Consumer preferences change because of, and along with, the cultural, social, political and economic trends that add up to the general zeitgeist. In The Trendmaster’s Guide, Robyn Waters describes trends as ‘indicators that point to what’s going on in the hearts and minds of consumers’; in The Tipping Point, Gladwell discusses how trends begin and develop to the epidemic point. ‘We need to prepare ourselves for the possibility that sometimes big changes follow from small events and that sometimes these changes can happen very quickly.’
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Consumers related more to colours such as rainforest greens and earthy browns as society became more concerned with nature and the environment.
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Recorded in a student notebook, Charles Darwin’s bicentenary in 2009 increased our interest in nature and indigenous cultures.


Through observation and research, the colour forecaster identifies the small and large changes in consumer lifestyles and preferences, and tracks current and emerging trends. According to Li Edelkoort, one of the world’s most renowned design consultants, trend researchers do not invent trends. In an interview on the website of flavour and fragrance product developer Symrise, she says, ‘I don’t discover anything new. I observe and interpret peoples’ behaviour and moods and note down what I see. I act as a catalyst for the spirit of the day.’


Colour evolution reflects cultural changes. But while it is one thing to observe and track societal trends, the colour forecaster’s true skill lies in identifying a trend early in its development, then making the connection between an emerging trend and the wants and needs of the consumer two years down the road, and translating those wants and needs into colour preferences. The colour forecaster must see and understand a cultural trend before it reaches what Gladwell calls the tipping point: ‘the moment of critical mass, the threshold, the boiling point.’


It is the colour forecaster’s job to catch an emerging cultural trend, analyse it in terms of the consumer’s future wants and needs, translate this information into a colour direction through an understanding of colour’s emotional and psychological meanings, and create a workable palette that is pleasing to the eye and will have message and meaning for designers and product developers.


If successful, this process enables manufacturers, brands and retailers to provide merchandise that will appeal to consumers and promote profitable sales.
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Seasonal palettes such as these from PANTONE® VIEW Colour Planner are developed for the fashion industry based on consumer trends.
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Perhaps inspired by Darwin’s bicentenary in 2009 or by an interest in nature and the environment, this consumer’s look expresses the spirit of the times.
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Here the colour forecaster captures consumers’ growing interest in Darwin and ecology with a palette called ‘Galapagos’.
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Rainforest colours are interpreted here into a workable palette that will appeal to consumers.


MARKET SEGMENTS, BRANDS AND COLOUR CYCLES


Although many colour forecasters may draw on the same social, cultural and economic trends and so be likely to share some key influences, each forecaster will utilize inspiration and intuition to create a seasonal palette with individual interpretation and flair, providing colour options for a variety of client and products.


BRAND IDENTITY


Colour forecasters and their immediate clients – brands and retailers – have also come to realize that different market segments respond to different colours, and that a strong brand identity requires a unique colour story that fits within the overall seasonal direction. The experienced colour forecaster will not only investigate the cultural macro-trends, but must also understand the needs of the individual brand or retail client. Colour trends should be differentiated by market segment, brand identity and price point.


On the other hand, price point can itself influence how colours will be used. New or offbeat colours are more likely to be utilized for avant-garde designer apparel, fast fashion or accessories. Moderately priced clothing relies on colours that have already sold well at retail, or classics such as black, navy or grey.


Market segment and price point are part of what defines a brand, but there is much more to brand identity. Brand identity has been described as a brand’s ‘DNA’ or ‘soul’. Uche Nworah, a brand scholar and teacher at London Metropolitan University, describes a brand’s DNA as ‘its Distinctiveness, Novelty and Attributes, as compared with those of the competition’. Consumers are familiar with brands in all areas of product, and may be loyal to one brand or another because it suits their lifestyle – their age, interests, culture and economic status.


If we look at a random list of consumer brands – Anthropologie, Lacoste, Calvin Klein, Liz Claiborne, Kookaï, Miss Sixty, Topshop, Timberland, Guess, Huit, All Saints, Prada, Hugo Boss, John Smedley – we can see that they have distinct brand identities and price points, along with colour palettes targeting their core customer base. For example, Liz Claiborne’s American-inspired classic colours appeal to a mid-market suburban customer, while Timberland’s palette incorporates its customer’s love of the outdoors. All Saints’ line is grounded in black and offbeat darks, reflecting its edgy focus on the music business; and Prada’s constant experimentation with colour suits the designer-fashion loving consumer. Many brands are also retailers and sell their own make of clothing exclusively; for example, GAP, Next, J. Crew, Jigsaw, Mexx, River Island, Zara and Mango.
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