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Abstract:
Ambient lighting conditions, under which the packaging is viewed, determine to
a large extent the visual perception of the information which it carries. This paper
investigated how different illuminants affect the legibility of pictograms intended for the application on different coloured packaging. 87 participants observed
the pictograms on blue, red and yellow coloured backgrounds in a viewing booth
which assured controlled lightning conditions. The results indicated that the legibility of pictograms varied in dependence of the background colour used. The best
performance was obtained by pictograms designed on a yellow background. Furthermore, it was found that the pictograms were significantly more legible under
illuminant ‘A’ compared to the other tested illuminants.

Keywords:
Legibility, Illuminant, Pictogram, Colour

1. Introduction
Pictograms are simplified graphic representations of objects, concepts or actions, whose
meaning is understandable to most people. The
main advantage of the use of pictograms is the
picture superiority effect, since the pictorial
content is easier to notice and to recall compared to the text (Lidwell, et al., 2010) and it
thus overcomes potential language barriers. To
achieve the effective information transmission,
the pictograms should be quickly noticed and

well understood. There is substantial amount of
research on pictogram comprehension (Chan
and Ng, 2010; Erdinc, 2010; Lesch, 2003; McDougald and Wogalter, 2011; Waterson, et al., 2012).
However, comprehension cannot be achieved
without the legibility of the presented message.
In the context of pictorial communication, legibility is defined as the degree of visual clarity of
presented signs (Wogalter, et al., 2002). There are
numerous factors affecting legibility, such as the
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size of the visual form, viewing distance, figurebackground contrast, print quality (Wogalter,
et al., 2006). Schieber and Kline (1994) noticed
decreasing legibility of signs due to illumination
reduction from daytime to night-time luminance, especially with older observers. Furthermore, it was found that glossy coating or metallic inks in certain illumination conditions can
produce specular reflectance which negatively
affects the legibility (Nilsson, 1991). Legibility
was also investigated in the domain of prohibitive symbols, where it was revealed that pictorial
size and circle-slash thickness influence the legibility in deteriorated viewing conditions (Shieh
and Huang, 2004). Circle-slash was investigated
by Murray et al. (1998) who noticed that reduced legibility could be one of the reasons for
participants’ non-preferability of translucent
slash in negation symbols.
By achieving good legibility of the pictograms, there is a greater possibility of noticing
them. Some researchers investigated the noticeability of pictograms (Bzostek and Wogalter,
1999; Horberry, et al., 1997), but relatively small
amount of them has been interested in their noticeability on the packaging (Kovačević, et al.,
2013; Laughery, et al., 1993).
The most common application of the pictograms onto the packaging is for the purpose of
safety warning or illustrating the instructions
for the proper use of the product placed in the
packaging. The variety of products in the market results in a wide range of packaging colours.
Warm colours, such as red, orange or yellow, are
commonly used for food products. In that case,
the pictograms mostly have a role of instructions
for use (e.g. how to prepare food, how to store
it). The way of presenting this information can
affect the users’ success in preparing the food,
and thereby influence their product satisfaction
(Levis, et al., 1996). Pictograms are also used on
detergents and maintenance products, and they
mainly have a safety role. Packaging colours for
these products are usually blue or green.
Besides the colour of the packaging, lighting conditions, under which the packaging
is viewed, can also determine the legibility of
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pictograms. For example, fluorescent lamps
are used as typical store lighting at the point of
sale, when pictograms may affect the decision to
purchase an item. After the purchase, the packaging can be viewed under daylight, especially
if the product is intended to be used outdoors
(e.g. gardening products). Finally, instructions
on the packaging, including the pictograms, are
mostly observed indoors, at home, immediately
before using the product.
According to Klein (2010), some of the illuminants listed below can be used as a simulation of the mentioned lighting conditions. Illuminant A is recommended for simulation of
home lighting. Because of its bulb which contains bromine, this light source has increased
light efficacy and true colour temperature from
about 2800 to 3000 K. For the simulation of
typical store lighting, the cold white light of the
fluorescent lamp CWF is useful. Its wavelengths
cause a neutral white light with correlated colour temperature (CCT) about 4200 K. Fluorescent lamps have better luminous efficacy and
a longer lifespan compared to tungsten lamps,
which is the reason of their frequent use. For
daylight illumination, the standard illuminant
D65, with CCT of 6500 K, is recommended.
Colours illuminated with D65 are perceived in
a similar way as under daylight at midday on
cloudless north sky. If this illuminant is unavailable, xenon lamps with CCT of 5000 K or 5500
K can be used.
Some studies have explored the influence of
illumination on human perception. Pinto et al.
(2008) investigated the CCT that produce the
best visual impression of the painting. In their
experiment, the observers adjusted the CCT of
illumination according to individual preferences. It was found that daylight illumination with
temperature of about 5100 K represent observers’ preferences when appreciating art paintings. Studies show that lighting can also influence human emotions and behaviour (Vogels,
2008). Warm white light (2800 K) was perceived
as cosier than cold white light (6000 K). Hawes
et al. (2012) have manipulated different illuminants (3345 K, 4175 K, 5448 K, 6029 K) while
investigating the influence on visual perception
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through three tasks; two of them measuring
colour recognition and one measuring visual
acuity. Although only one of the tasks showed
performance improvement at higher colour
temperatures, it was found that higher temperatures affect mood positively and increase arousal states, which leads to better cognitive performances. Furthermore, dependence of colour
appearance on illumination was investigated by
using flowers (Yang, et al., 2014). The perception of flower colours under 2800 K warm white
fluorescent lamps, 3500 K plant growth lamps,
and 6500 K light-emitting diodes was compared
with that under 6500 K fluorescent lamps. The
results showed that the colour differences were
highest under 3500 K lamps.

2. Problem statement
The starting point of this study lies in discrepancy of illuminants under which the packaging is viewed on its way from the store to the
place of product use, usually in the consumer’s
home. Illuminant is of crucial relevance in
perception of packaging, because we see the
coloured surfaces of the packaging as a result
of light reflected from it. Visual impression of
colours is affected by numerous factors. Factor
of particular importance is the spectral power
distribution emitted of the light source (Klein,
2010). One coloured surface can produce a different colour impression due to the changing
illumination condition. For example, coloured
surface seems to look greenish if viewed under
the fluorescent illuminant, whilst, under the
tungsten illuminant, tends to look reddish. It
can be stated that colour perception varies with
changes in illumination. Human visual system
easily adapts to these changes, and consequently
enables reliable visual impression of colours
when viewed in different lighting conditions.
The ability to maintain constant perception of
one colour despite large changes in the illumination is known as colour constancy. This phenomenon is best achieved if coloured surface
covers a large part of the visual field and if adaptation time lasts at least 1 minute (Kulikowski, et

al., 2009). In everyday activities, during which
consumer uses the product packaging, the adaptation time is long enough to provide colour constancy. However, human visual system
does not achieve constancy in every possible
situation and under every possible illuminant
condition (Kalderon, 2008). Besides, constant
perception of a packaging colour is not the only
requirement for the legibility of pictograms applied on the coloured surface.
The legibility of pictograms is also determined by observer’s subjective impressions.
Previous researches have demonstrated that
lighting conditions can influence subjective impressions. For example, blue colour is perceived
to be more positive under the fluorescent illuminant than under the incandescent illuminant. On the contrary, red colour is perceived
to be more positive under the incandescent illuminant (Hegde and Rogers, 2012). Subjective
emotions can also be stimulated by colour temperature of the light source. Most studies have
confirmed the positive effect of medium colour
temperatures. According to Chang et al. (2009),
people prefer colour temperature at 3000 K in
the interior for all kinds of psychological states.
In the study that manipulated light colours of
fluorescent lamps, it was shown that colour
presentation of beverage packaging is affected
by colour temperature of white light (Wang, et
al., 2010). It was found that consumers’ buying desire is weaker in the lighting conditions
of high colour temperatures, and that low colour temperatures produce a relax and pleasant
atmosphere.
The objects of this study were the pictograms
on the packaging which illustrate instructions
for use of the product. Unlike the ones placed
in the spatial surroundings (e.g. airport, bus),
the pictograms placed on the packaging are reduced in size. Smaller pictograms are less legible
(Frantz, et al., 1999), and therefore, it is important to consider some other potentially negative
influences on their legibility, such as lighting
conditions. In line with this, the following research questions are formulated. First, does the
legibility of pictograms change relate to the colour of the background? Since it was found that
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changes in illumination affect colour appearance (Bäuml, 1994), the second question is: does
the illuminant also affect the legibility of pictograms applied on backgrounds coloured differently? For the investigation the most common
colours of the packaging were used, which include pictorial instructions for use. Simulations
of typical lighting under which the packaging is
observed on its way from the store to the consumers’ home were also used. The purpose of
the investigation was to determine the combination of background colour and illuminant that
enables the best results in terms of the legibility
of pictograms.

adjusted to the level of complexity of presented
forms; thick lines were used for more complex
forms, and thin lines were used for less complex
forms. Generally, pictograms comprising simple
forms are preferred (Mullet and Sano, 1995), so
the pictograms in this study were designed as
uncomplicated and concrete forms. The specimens were designed in Adobe® Illustrator® CS6
and printed on Canon PIXMA Pro9000 Mark
II with resolution of 300 dpi on HP Photopaper
Semi-glossy 170 gm-2.

3. Methodology
Nine rectangular specimens of 60x60 mm
were used for the examination of legibility. Each
specimen consisted of a pictogram and coloured
background. In every specimen pictograms were
printed in black (C:0%, M:0%, Y:0%, K:100%),
while the backgrounds differed according to
colour. Three of the backgrounds were blue
(C:75%, M:25%, Y:0%, K:70%), three were red
(C:0%, M:75%, Y:75%, K:70%) and three were
yellow (C:0%, M:10%, Y:75%, K:70%). These colours were chosen for the study based on the preliminary test which included 60 specimens; 10
specimens for each background colour, on two
different types of paper. The selection of specimens was made by visual assessment according
to the criterion that it had the most questionable
legibility of pictograms.
In order to eliminate the possibility of
memorizing the pictogram appearance as the
potential influence on its legibility, for each
specimen a different pictogram was designed
(Figure 1). The pictograms were designed according to the parameters defined for the purpose of this study. These parameters referred to
the lines representing the structural elements
of the pictograms. Each pictogram consisted
of five lines differing in the thickness. The example is shown in Figure 2. Line thickness was
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Figure 1. Pictograms used in the study

Figure 2. Example of structural elements of the
pictograms; five lines differing by thickness (L1, L2, L3,
L4 and L5 represents line thickness of 0.7pt, 0.5pt,
0.3pt, 0.2pt and 0.1pt, respectively).

Viewing conditions were set according to the
recommendations for the visual colour measurement (Billmeyer and Saltzman, 1981). The experiment took place in the XRite Macbeth Judge II-S
Light Booth located in a dark windowless room.
Overhead lighting was turned off. The observers
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were asked to adapt to the illumination for 60
seconds between each of the stages of the experiment. They viewed the specimens at an angle of
approximately 45° at a distance of around 30 cm.
Specimens were placed on the floor of the booth.
Booth’s interior walls were matte and neutral. In
the first stage of the experiment the specimens
were illuminated by D50 (5000 K) which simulated daylight. In the second stage they were illuminated by CWF (4150 K) which simulated
typical store lighting. In the final stage of the
experiment they were illuminated by illuminant
A (2856 K), simulating the most common home
lighting conditions. Luminance level was approximately 1200 lux for all the sources.
Participants were students of the Faculty of
Graphic Arts at the University of Zagreb. 87 observers participated in the study; 52 were female
and 35 were male. Their ages ranged from 21 to
24 years (M=21.93 years, SD=0.99 years). They
had normal or corrected-to-normal vision.
Observers were asked to take the Ishihara
Colour Vision Test before the experiment to ensure that they did not have any colour defects.
Before they started with the visual assessment,
participants were briefed about the experimental procedure by using two specimens similar to
those used in the experiment. The participants’
task was to look at each of the specimens and
identify the discerned lines of the pictogram.

They were also informed that there was no time
limit on their assessment, and that there was
no need for analyzing the meaning of the pictograms. The experimenter showed them each
specimen in randomized order. To assure accuracy, the participants’ answers were recorded
using an audio-recorder (upon obtaining participants’ permission). Based on the recorded
answers from every participant, a numerical
score was assigned for each specimen according
to the following criteria; 5 was assigned when
the participant identified five differently thick
lines of the pictogram, 4 was assigned when
only four differently thick lines were identified,
3 was assigned when only three differently thick
lines were identified, 2 was assigned when only
two differently thick lines were identified and 1
was assigned when only one line was identified.
This evaluation method was chosen to reduce
the subjectivity of the results.

4. Results
The results of descriptive statistics showed
that the highest level of legibility was in the
case of yellow background and illuminant A
(M=4.92, SD=0.313). The lowest level of legibility was in the case of blue background and illuminant D50 (M=3.85, SD=0.708).

Figure 3. Means and their corresponding standard deviations of legibility of pictograms
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The resulting data were analyzed with a Friedman test which showed a significant difference
in legibility of pictograms depending on which
light source was illuminated the pictograms
(χ2(2)=23.49, p<0.05). Furthermore, there was
a significant difference in legibility depending
on the colour used as background for the pictograms (χ2(2)=204.26, p<0.05). Figure 3. shows
means and standard deviations of legibility of
pictograms for all illuminating conditions and
all background colours.
Post hoc analysis with Wilcoxon signedrank tests was conducted with a Bonferroni
correction applied, resulting in a significance
level set at p<0.017. The results showed that
the legibility of pictograms viewed under illuminant A was significantly better than the legibility of pictograms viewed under two other
illuminants (Z=-5.295, r=-0.40 between illuminant A and CWF, Z=-2.605, r=-0.20 between illuminant A and D50). There was no statistically
significant difference between the legibility of
pictograms viewed under illuminants CWF
and D50 ( Z=-2.255, r=-0.17).
While comparing the legibility of pictograms
on different background colours, the legibility was significantly better on the yellow background comparing to the red (Z=-8.619, r=0.65) and the blue (Z=-12.263, r=-0.93). There
was also significant difference in legibility between pictograms on the red and the blue background (Z=-6.601, r=-0.50).

5. Discussion
This study investigated the legibility of pictograms depending on the background colour
and the illuminant under which the pictograms
were viewed. The results indicated that the most
important variable affecting the legibility was
background colour. This was expected, since
the background colour in the specimens deferred not only in hue, but also in brightness.
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Depending on the brightness of the colour, different contrasts were created between the pictogram and the background, and these contrasts
mostly determined the legibility of pictograms.
Some colours, such as yellow, are brighter than
other colours, such as blue. Accordingly, the
best legibility was achieved with pictograms on
the yellow background, since yellow in combination with black provides the most enhanced
contrast. Unlike yellow, blue colour with lower
brightness level reduced the contrast, which led
to poor legibility. These results are in accordance with the suggested guidelines for colour
combinations for user interfaces (Brown and
Cunningham, 1989), in which black colour is
listed as the best choice for the application on
yellow background, but also as the worst choice
for blue background.
The results also indicated that the legibility
is affected by the illuminant. Even though this
influence was less prominent compared to that
of background colour, it was found that under
the illuminant A, which emits light of yellowish colour, pictograms become significantly
more legible. This is consistent with previous
researches which showed that people prefer colour temperature at 3000 K (Wang, et al., 2010).
Furthermore, it was found that illuminant A has
bigger colour gamut volume compared to illuminant CWF (Spiridonov, et al., 2012), which
can indirectly be associated with the perception
of the background colour in this study.
The results showed no significant difference
in the legibility between the pictograms viewed
under illuminants CWF and D50. One of the
possible explanations for this could be uneven
differences in the colour temperature between
tested illuminants. The difference between colour temperatures of illuminants CWF and D50
is namely notably smaller compared to the differences between these two illuminants and illuminant A. This could also explain why the influence of illuminant CWF is considerably larger
than illuminant D50 when compared with illuminant A.
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6. Conclusions
By comparing the effects of illuminants on
the legibility of pictograms it was found that illuminant A provides the best results. Since this
illuminant simulates typical home lighting, it
can be expected that pictorial instructions for
the use on the packaging will be more legible
and easier to view in the household, just before
using the product. On the other side, there is a
possibility of reduced legibility of pictograms on
packaging of products for outdoor use, mainly
because of different lighting conditions. Besides
the difference in colour temperature, there is
also the issue of instability of weather conditions (time of the day, season and cloudiness).
Considering that in this study the simulation of
daylight illumination was held constant, even a
greater decrease in legibility can be expected in
realistic conditions. Typical store lighting can
also reduce the legibility of pictograms. This
should be taken into account when there is a
need for reading the instructions for product
use before buying the product.
Although it was found that the illuminant
may be one of the factors affecting the legibility,
the most important determinant is the background colour. Since the pictograms on a blue
background tend to be the least legible, blue
packaging should be designed with special care,

especially the ones for the product that can be
hazardous if used improperly. In that case it is
advisable to enhance the contrast between the
pictograms and their background, enlarge their
size and design them by using thicker line.
It should be noted that these conclusions
represent just a few guidelines that should be
taken into account while designing the pictorial instructions for use. The reason is that the
legibility of visual information on the packaging is affected by the variety of circumstances in
which users view the packaging. Some of them
are changes in light intensity due to the power of
the bulb or distance of the illuminant from the
subject. Another factor is the quality of print,
which can vary depending on producer, print
technique, or ink specification. Finally, individual characteristics of the users, such as age or
vision acuity, should not be ignored.
This study investigated only three hues of the
coloured surfaces. The obtained results cannot
therefore be generalized to other hues and colour ranges. Besides that, the pictograms used
in this study differed by the level of structural
complexity. Future research should examine the
legibility of the pictograms with equable level
of complexity. They should also include other
structural elements of the pictorial information
such as point or planes.

References
bäuml, k.h.,1994. Colour appearance: Effects of
illuminant changes under different surface
collections. Journal of the Optical Society of
America A, 11(2), pp.531-542
billmeyer, f.w. and saltzman, m., 1981. Principles of colour technology. John Wiley & Sons
brown, j.r. and cunningham, s.,1989. Programming the user interface: Principles and
examples. John Wiley & Sons

7

Kovačević et al.: Legibility of Pictograms on.., acta graphica 25(2014)1–2, 1-10

bzostek, j.a. and wogalter, m.s., 1999.
Measuring visual search time for a product
warning label as a function of icon, colour,
column and vertical placement. In Proceedings of the Human Factors and Ergonomics
Society Annual Meeting, September 1999,
Sage Publications, pp.888-892
chan a.h.s. and ng, a.w.y., 2010. Investigation of guessability of industrial safety signs:
Effects of prospective-user factors and cognitive sign features, International Journal of
Industrial Ergonomics, 40(6), pp.689-697
chang, c.y., shie, m.y., feng, c.c., chang,
j.y. and lai, s.j., 2009. Psychological responses toward light and heat in interior
lighting. Journal of Design Science, 12(1),
pp.103-127
erdinc, o., 2010. Comprehension and hazard
communication of three pictorial symbols
designed for flight manual warnings. Safety
Science, 48(4), pp.478-481
frantz, j.p., rhoades, t.p. and lehto,
m.r., 1999. Design and evaluation of product warnings. In: M.S. Wogalter, D.M. DeJoy and K.R. Laughery, eds. Warnings and
risk communication. London: Taylor &
Francis, pp.291-311
hawes, b.k., brunyé, t.t., mahoney, c.r.,
sullivan, j.m. and aall, c.d., 2012. Effects of four workplace lighting technologies on perception, cognition and affective
state. International Journal of Industrial Ergonomics, 42(1), pp.122-128
hegde, a.l. and rogers, j.m., 2012. Effects
of Light, Illuminance and Colour on Subjective Impression Rankings. Design Principles & Practice: An International Journal,
6(1), pp.33-44

8

horberry, t.j., purdy, k.j. and gale, a.g.,
1997. Mind the bridge! Drivers’ visual behaviour when approaching an overhead
obstruction. In: S. Robertson, ed. Contemporary Ergonomics 1997. CRC Press,
pp.110-116
kalderon, m.e., 2008. Metamerism, constancy, and knowing which. Mind, 117(468),
pp.935-971
klein, g.a., 2010. Industrial colour physics.
Vol. 154. Springer
kovačević, d., bota, j., brozović, m.,
2013. The noticeability of safety pictograms
on different packaging shapes. In Multidisciplinary academic research 2013. Prague,
6th-7th December 2013, MAC Prague consulting Ltd.
kulikowski, j.j., daugirdienė, a., panorgias, a., murray, i.j., stanikūnas,
r. and vaitkevičius, h., 2009. Stages
for extracting colour information: How
the brain processes colour. Psychology, 39,
pp.71-92
laughery k.r., young s.l., vaubel k.p.
and brelsford jr.j.w., 1993. The noticeability of warnings on alcoholic beverage
containers, Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 12(1), pp.38-56
lesch, m.f. (2003). Comprehension and memory for warning symbols: Age-related differences and impact of training. Journal of
Safety Research, 34(5), pp.495-505

Kovačević et al.: Legibility of Pictograms on.., acta graphica 25(2014)1–2, 1-10

levis, p.a., chambers, e., chambers, d.h.
and hollingsworth, m.g., 1996. Consumer use of package directions of varying
formats for familiar and unfamiliar food
products. In: A. Gelinas ed. Creative Applications: Sensory Techniques Used in Conducting Packaging Research with Consumers 1316. ASTM International, pp.16-24
lidwell, w., holden, k., and butler, j.,
2010. Universal principles of design: 125
ways to enhance usability, influence perception, increase appeal, make better design
decisions, and teach through design. Rockport Publishers
mcdougald, b.r. and wogalter, m.s.,
2011. Increased comprehension of warning
pictorials with colour highlighting. In Proceedings of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society Annual Meeting, September 2011. Sage Publications. pp.1769-1772
mullet, k. and sano, d., 1995. Designing
visual interfaces: Communication oriented
techniques. SunSoft Press
murray, l.a., magurno, a.b., glover,
b.l. and wogalter, m.s., 1998. Prohibitive pictorials: Evaluations of different
circle-slash negation symbols. International
Journal of Industrial Ergonomics, 22(6),
pp.473-482
nilsson, t.h., 1991. Legibility of Tobacco
Health Messages with Respect to Distance.
A report to the Tobacco Products Division
of the Health Protection Branch of Health
and Welfare Canada (contract H4078)

Pinto, P.D., Linhares, J.M.M. and Nascimento, S.M.C., 2008. Correlated colour
temperature preferred by observers for illumination of artistic paintings. Journal of
the Optical Society of America. A, 25(3),
pp.623-630
schieber, f. and kline, d.w., 1994. Age differences in the legibility of symbol highway
signs as a function of luminance and glare
level: A preliminary report. In Proceedings
of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society 38th Annual Meeting, Santa Monica:
Sage Publications, pp. 133–136
shieh, k.k. and huang, s.m., 2004. Effects
of pictorial size and circle-slash thickness
on glance legibility for prohibitive symbols.
International Journal of Industrial Ergonomics, 33(2), pp.73-83
spiridonov, i., shopova, m. and boevaspiridonova, r., 2012. Investigation
of colour inconstancy and colour gamut
changes of printed images depending on
the standard illuminants. Optica Applicata,
42(3), pp.627-641
vogels, i., 2008. Atmosphere metrics. In: J.
Westerink, M. Ouwerkerk, T.J.M. Overbeek, W.F. Pasveer, eds. Probing Experience: From Assessment of User Emotions
and Behaviour to Development of Products
(Philips Research Book Series). Springer,
pp.25-41
wang, r.w., chen, y.c. and huang, c.t.,
2010. Research into the emotion dimensions revealed by the colours of beverage
packaging. In International conference on
kansei engineering and emotion research
2010, Paris, 2nd to 4th March 2010.

9

Kovačević et al.: Legibility of Pictograms on.., acta graphica 25(2014)1–2, 1-10

waterson, p., pilcher, c., evans, s. and
moore, j., 2012. Developing safety signs
for children on board trains. Applied Ergonomics, 43(1), pp.254-265
wogalter, m.s., conzola, v.c. and smith-jackson,
t l., 2002. Research-based guidelines for
warning design and evaluation. Applied Ergonomics, 33(3), pp.219-230
wogalter, m. s., silver, n. c., leonard,
s. d. and zaikina, h., 2006. Warning
symbols. In M. S. Wogalter, ed. Handbook
of Warnings, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. pp.159-176
yang, e.m., kang, h.m., kim, c.s. and pak,
c.h., 2014. Dependence of the colour appearance of some flowers on illumination.
Colour Research & Application, 39(1),
pp.28-36

10

