Why Grey is Inevitably the New Black 
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1 Abstract

The trend forecasting industry has recently been valued at a staggering $36bn, and is tipped to be a new future growth business (Barnett, 2011). The industry encompasses the important area of colour forecasting, with colour acknowledged as the initial stage in the development of any new fashion trend by many academics and practitioners (Brannon, 2000, McKelvey & Munslow, 2008, Kim & Johnson, 2009).  Yet despite the myriad of colours available each season, the most popular colour of all time, according to trend forecasting guru, Li Edelkoort, founder of Trend Union, is ‘a boring middle grey tone’ (Edelkoort, 2008). How and why this should be the case, particularly with strong cultural colour associations will be explored in the paper.

Research indicates that the role of the increasing globalisation and homogenization of the international fashion industry, coupled with the ever increasing pace of production has led to increasing pressure on the garment supply chain (Ekwall et al, 2006). However often if a colour is not right for the market a garment will not sell, so accurate colour decisions are vital (Jackson, 2001, Kim & Johnson, 2009). 

The paper will examine cultural differences in colour selection and perception, and how the colour forecasts from major internationally reknowed companies have addressed these and the changing demands from consumers over a 25 year period. Core colours, used season after season by retailers, will be explained in more detail, and their contribution to the rise of the popularity of grey will be examined over the years, together with cycles of grey influences on fashion catwalks. The paper will draw together all aspects of the research findings to answer the question of why is grey inevitably the new black?

2 The Development of Fashion and Colour Forecasting

The first known colour trend forecast was issued in 1917 by The Textile Colour Card Association of America (TCCA). The First World War, which had effectively stifled the famous Paris fashion industry and its global influence and featured ‘40 colours presented in silk and wool swatches’ (Hope & Walch, 1990:34). The colours were aimed at the women’s clothing and accessories markets and were developed to appeal to stylists and designers. 

As manufacturers and retailers adopted colour forecasting information more widely, the concept of producing written trend analyses and forecasting reports began to be formed by Tobe Coller Davies, a former visual merchandiser at Macy’s department store in the 1920’s. Her keen eye for detail, gathering ideas and inspiration from the theatre or society ladies, led her to found Tobe & Associates in 1927 in New York (Jabenis, 1972:48). The organisation provided weekly reports, sketches and fabric swatches for clients to develop further ideas and collections from. 

Trend forecasting continued to develop until the  1990’s : the apparel industry was under pressure to move away from the traditional fashion seasons of Autumn/Winter and Spring/Summer, as consumers’ lifestyles began to change (Jackson  2001), and to adopt as many as 12 ‘seasons’ during the year.  Outwardly, many methods of disseminating information changed little since Tobe’s day; reports were still developed, books featuring sketches and fabric swatches are published, clients are briefed on future trends, although the work was presented seasonally rather than weekly. The changing fashion industry demanded more information if the retailers were to maximise sales each season.

Within the same period ironically the trend prediction industry saw substantial rationalisation, with several large-scale organisations establishing market dominance. In response, an increasingly competitive sector witnessed the introduction of on-line forecasting organisations, with considerably lower overheads than the traditional print media. Worth Global Style Network, (WGSN) was one of the new generation forecasters, able to satisfy on-line customer demands for immediate information by covering the latest fashion and fabric shows as they happened, via their web site, www.wgsn.com. As retailers came under extreme pressure from their increasingly fashion-aware customers to replicate key catwalk looks within weeks at a fraction of the price, on-line organisations such as WGSN were able to gain immediate competitive advantage over terrestrial counterparts.

Today smart phone apps have enabled another new breed of m-commerce forecaster, with sites such as Trendstop, The Sartorialist and Stylesight all providing mobile forecasting apps, and colour referencing giant Pantone, launching mobile solutions to colour separate images instantly and match those colours to the pantone colour library. Instant information, colour and trend updates are more widely available and cost effective than ever before, with the implication that anyone can be a trend forecaster today. The emergence of such new mobile sites led to the estimate of the industry now being worth $36bn based on a report from the publishing group, Emap, owners of WGSN. The site now has more than 38,000 subscribers and generated £40m of revenues in 2010, the same as generated by all of Emap’s combined publications (Barnett, 2011).
2.1 Position in the Fashion Cycle

Traditionally colour forecasting was required as the first stage of the design process, typically two years ahead of the season (Brannon, 2000, Diane & Cassidy, 2005).  It involves the systematic evaluation and synchronisation of past seasonal colour influences, socio-cultural and economic factors, fashion trends and even the forecasters’ intuition to create several colour palettes applicable to a variety of market sectors. Similarly, the product development process requires colour information at a very early stage in the cycle as it is essential to ensure all products in store which are to be merchandised together, match in colour or similar hues.  The potential number of products within the range can be considerable.

‘The colour story will be combined into prints, yarn-dyed fabrics, and solids and coordinated across jackets, tops, skirts, pants and dresses into a collection with perhaps 200 separate pieces.’









(Brannon, 2000:116)

 It is not an exact science; indeed, many organisations within the fashion and textiles industry do not always use commercially produced trend information, preferring instead to gather their own material and interpret it according to their own customer demographics or market sector. Most tend together data from a wide range of similar sources, as cited by Jackson (2001:131).

‘Buyers and fashion designers are able to predict what is likely to be ‘in fashion’ through a combination of influences, including reviewing important textile and style magazines, the specialist services of trend forecasting agencies, and visits to textile and garment fashion shows.’ 

The increasing sophistication of the consumer and the development of a global high speed communications infrastructure, in the form of the internet, have realigned the original structure of the trend forecasting industry.  The timescale and those involved at various points can be seen in Fig.2.1. Colour Development Timescales and Influences, charting a timeline driven series of milestones within the development of colour trends.
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Figure 2‑1: Colour Development Timescales and Influences (Source: the author)

Rapidly moving trends, new technologies, mobile apps and the philosophy of fast fashion, to essentially produce a facsimile of designer catwalk trends and launch them in store as quickly as possible (Tokatli, 2008, Bruce & Daly, 2006), has changed the nature of some aspects of colour trend development.  Fast fashion timescales suggest such relatively relaxed and lengthy critical paths are not now possible for those retailers engaged in fast fashion, pressurising colour forecasters to provide more timely information. 

Colour forecasters may see a trend developing on the streets, or on the catwalk, and integrate it into their initial concepts, but if they publish colour information in hard copy, they are unable to release the relevant information as quickly. Indeed, if they simply edited what was seen on the catwalk in isolation, they would soon be out of a job; copying design is not the same as predicting the coming trends. As Tokatli (2008: 23) explains, the purveyors of fast fashion do not invest longer term as the traditional retailers and manufacturers do.

‘Fast fashion retailers do not directly invest in design but instead are inspired by the most attractive and promising trends spotted at fashion shows and by cues taken from mainstream consumers They then transform these trends into products that can be put on the market almost immediately, freeing themselves and the consumers from the ‘seasonal collection trap.’ 


Retailers and brands have always had a range of basic, or core colours which appear season after season, to supplement the new and emerging colour trends with variable lifecycles. Essentially colour cycles and colour trends may be divided into three basic areas, as illustrated in Fig. 2.2.
· Long term, sustainable  core or basic colours

· Long term fashion colours

· Transient, short term high fashion colours
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Figure 2‑2: Seasonal changes to individual colour trends

2.1.1 Core or Long Term Basic Colours


Basic or core colours are the staples of any colour palette. They are colours guaranteed to sell whatever the weather, season or style, classic colours often referred to in conjunction with classic styles, such as the ‘little black dress’, the ‘perfect white t-shirt or shirt’, ‘classic camel coat, or ‘navy blazer’. The core colours are the building blocks upon which the more fashion led colours often rest. They comprise black, white, cream, navy, camel, greys, and a range of other neutrals in beige and grey shades (Linton, 1994). Long term basic colours are therefore seen as unlikely to change, 

2.1.2 Long Term Fashion Colours


Long term fashion colours may be defined as those colours which transcend several seasons in one form or another. They could be a particular group of colours, deep reds for example, or individual colours which are specifically repeated each season, and are not a member of the core colour family. 

2.1.3 Short Term Fashion Colours


Short term fashion colours fall in to two distinct categories: those which have been predicted in advance and those which are used as a supplement to existing colour developments, usually through fast fashion means. Such colours are developed each season to enliven the colour palettes and provide freshness to the retail merchandise. In summer 2008, there were a myriad of bright colours available on the high street, developed into floral print stories or strongly colour blocked. Charles Smith, the 2005 President of the Colour Marketing Group (CMG) in America supported the view in Brannon (2000):


‘Colour sells…and the right colours sell better…if it’s the wrong colour, it’s inventory.’









(Brannon, 2000:187)


It would appear from the research available there are no guarantees whether or not a colour will be a commercial success. Congruent with Smith’s view, retailers may experience weak sales in specific colours if the consumers are not attracted to it, resulting in markdowns and unsold stock. Therefore, it is of vital importance the retailers get it right but the evidence indicates that success is based on a number of factors. Core colours are perennial bestsellers, and comprise the staples of any colour trend prediction and black is often cited as a perennial best seller. Colours sometimes take several seasons to fully develop and become mainstream, as with fashion trends, and they can also last numerous seasons as they are lightened, darkened, pearlised, metallicised or matched with colours which affect their appearance in some way.  


A colour trend may well last for a number of years or seasons, developing from a fresh looking hue, through a series of shades into eventual obsolescence. An abridged version of this can be seen in Fig 2.2.  New colours are introduced each season; the colour is well received, perhaps a pale lilac for a Spring/Summer season. The retailers would use this in a variety of shades through the four or five phases comprising their Spring/Summer season.  The following season, Autumn/Winter, the lilac could be darkened or greyed slightly to a mauve shade, and would again be used throughout the season by the retailers in a variety of shades. By Spring/Summer the following year the colour may move into a deeper shade, or become clearer and more vibrant. Eventually the colour becomes uncommercial and obsolete, so is removed from the colour palettes for a period of time. Fig 2.2. shows this compressed in to just three seasons, but the evidence from literature suggests this may take ten or more seasons to progress. Could there be times when core colours are also fashion colours? If so, the question was raised, is black the most popular colour overall, as often suggested? In order to explore the concept further, and establish any specific colour cycles, two colour forecasting archives, spanning a period of over 25 years, were analysed.

2.2 Analysis of archives

Two archives were studied, comprising different forecasted publications. The first was the examination of Promostyl archives from London College of Fashion comprising a twenty year span of Promostyl trend books from 1985. At De Montfort University Peclers and Nelly Rodi publications were compared, spanning five years. Additional information regarding Peclers supplemented the survey resulting in a group of trend books from Peclers from Summer 1999 to Autumn/Winter 2009/10.

2.2.1 Categorisation of Colours 

The categorisation began with the Promostyl colour groups. For the purposes of the research, a colour in a palette was only counted once. If a colour was obviously neither one hue nor another, i.e. a greenish blue, a categorisation was made based on the dominant colour visible. Obviously such judgments carry profound risks, as individuals each view colour differently, but the author applied the same judgment in each case to identify and ‘count’ the number of colours within the colour palettes and their frequency of appearance. Long and Luke (2001) acknowledge that individuals have different colour perceptions due to the amount of pigment in each individual eye. Furthermore, they suggested three rules be followed when making colour judgments by eye.

1. The light source should always be the same.

2. The angle of the light should be consistent

3. The background colour should be a neutral grey or consistent throughout

As far as possible, Long and Luke’s guidelines were adhered to; however, due to the period of time taken to analyse the entire archive and variables in the weather conditions, and therefore light each day, it is recognised that light may not have been an entirely consistent factor, although the remaining two conditions were.
2.2.2 Promostyl 

Promostyl are described as ‘centering on lifestyle trends’ (McKelvey & Munslow, 2008), and have been forecasting for over 40 years, working on a one to one basis with their clients as well as publishing generic trend books. The archive at London College of Fashion, donated by Promostyl, spanned thirty eight seasons from Summer 1985 through to Autumn/Winter 2006/07. 

2.2.3 Peclers and Nelly Rodi

Peclers are renowned for their colour direction (McKelvey & Munslow, 2008), and so the availability of an archive of their trend books was judged to be invaluable to the research process. Nelly Rodi is described by the same authors as a colour trend agency which specialises publishing trend books aimed at assisting creative teams. The archive was held at De Montfort University in Leicester, and comprised a comprehensive range of publications from the two Paris-based forecasters Peclers Paris and Nelly Rodi. The seasons comprised Summer 2005 to Autumn/Winter 2009/10.  It was carried out following the analysis of the Promostyl Archive at London College of Fashion to add a further dimension to the understanding of colour trends and cycles.

2.3 Examination of Promostyl’s Leading Colour Groups

The five key colour groups identified by Promostyl were focused on basic colour groups; as the colour forecasting books became more sophisticated, it was possible to extrapolate the initial colour groups further, bringing new colours, finishes or trends into the picture. 


Fig. 2.3. Promostyl's main colour groups expanded
Promostyl were restricted in their thinking in that they did not consider colours which have time-limited popularity, speciality colours, or indeed separate greys from the neutral hues. 

From the archive it was possible to construct a timeline featuring key colour groups. These comprised colours which appeared to dominate or feature in any number of concurrent seasons, and it became evident from early in the archive that a season or group of seasons could feature several dominant colour groups simultaneously.  

The results of the analysis can be seen in a time line chart spanning 1985 to 2007 in Figure 2.4. It evident many colour phases run in parallel, essentially indicating that there is never one dominant colour theme, rather a group of different colours which become sufficiently important to last several seasons as new colour groups are introduced, as suggested in Fig 2.2. Moreover, the early palettes showed fewer synergetic colour palettes, perhaps due to the limited number of colours presented by Promostyl, but also the  speed of the colour and fashion trends in the early 1980’s, which was considerably slower than the contemporary market.
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Figure 2‑4: Promostyl Archive Colour Cycles

From Figure 2.4, the mapping of the colour trends in the collection, it is apparent that colour groups do indeed appear to repeat, although perhaps not taking the full decade which Brannon (2000) suggested to phase in and out.  The exception to this would be violets and purples, which appeared in small quantities for almost a decade in the archive.

2.4 Exploration of Grey as a Repetitive Hue

Further exploration of the grey repetitive colour group was required as it emerged as an important and frequent colour group. There were obviously two lengthy grey seasons initially from 1992 to 1998, and again from 2000 to 2002.  The archive certainly showed marked evidence of seasonal colour influence, but the wider market had to also be considered. It was established previously that grey is a basic or core colour, so consideration had to be given to the phenomenon that a basic colour could also be regarded as a fashion colour. Evidence that grey had been developed as a strong fashion colour came from Holgate (1998).

‘’A trend for colour often lasts the longest’ reveals Liberty Buyer Angela Quaintrell. The proof: Grey’s continuing pre-eminence. After school-uniform looks in ’96 and ‘97’s androgyny…. the grey face of autumn/winter ’98 is streamlined luxury.’









(Holgate, 1998: 61) 
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Figure 2.5. No of Greys in Promostyl Palettes

When the occurence of greys is mapped against the other key Promostyl colour groups from the archive, it is apparent that their popularity is consistent for the winter seasons, yet in most years they outperform or match the most popular hues of the season, as seen in Figure 2.6.
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Figure 2.6. Comparative number of forecasted colours
Nonetheless, greys continued into the next season, establishing dominance. They were also clearly predicted for Autumn/Winter 1996 as evidenced by Holgate’s commentary. One British forecaster still publishing trend books during the period, Design Intelligence, were promoting similar colours in their Colourstyle Autumn/Winter 1994/95 trend book. This was around the initial grey phase which was identified in the Promostyl colours; Design Intelligence featured a trend theme named Waterfront, and described its colours as:

‘Dense storm cloud darks for heavy workwear fabrics…. Rich earthy green works as a surprising accent against the cool smoky palette.’








(Design Intelligence, 1994)

The evidence from fashion catwalks and other forecasters supports Promostyl’s initial, rather protracted grey phase in the 1990s. The Autumn/Winter 1998/99 season focused on another crop of greys and greyed colours. When Summer 1999 was compiled the grey theme continued, influencing a wide range of other shades. The book looked back over the previous seasons for the evolution of grey tones.

‘Winter 97/98: cold and clinical with pale neutrals and grey which is coming on strong.

Winter 98/99: Greys dominate, for neutrals with a taupe, ochre or pinkish cast.

Winter 99/2000: Continuation of greys to set next to beiges. They are touched with yellow or green hues, thus resemble half tones.’

The next period of grey hues was illustrated in the Promostyl trend books as being somewhat shorter, from 2000 to 2002. In their Fall-Winter 2000/01 brochure ‘The Beginning of the Millennium’, Promostyl highlight one key trend as being specifically grey led. Chimera’s colours are described thus:

‘A range of tinted concrete shades associated with half tones and frosted pastels. Emphasis on coloured grey – between a blue and a grey.’

Further support for the predicted grey phase is also available, if rather more limited. Cotton Incorporated, the American trade organisation supporting cotton, promoted greys in their palettes from their Fall/Winter 2000/2001 through to Fall/Winter 2002/03, 
Fashion trends for the same season were moving toward grunge looks, faded colours and worn or distressed clothing, so fitted the grey theme perfectly. A strong reddish phase running in parallel and a dark with brights phase coming in from 2001, which Promostyl had accurately predicted. Catwalk trends for the same season reflected the predicted colours, Italian label Prada mixed dark charcoal greys with reddish browns, orange and cream. 

Fashion colours, as mentioned previously, do naturally move faster than colours for other markets such as interiors, automotive or electrical consumer goods. More significantly, the archive provided an insight into how an apparently core colour, such as grey, can become a fashion colour, as in Fig. 2.7..
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Figure 2.7. Core colours with dual roles

The finding is significant as it has not yet been explored by other commentators and the key texts. It would also explain other repetitive colour groups, such as blues and neutrals, which are regularly used as both basic colours and fashion colours in fashion.

Whilst the Promostyl archive initially established that basic colours such as grey, black and neutrals could simultaneously be deemed fashion colours, further evidence of this was available from Autumn/Winter 2009/10 DMU archive due to the monochromatic nature of the palettes. Moreover, all colours in both palettes were from the core colour range, further strengthening earlier findings that core colours can also become fashion colours, and that grey has experienced dominant phases of popularity.

3 Conclusions
The examination of the archives indicated that considerable changes occurred from the 1980’s to the present: colours became increasingly sophisticated, palettes expanded, seasonal updates were produced to deliver higher levels of accuracy and a value added service from the early 1990s onwards. The overall colour forecasting product became far more polished as the fashion market became increasingly globalised. Publications became more user friendly, arguably more marketable, as the number of entrants into forecasting increased, naturally so did competition, none more challenging than the advent of internet communications, where ‘just a click of a computer mouse links subscribers... enables them to view fashion, childrenswear or interior trends, or find information on what is happening in the youth market.’ (Guerin, 2005: 40).

There were periods of dominance from specific colour groups, such as the greys and darks. Some could be explained as being part of the regular core colour groups, greys and blacks for example, repeatedly experienced a dual role as both fashion and core colours.  Writing in 2008, Li Edelkoort partially explained the phenomenon.

‘The bestselling RAL color in history is reference #7035, a boring middle grey tone. Grey is the perfect fusion of black and white, the color of nuance and dialogue, and a metaphor for a mature and truly democratic lifestyle. The family of greys permits all other colors to lean against them, to underline or overshadow them. Grey is patient and flexible and an appeasing tone in times of change and financial crisis.’










Edelkoort (2008)


Oberascher (1994) and Brannon (2000) identified purple phases as important, yet the archive found true purples occurring in extremely limited quantities. Indeed, toward the end of the sample surveyed, indications were that from 2000 onwards all possible colour permutations were represented in relatively equal amounts in the books, due to the evolution of the fast fashion culture, a response to the need to provide multiple seasons where previously there was only one. However, grey clearly dominated all other colours from 1998 onwards. Promostyl and the other major European based colour forecasters, including Nelly Rodi and Peclers may be attempting to provide a broader range of colour suitable for a variety of international markets and clients outside the fashion and textile industries, supported by a strong range of basic colours, guaranteed to sell. Some companies work further ahead in the cycle, such as the yarn spinners or fabric manufacturers, therefore they require advanced information, and again core colours are a safe option which brands will always buy. Those developing colour closer to the selling season may not require their colour information until far later in the cycle. Those organisations would benefit from updated information, whilst suppliers retain stock of greige or undyed yarn, which can be dyed to order far closer to the actual season. Mindful of fast fashion influences, this practice has been successfully adopted by many retailers for a proportion of their sales in recent years, and has not resulted in undue pressure on the supply chain.

For those who wish to plan ahead, be creative and fashion led, the colours predicted 18 month to two years in advance work very well. The updates provide a further dimension to those who are developing product closer to the season, or allow other clients to update colour or concepts in their ranges. Ultimately, the information can be used however the client wishes it to be used, resulting in a more flexible approach to design and the creative process for a wide range of customers, as evidenced by the different start dates of colour development by both retailers in the longitudinal surveys, with one starting the process four months ahead of the other. It would appear that with the popularity of grey as a core and fashion colour, and its best seller status, it is now true to say that grey is indeed the new black.
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