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CONVERT WITH 
COLOR
Your guide to using color to maximize the impact 
of your email campaigns
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IMPROVE YOUR  
COLOR CHOICES  

TO MAXIMIZE EMAIL 
IMPACT

At BEE we stay on top of email design 
trends and innovations. But one  
element of email design remains  
consistent: color choices matter. From 
CTA button colors to background  
colors to header colors and more, your 
color choices help communicate what 
you want your subscribers to do, what 
you want to tell them about your brand, 
and how easily they can scan your email 
to understand your message.

BEE makes experimenting with color 
in your email templates easy and fun. 
Read on for our essential color tips, 
then try these tips out for yourself at 
beefree.io.
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CTAs AND COLOR

When it comes to CTA buttons, every design decision 
matters. After all, your email’s call to action is the driving 
force behind your whole campaign. You want readers to 
take action, whether it’s registering for an event, making 
a purchase, or reading more of your content.

Color, in particular, is one of the most significant ways 
to make your CTA button noticeable and actionable. But 
how do you know which color to choose?
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Look to Your Brand Color

Often, a brand will choose a CTA button color that matches its 
logo color (which typically appears in the header). In fact, when 
Really Good Emails looked at every email submitted to its site 
in 2016, they found that 48% of brands match their CTA to a 
color within their brand logo (of non-black or non-white logos). 
When your CTA button color matches your logo/header, you 
establish design cohesion in your message AND you reinforce 
the brand.

Here’s what a matching scheme looks like in these examples 
from InVision, a design tool, and Sprout Social, a social media 
management tool. 

1 CTAs AND COLOR
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Be Inspired by Your Email Color Scheme

Matching your logo/header to your email’s CTA button isn’t the only way to choose a color. Many 
brands choose a CTA color that works within the color scheme of a particular email or campaign. 
Here are a great examples from Moo, the business card company, and Paper Culture, the 
stationary company. 

Both brands also change button colors from email to email; the size, shape, and text all remain 
the same. Even though they’re varying button colors, both companies still establish and maintain 
consistency in their visual brand identity.

1 CTAs AND COLOR
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1 CTAs AND COLOR

You Can Never Go Wrong With Blue

Really Good Emails also determined that blue is the most 
popular color for CTA buttons. This probably isn’t a surprise, 
since blue is considered a popular favorite color for both men 
and women. However, it’s also important to consider the 
entire email and determine how much a CTA button stands 
out compared to what’s surrounding it. This “isolation effect” 
measures how likely a user is drawn to a CTA because the 
color really stands out. 

One idea would be to incorporate a bold blue that really pops, 
like in the Glossier example here. 
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Takeaways

1. Have a well-established style guide and visual identity.

2. Align closely with your brand colors.

3. Choose a color that works with your email’s color scheme.

4. Consider the “isolation effect” of a CTA color in the email.

1 CTAs AND COLOR
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BACKGROUND COLORS

One of the best tactics to liven up an email is using 
background colors. Background colors can organize 
content, establish hierarchy, and, when used behind 
images, reinforce your design—even with image-viewing 
turned off. Plus, HTML background colors render across 
all inboxes (unlike images), take up less than one line 
of code, and are easy to implement (in the BEE editor, 
no coding is required). Here are some ideas for using 
background colors in email.
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Combine Images and Background Colors

Emails that consist entirely of images (with little to no plain text) are problematic for a few 
reasons: some users won’t be able to see an image-only email at all (because of their email client 
settings); image-only emails end up in spam folders; they aren’t mobile-optimized; and they often 
don’t get fully downloaded. The most effective emails have a balance of images and text (at least 
500 characters of text).

Check out this email from Moo, with image-viewing turned off (left) and images turned on (right): 

BACKGROUND COLORS

2 BACKGROUND COLORS
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2 BACKGROUND COLORS

Combine Images and Background Colors

When images are viewable, the top half of the email is plain 
text while the bottom half is an image showing a stack of 
business cards. But put together, the email looks like it’s 
composed of a single, solid image, and the two modules 
seamlessly flow into each other because of the deep purple 
background color being used.

This design tactic is clever because a color is used in a simple, 
striking way to build an email that has a single visual focus 
(that looks like one cohesive image or module) and it avoids the 
sending of an image-only email.

To pull off this visual “trick,” three elements in the email need to 
match: (1) The background color of the photos; (2) the HTML 
background color of the plain text section; (3) the background 
color of the ALT text when images don’t appear.
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2 BACKGROUND COLORS

Use a Single Background Color for the Entire 
Email

Although it can be tough to break away from the typical 
white background, using a background color throughout your 
email can significantly change the impact it has on readers. 
When you’re using color in a way that can potentially be 
overpowering, think about the feeling you want to evoke first. 
Most brands opt for a brand color that’s a light shade, to avoid 
overwhelming users.

Here’s an email from AIGA, the design association, that uses its 
pale pink brand color as the background.

This uniform, non-white background color works well and 
looks great because:

- Contrasting font and link colors are used, so all text is eas 
   read

- There’s only one other complementary color
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2 BACKGROUND COLORS

Separate Content Sections with Background 
Colors

One of the best ways to use vibrant background colors in email 
is to include them as sections. This is one of the most effective 
organizational uses of color, making clear where one section 
ends and another begins. Take a look at this example from 
Litmus, the email marketing site:

The blue, orange, and green sections clearly stand out and 
complement each other, and they are also on-brand. Plus, the 
graphics contained in each section are mostly white and black, 
so the background colors provide a nice contrast that’s bold 
and bright, simple and effective.
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2 BACKGROUND COLORS

Separate Content Sections with Background 
Colors

Emails can also maintain a white background and reserve color 
blocking for headers and footers, which visually separates 
intro and outro content from the email body. 
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Takeaways

1. Coordinate the background color of product photos with the HTML 
     background color of an adjacent plain text section to improve the 
     image-to-text ratio.

2. Choose a light shade as a single background color for the entire email 
     and make sure the text color has contrasts and is easy to read.

3. Organize long emails with color-blocked backgrounds in different 
     modules to call attention to various sections.

2 BACKGROUND COLORS
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HEADER COLORS

Eye-catching email headers set the tone for your 
email. Whether it’s bold or subtle, the header is where 
you announce yourself to the reader and where you 
introduce a visual identity. Here are the best ways to rely 
on color.
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3 HEADER COLORS

Choose One Strong Color

An easy, versatile way to create an email header is to use a band of color across the top of your 
message. The header doesn’t have to be fancy. Just choose your primary brand color and brand 
font, and voilà! Take a look at this example from New Atlas, the news site.
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3 HEADER COLORS

Choose One Strong Color

This type of header design—which specifically focuses on the use of color—is quite versatile. Take 
a look at these three different examples below from The Tie Bar, the tie retailer.

A bold color header like this can easily be accomplished with an HTML background color 
either alongside an image (like a logo) or beneath live text. So don’t be afraid to go a little 
bold with color in your email headers—and do it with some color!
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3 HEADER COLORS

Customize and Rotate Different Colors

Another simple but effective way of making headers stand out is cycling through different colors 
which can also be brand colors. When doing this, it’s best if other header elements should remain 
consistent, like its placement and the position, color, and style of the logo and text.

The examples below from Shillington, the graphic design school, show changing header colors 
while keeping other factors the same.
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Takeaways

1. Opt for one bright band of color to showcase a header and make it 
     stand out.

2. Don’t be shy about experimenting with a handful of colors for headers 
     while keeping other elements the same.

3 HEADER COLORS
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WHEN TO GO 
BLACK AND WHITE

Let’s pretend for a moment that you have no issues with 
email open rates, thanks to your ability to craft the most 
amazing of subject lines (Go you!). But, how do you catch 
that attention in the first place—by using lots of color? 
(Perhaps.) 

Sometimes, though, less IS more when it comes to 
catching a user’s attention, and this can mean relying on 
black and white. Here are the reasons when you should 
fall back on these classic colors.
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To Make Other Colors Pop Out

This invitation email from AIGA is a beauty to behold. It’s big, 
bold, and blocky—and yes, a simple email design. Plus, there’s 
no way the big red RSVP button can be missed. Because 
everything else black and white, it’s hard to miss. See how 
quickly your eyes scan the information provided.

AIGA knows it’s not always easy to get people to RSVP 
to an event, so by incorporating a basic color scheme, the 
information is easy to read and the CTA can be engaged with 
easily.

WHEN TO GO 
BLACK AND WHITE

4 WHEN TO GO BLACK AND WHITE
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4 WHEN TO GO BLACK AND WHITE

To Help Footer Info Be Easy to Read

One of the best places to implement black and white in emails 
is in the footer. Even though the email footer is not always 
read, it has to be included because it usually contains very 
important information. Using simple black and white colors is 
the ideal way to keep the area uncluttered. Take a look at these 
black and white (with some gray) email footer designs.
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Takeaways

1. A black-and-white palette can tighten focus on other colors in the 
     email (like CTAs) be more noticeable and provoke specific actions.

2. Black and white are reliable colors that will always keep emails 
     compact and organized.

3. When there’s important info to convey in the footer, highlighting it 
     with the most basic colors is best.

4 WHEN TO GO BLACK AND WHITE
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DESIGN INSPIRATION:  
10 CREATIVE WAYS

 TO USE COLOR

Creative and consistent use of color in email is one 
of the most important things you can do as an email 
designer or marketer. Our brains can process visuals at 
incredible speeds and color is a major factor in how we 
evaluate what we’re seeing. Clearly, color has power. 
But how can we harness that power in email? See the 10 
ways brands are using color in the right way.
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1. Add color to the ALT text

Alternate (ALT) text is the text that appears when your email’s 
images don’t appear (when a subscriber has image-viewing 
turned off or images are too large to load fast). If you’re 
sending image-heavy email campaigns, add color to the ALT 
text boxes. In the Opi email, the ALT text with background 
colors is on the left; the email with loaded images is on the 
right.

2. Organize content with color tabs

Small color tabs or labels can improve content organization 
and readers’ ability to skim an email. Many brands consistently 
use these splashes of color to add order to both text and 
images. And, using HTML background colors means they’ll 
always show up. Here’s how Refinery29 uses green labels 
above each header image to categorize content.

DESIGN INSPIRATION:  
10 CREATIVE WAYS

 TO USE COLOR

5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

3. Go all-in on a color scheme

Complement the photos in an email by reflecting their colors 
in the headers and call-to-action buttons. This is a great 
technique for product emails because it unifies the aesthetic of 
the email and offers a cohesive, contemporary look. Here’s an 
example from Beats by Dre.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

4. Add color blocks to photo collages

Text blocks with flat HTML background colors can break up 
images and add a sense of cohesion to photos. Make sure 
the color blocks have plain text over background colors (not 
images) to improve text-to-image ratio. Take this example from 
the lifestyle site Brit + Co.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

5.  Divide content with color

White backgrounds can make content feel lighter, cleaner, 
and uncluttered, but they leave plenty of room to get playful 
with color. (But err on the side of keeping colors simple for a 
modern, well-designed look.) Email modules with different 
background colors can separate content sections visually, like 
in this BarkBox email.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

6. Get clever with text color

Text doesn’t have to be black. As long as it contrasts enough against your background color (and 
is readable), it’s okay to play with colors, but keep them to a minimum. Fusion uses an on-brand 
aqua-and-purple color scheme to liven up their listicle emails. It’s a nice break from the black font 
we often see, and it also serves to order the content.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

7.  Create contrasting CTA button colors

A reader scanning your message should be able to identify where the CTA is instantly. Color is the 
perfect way to make it noticeable, but it’s all about balance. Choose a color that is both on-brand 
and matches the aesthetic of an email. Here’s how TasteBook uses the same bright green color as 
its logo for the CTA.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

8. Use a different color for links

Readers don’t need the classic bright blue text to know text is 
linked. Capitalize on email styling by using an on-brand color 
for links. Here’s how LitHub uses their brand’s red color on a 
pale peach background.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

9.  Use background color for headers, footers, 
and ads

HTML colors render across all inboxes (unlike images), they take 
up less than one line of code, and they’re easy to implement. 
Assign different background colors to email modules to provide 
a seamless reading experience. Use an HTML background color 
as your header vs. an image. Here, the agency edenspiekermann 
uses HTML color in its header and in the email body, but makes 
the middle module and footer white to distinguish new content 
areas.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

9.  Use background color for headers, footers, and ads

Like headers, footers often have a different HTML background color. General Assembly has a 
simple footer that adds a sign-off quote for good measure.

Finally, when highlighting ad content (especially native ads) in email, colors make them identifiable. 
The New Yorker labels ads with text (“paid post) and uses a gray background.
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5 DESIGN INSPIRATION: 10 CREATIVE WAYS TO USE COLOR

10.  Go Colorless

Forget bold colors. Try an all black-and-white email. Without 
color to arrange content and make links and CTAs stand out, 
think about simplifying, streamlining, and improving email design 
in surprising ways, like this email from Converse.
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