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Introduction 
Think about the last time you entered a hospital, university, corporate campus, or large office 
building for the first time. Chances are you looked for signs almost immediately. Whether you 
realized it or not, you relied on a wayfinding system to help you determine where you were, 
where you needed to go, and how to get there. 

When a facility is easy to navigate, visitors rarely notice the signage. They simply arrive at their 
destination with confidence. When navigation is confusing, however, frustration builds quickly. 
People become lost, appointments are delayed, employees are interrupted for directions, 
deliveries end up in the wrong location, and the overall experience suffers. 



Many organizations underestimate the importance of wayfinding. They assume adding a few 
directional signs after construction is complete will solve navigation problems. In reality, effective 
wayfinding begins long before the first sign is manufactured. It is a carefully planned system that 
considers architecture, human behavior, accessibility requirements, branding, traffic flow, and 
information design. 

A well-designed wayfinding system does much more than tell people where to turn. It helps 
visitors feel comfortable in unfamiliar environments, supports ADA accessibility requirements, 
improves safety during emergencies, reinforces an organization’s identity, and increases 
operational efficiency by reducing unnecessary interruptions and confusion. 

From hospitals serving thousands of patients each day to apartment communities welcoming 
prospective residents, nearly every commercial property benefits from thoughtful navigation 
planning. In rapidly growing cities like Charlotte, North Carolina, where new office parks, 
mixed-use developments, medical facilities, schools, and corporate campuses continue to 
expand, effective wayfinding has become an essential component of successful building design. 

This guide explains how professional wayfinding systems are planned, designed, fabricated, 
and installed. Drawing on practical experience from commercial signage projects across a 
variety of industries, we’ll explore the principles that make navigation intuitive and examine the 
decisions that influence usability, accessibility, maintenance, and long-term success. 

 

What Is a Wayfinding System? 

Definition 
A wayfinding system is a coordinated network of visual communication tools that helps people 
understand where they are, determine where they need to go, navigate efficiently, and confirm 
they have arrived at the correct destination. 

While many people think of wayfinding as simply installing directional signs, the reality is much 
more comprehensive. A successful wayfinding system combines planning, architecture, graphic 
design, psychology, accessibility standards, and environmental design to create a seamless 
navigation experience. 

Every sign within the system serves a specific purpose and works together with the others to 
provide consistent guidance. 

 



Individual Signs vs. Complete Wayfinding Systems 
One of the most common misconceptions is that purchasing directional signs automatically 
creates a wayfinding system. It does not. 

An individual sign communicates a single piece of information. A wayfinding system 
communicates an organized sequence of information that guides people from arrival to 
destination. 

Consider a visitor arriving at a corporate headquarters. 

Without a coordinated system, they may encounter: 

●​ An unmarked entrance 
●​ Confusing parking lots 
●​ Multiple building entrances 
●​ No lobby directory 
●​ Hallways with inconsistent room numbering 
●​ Departments identified using different naming conventions 
●​ Missing directional signs at intersections 

Even if every hallway contains a directional sign, visitors may still become lost because the 
information lacks organization. 

A complete wayfinding system begins before visitors even enter the property. 

For example: 

●​ Monument signs identify the property. 
●​ Parking signs organize traffic. 
●​ Building identification confirms arrival. 
●​ Lobby directories orient visitors. 
●​ Corridor signs provide direction. 
●​ Department signs identify destinations. 
●​ Room identification confirms the exact location. 

Each component supports the next, creating a logical journey instead of isolated instructions. 

 

Wayfinding Is About Human Behavior 
Professional wayfinding designers spend as much time studying people as they do studying 
buildings. 



Every visitor enters a facility with questions: 

●​ Where am I? 
●​ Where do I park? 
●​ Which entrance should I use? 
●​ Where do I check in? 
●​ Which hallway do I follow? 
●​ Did I make the correct turn? 
●​ Am I getting closer? 
●​ Have I arrived? 

A successful wayfinding system anticipates these questions before they are asked. 

Rather than overwhelming people with excessive information, effective systems reveal 
information gradually as users move through the environment. 

This concept is known as progressive disclosure, allowing visitors to process only the 
information they need at each decision point. 

For example, a hospital visitor entering from the parking garage does not need directions to 
every department in the building. They first need to know: 

●​ Which entrance to use 
●​ Which floor they are on 
●​ Where the elevators are located 

Only after reaching the appropriate floor do they need detailed directions to cardiology, imaging, 
or outpatient surgery. 

Providing too much information too early often creates confusion instead of clarity. 

 

The Components of a Wayfinding System 
A professionally designed system typically includes much more than arrows. 

Common elements include: 

Building Identification 

Confirms visitors have reached the correct property. 

Examples include: 

●​ Monument signs 



●​ Channel letters 
●​ Building-mounted identification 
●​ Address signage 

 

Orientation Tools 

Help users understand where they are within the larger environment. 

Examples include: 

●​ Campus maps 
●​ Shopping center directories 
●​ Hospital directories 
●​ Interactive kiosks 
●​ Digital maps 

 

Directional Information 

Guides visitors toward destinations. 

Examples include: 

●​ Hallway signs 
●​ Exterior directional signs 
●​ Parking lot signs 
●​ Elevator directories 
●​ Stairwell signs 

 

Destination Identification 

Confirms arrival. 

Examples include: 

●​ Office signs 
●​ Department identification 
●​ Conference room signs 
●​ Classroom identification 
●​ Patient room numbers 



 

Regulatory and Safety Signs 

Provide required information. 

Examples include: 

●​ ADA-compliant room signs 
●​ Exit signs 
●​ Fire safety signage 
●​ Emergency evacuation maps 
●​ Occupancy notices 

 

Wayfinding Is More Than Sign Placement 
Experienced sign professionals know that installing attractive signs in poor locations rarely 
improves navigation. 

Placement matters as much as design. 

Before signs are manufactured, designers study: 

●​ Walking patterns 
●​ Vehicle circulation 
●​ Sight lines 
●​ Architectural obstructions 
●​ Visitor behavior 
●​ Lighting conditions 
●​ Decision points 
●​ Accessibility routes 

A directional sign installed ten feet too late may force visitors to backtrack. 

A directory hidden behind a decorative column becomes useless. 

A ceiling-mounted sign positioned above lighting fixtures may disappear into the architecture. 

Good wayfinding considers these factors long before fabrication begins. 

 

Consistency Is Essential 



People naturally learn patterns as they move through a building. 

If every directional sign uses different fonts, colors, terminology, or layouts, visitors must relearn 
the system repeatedly. 

Consistency builds confidence. 

Professional wayfinding programs standardize: 

●​ Typography 
●​ Color palettes 
●​ Symbols 
●​ Icons 
●​ Room numbering 
●​ Naming conventions 
●​ Materials 
●​ Mounting methods 
●​ Sign sizes 
●​ Information hierarchy 

This consistency allows visitors to focus on navigation instead of interpreting different sign 
styles. 

 

Wayfinding Extends Beyond Signage 
Modern wayfinding often incorporates architectural and environmental elements that subtly 
guide movement without requiring additional signs. 

These may include: 

●​ Flooring transitions 
●​ Accent walls 
●​ Ceiling features 
●​ Lighting changes 
●​ Color-coded departments 
●​ Architectural landmarks 
●​ Environmental graphics 
●​ Public artwork 
●​ Glass graphics 
●​ Landscape features 

For example, a children’s hospital may use brightly colored floor graphics and themed 
environmental graphics to distinguish pediatric departments, while a corporate headquarters 



may rely on branded accent colors, architectural finishes, and minimalist signage to reinforce a 
sophisticated identity. 

These visual cues help visitors orient themselves naturally while reducing dependence on 
written instructions. 

 

Why Wayfinding Matters 

Definition 
Effective wayfinding improves far more than navigation. It enhances the overall experience of 
everyone who uses a facility, from first-time visitors and employees to emergency responders 
and maintenance staff. 

A well-planned system creates confidence. A poorly planned one creates stress. 

Although the investment in a comprehensive wayfinding system is often modest compared to 
the overall cost of a commercial development, its impact is felt every day throughout the life of 
the building. 

 

Improving the Visitor Experience 
First impressions begin long before someone reaches the reception desk. 

Visitors start evaluating a business from the moment they enter the property. 

Questions arise immediately: 

●​ Where should I park? 
●​ Which entrance is correct? 
●​ Am I in the right building? 
●​ Where do I check in? 
●​ How long will it take to find my destination? 

When navigation is intuitive, visitors feel welcomed and organized. 

When it is confusing, anxiety increases before any interaction with staff occurs. 

This is especially important for: 



●​ Medical facilities 
●​ Corporate headquarters 
●​ Universities 
●​ Hotels 
●​ Museums 
●​ Government offices 

Visitors arriving for important appointments are often already under stress. Good wayfinding 
minimizes unnecessary frustration. 

 

Increasing Employee Productivity 
Employees frequently become unofficial information desks in facilities with poor navigation. 

Receptionists, nurses, teachers, office staff, security personnel, and maintenance teams are 
repeatedly interrupted by visitors asking for directions. 

These interruptions may seem minor individually, but over the course of a year they represent 
significant lost productivity. 

Clear directional systems allow employees to focus on their responsibilities rather than providing 
navigation assistance. 

 

Building Customer Confidence 
Navigation affects perceptions of professionalism. 

A facility that is organized, clearly identified, and easy to navigate often feels more trustworthy 
and better managed. 

Visitors may never consciously compliment an excellent wayfinding system, but they notice 
when one is missing. 

Simple improvements—such as consistent lobby directories, clearly marked departments, and 
intuitive parking guidance—can significantly improve customer confidence. 

 

Supporting Safety and Emergency Response 



Wayfinding also plays a critical role in emergency preparedness. 

During emergencies, occupants must quickly locate: 

●​ Exits 
●​ Stairwells 
●​ Assembly areas 
●​ Fire extinguishers 
●​ Emergency equipment 
●​ Safe refuge locations 

Emergency responders also benefit from clearly identified buildings, entrances, floors, stairwells, 
and room numbering systems. 

In large facilities, seconds matter. Clear identification can help firefighters, police officers, and 
EMS personnel locate individuals more efficiently. 

 

Enhancing Accessibility 
Navigation should work for everyone, regardless of age or ability. 

A thoughtfully designed wayfinding system considers: 

●​ Individuals with visual impairments 
●​ Visitors using wheelchairs 
●​ People with mobility limitations 
●​ Older adults 
●​ Non-English speakers 
●​ First-time visitors 
●​ Individuals experiencing cognitive challenges 

ADA-compliant signage, tactile lettering, Braille, logical layouts, and consistent terminology all 
contribute to a more inclusive environment. 

Accessibility is not simply a regulatory requirement—it is an essential aspect of good design. 

 

Improving Operational Efficiency 
Wayfinding also supports day-to-day operations behind the scenes. 



Service providers, delivery drivers, maintenance crews, contractors, and vendors all rely on 
clear navigation. 

Loading docks, service entrances, mechanical rooms, and restricted-access areas require 
identification that minimizes delays and prevents unauthorized access. 

Facilities that streamline navigation often experience smoother operations and fewer logistical 
issues. 

 

Reinforcing Brand Perception 
Every sign communicates something about an organization. 

A cohesive wayfinding system reflects attention to detail, professionalism, and organizational 
competence. 

Rather than competing with architectural design, well-executed wayfinding complements it. 

Consistent colors, typography, materials, and environmental graphics can subtly reinforce a 
company’s identity while improving navigation. 

Visitors often leave with a stronger impression of the organization—not because the signage 
was flashy, but because the entire experience felt intuitive and thoughtfully designed. 

 

Reducing Staff Interruptions 
One of the most overlooked benefits of effective wayfinding is reducing the number of routine 
directional questions staff receive each day. 

In healthcare facilities, schools, office buildings, and apartment communities, employees can 
spend a surprising amount of time answering simple questions such as: 

●​ “Where is Suite 300?” 
●​ “Which elevator goes to Radiology?” 
●​ “Where is Visitor Parking?” 
●​ “How do I get to the leasing office?” 
●​ “Which entrance should I use?” 

When navigation systems anticipate these needs with clear, strategically placed information, 
staff can focus on serving customers rather than redirecting them. 



For organizations managing hundreds or even thousands of visitors each week, this 
improvement in efficiency can have a meaningful impact on daily operations. 

 
Where Wayfinding Systems Are Used 

Definition 

Every facility where people need to make decisions about where to go can benefit from a 
thoughtfully planned wayfinding system. While the basic principles of identification, direction, 
orientation, and confirmation remain the same, every type of property presents unique 
navigation challenges. 

A hospital serving thousands of patients each day requires a different strategy than a 
manufacturing plant, apartment community, or corporate headquarters. Understanding how 
people move through each environment is the foundation of successful wayfinding design. 

 

Corporate Offices 
Modern office buildings often welcome employees, customers, vendors, job applicants, and 
delivery personnel—all with different destinations. 

Common Navigation Challenges 

●​ Multiple tenant suites 
●​ Shared reception areas 
●​ Visitor parking 
●​ Multiple entrances 
●​ Several floors 
●​ Conference centers 
●​ Employee-only spaces 

Best Practices 

An effective corporate wayfinding system should begin in the parking lot and continue through 
the building. 

Typical components include: 

●​ Building identification 



●​ Visitor parking signs 
●​ Lobby directories 
●​ Elevator directories 
●​ Floor identification 
●​ Department identification 
●​ Conference room signage 
●​ Office identification 

Many corporate campuses throughout Charlotte continue expanding as businesses grow. 
Designing flexible signage that accommodates future tenant changes can reduce long-term 
replacement costs. 

 

Medical Offices 
Medical office buildings require navigation systems that reduce stress for patients, many of 
whom may already feel anxious before arriving. 

Common Challenges 

●​ Multiple physicians 
●​ Shared waiting rooms 
●​ Suite numbering 
●​ Laboratory locations 
●​ Imaging departments 
●​ Accessibility needs 

Best Practices 

Medical environments benefit from: 

●​ Highly legible typography 
●​ Color-coded departments 
●​ Simple terminology 
●​ Consistent directional arrows 
●​ Clear patient check-in identification 

Medical offices should minimize unnecessary decisions by presenting information only when 
needed. 

 



Hospitals 
Hospitals are among the most complex buildings to navigate. 

Visitors include: 

●​ Patients 
●​ Families 
●​ Physicians 
●​ Volunteers 
●​ Emergency personnel 
●​ Vendors 
●​ Contractors 

Each group follows different circulation paths. 

Challenges 

●​ Multiple buildings 
●​ Parking garages 
●​ Elevators 
●​ Wings 
●​ Departments 
●​ Frequent renovations 
●​ Emergency routes 

Best Practices 

Hospital wayfinding often includes: 

●​ Campus maps 
●​ Exterior directional signs 
●​ Parking identification 
●​ Color-coded floors 
●​ Department icons 
●​ Elevator directories 
●​ Digital directories 
●​ Room numbering systems 

Good hospital wayfinding reduces stress while improving operational efficiency. 

 



Universities 
College campuses may include dozens or even hundreds of buildings spread across large 
properties. 

Challenges 

●​ Visitors unfamiliar with campus 
●​ Multiple parking areas 
●​ Residence halls 
●​ Academic buildings 
●​ Athletic facilities 
●​ Event traffic 

Best Practices 

Universities often rely on: 

●​ Campus maps 
●​ Vehicular directional signs 
●​ Pedestrian signs 
●​ Building identification 
●​ Department directories 
●​ Emergency phones 
●​ Parking guidance 

Consistency across an entire campus is essential. 

 

Schools 
Elementary and secondary schools have unique visitor needs. 

Challenges 

●​ Student drop-off 
●​ Parent traffic 
●​ Secure entrances 
●​ Athletic facilities 
●​ Cafeterias 
●​ Administrative offices 



Best Practices 

Schools benefit from: 

●​ Visitor parking 
●​ Main entrance identification 
●​ Secure check-in signage 
●​ Classroom numbering 
●​ Gymnasium identification 
●​ Athletic field signs 
●​ Event parking guidance 

Safety should always influence sign placement. 

 

Churches 
Large churches often function as community centers throughout the week. 

Challenges 

●​ Multiple buildings 
●​ Children’s ministries 
●​ Event spaces 
●​ Wedding guests 
●​ Visitors unfamiliar with the property 

Best Practices 

Church wayfinding often includes: 

●​ Campus maps 
●​ Visitor parking 
●​ Worship center identification 
●​ Classroom numbering 
●​ Nursery signs 
●​ Fellowship hall identification 

Friendly, welcoming language often performs better than institutional terminology. 

 



Manufacturing Facilities 
Industrial environments prioritize safety and operational efficiency. 

Challenges 

●​ Truck circulation 
●​ Employee entrances 
●​ Visitor check-in 
●​ Hazardous areas 
●​ Shipping and receiving 

Best Practices 

Manufacturing facilities often require: 

●​ Loading dock identification 
●​ Traffic flow signs 
●​ Safety graphics 
●​ Restricted area signs 
●​ Department identification 
●​ Equipment labeling 

Durability becomes especially important in industrial settings. 

 

Apartment Communities 
Modern apartment developments have become increasingly complex. 

Challenges 

●​ Leasing offices 
●​ Resident parking 
●​ Visitor parking 
●​ Building numbers 
●​ Amenity centers 
●​ Package rooms 

Best Practices 



Effective apartment wayfinding includes: 

●​ Monument signs 
●​ Community maps 
●​ Building identification 
●​ Garage signage 
●​ Amenity identification 
●​ Directional signs 
●​ ADA signage 

Large multifamily developments throughout Charlotte often benefit from color-coded building 
sections and consistent numbering systems. 

 

Shopping Centers 
Retail centers depend on helping customers locate businesses quickly. 

Challenges 

●​ Multiple tenants 
●​ Parking fields 
●​ Anchor stores 
●​ Outparcels 
●​ Seasonal tenants 

Best Practices 

Shopping centers typically include: 

●​ Pylon directories 
●​ Monument directories 
●​ Parking lot identifiers 
●​ Pedestrian signs 
●​ Building numbers 

Updating tenant directories should be simple as businesses change. 

 

Hotels 



Hotel guests often arrive after long trips and expect intuitive navigation. 

Challenges 

●​ Guest rooms 
●​ Meeting rooms 
●​ Restaurants 
●​ Parking 
●​ Amenities 

Best Practices 

Hotels frequently use: 

●​ Lobby directories 
●​ Floor maps 
●​ Room identification 
●​ Elevator directories 
●​ Event signage 

Consistency enhances the guest experience. 

 

Museums 
Museums balance navigation with storytelling. 

Challenges 

●​ Exhibits 
●​ Temporary displays 
●​ Multiple routes 
●​ Accessibility 

Best Practices 

Wayfinding should support exploration without distracting from exhibits. 

Environmental graphics often become part of the visitor experience. 

 



Government Buildings 
Government facilities serve diverse populations. 

Challenges 

●​ Multiple departments 
●​ Security checkpoints 
●​ Courtrooms 
●​ Public service offices 

Best Practices 

Clear terminology and multilingual support are often valuable. 

 

Airports 
Airports represent one of the world’s most sophisticated wayfinding environments. 

Challenges 

●​ Time-sensitive decisions 
●​ Security 
●​ Gates 
●​ Baggage claim 
●​ Rental cars 
●​ Parking 

Every sign must communicate quickly and consistently. 

 

Parking Garages 
Visitors frequently become disoriented inside large parking structures. 

Effective systems include: 

●​ Level identification 



●​ Color coding 
●​ Zone numbers 
●​ Stairwell identification 
●​ Elevator markers 

These features help visitors relocate their vehicles efficiently. 

 

Mixed-Use Developments 
Mixed-use properties combine offices, apartments, restaurants, retail, and entertainment. 

Navigation must accommodate different user groups simultaneously. 

Systems often include: 

●​ Vehicular guidance 
●​ Pedestrian maps 
●​ Building identification 
●​ Parking management 
●​ Digital directories 

 

Public Parks 
Parks require durable outdoor signage. 

Typical elements include: 

●​ Trail maps 
●​ Rules 
●​ Restrooms 
●​ Parking 
●​ Emergency markers 
●​ Interpretive displays 

Wayfinding must withstand weather while remaining highly visible. 

 



The Different Types of Wayfinding Signs 

Definition 
A complete wayfinding system is made up of many different sign types, each serving a specific 
purpose. Rather than relying on one large directory or an abundance of arrows, effective 
systems provide the right information at the right moment. 

The following categories represent the most common types of commercial wayfinding signage. 

 

Exterior Directional Signs 
Purpose 

Guide vehicles and pedestrians throughout a property. 

Best Use Cases 

●​ Office parks 
●​ Hospitals 
●​ Apartment communities 
●​ Universities 
●​ Industrial campuses 

Typical Materials 

●​ Aluminum 
●​ ACM (Aluminum Composite Material) 
●​ Steel 
●​ Reflective vinyl 

Advantages 

●​ Improves traffic flow 
●​ Reduces confusion 
●​ Supports safety 

Limitations 



●​ Must remain visible despite landscaping 
●​ May require permits 

Design Considerations 

●​ Large lettering 
●​ High contrast 
●​ Reflective finishes 
●​ Appropriate viewing distances 

 

Parking Signs 
Purpose 

Organize vehicle movement. 

Common Uses 

●​ Visitor parking 
●​ Reserved parking 
●​ ADA parking 
●​ Employee parking 
●​ Delivery zones 

Materials 

●​ Aluminum 
●​ Reflective sheeting 
●​ Steel posts 

Advantages 

●​ Improves circulation 
●​ Enhances safety 
●​ Supports ADA compliance 

Limitations 

Must withstand weather and vehicle impacts. 

 



Campus Maps 
Purpose 

Provide an overall orientation. 

Best Uses 

●​ Universities 
●​ Hospitals 
●​ Business parks 
●​ Large apartment communities 

Materials 

●​ Aluminum 
●​ Glass 
●​ Acrylic 
●​ Digital displays 

Advantages 

●​ Helps visitors understand the entire property 
●​ Reduces repeated directional questions 

Limitations 

Maps require updates as buildings change. 

 

Monument Directories 
Purpose 

Identify multiple tenants at a property’s entrance. 

Typical Locations 

●​ Office complexes 
●​ Retail centers 
●​ Mixed-use developments 



Materials 

●​ Masonry 
●​ Aluminum 
●​ ACM 
●​ Acrylic 
●​ LED illumination 

Advantages 

●​ Easy identification 
●​ Professional appearance 

Limitations 

Changing tenant panels should be designed for easy replacement. 

 

Building Identification 
Purpose 

Confirm arrival at the correct building. 

Typical Examples 

●​ Channel letters 
●​ Dimensional letters 
●​ Address numbers 
●​ Illuminated signs 

Materials 

●​ Aluminum 
●​ Acrylic 
●​ Stainless steel 
●​ LED components 

Advantages 

●​ Highly visible 
●​ Reinforces branding 



Limitations 

Often requires landlord approval and local permits. 

 

Lobby Directories 
Purpose 

Orient visitors immediately after entering. 

Materials 

●​ Acrylic 
●​ Aluminum 
●​ Glass 
●​ Digital displays 

Advantages 

●​ Centralized information 
●​ Professional appearance 

Limitations 

Must remain current as tenants change. 

 

Floor Directories 
Purpose 

Identify departments located on each floor. 

Typical Locations 

●​ Elevator lobbies 
●​ Stair exits 



Advantages 

●​ Reduces unnecessary wandering 
●​ Improves efficiency 

Materials 

●​ Acrylic 
●​ Aluminum 
●​ Vinyl graphics 

 

Department Identification 
Purpose 

Clearly identify major destinations. 

Examples 

●​ Human Resources 
●​ Radiology 
●​ Admissions 
●​ Finance 
●​ Pediatrics 

Design Considerations 

Department names should remain consistent throughout every directory and directional sign. 

Changing terminology between signs creates unnecessary confusion. 

 

Corridor Directional Signs 
Purpose 

Guide people at decision points. 



Best Placement 

●​ Hallway intersections 
●​ Elevator exits 
●​ Building connectors 

Advantages 

●​ Keeps visitors moving confidently 
●​ Minimizes backtracking 

Limitations 

Too much information can overwhelm users. 

 

Room Identification 
Purpose 

Confirm arrival. 

Common Applications 

●​ Offices 
●​ Classrooms 
●​ Patient rooms 
●​ Storage rooms 
●​ Mechanical rooms 

Materials 

●​ Acrylic 
●​ Aluminum 
●​ ADA-compliant tactile plaques 

Advantages 

●​ Essential for navigation 
●​ Supports ADA compliance 

 



Conference Room Signs 
Purpose 

Identify meeting spaces. 

Optional Features 

●​ Changeable inserts 
●​ Digital scheduling displays 
●​ Occupancy indicators 

Materials 

●​ Acrylic 
●​ Glass 
●​ Aluminum 

 

Office Identification 
Purpose 

Identify individual offices. 

Often includes: 

●​ Employee names 
●​ Titles 
●​ Room numbers 

Many organizations choose modular systems that make updates simple as personnel change. 

 

The Different Types of Wayfinding Signs 
(Continued) 



ADA-Compliant Signs 

Definition 

ADA-compliant signs provide permanent room identification and accessibility information for 
individuals with visual impairments and other disabilities. Although they are often discussed 
separately because they are required by law in many situations, they should be integrated into 
the overall wayfinding system—not treated as an afterthought. 

Purpose 

ADA signs help identify permanent spaces while ensuring facilities remain accessible to all 
visitors. 

Common Applications 

●​ Restrooms 
●​ Conference rooms 
●​ Offices 
●​ Classrooms 
●​ Stairwells 
●​ Elevators 
●​ Mechanical rooms 
●​ Exit doors 
●​ Permanent departments 

Typical Materials 

●​ Acrylic 
●​ Photopolymer 
●​ Aluminum 
●​ Laminated plastics 
●​ Dimensional materials with tactile lettering 

Advantages 

●​ Improves accessibility 
●​ Meets ADA requirements 
●​ Creates consistency 
●​ Durable for long-term use 

Limitations 



ADA standards dictate specific design, mounting, and tactile requirements, limiting certain 
design choices. 

Design Considerations 

Professional designers consider: 

●​ Raised lettering 
●​ Grade 2 Braille 
●​ Non-glare finishes 
●​ Appropriate color contrast 
●​ Correct mounting heights 
●​ Consistent room numbering 

One of the most common mistakes is assuming every sign requires Braille. In reality, ADA 
requirements apply primarily to permanent room identification, while many directional signs 
follow different guidelines. 

 

Stairwell Identification 

Purpose 
Stairwell signs provide critical information during both everyday use and emergency situations. 

Typical Information 

●​ Stairwell designation 
●​ Floor level 
●​ Roof access 
●​ Exit discharge level 
●​ Building identification 
●​ Emergency contact information (where required) 

Best Materials 

●​ Aluminum 
●​ Acrylic 
●​ Reflective graphics 
●​ Photoluminescent materials when required by code 



Advantages 

●​ Improves emergency response 
●​ Assists firefighters 
●​ Supports occupant safety 

Limitations 

Code requirements vary depending on local jurisdictions. 

 

Elevator Signage 

Purpose 
Elevator signage helps users locate elevators and identify which floors serve specific 
destinations. 

Common Components 

●​ Elevator identification 
●​ Floor directories 
●​ ADA call button signs 
●​ Elevator lobby directories 

Design Considerations 

Information should be visible immediately upon exiting elevators so visitors can quickly 
determine which direction to travel. 

 

Restroom Signs 

Purpose 
Restroom identification is one of the most frequently used components of any wayfinding 
system. 



Common Materials 

●​ Acrylic 
●​ Aluminum 
●​ PVC 
●​ Dimensional lettering 

Design Considerations 

Effective restroom signage combines: 

●​ Universal symbols 
●​ ADA compliance 
●​ High visibility 
●​ Consistent placement 

Visitors should never have to search extensively for restrooms in public facilities. 

 

Emergency Evacuation Signs 

Purpose 
These signs communicate emergency procedures and evacuation routes. 

Typical Locations 

●​ Building entrances 
●​ Stairwells 
●​ Hallways 
●​ Break rooms 
●​ Hotels 
●​ Manufacturing facilities 

Materials 

●​ Aluminum 
●​ Laminated graphics 
●​ Acrylic 
●​ Photoluminescent materials 



Advantages 

●​ Supports emergency preparedness 
●​ Assists first responders 
●​ Improves occupant safety 

 

Exit Signs 
Exit signs differ from general directional signs because they are governed primarily by life safety 
codes. 

Purpose 

Identify approved emergency exits. 

Typical Features 

●​ Illuminated letters 
●​ Battery backup 
●​ High visibility 
●​ Photoluminescent options 

Design Considerations 

These signs should never compete visually with decorative signage. 

Safety always takes priority. 

 

Digital Directories 

Purpose 
Provide real-time building information. 

Best Applications 

●​ Office buildings 



●​ Medical centers 
●​ Hotels 
●​ Universities 
●​ Mixed-use developments 

Advantages 

●​ Easy updates 
●​ Multiple languages 
●​ Dynamic content 
●​ Tenant changes without replacing graphics 

Limitations 

●​ Higher initial investment 
●​ Electrical requirements 
●​ Software maintenance 

Digital directories work particularly well in facilities where occupants change frequently. 

 

Interactive Kiosks 
Interactive kiosks allow users to search destinations independently. 

Features 

●​ Touchscreen maps 
●​ Search by name 
●​ Department lookup 
●​ Event listings 
●​ Accessibility routes 
●​ Printable directions 
●​ QR code integration 

Advantages 

●​ Personalized navigation 
●​ Reduced staffing demands 
●​ Excellent for large campuses 

Limitations 



●​ Higher cost 
●​ Software updates 
●​ Maintenance requirements 

 

Digital Wayfinding Displays 
Unlike interactive kiosks, digital displays present rotating navigation information without 
requiring user input. 

Typical uses include: 

●​ Event schedules 
●​ Building announcements 
●​ Conference room locations 
●​ Department changes 
●​ Visitor information 

Many organizations combine static signage with digital displays to create flexible navigation 
systems. 

 

Summary of Common Wayfinding Sign 
Types 

Sign Type Primary Purpose Typical Location 

Exterior Directional Guide vehicles and pedestrians Parking lots, roadways 

Parking Signs Organize traffic Parking areas 

Campus Maps Overall orientation Entrances 



Monument Directory Identify tenants Property entrance 

Building Identification Confirm building Exterior 

Lobby Directory Initial orientation Building lobby 

Floor Directory Floor overview Elevator lobby 

Department Identification Identify departments Hallways 

Corridor Directional Guide movement Intersections 

Room Identification Confirm destination Doors 

Conference Room Signs Identify meeting rooms Offices 

Office Identification Employee offices Hallways 

ADA Signs Accessibility Permanent rooms 

Stairwell Signs Safety Stair towers 

Elevator Signs Floor navigation Elevator lobbies 



Restroom Signs Facility identification Restrooms 

Emergency Signs Safety Throughout building 

Exit Signs Emergency egress Exits 

Digital Directory Dynamic information Lobby 

Interactive Kiosk Self-service navigation Large facilities 

 

The Four Principles of Effective 
Wayfinding 

Definition 
Every successful wayfinding system follows four fundamental principles. These principles 
organize information in the sequence users naturally process it. 

When one stage is missing, visitors often become uncertain or lost. 

 

1. Identification 

Definition 
Identification tells users what they are looking at. 

Examples include: 



●​ Building names 
●​ Room numbers 
●​ Department names 
●​ Parking areas 
●​ Floor numbers 

Without identification, visitors cannot confirm whether they have reached the correct location. 

 

2. Direction 

Definition 
Direction tells users how to reach a destination. 

Typical directional tools include: 

●​ Arrows 
●​ Corridor signs 
●​ Parking guidance 
●​ Exterior directional signs 

Good directional signs provide only the information necessary for the next decision—not every 
possible destination. 

 

3. Orientation 

Definition 
Orientation helps users understand their current location relative to everything around them. 

Examples include: 

●​ “You Are Here” maps 
●​ Campus directories 
●​ Floor plans 
●​ Digital directories 



Orientation provides context before movement begins. 

 

4. Confirmation 

Definition 
Confirmation reassures visitors they made the correct decision. 

Examples include: 

●​ Building numbers 
●​ Department signs 
●​ Room numbers 
●​ Office names 

Without confirmation, people often question whether they followed directions correctly. 

 

How the Four Principles Work Together 
Imagine visiting a large medical campus for the first time. 

You first see: 

Identification 

Medical Center Entrance 

↓ 

You check a campus map. 

Orientation 

“You Are Here” 

↓ 

Directional signs guide you toward Imaging. 



Direction 

← Imaging 

↓ 

Outside the department entrance you see: 

Confirmation 

Diagnostic Imaging 

Every step builds confidence. 

If any stage disappears, confusion increases. 

 

Planning a Wayfinding System 

Definition 
The most successful wayfinding systems are designed before construction is complete—not 
after occupants begin getting lost. 

Planning often represents the largest contributor to a project’s success. 

 

Site Surveys 
A professional site survey documents: 

●​ Existing architecture 
●​ Traffic flow 
●​ Lighting 
●​ Mounting surfaces 
●​ ADA requirements 
●​ Utility conflicts 
●​ Existing signage 

Photographs and measurements ensure accurate fabrication later. 



 

Traffic Flow Analysis 
People rarely move randomly. 

They follow predictable paths. 

Professional designers study: 

●​ Main entrances 
●​ Reception areas 
●​ Elevator banks 
●​ Hallway intersections 
●​ Parking lots 
●​ Service corridors 

Understanding these movement patterns helps determine where information is actually needed. 

 

Decision Points 
Decision points are locations where visitors must choose between multiple paths. 

Examples include: 

●​ Hallway intersections 
●​ Elevator exits 
●​ Parking lot entrances 
●​ Building connectors 

These locations often require directional signs. 

Hallways without decisions generally require fewer signs. 

 

Sight Lines 
Signs must be visible before users need to make decisions. 



Professionals evaluate: 

●​ Columns 
●​ Trees 
●​ Ceiling heights 
●​ Furniture 
●​ Architectural features 
●​ Lighting 

A perfectly designed sign hidden behind a structural column provides little value. 

 

User Behavior 
Every facility serves different users. 

Designers consider: 

●​ First-time visitors 
●​ Daily employees 
●​ Elderly individuals 
●​ Children 
●​ Delivery drivers 
●​ Contractors 
●​ Emergency responders 

Each group processes information differently. 

 

Accessibility Requirements 
Planning includes more than ADA-compliant room signs. 

Professionals also evaluate: 

●​ Accessible entrances 
●​ Accessible parking 
●​ Elevator locations 
●​ Wheelchair routes 
●​ Visual impairments 
●​ Tactile navigation 



Accessibility should influence the overall navigation strategy rather than being addressed only 
after design is complete. 

 

Future Expansion 
Buildings evolve. 

Departments relocate. 

Tenants change. 

Organizations grow. 

A flexible sign family allows future updates without replacing the entire system. 

Modular directory systems often reduce long-term costs. 

 

Branding Considerations 
Navigation and branding should complement one another. 

Professional designers coordinate: 

●​ Typography 
●​ Colors 
●​ Materials 
●​ Architectural finishes 
●​ Environmental graphics 

The objective is consistency—not excessive decoration. 

 

Common Planning Mistakes 
Many navigation problems originate long before fabrication. 

The most common mistakes include: 



Waiting Until Construction Ends 

Wayfinding becomes significantly more expensive when considered only after occupancy. 

 

Copying Another Facility 

Every building has different circulation patterns. 

Successful systems are designed specifically for their environment. 

 

Too Much Information 

More signs do not necessarily improve navigation. 

In fact, excessive information often overwhelms visitors. 

 

Ignoring User Behavior 

Architects understand buildings. 

Wayfinding professionals study how people actually move through those buildings. 

Those perspectives work best together. 

 
 

Design Principles 

Definition 
Good wayfinding design is not about making signs look attractive—it’s about making information 
easy to find, read, understand, and remember. A beautiful sign that visitors cannot read from the 
appropriate distance has failed its primary purpose. 

Every design decision, from font selection to mounting height, affects usability. 

 



Typography 
Typography is one of the most important factors in sign readability. 

The best wayfinding fonts are: 

●​ Clean 
●​ Simple 
●​ Sans-serif 
●​ Easy to distinguish from a distance 

Common characteristics include: 

●​ Consistent letter spacing 
●​ Open character shapes 
●​ Medium-weight strokes 
●​ Excellent readability 

Highly decorative fonts may fit a brand’s personality but often reduce legibility. 

 

Font Size 
Letter height should always correspond to the expected viewing distance. 

As a general rule: 

●​ Door signs use smaller text. 
●​ Hallway signs require medium-sized text. 
●​ Exterior directional signs require significantly larger lettering. 
●​ Parking signs often need the largest characters due to vehicle speeds. 

Designing solely for available sign space instead of viewing distance is a common mistake. 

 

Contrast 
Contrast often matters more than color. 

High contrast allows visitors to quickly distinguish text from the background. 

Examples include: 



●​ White on dark blue 
●​ Black on white 
●​ White on charcoal 
●​ Black on yellow (when appropriate) 

Poor combinations such as light gray on white or dark blue on black significantly reduce 
readability. 

 

Color Coding 
Color can simplify navigation when used consistently. 

Examples include: 

●​ Blue for Administration 
●​ Green for Patient Services 
●​ Orange for Imaging 
●​ Purple for Pediatrics 

Color should reinforce information—not replace it. Visitors with color vision deficiencies should 
still be able to navigate using text, symbols, and layout. 

 

Icons and Symbols 
Universal symbols communicate faster than words. 

Common examples include: 

●​ Restrooms 
●​ Elevators 
●​ Stairs 
●​ Parking 
●​ Information 
●​ Wheelchair accessibility 

International visitors and non-English speakers often rely on symbols before reading text. 

 

White Space 



Crowded signs are difficult to process. 

Adequate spacing between: 

●​ Text 
●​ Arrows 
●​ Icons 
●​ Borders 

improves readability and reduces visual fatigue. 

 

Viewing Distance 
One of the first questions experienced sign designers ask is: 

“Where will someone first need to read this sign?” 

This determines: 

●​ Letter height 
●​ Sign size 
●​ Mounting location 
●​ Illumination 
●​ Material selection 

Designing without considering viewing distance frequently results in signs that are technically 
correct but practically ineffective. 

 

Mounting Heights 
Signs should be installed where people naturally look. 

Mounting too high often causes visitors to miss information. 

Mounting too low may obstruct visibility. 

ADA signs have specific mounting requirements, while overhead directional signs follow 
different standards. 

 



Lighting 
Lighting affects readability both day and night. 

Options include: 

●​ Ambient lighting 
●​ Spot lighting 
●​ Internally illuminated signs 
●​ Edge-lit acrylic 
●​ Halo lighting 
●​ Reflective materials 

Poor lighting can make even well-designed signs difficult to read. 

 

Consistency 
Perhaps the most overlooked design principle is consistency. 

Every sign should appear to belong to the same family. 

Consistency includes: 

●​ Typography 
●​ Colors 
●​ Materials 
●​ Icons 
●​ Terminology 
●​ Layout 
●​ Mounting methods 

Visitors quickly learn patterns. Consistency reduces the mental effort required to navigate. 

 

Materials Used in Wayfinding Systems 
Material selection affects durability, appearance, maintenance, and cost. Choosing the right 
substrate depends on the environment, expected lifespan, branding goals, and budget. 



Material Best 
Applications 

Advantages Considerations 

Aluminum Exterior directional 
signs, parking 
signs 

Rust-resistant, 
lightweight, 
durable 

May require powder coating 
for specific finishes 

ACM 
(Aluminum 
Composite 
Material) 

Monument panels, 
directories, 
exterior signs 

Flat, rigid, 
cost-effective 

Edges typically require 
finishing for premium 
appearance 

Acrylic ADA signs, office 
signs, lobby 
directories 

Clean, modern 
appearance, 
customizable 

Can scratch if improperly 
cleaned 

PVC Interior signs, 
temporary 
wayfinding 

Lightweight, 
economical 

Less durable for high-impact 
environments 

Steel Structural sign 
frames, 
monument signs 

Exceptional 
strength 

Heavier and more 
susceptible to corrosion 
without proper finishing 

Wood Parks, museums, 
hospitality 

Warm, natural 
appearance 

Requires ongoing 
maintenance outdoors 

Glass Corporate offices, 
hotels 

Elegant, 
contemporary 

Fingerprints and glare 
require consideration 



Vinyl Graphics Glass, walls, 
floors 

Flexible, 
cost-effective, 
easily updated 

Not suitable for every 
surface or long-term exterior 
exposure 

Fabric Graphics Trade shows, 
museums, 
interiors 

Lightweight, 
interchangeable 

Less durable in demanding 
environments 

LED 
Components 

Illuminated signs, 
directories 

Excellent 
visibility, energy 
efficient 

Requires electrical planning 

Digital Displays Large campuses, 
hospitals 

Dynamic 
content, 
real-time 
updates 

Higher initial investment and 
software management 

Material Selection in Practice 

Experienced sign professionals rarely select materials based on appearance alone. Instead, 
they evaluate: 

●​ Indoor vs. outdoor exposure 
●​ Sunlight and UV exposure 
●​ Moisture and weather conditions 
●​ Cleaning requirements 
●​ Expected service life 
●​ Ease of updating 
●​ Installation method 
●​ Budget constraints 

For example, a corporate office lobby directory may benefit from acrylic or glass for a refined 
appearance, while a parking lot directional sign typically requires powder-coated aluminum for 
long-term durability. 

 



ADA Compliance 

Definition 
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) establishes standards that help ensure facilities are 
accessible to individuals with disabilities. Signage plays an important role in meeting these 
requirements, but it represents only one component of an accessible environment. 

Common ADA Sign Requirements 

Many permanent room identification signs require: 

●​ Raised tactile characters 
●​ Grade 2 Braille 
●​ Appropriate character height 
●​ Non-glare finishes 
●​ Adequate contrast 
●​ Proper mounting location 

Common Compliance Mistakes 

Some of the most frequent issues include: 

●​ Installing signs at incorrect heights 
●​ Using decorative fonts that reduce readability 
●​ Providing insufficient color contrast 
●​ Forgetting Braille on permanent room signs 
●​ Mounting signs on the door instead of the adjacent wall when required 
●​ Assuming all directional signs require Braille 

Because accessibility standards can change and local building codes may vary, projects should 
always be reviewed for compliance before fabrication. 

ADA Is Part of the Larger Strategy 

ADA signage identifies permanent spaces, but it does not replace directional signs, directories, 
maps, or other navigation tools. An effective wayfinding system combines accessibility with 
intuitive design to serve all users. 

 

Digital Wayfinding 



Digital technology has expanded the possibilities for navigation, particularly in large or 
frequently changing facilities. 

Interactive Kiosks 
Interactive kiosks allow visitors to search for destinations, receive customized routes, and 
access multilingual information. 

Ideal for: 

●​ Hospitals 
●​ Universities 
●​ Government buildings 
●​ Airports 
●​ Large office complexes 

Touchscreen Directories 
Unlike static directories, touchscreen systems can be updated instantly without replacing printed 
panels. 

Advantages 

●​ Real-time information 
●​ Easy tenant updates 
●​ Search functionality 
●​ Event information 
●​ Multiple languages 

Considerations 

They require: 

●​ Reliable power 
●​ Software maintenance 
●​ Periodic updates 
●​ Technical support 

QR Code Navigation 
QR codes can supplement—not replace—traditional signage. 

Applications include: 



●​ Interactive campus maps 
●​ Visitor guides 
●​ Event navigation 
●​ Historical information 
●​ Facility directories 

Because not every visitor wishes to use a smartphone, physical signs should always remain the 
primary navigation method. 

Mobile Integration 
Many organizations now integrate wayfinding into mobile apps, allowing users to navigate 
before arriving. 

Examples include: 

●​ Hospital appointment navigation 
●​ University campus maps 
●​ Hotel property guides 
●​ Corporate visitor apps 

Digital Room Scheduling 
Conference rooms increasingly feature displays showing: 

●​ Meeting schedules 
●​ Availability 
●​ Reservation status 
●​ Upcoming events 

These systems improve efficiency while reducing scheduling conflicts. 

 

Wayfinding and Branding 
Wayfinding should support an organization’s identity without compromising usability. 

Branding Through Navigation 

Consistent use of: 

●​ Corporate colors 



●​ Typography 
●​ Materials 
●​ Architectural finishes 
●​ Environmental graphics 

creates a cohesive experience from arrival through departure. 

Environmental Graphics 

Large-scale wall graphics, murals, and branded installations often complement directional signs 
by providing visual landmarks. 

Examples include: 

●​ Color-coded building wings 
●​ History walls 
●​ Mission statements 
●​ Local photography 
●​ Neighborhood-inspired graphics 

Throughout Charlotte, many corporate campuses, healthcare facilities, schools, and mixed-use 
developments use environmental graphics to reinforce their identity while helping visitors orient 
themselves. 

 

Common Wayfinding Mistakes 
Even well-intentioned projects can fall short when planning is rushed or overlooked. Some of 
the most common issues include: 

Too Many Signs 

Adding signs everywhere often overwhelms visitors. A better approach is to provide the right 
information only at key decision points. 

Not Enough Signs 

The opposite problem is equally common. Missing information at entrances, intersections, or 
elevator lobbies forces visitors to guess. 

Inconsistent Terminology 

Referring to the same destination by different names creates confusion. 



For example: 

●​ “Human Resources” 
●​ “HR” 
●​ “Personnel” 

Choose one term and use it consistently throughout the system. 

Poor Placement 

Signs hidden behind columns, landscaping, or open doors cannot perform their function. 

Tiny Lettering 

Designs that appear readable on a computer screen may be impossible to read from across a 
lobby or parking lot. 

Low Contrast 

Attractive color combinations do not always provide sufficient readability. 

Ignoring ADA 

Accessibility should be incorporated during planning rather than corrected after installation. 

Poor Lighting 

Signs should remain readable throughout the day and evening under expected lighting 
conditions. 

No Information Hierarchy 

Visitors should receive information gradually. Overloading directories with unnecessary details 
reduces usability. 

Last-Minute Planning 

Retrofitting signs after occupancy often leads to inconsistent designs, higher costs, and missed 
opportunities for seamless integration. 

 

How a Wayfinding Project Is Completed 



Although every project differs, most commercial wayfinding systems follow a structured process: 

1.​ Consultation – Understand the facility, users, goals, branding, and operational needs. 
2.​ Site Survey – Document existing conditions, measurements, architectural features, and 

mounting locations. 
3.​ Traffic Flow Study – Analyze how pedestrians and vehicles move through the property 

and identify decision points. 
4.​ Programming – Develop naming conventions, room numbering, sign schedules, and 

information hierarchy. 
5.​ Design – Create sign families, typography standards, color palettes, layouts, and 

prototypes. 
6.​ Code Review – Verify compliance with ADA requirements, local codes, and permitting 

needs. 
7.​ Fabrication – Manufacture signs using approved materials, finishes, and graphics. 
8.​ Installation – Install signs according to the approved location plan while maintaining 

consistent mounting heights and alignment. 
9.​ Final Inspection – Review the completed system, confirm accuracy, and address any 

adjustments before project closeout. 

 

Cost Factors 
No two wayfinding projects are identical. Several variables influence the overall investment: 

●​ Facility size 
●​ Number of signs 
●​ Sign complexity 
●​ Material selection 
●​ Custom fabrication 
●​ Structural requirements 
●​ Digital technology 
●​ Installation difficulty 
●​ Engineering 
●​ Local permitting 
●​ Future expansion considerations 

Planning a scalable system from the beginning can often reduce long-term costs by making 
future updates simpler. 

 



Maintenance 
Wayfinding systems should be viewed as long-term assets rather than one-time installations. 

Routine maintenance includes: 

●​ Cleaning sign faces 
●​ Inspecting mounting hardware 
●​ Replacing damaged graphics 
●​ Updating directories 
●​ Revising tenant information 
●​ Refreshing branding after renovations 
●​ Updating digital content and software 

Modular sign systems make many of these updates faster and more economical. 
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