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FOREWORD BY

HELEEN VAN GENT

CREATIVE DIRECTOR, GLOBAL AESTHETIC CENTER, AKZONOBEL

Welcome

“We’d like to introduce the 2021 edition of ColourFutures™, which tells the story of  
how we transform key global trends into inspiring paint colour palettes for the home.  

It’s been a challenging year, and we’ve all faced experiences that feel out of kilter  
with the modern world. But we’ve also rediscovered something much more positive:  
the solidarity of communities; the generosity of strangers; and the fact that, together,  

we can do extraordinary things. NowɅs the time to ɲnd the courage to  
pick ourselves up and move forward. Our homes continue to provide a sanctuary;  
and it’s the perfect place for us to restore, renew and recalibrate; a space where  

we can be brave enough to take the ɲrst steps towards a bright future. 
This year, our Colour of the Year is a shade that’s all about balance, stability and potential. 

The following pages are full of ideas and inspiration to help you use the colour,  
combine it with other shades and try out easy techniques to transform your surroundings.  

Our website also oϜers lots of useful information and practical help for  
making the most of Sadolin Colour of the Year 2021.”
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TREND ANALYSIS

For more than 25 years, the Global Aesthetic Center 

in Amsterdam has been a hotbed of trend analysis, 

colour design and art direction. Led by Heleen van 

Gent, the creative team supports 80 markets 

around the world, working to ensure that every 

market can help consumers and customers choose 

colours with complete conɲdence.  

To be sure that our new colour palettes are right 

for the future, we undertake rigorous research and 

trend-monitoring; gathering social, cultural and 

design insights from a selection of acclaimed 

international design experts. Our colour team then 

uses this information to help identify the Colour of 

the Year and to create four complementary and 

inspiring palettes around it. 

ColourFutures™ is central to the Global Aesthetic 

Center’s work. As well as allowing us to tell the story 

behind this year’s colours and to keep our colour 

expertise at the cutting edge, it also enables us to 

create assets to help people at every stage of their 

decorating journey. Our videos, articles and 

inspirational images are designed to give people the 

conɲdence to transform their surroundings using the 

Colour of the Year and its complementary shades. 

INTRODUCING  
THE GLOBAL 

AESTHETIC CENTER



“OUR RIGOROUS RESEARCH, TREND-MONITORING AND COLOUR 
EXPERTISE MEAN WE CAN BE SURE TO SELECT COLOURS THAT 

ARE RIGHT FOR OUR FUTURE WAYS OF LIVING”
Heleen van Gent
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COLOUR 
ANALYSIS 

The evolution of colour trends  

leading up to 2021

Every Colour of the Year marks a moment 

in time and, viewed collectively, they can 

help tell the story of our age. The evolution 

of our ColourFutures™ palettes charts  

the changes in our consumers’ appetite  

for diϜerent colours, and also reɳects 

what’s going on in the wider world.  

You’ll notice that neutrals are becoming 

increasingly important, with a continuing 

interest in shades on the grey scale.  

Nearly two decades on from the very ɲrst 

ColourFutures™, we’ve honed our colours 

down from 100 to 37, creating a curated 

selection that takes the complexity out  

of colour choice and makes it far easier  

for our consumers to select the shades 

that are right for them. 

THE HISTORY OF COLOURFUTURES TM

18 YEARS 
OF

COLOUR RESEARCH

COTY 2004-2021



COMPLETE COLOUR PALETTES

2004-2021 
NEUTRALS GROW
We’ve seen an 
increasing interest 
in neutrals, with  
earthy tones 
making more of an 
appearance

2004-2007 
COOLER BLUES
Calming blues and 
purples played a 
dominant role in 
the colour palettes 
of this period

2007-2013 
OPTIMISTIC 
YELLOWS
Sunny shades 
became more 
prevalent, with 
people looking for 
positivity in their 
interiors

2013-2021 
MUTED TONES
The last few 
years have seen 
a growing desire 
for more neutral 
shades, with an 
increase in the 
popularity of 
greyish tones

We started  
working with over 
100 colours in 
2004 to show the 
breadth of our 
colour expertise

Research shows 
that it is easier  
to choose from  
a smaller number  
of colours –  
less is more



Providing you with

that 

for the

OUR OBJECTIVE

COLOURS  
WORK 

FUTURE
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HOW IT HAPPENS

At AkzoNobel, we know that people want to be conɲdent in  

their colour choices. They’re looking for colour expertise and 

guidance so they can choose shades that are on trend and that 

won’t date. To meet those demands and to drive paint expertise 

forward, global colour research is always at the top of our 

agenda. To this end, each year, we invite a selection of 

internationally-acclaimed, independent design experts to join  

our colour team for a rigorous and wide-ranging trend forecast. 

By understanding the global societal, economic and design 

factors that will inɳuence our lives in the coming years, we can 

then start to predict key consumer trends. 

This year, we assembled at the Museum de Lakenhal in Leiden 

where our experts shared their observations and insights on 

cutting-edge cultural, design and lifestyle trends and helped us 

identify the mood of the moment. Since that ɲrst meeting, we 

have kept in regular touch with our experts to ensure that our 

messages continue to be valid and relevant.  

OUR GLOBAL  
TREND FORECAST

“OUR RIGOROUS INSIGHT-GATHERING HELPS 
US PREDICT WITH CONFIDENCE WHAT’S 

GOING TO BE INFLUENCING THE WAY WE LIVE 
IN THE COMING YEAR”

Heleen van Gent

COLOUR
FUTURESTM

SOCIAL 
TRENDS

ECONOMIC 
TRENDS

GLOBAL 
COLOUR 
TRENDS

CULTURAL 
TRENDS

GLOBAL 
DESIGN  
TRENDS



TREND ANALYSIS
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Heleen joined the Global Aesthetic 
Center in 2009, following 20 years 

of working in the magazine 
industry as an interior stylist and 
design editor. After graduating 

from The Royal Academy of Art in 
The Hague, she went on to teach at 

the Artemis Design Academy in 
Amsterdam and has edited many 

books on interior and colour 
design. She travels the world 

�R�•�H�U�L�Q�J���J�X�L�G�D�Q�F�H���R�Q���F�R�O�R�X�U���D�Q�G��
design to the AkzoNobel markets.

MEET THE 
EXPERTS
A group of acclaimed international 

design experts join our colour team for 

a three-day trend-forecasting session, 

during which we build a picture of  

the key trends that will be shaping 

consumers’ lives. With specialists from 

the worlds of architecture, cultural 

analysis, design innovation and 

technology, the expertise on oϜer is 

broad. Each expert begins by sharing 

their observations and insights; we then 

open the discussion so we can consider 

collaboratively how these ideas might 

come together in the coming year, and 

how they will inɳuence our way of living.

HELEEN VAN GENT, 
NETHERLANDS 

Creative Director,  
Global Aesthetic Center, 

AkzoNobel

THE TEAM

JIM BIDDULPH, UK
Materials, Colour 

and Interiors 
consulant

AKZONOBEL GLOBAL AESTHETIC CENTER TEAM 
From left: Willeke Jongejan, Senior Global Colour 

Designer (Consumer Brands); Marieke Wielinga, Senior 
Designer (Professional Brands); Heleen van Gent,  

Head of GAC and Creative Director; Marieke van der 
Bruggen, Globel Colour Designer (Content Creation); 

Suzanne Poort, Senior Colour Designer (Digital) 

CARLOTA GASPARIAN, 
LATIN AMERICA

Surface and colour 
designer,  

Atelier de Pinturas ADRIANA PEDROSA,  
LATIN AMERICA

Surface and colour 
designer,  

Atelier de Pinturas

SEM DEVILLART, 
AMERICAS

Professor for Cultural 
Analysis,  

School of Visual Art NYC
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MARIJN SCHENK,  
EUROPE & CHINA

Architect,  
Next Architects

MICHELLE 
OGUNDEHIN, UK 
Design authority, 

writer, presenter and 
interiors consultant

HENRIQUE 
STRIKER 

Global marketing 
manager Color and CDJ 

AkzoNobel

ZUZANNA 
SKALSKA,  
EUROPE  

Founding Partner,
360Inspiration

LEON SUN,
CHINA

Editor-in-chief, Elle 
Decoration China

CHRISTINE 
ANGERMANN,

GLOBAL 
Senior colour and 

materials designer, 
BMW Group

CLAUDIA LIESHOUT,
GLOBAL 

Principal Design 
Research, 

Philips Experience 
Design

STEPHIE SIJSSENS  
Global color design manager, 

Automotive and Specialty 
Coatings, AkzoNobel 

CHRISTIANE MÜLLER,  
NETHERLANDS

Creative Director,  
Müller Van Tol

NIKKI HUNT,  
SINGAPORE 

Principal,  
Design Intervention

BARBARA 
MARSHALL, 
AUSTRALIA 

Marshall Design

TREND ANALYSIS
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TREND #1: SELF-BELIEF

From New Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern to those of 

Denmark and Norway – Mette Frederiksen and Erna Solberg, female 

leaders across the globe have been helping us understand just how 

much can be achieved with a strong sense of self, a passion for doing 

the right thing and an emphasis on empathy. They’ve carried their 

nations through diʛcult times by leading with generosity, not ego; 

and it’s an approach that has won the world over. Building self-belief 

isn’t about being narcissistic or inward-looking. While investing in our 

own wellbeing can help to boost our resilience, it can also give us the 

conɲdence and the courage to reach out to others and contribute to 

the greater good. And home should be somewhere that nurtures 

and nourishes our sense of self; somewhere we can experiment with 

new ideas and reinvent old ones; a space where we can think 

diϜerently, act generously and express ourselves.

BE LOUD AND

PROUD
Stepping up and speaking from the heart takes courage, but it also 

galvanises people and inspires loyalty. Whose words have resonated most 

during recent times? Those who have been brave enough to act with 

passion, authority and empathy. Standing up for what we believe in and 

thinking of others gives us the power to make a positive diϜerence.
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TREND #2: SOCIAL SOLIDARITY

“In nature we never see anything isolated, but everything in 

connection with something else…” German writer Goethe’s words 

have rung particularly true during the recent crisis when it’s never 

been more apparent that we’re one global family. People across the 

world have been united by feelings, needs and ways of behaving as 

never before, and this has served to underline our commonality, as 

well as generating a reassuring sense of global solidarity. As human 

beings, we crave connection and, as we haven’t been able to come 

together in the physical world, we’ve seen a dramatic increase in 

digital community-building. People of all ages have been connecting 

across continents and time zones to support each other, to share 

their skills and to work together. It’s an experience that has helped us 

understand the potency and positivity of community eϜort and 

teamwork, and one that will leave a lasting legacy. As a consequence, 

people will be seeking spaces that encourage communication, 

collaboration and unity.

TOGETHER WE’RE 

STRONGER
Collaboration works. Whether we’re seeking innovative ideas or the solution to

a global problem, it makes sense to pool our knowledge and combine forces.

Working with others brings new perspectives and expands our horizons; and

with diversity comes strength. We’re one world, one people; when we

trust each other and work together, we can do extraordinary things.
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There’s so much we can learn from the past, whether it’s the 

craftsmanship of traditional skills, the knowledge of ancient cultures 

or the cumulative discoveries of pioneering scientists around the 

world. History is relevant and valuable; a landscape we should 

cherish and build on to take us forward. There’s something 

reassuring about following the patterns of the past, respecting 

well-trodden paths or giving them a fresh and contemporary 

perspective. Handled by generations and carried through time,  

old objects and artefacts bring weight and meaning to a space.  

As life becomes increasingly fast-paced and all about the ‘now’,  

we are seeking environments that root us and give us context.  

We need layered spaces that enable us to embrace our heritage, 

evolve and tell our own personal stories: where we come from,  

who we are; what we love. 

LOOK BACK TO MOVE 

FORWARD
Consumerist society might dismiss the old in favour of the new,  

but it’s time to reassess our history. The skills and values of the past have 

timeless resonance and, by building on them, we can create a solid  

and sustainable future. We need to be bold enough to reject  

fashionable fads, to live not just for today but for all time.

TREND #3: REVALUING THE PAST
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TREND ANALYSIS

An intense period of social and economic change can make us 

reassess what really matters in our lives. Many of us, it seems, are 

beginning to revalue simple pleasures and prioritising the important 

things – home, family and friends. It can also lead us to reconsider  

our relationship with the wider world, and to look at ways we can 

improve it – both individually and collectively. Respecting the earth 

has never felt more important, whether that means consuming less 

and reusing more, repairing and caring for what we have or seeing  

the wealth in waste. Making small changes to the way we live is a step 

we can all take towards creating a better world for everyone, and  

a positive legacy for the next generation. And home has a big part to 

play. People around the globe are seeking spaces where they can 

bring the outside in, feel in touch with nature, live responsibly and  

fall back in love with the simple things. 

TREAD LIGHTLY FOR A BRIGHT

FUTURE
The earth is vulnerable and resilient. For centuries, we’ve been tapping  

its resources; now it’s time to give something back. Understanding the 

urgency of reducing our impact is a positive ɲrst step, but we also  

need to ɲnd ways of doing things diϜerently and more sustainably.  

The aim? A better world for our children.

TREND #4: ECO-CONSCIENCE
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the conɲdence to connect with others to being bold enough to 

embrace the past and the future, all aspects of life need a little courage. 

While the word has come to be associated with the doing of heroic 

deeds, its original meaning was less about grand gestures and more 

about quiet resolve; about being open and honest, and speaking  

from the heart. Today, it’s this kind of courage we need. 

With things changing all around us, we need to be strong enough to 

adapt and to take a leap of faith. All great things start small. Just one 

step can set us on the path to a new brave world.

BEING
 BRAVE

This year, it’s all about…

THE 2021 MOOD

26



“It’s about being open and honest, 
and speaking from the heart. 

Today, it’s this kind of courage we need.”
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TRANSFORMING 
TRENDS  

INTO COLOURS
The insights gathered from the trend forecast, together 

with learnings from our markets, help us understand 

where consumers will be heading in the near future.  

Our in-house colour design team can then devise paint 

colours that will match their needs. 

We establish a central theme for the year ahead and 

then work to identify a Colour of the Year that will be 

timely, relevant and on trend; a colour that encapsulates 

the theme and reɳects the mood of the moment.

Our colour experts then develop a collection of 

inspiring palettes around this shade, oϜering four 

diϜerent ways of using the Colour of the Year, so 

consumers can ɲnd colours that are right for them. The 

team also creates an extensive collection of assets, for 

print and online use. This is designed to help people at 

every stage of their decorating journey – whether they’re 

after ideas, practical help or colour conɲdence ɀ and 

makes any paint project feel achievable and fun. 

THE PROCESS



When times are changing and the world seems unstable, we want to feel 

the ground beneath our feet. We need to take comfort in the stability of the 

simple things around us – the resilience of nature; the solidity of the earth; the 

sanctuary of our homes. This year, we’ve chosen a natural, neutral Colour of the 

Year that can give us a strong foundation and help us embrace change. 

THE COURAGE TO      EMBRACE CHANGE
OUR INSPIRATION FOR COLOUR OF THE YEAR 2021
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THE COURAGE TO      EMBRACE CHANGE



HOW IT TRANSLATES 
IN OUR HOME 

Natural tones simply work in a home, creating a warm, 

neutral canvas that allows other colours to shine. 

They’re the staples of any living space, providing a 

solid foundation and, because they work so well 

together, they also give us scope to be creative with 

complementary colours and graphic shapes. 
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PROUDLY INTRODUCING OUR 

COLOUR
OF 

THE
YEAR
 2021
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