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FACTORS THAT AFFECT COLOR PERCEPTION

Paint color can appear to "shift" after application, even when the correct color formula is used. This is
because color perception is influenced by more than the pigment package (and the colorant added in
tinted paints). Sheen, surface texture, and lighting are the three main factors that determine how a color
appears on a surface. Additional variables can also influence appearance, including application
method, film build, and curing time. In architectural settings, these factors can make two areas coated
in the same specified color to look different after application.
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Sheen

Sheen is one of the primary factors influencing how a color is perceived. Higher-sheen finishes such as
eggshell, satin, semi-gloss, and gloss reflect light more uniformly, which can make colors appear
deeper, darker, and more saturated. Flat and matte finishes diffuse light, causing the same color to look
softer and more subdued. Because of these differences in light reflection, a color that appears to match
in a flat finish may look noticeably different when applied in a higher sheen, even when the color
formula is identical. This effect is most pronounced with darker colors. A simple way to visualize this is
to compare two black cars: flat black often appears lighter, while high-gloss black looks deeper and
darker, even though both use the same pigment (Figure 1).
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Surface Texture/Substrate Profile

Color perception can change significantly with surface texture. Rough or uneven surfaces—like
textured drywall or stucco—bounce light in many directions and create small shadowing, which breaks
up the reflection. Smooth surfaces reflect light more evenly, so the color appears more consistent and
uniform (Figure 2).

As a result, the same paint color on a rough surface can look lighter, less saturated, or more uneven
across the wall. When a surface has mixed textures (e.g., patches and repairs) those areas may still
stand out after painting, even if the same paint and color are applied throughout.
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Lighting & Viewing Conditions

Lighting conditions strongly influence how a color appears. Daylight, warm incandescent, cool
fluorescent, and LED lighting each have different color temperatures and light characteristics. A color that
looks right in daylight can shift warmer, cooler, or more muted under artificial light. As a result, a match
judged under one light source may not look the same once the space is fully lit and occupied.

As a result, the same paint color on a rough surface can look lighter, less saturated, or more uneven across
the wall. When a surface has mixed textures (e.g., patches and repairs) those areas may still stand out
after painting, even if the same paint and color are applied throughout.
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Other Variables

Application method can influence final appearance. Spraying typically yields a smoother film, while
rolling adds roller stipple and brushing can leave directional marks. These surface differences change
how light reflects, which can cause subtle color variation between areas applied by different methods.

Coverage and film build are also critical to consistent color development. When paint is applied too thin
or the recommended number of coats is not achieved, the underlying substrate or primer can influence
the final appearance. This is often most noticeable with deep tones, bright colors, or significant color
changes. Porous surfaces, unprimed patches, and repairs can absorb coating unevenly, causing a
patchy or uneven look until full coverage is achieved.

Cure time is another important factor to consider. Many coatings continue to develop their final color and
sheen as they dry and cure. Evaluating color too early, particularly in cool or humid conditions, can lead
to perceived mismatches that often resolve once the coating has fully dried.

Key Takeaways

To reduce the risk of unexpected outcomes, color approval should be based on a large sample applied
to the actual substrate using the specified primer, sheen, and application method. The sample should
be allowed to fully dry and then evaluated under the intended lighting conditions from typical viewing
distances and angles. This process helps identify potential issues early and ensures that expectations
are aligned before full-scale application begins.

Mock-ups are especially valuable because they allow stakeholders to see the color, sheen, and texture
in the exact environment where the coating will be used. Viewing the finish in real lighting, on the real
surface, and at real scale provides a far more accurate representation than small chips or digital
previews. This practice reduces surprises, supports better decision-making, and helps confirm that the
selected system performs as intended.

A disciplined approach to sampling and mock-ups ultimately strengthens project outcomes. When color
selection, substrate preparation, and coating application are validated in advance, teams can move
forward with greater confidence, fewer appearance-related issues, and a smoother path to a successful
final result.
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The information contained in this bulletin is provided as a general guide based on commonly accepted industry knowledge and practices and is believed to be accurate at the
time of publication. Because project conditions, surface preparation, application methods, and site variables are beyond the control of Vista Paint Company, no responsibility

can be assumed for the results obtained. Users are responsible for determining the suitability of products, systems, and procedures for their specific project conditions.
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