
BEYOND BASICNESS: CONCEPTUAL AND SOCIOLECTAL FACTORS IN THE USE OF BASIC COLOR 
TERMS IN ADVERTISING 
 
The proposed analysis addresses language-internal variation in color categorization, focusing on 
the conceptual and contextual factors that determine the preference for basic or non-basic color 
terms (BCT) in modern American advertising. The study brings together two lines of research in 
color semantics, i.e. the color categorization studies in the Berlin and Kay tradition focusing on 
the referential meanings of the basic color terms and qualitative analyses of color words in 
advertising discourse. The latter predominantly explore the evocative potential of color words 
and often suggest non-popularity of basic color terms in this context. From a usage-based 
perspective this raises the question whether the generalizations made in BCT studies can be 
applied beyond the most salient color words, and how color terms behave in real-life usage 
contexts such as advertising. 

Following the multivariate model of semantics (Geeraerts et al. 1994, Geeraerts 2010, Geeraerts 
& Speelman 2010), we propose a quantitative onomasiological analysis of the variation in the 
usage of BCT in advertising. The study is based on an extensive self-compiled corpus of color 
names and color samples (over 75 000 observations) used by US manufacturers for online 
marketing in four product categories (automobiles, clothing, make-up, and house paints). In the 
first series of analyses, we use univariate and bivariate tests to explore the individual effects of 
conceptual, sociolectal and linguistic factors in the usage of BCT. At the second stage, we apply 
multiple logistic regression to reveal the interactions between the different factors. The 
preliminary results suggest that conceptual factors (number and diversity of colors) give better 
prediction of variation in the usage of BCT across the four product categories. Whereas 
sociolectal factors (prestige status of the brand, country of origin, product sub-category) have a 
more fine-grained effect and are more relevant for variation within one product category. 
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