
Community Wayfinding
Developing a wayfinding plan should be a top priority 

to help you connect the dots through your community. 

Signs should lead people to a destination, not cause 

confusion and irritation.
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Developing a Community Wayfinding System

Once the brand and graphic elements, 
including the new logo, have been 
implemented, the community should 
contract for a professional Wayfinding 
System Plan. The plan should incor-
porate graphics, imagery, and colors 
that portray the community brand. It 
should stipulate the precise wording 
and exact location for each new sign, 
and well as mounting options, so it 
can be used to obtain fabrication and 
installation bids from regional sign 
manufacturers. 

Create a Request for Qualifications 
(RFQ) for wayfinding expertise. This is 
a very specialized field and requires a 
specialist with direct experience. There 
are two types of wayfinding: institu-
tional wayfinding, such as what you 
would find in a shopping mall, hos-
pital, university or college campus or 
convention center – more of an indoor 
system. The second is environmental 
graphics focusing on vehicular and 
pedestrian traffic. You want expertise 
in the latter. Always issue an RFQ, not 
an RFP.

The RFQ can be done in a page or two. 
It should include the following:

• Ask about their methodology

• Timelines

• References

• Examples of wayfinding systems 
they have designed

• Examples of systems that have actu-
ally been installed

Getting Started

• Examples that include gateway sig-
nage, vehicular wayfinding, pedes-
trian wayfinding, marquee signage 
at local facilities, pole banners, 
visitor information kiosks, etc.

Narrow the field to perhaps three. 
If you have five, start with a phone 
interview with them until you narrow 
it down to three. They won’t be able to 
provide you with cost at this point in 
the process because they won’t know 
specifically what is to be included in 
the system. 

Next, consider paying each of your 
three finalists (to cover their travel and 
related costs) to have them visit the 
area and spend a day with a member 
of your wayfinding selection com-
mittee. Tour the community/area 
with them, answer questions and 
give them everything they need to 
provide a proposal, including costs 
and timelines, etc. This will also be the 
interview process, which should take 
place at the end of their tour.

Give each candidate three to four 
weeks to present a proposal. The pro-
posal should include:

• Vehicular wayfinding throughout 
the area, including (if applicable in 
all cases): state highways, primary 
county thoroughfares and city/town 
surface streets. The system would 
include prioritization (you can only 
include a maximum of five items on 
any one sign) of attractions, ameni-
ties and local services.
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In a 2010 United States 

Department of Transportation 

survey, 72% of all complaints 

from visitors of a new city 

focused on poor wayfinding 

and directional signage.

Placement of each sign needs to be considered

• Pedestrian wayfinding within down-
town core areas, where warranted. 

• Pole banners

• Visitor information kiosks

• Marquee signage for public facilities 
and amenities

• Gateways for each community and/
or downtown district

• Bid-ready documents for fabrication 
and installation of the system. The 
final document will be such that it 
can be sent or handed to a signage 
fabrication company (this is not a 
public works project) and they can 
bid it from start to finish.

• To spread out cost, you may want 
the fabrication and installation 
phased over a period of months or 
even years. The system needs to be 
designed to pre-determined bud-
get and pre-determined phases. An 
entire system can be fabricated and 
installed for $300,000, or you can 
build a single gateway for a million 
dollars. Always start with a budget 
and they will design the system to 
that budget and by phase. Other-
wise you will end up with a plan 
sitting on a shelf gathering dust. 

Once you get the final proposals, you 
can select the one with the best price, 
but more importantly, the one you 
feel most comfortable with in terms 
of experience, quality, personality and 
follow through. You have one chance 
to do this right, so often it is worth 
paying more to only have it done 
once.

Wayfinding is as much a science as it 
is an art. It is part traffic mitigation and 
flow, part branding, part marketing, 

and partly making sure your guests 
have a pleasant experience. Wayfind-
ing should never be a public works 
project.

When you get fabrication and instal-
lation bids, once the plan is complete, 
you can then decide whether you 
want to physically install them locally, 
or have them installed by the fabrica-
tion company.

The committee working with your 
Wayfinding Specialist will be a hands-
on committee, meaning they need to 
spend time going through the pro-
cess, not just attending a few meet-
ings. What’s on each sign needs to be 
prioritized. Placement of each sign 
needs to be considered. The look and 
feel of each sign is important. Visitor 
information kiosks need to be located 
as do gateway signs.
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Rationale for Wayfinding

Long Beach, California

Signage is critically important for any 
community. The easier it is for visitors 
to find attractions and amenities, the 
longer they will stay and the more 
they will spend. If visitors struggle to 
find attractions and amenities, they 
might just give up and leave. A good 
wayfinding system not only helps visi-
tors, it can educate locales about what 
attractions and amenities are available 
and where they are. 

It can be difficult for locals, who 
already know how to get from “point 
A” to “point B,” to see gaps and omis-
sions in existing signage, so it is best 
to use the services of a professional 
wayfinding firm. Gateway signs are a 
key component of the plan and they 
need to make a powerful impression. 
Gateways create a sense of arrival 
and awareness of “place.” A beautiful 
gateway can elevate the appeal of the 
community, increasing its perceived 
value and instilling pride in the com-
munity.

Providing plenty of well-marked visitor 
information kiosks makes it easy for 
travelers to learn all that your com-
munity has to offer. Only about 5% of 
travelers stop at Visitor Information 
Centers, so placing kiosks with visitor 
information near major attractions and 
amenities makes it easy to cross-sell 
activities and help travelers find more 
to do. And more to do = longer stay = 
more cash in the community.

Barrie, Ontario
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Greenville, South Carolina

Bridgewater, Nova Scotia

Sisters, Oregon

York, England

Greenville, South Carolina
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Fallbrook, California

Moses Lake, Washington

Stockton, California

Turlock, California

Big Sky, Montana
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Sparks, Nevada

Bend, Oregon

Covington, Kentucky

Snoqualmie, Washington

Marshall, Michigan
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Shipshewana, Indiana

Disneyland - Anaheim, California

Appleton, Wisconsin

North Adams, Massachusetts

Leavenworth, Washington



www.DestinationDevelopment.com


