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Abstract:
The communication effectiveness of on-premise signs depends on how all the elements of the signs’
design, fabrication and placement respond to the environmental context in which the sign is situated. This
effectiveness is important because on-premise signs are essential elements of the built environment that
contribute to the sense of place and social–cultural wellbeing of a community. Such signs are a powerful
medium that helps create and reinforce a community’s identity, viability, and sustainable economic health.
Problematically, the specific contextual conditions and physical environmental factors in which identical
and brand-standard, on-premise signs are placed can vary tremendously. Yet consideration of how these
conditions and factors affect a sign’s impact is often overshadowed by narrow criteria such as minimizing
short-term costs, political expediency, traditional fabrication processes, and an inability or unwillingness to
address the intangibles of localized social and cultural factors. Because the economic and social
wellbeing of a community, whether a neighborhood, commercial strip, or historic square, require effective
signage, well-designed on-premise signage that responds to its specific context is essential and becomes
an important factor in sustaining a healthy commercial environment.

Based on data collected throughout the country -- along streets, roads, commercial strips, and within
neighborhoods and downtowns -- the presentation will provide evidence of how a community’s contextual
environments influence the effectiveness of on-premise signage and ultimately the community’s sense of
place and quality of life. The ensuing discussion will argue that effective on-premise signage requires
design and placement that explicitly considers multiple aspects of the sign’s surrounding built and natural
environment.

