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RGB vs. CMYK: What's the difference?

RGB (Red, Green, Blue)

® Used by digital screens, monitors, TVs,
LEDs, smartphones

® The RGB color gamut is much wider than
CMYK, meaning screens can display
incredibly bright colors that ink cannot
replicate. RGB mixed at it’s highest inten-
sity produces pure white light.

CMYK (Cyan, Magenta, Yellow, Key/Black)

® Physical Printing. The media begins as
white. As the colors are layered, it absorbs
(subtracts) light.

® In theory, mixing all colors should produce
black, but it’s more like a muddy-brown.
Printers have black ink to ensure a deep,
true black.
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PMS (Pantone Matching System)

In 1963, the printing industry was revolutionized by the launch of the
first Pantone Matching System. It started with just 10 standard
colors, providing printers with an exact formula of ink proportions
for each specific shade. Also known as Spot Colors, these are highly
specific, pre-mixed physical inks (like picking a paint swatch at a
hardware store). Because the ink is mixed before printing, it ensures
perfect color consistency across different printers and materials.

Other Notable
Color Modes

HEX (Hexadecimal):

HEX isn't actually a different
color model; it's simply a differ-
ent language for writing RGB
values specifically for web
coding (HTML/CSS). It uses a
six-digit alphanumeric code.

LAB (CIELAB):

Unlike RGB (based on screens)
or CMYK (based on ink), LAB is
based on human vision. It
separates color into three
channels: Lightness (L), A
(green to red), and B (blue to
yellow). It is completely
device-independent.

GRAYSCALE:

Removes all color data, leaving
only 256 shades of gray, rang-
ing from pure white to pure
black.

HEX Color: #F40009
RGB: (244, 0, 0)
CMYK: 4, 100, 95, 0

COCA-COLA RED
PMS 2347 C

Format: Colors are assigned specific numbers (PMS 2347 C for Coca-Cola red, for example).

Best for: Specified branding, stationary, limited-color prints (1-3 colors). Large format digital

printers use CMYK inks which are not an exact match to PMS.
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