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“Colour of crisis: Conveying financial crisis events in colour and affect as aesthetic
force and power”
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Abstract

The paper aims to scrutinise how colour affects people’s perception to convey financial crisis
events from Korean economic magazines during the 2008 financial crisis. Although colour
analysis is a neglected subject of investigation in finance and management, it is obvious to
see that particular colours affect differently in conveying news. 748 Korean economic
magazines (published between 2007-2013) were quantitatively analysed using principal
coordinates to interpret what affect colours have in economic magazine coverages. The paper
further analysed colour use from the perspective of Korean cultural semiotics based on Yin-
Yang harmony. Results show that specific colours are associated with more/less favourable
affective forces in Yin-Yang harmony-based conveyance of crisis moments. People's
preferences for different colours and colour combinations are also related to conveying crisis
stories and affect. This suggests that colour may not occupy neutral effects in economic
magazine communication, but that the way in which they affect people is culture-related.
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Introduction

Widely agreed colour associations have suggested that colour can play a role in stimulating
people’s feelings and influencing their personal mood (Courtis 2004; Jonauskaite et al., 2019;
Wilms and Oberfeld 2018). Colour unconsciously and comprehensively denotes certain
people, places and objects as well as the social status of people, places and objects (Kress
2002). Colour further represents a direct value and an associative value (Kandinsky 2012). A
direct value refers to how colour influences physical effect or physical attributes towards
initiatives or signs for people (i.e. stop, exit, danger, etc.), and an associative value connotes a
colour to a specific symbol or meaning, such as blue for water and red for a rose or blood
(Kress 2002). As such, colour has an affective force in society, organisation and country
(Beyes, T. and De Cock, C., 2017).

Colour has itself meaning (Kress 2002). Its meaning signifies a set of cultural values. Colour
is culturally or nationally associated with particular ideologies and traditions (Geboy 1996;
Madden 2000). People with different cultural backgrounds have heterogeneous preferences or
meanings for colours. Different cultural values in perceiving colour meanings and
associations have been identified in previous studies (Madden 2000).

As such, colour is now becoming an important vehicle to convey meaning. It plays a role in
the textual level which can be boosted by colour association (Kress 2002). In spite of a huge
volume of scientific papers about colour, there are few well established theories of how
colour plays a role in conveying specific narratives of crisis events. Of particular interest here
is the study of how colour and affect symbolise the crisis events and convey the visual
communication to people via economic magazine coverage.

Based on an awareness of colour and affect as aesthetic force and power and vehicle of
shaping crisis events, the paper seeks to explore a series of narratives of Korean economic
magazine coverage in 2007 to 2013 that set up encounters with what colour does: how it
affects financial crisis events, and how it is affected by financial crisis events; how it conveys
what is given to understanding, knowledge and financial crisis itself, and how it is responses
in return, particularly with respect to Korean society.

Literature review

Culture represents collectively shared meaning (Hall 1997; 2003). The process of negotiating
and understanding cultural meaning becomes visible and aesthetic in a specific cultural
background in either domestic or global markets (Kommonen 2011). A particular meaning is
produced through physical experiences (Machin 2009) and in regards with the colour
interpretation, the angle lies in the understanding of shared meaning and experience in
producing colour meaning and phenomena (Kommonen 2011).

Distinctive meanings of colour shown in Korean economic magazines are metaphorically
associated with different kinds of business activities or business management narratives in
order to convey the current economic events or circumstances. Of particular interest here is
that an association between colour use and its visual rhetoric results can provide an indication
of evidence to present visual communication and further visual management in a particular
country. Widely agreed colour associations have suggested that colour can play a role in
stimulating people’s feelings and influencing their personal mood (Courtis 2004) as an
affective force (Beyes, T. and De Cock, C., 2017).

We tested for colour association by operationalising “good/bad” or “positive/negative” crisis
news through the fundamental representative of change in economic magazine coverage from



each year in the period 2007 — 2013. An association between colour and affect and Yin-Yang
harmony results can provide an indication about visual crisis communication and further
visual crisis management using values that have a particular meaning within Korean society.

Therefore, the paper builds up five distinctive hypotheses in regards with colour and affect,
financial crisis events, and economic magazines.

Hypothesis 1. There is no significant difference between the usage of colour and Yin-Yang
harmony in economic magazine coverage.

Hypothesis 2. There is no significant difference between group mean about financial crisis
events from exposure to different background colours or headline colours in economic
magazine coverage.

Hypothesis 3. There is no significant difference between financial crisis events after exposure
to different background colours or headline colours in economic magazine coverage.

Hypothesis 4a. There is no significant difference between Yin-Yang harmony after exposure
to different background colours or headline colours in economic magazine coverage.

Hypothesis 4b. There is no significant difference between Yin-Yang harmony after exposure
to financial crisis events and economic magazine coverage.

Method

Narratives of colour are useful to understand what a group of people perceive and understand
about colour associations in regards with cultural, economic and social life (i.e. interview
with economic magazine designers). Colour is further presented within Korean economic
magazine coverage as a national or global component of conveying crisis events.

Sample selection

- 748 economic magazine front covers from 2007 to 2013 were collected based on both
background colour and headline colour.

- Our hypotheses were presented and discussed at length with the economic magazine
designers in regards with Korean colour associations (i.e. Yin-Yang harmony) and its
potential or symbolic meanings. The observation, investigation and feedback was that
the suggested hypotheses were rational and consistent with all the institutional
settings.

Measures

Principal Coordinates Analysis was based on the knowledge that both background colour and
headline colour in economic magazines contain ideologically well-established Korean colour
associations and colour meanings.

In order to reinforce the quantitative analysis, one-to-one semi-structured interviews with
designers of three major economic magazines, Economy Insight, MK Economy, and
MoneyWeek were conducted. These magazines reflect the global economic situation, tied
with the Korean economic status and its response to global events since the 2000s. In
particular, these magazines were established in the early 2000s after widespread purges
forced out dissident journalists and were envisioned as alternatives to existing economy
journals (Shim D, 2002).

The interview was started by asking general questions, focusing on the responsibility of the
designer at the workplace, and their working experience. During the main part of the



interview, they were asked how they reflect upon Korean national and global news, discussed
in the format of open-ended questions. To enhance discussion, a sample of 45 front covers
was randomly selected (all these covers were designed by interviewees) during the interview.
These covers included the 20 covers used for the analysis. Samples were also selected such
that each designer was only shown covers produced by the magazine they are affiliated with.

Conclusion

Linked in colour and affect and its symbolic meaning in Korean economic magazines during
the financial crisis, the paper initiates a further step for improving our knowledge in multi-
cultural business and organisation as well as for collaborating Eastern with Western
philosophical thoughts to construct something unfamiliar but interesting theories linking to
globally agreed principles to nationally distinctive values. Understanding the use of colour
culture and its culturally value-laden hypothesis in Korea unlock new research direction and
practical reflection for cross-cultural management and organisational studies.

As part of the further development of the paper, research will focus on the representation of
colour and affect as an aesthetic power in regards with: how the financial or economic events
are embedded in a particular colour use in a particular culture; what the main visual rhetoric
of economic magazine coverage convey during the financial or economic events, and what
the main difference of colour and affect as an aesthetic force exists in a different country. It
thus provides colour and affect as an aesthetic power of explanation and promulgation of that
explanation which is relevant to socio-economic life in a Korea; a country and culture that
has a different set of representative codes compared to the West.

References

Benbasat, I. and Dexter, A.S., 1986. An investigation of the effectiveness of color and
graphical information presentation under varying time constraints. MIS quarterly, pp.59-83.

Beyes, T. and De Cock, C., 2017. Adorno’s grey, Taussig’s blue: Colour, organization and
critical affect. Organization, 24(1), pp.59-78.

Bohle, R.H. and Garcia, M.R., 1987. Reader response to color halftones and spot color in
newspaper design. Journalism Quarterly, 64(4), pp.731-739.

Caudill, D. W. (1986). Color management: A non-verbal communication tool. Journal of
Systems Management, January, 37—40.

Chin, T., 2014. Harmony as means to enhance affective commitment in a Chinese
organization. Cross Cultural Management, 21(3), pp.326-344.

Christ, R.E., 1975. Review and analysis of color coding research for visual displays. Human
factors, 17(6), pp.542-570.

Chung, C.S., 1997. Korean confucian response to the West: A semiotic aspect of culture
conflict. Journal of Chinese philosophy, 24(3), pp.361-399.

Courtis, J.K., 2004, September. Colour as visual rhetoric in financial reporting. In Accounting
Forum (Vol. 28, No. 3, pp. 265-281). Elsevier.

Fang, T. and Faure, G.O., 2011. Chinese communication characteristics: A Yin Yang
perspective. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 35(3), pp.320-333.

Gunasinghe, G.U.P., 2016. Linguistic and Philosophical Origins of the Korean Alphabet
(Hangeul).



Hall, S. ed., 1997. Representation: Cultural representations and signifying practices (Vol. 2).
Sage.

Jonauskaite, D., Althaus, B., Dael, N., Dan-Glauser, E. and Mohr, C., 2019. What color do
you feel? Color choices are driven by mood. Color Research & Application.

Kandinsky, W., 2012. Concerning the spiritual in art. Courier Corporation.

Kommonen, K., 2011. Narratives on Chinese colour culture in business contexts: The yin
yang wu xing of Chinese values. Cross Cultural Management: An International
Journal, 18(3), pp.366-383.

Kress, G. and Van Leeuwen, T., 2002. Colour as a semiotic mode: Notes for a grammar of
colour. Visual communication, 1(3), pp.343-368.

Lee, J.H. and Kim, Y.I., 2006. The Characteristics of Korean Costume Colors and the
Interpretation from the Perspective of Cultural Semiotics (1). Journal of the Korean Society
of Costume, 56(2), pp.56-69.

Lee, J.H. and Kim, Y.I., 2007. Analysis of color symbology from the perspective of cultural
semiotics focused on Korean costume colors according to the cultural changes. Color
Research & Application, 32(1), pp.71-79.

Machin, D., 2009. “Multimodality and theories of the visual”, in Jewitt, C. (Ed.), The
Routledge Handbook of Multimodal Analysis, Routledge, London, pp. 181-90.

Madden, T.J., Hewett, K. and Roth, M.S., 2000. Managing images in different cultures: A
cross-national study of color meanings and preferences. Journal of international
marketing, 8(4), pp.90-107.

Shim, D., 2002. South Korean media industry in the 1990s and the economic crisis.
Prometheus, 20(4); pp 337-350.

Wilms, L. and Oberfeld, D., 2018. Color and emotion: effects of hue, saturation, and
brightness. Psychological research, 82(5), pp.896-914.



