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A Critical Review
Anna DELCAMPO-CARDA1, Ana TORRES-BARCHINO1, Juan SERRA-LLUCH1 
1 Colour Research Group, Department of Architectural Graphic Expression, School of 
Architecture, Institute of Restoration of Cultural Heritage of the Polytechnic University of 
Valencia, Spain

This study analyses 37 previous colour studies published in AIC Congresses and Mee-
tings from 2002 to 2015. They are selected from various disciplines discussing about 
colour perception and visual cognition in the Elderly. Focusing on how could the 
results of these studies affect ageing population in physical environments, as resi-
dential architecture or care homes. The study reviews factors such type of setting, 
method of assessment, type of colors and type of context. How would an interior spa-
ce change someone’s well-being? Could colour schemes influence someone’s spatial 
perception in a particular way?

With reference to the several stages of life, the perception of colour in persons chan-
ges with age: it is a well known fact that children watch and react to strong contrasts 
(Torres Barchino, Serra Lluch, and Delcampo Carda 2015). When they grow up, they 
react to subtler shapes. Later, in adolescence, their reactions and responses to colour 
mature and are more defined (Millicent 1995). In the third age, emphasis should be 
made on the fact that there is a loss of pigment in the eye cones (Gramunt Fombuena 
2010) and  the lens become yellowish (Baget i Bernàldiz and Fontoba i Poveda 2013). 
Therefore, the reality of older people’s colour-schemes becomes yellowish and, as a 
result, environmental colour perception is altered.
Nevertheless, due to vision complexity, colour among the elderly has been assessed 
on limited occasions. Until what point is there a loss in the ability to perceive colour 
and how should we act taking into consideration these facts?

As part of our review, in this paper a summing-up of recent chromatic experiments 
about colour perception among the elderly is carried out. This paper has managed to 
summarize 37 researches on colour related to various perspectives published in AIC 
Congresses and Meetings and dated from year 2002 to 2015.
Secondly, it discusses how is colour perception in elderly by identifying conclusions 
obtained throughout the analyzed experiences in order to find its significant impact 
on ageing population. Factors such as type of setting, method of assessment, type 
of colours and type of context are reviewed. According to this, we seek to increase 
knowledge of this field of study.
Finally, this paper concludes by arguing how colours or coloured environments may 
influence residential spaces for the elderly’s colour perception; causing certain be-
havior; creating negative or positive perception to surroundings and task given; and 
influencing self- sufficiency and well-being. 

The present table summarizes in a clear and concise way the 37 previous research 
studies analyzed, focusing in research methods, colour discipline studied and cate-
gories of variables featured.

ABSTRACT
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The analysis of the literature shows several significant factors that should be pointed 
out -necessarily brief, but we have confident that it has an enough overall picture- as 
below.

 Firstly, 70,2% of the research studies had been carried out in made-up or simula-
ted settings. An actual environment is important to provide an actual state of the 
subjects for better understanding. Thus, in actual setting, subjects probably behave 
normally and this will contribute to obtain more accurate findings. 

Secondly, it is found that 54% of the studies have shown the importance of light. Illu-
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mination is introduced as a changeable factor of their experiments and it allows for 
creating the experienced atmosphere. Light and colour are inseparable for the visual 
experience of space. 

Interestingly, this review has found only (4) studies focused on residential/housing 
for the elderly. Nevertheless, it is found that 43,2% of the studies take the effect of 
the environment into consideration. This fact demonstrates that architecture and 
interior spaces are present in most experiments. Thus, architectural colour environ-
ments are considered an essential factor in order to obtain  reliable results. It is rele-
vant to note how indispensable is this factor but researches focusing on architecture 
for the elderly are scarcely studied.

The literature review also has revealed that in 56,7% of the research studies have 
participated between 2 and 50 subjects. In over two thirds of those have participated 
between 2 and 23 subjects. Only in 10,8% of the research studies reviewed (4) have 
participated between 50 and 100 subjects. It should be noted that there are only two 
researches in which participate a large number of subjects, specifically 185 subjects 
(Fu et al 2009; Wuerger et al 2009). In order to carry out a research that represents a 
population characteristics, as the elderly population, and to obtain applicable results 
to this population, it seems logical to think that a substantial number of subjects that 
participate in the research is required. 

In conclusion, this paper attempts to justify theoretically the effects of colour on el-
derly people through real experiments of literature analysis from several disciplines 
that demonstrate the high level of importance about colour, light and elderly. As it 
has been shown, the analysis of the literature make as believe that more studies in 
actual settings are required and be adapted in further steps of current research,  this 
fact could allowed the participation of a greater number of subjects. Furthermore, 
most old people in interior spaces, as care homes, are affected by a whole range of 
visual impairments. The most common problems could affect the design of build 
environments for seniors, this is why these impairments need to be understood 
through empiric experiments. Understanding colour perception effects of ageing is 
necessary because they may all have a profound influence on the way in which older 
people perceive their environment. Thus, the way of they use their spaces must be 
adjusted in the formulation of these impairments throughout any design strategy, 
in order to magnify or minimize the elderly people spatial difficulties. Therefore, 
the future research direction should be to study on the relationship between envi-
ronmental colours in interior architecture and the physical (visual comfort), mental 
(stimulation) and spatial (self-sufficiency) wellbeing of the elderly with a subsequent 
design of new addressed and complete built environments.

This paper is part of a larger research, which aims to become the author’s PhD the-
sis. We have to recognize the importance of G. Valenciana funding through ValI+D 
grants programme.
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