
pantone color matching system

What is Pantone?
Pantone is a company responsible for creating a library of colors 
(Pantone Matching System) used by designers and printers to achieve 
accurate print output. This system is used in a large chunk of the world.

Other terms used for Pantone colors: 
Spot, Solid, PMS, Special.

Why are Pantones useful? 
Pantones allow a designer to spec a color and have a reference (swatch 
book) that he/she can hold the printer to. It’s important to understand 
that the same color may print quite differently on different types of 
paper, so if you’re using something unusual, it’s a good idea to have 
a drawdown done (a sample of the ink on that paper) to make sure it 
works well with the paper.

Can Pantone colors be used with 4-color jobs? 
Yes! It’s just pricey. A four color job (full color) is comprised of 4 inks 
(CMYK). If you add a Pantone (spot) color to that job, you’ll significantly 
increase the cost. 

Special Benefits? 
The nice thing about printing with a spot color, is that you can get a nice 
solid coverage of that color. You can also use it in tints (shown above 
from 100% to 10%). You can get a lot of tones out of just one color, which 
can keep your print costs down. 

When should you use Pantone colors?

1. When your client doesn’t have a lot of money to spend on printing. 
One or two colors keeps costs down.

2. When you need an extra punch of a specific color on top of a 4-color 
job (for example a neon, a special color that’s required and related to 
a given company, or a metallic).

3. In school, you can use them to make creating tints easier in Illustrator 
(CMYK colors will not break down in to tints, you have to remix them 

slightly to get a lighter color, which can be less accurate). You will not 
be able to get accurate results out of a digital printer, however. It’s still 
up to you to get the color you were aiming for as digital printers vary 
as do monitor previews.

How do you access PMS colors? 
Illustrator: Window>Swatch Libraries > Color Books > Pantone Solid 
(coated or uncoated)

InDesign: Swatches palette > New Color Swatch > Color Mode > Pantone 
Solid (coated or uncoated)

Photoshop: Click color swatch in the tools window > Color Libraries > 
Pantone Solid (coated or uncoated)
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