
Your #1 Tip to Get Unstuck and Paint with Ease and Flow 

THE 80-20 PRINCIPLE FOR PAINTERS

I’m excited to share something special with you – painter to painter. 

Every painter I know encounters times when they get stuck. My "back-

to-action" tip I call the 80- 20 concept, is very effective to improve 

paintings and allow for more ease and flow while you paint. 

My 80-20 concept is based on the Pareto Principle, which may 

sound familiar to you because it’s used in so many aspects of life. 

The Pareto Principle originated many years ago to describe 

economist Pareto’s analysis of Italian landholders. It is now used 

in everything from diets, mathematics, finance, and business 

models. Oddly I’ve never heard it used in art or painting!  

So, I took Pareto's main idea and adapted it for painters. The 

technique is featured in my book Create Perfect Paintings and my 

online Design Masterclass The Art of Painting Beyond Technique. 

To understand the 80-20 concept, start by identifying any pairs of 

opposites that are used in a particular painting. Some examples of 

pairs commonly used in painting are: warm and cool colors, textural 

and smooth areas, spatial depth and flat areas, red and green, shiny 

and matte, realistic shapes and abstracted ones.  

https://nancyreyner.com/books-2/
https://nancyreyner.com/master-course-package/


The next step is to determine which of the pairs of opposites is the most 

obvious or predominant – and here's where the fun begins! For any pair of 

opposites, we can use a ratio that describes their relationship. Let's look at this 

painting by Pieter Brueghel the Elder created in the 16th century, called 

Landscape with Fall of Icarus, as an example. 

 

 
  

The main pair of opposites is Green to Red in an 80-20 ratio. Our eye-brain 

perception mechanism is programmed to see pairs of opposites. We feel "safe" 

when they are equal, but when they are not equal as in this case, it creates a 

feeling of the unexpected. Basically, this means we are encouraged to step 

closer to take a better look. Our programming will also draw us towards the 

lesser of the ratio. This painting is mostly cool colors or green, therefore we are 

naturally drawn towards the man's red shirt. Now let's look at what happens if 

we vary the ratio in this painting. 

 

 

 



 
 

The image above is altered in Photoshop so that red and green have an equal 

presence. Instead of the original painting's 80-20 green to red, this altered 

version illustrates a 50-50 green to red. The red in the original painting created 

a strong focus by being in the minority. Here with more red all competing for 

attention, creates a chaotic feeling and is difficult to view. Equality with pairs 

of opposites, instead of increasing the viewing potential causes a “quick 

viewing exit” repelling a viewer instead of attracting them.  

 

Let's look at another altered version. The image below shows how the painting 

would look if the ratio of green to red was 100-0. Here is a pair of opposites 

where one of the pair is missing. As you can see this relationship will also cause 

a "quick viewing exit". 



 

   
Our programming, as I mentioned before, is geared for pairs of 

opposites. If one of the pair's components is missing it can feel very 

unsettling if we force ourselves to look at it. Below is another altered 

version of 100-0 but red to green. 

 

 
 



Here’s an example from one of my students, artist Ross Davis, and how he 

used the 80-20 concept to improve the viewing power of his painting.  

 

                 
                Before                After 

 

The "before" image shows the painting in process, with an overuse of 

cool and neutral colors. The finished version is more appealing with an 

80-20 blue to orange, and an 80-20 neutral to bright. 

 

There are exceptions to this 80-20 concept, so no need to worry if your 

favorite painting appears to fall into the 50-50 category. Creating a 

successful painting does not depend on strict rules. Instead use concepts 

like this one to create greater awareness with your work. 

 

Ready for the next step? Apply here for your very own 

complimentary Painter’s Review with Nancy. 

https://nancyreyner.com/free/offer/

