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Every day we make countless decisions about which direction to take to get
to where we want to go. Sometimes the journey is familliar, but not always, At
railway stations, airports, large complex buildings and busy city environment
we rely on signs to reach our destinations. As transport systems expand and
become more complicated, and cities become even more congested, the need
for clear concise signing is more important than ever.

Signing and wayfinding has become amost a science although it Is designers
who create and deliver the signing systems that we use on a day to day
basis. The formalisation of sign graphics and comprehensive signing systems
has developed in parallel with the growth and expansion of modern transport
systems. Effective signing design requires cansistency in sign appearance, layout
and content; all the graphic elements have to be clear and simple.

Typeface design is a key component and the UK rallway industry was the first
to recognise this. In 1918 the designer Edward Johnston designed a modem
clean sans serif typeface for London Underground. His student Eric Gill designed
a similar typeface for the LNER rallway in 1929, A more detalled approach to
signing design was undertaken for British Rail in 1966 resulting in the typeface
Rail Alphabet designed by Jock Kinnear and Margaret Calvert, This work for
British Rall established the first set of modern rules for signing design that have
been the basis for so many other signing systems used around the world.

Another key development in the field of transport signing was the work by
Swiss typographer Adrian Frutiger who modified a typeface for the Paris Metro,
specifically for light coloured type used on a dark background. This format is
now generally considered the most effective for achieving maximum clarity and
readability. Frutiger also designed a typeface for the new Charles de Gaulle
airport in Paris in 1975 and this typeface (named for Frutiger) has become one of
the most widely used signing typefaces in the world.

The work of these designers and others in the period between the 1960s and
1970s set standards for transport signing which are still used today. The basic
graphic elements have been refined over subsequent years but the principles of
good signing design remain the same.

Improvements have been made to signing graphics ensuring their effectiveness
for users with disabilities, primarily making text, arows and pictograms clearer
and better defined, Sign illumination offers huge improvements in readability
but also allows transport signing to stand out against the visual clutter of the
retailing landscape that has become a standard feature of the modem transport
environment.

Technical improvements in sign-making materials can help integrate signs with

building architecture but also allow a wider variety of wayfinding graphics to be
applied at different scales in a wider range of locations. Maps, diagrams, labels,
notices and instructions all become part of an expanded signing and wayfinding
system In a transport environment, Deslgners are no longer responsible for
providing only directional information. They are now responsible for explaining
how the transport system works, identifying the transport interchange and the
entrances, identifying the different modes of transport, how to buy a ticket, how
to locate the building facilities, how to use them, what is allowed and what Is

prohibited.

Although the principles for signing design have become standardised,
Increasingly complicated transport systems put greater demands on the
designers responsible for the overall wayfinding. Multi-modal transport
interchanges, larger transport hubs and architectural constraints reguire
completely new ways of planning and implementing the wayfinding programme.
Deciding what information Is required at what location and aveiding information
overload is critical. This involves being aware of how different environments aifect
decision making, keeping messages and message sequencing consistent, and
using signs to help people create a mental map of a bullding and understand
general circulation even during the busiest times of day.

Deciding what the sign content should be and how it should be presented can
only be determined by having a thorough understanding of the user audience.
A well educated, literate audience experienced in the use of transport systems
has a different requirement to an audience-ef less well educated users who may
not be familiar with a Latin text or international st;mdard pictograms, and who
may have never used a transport system before. And as more transport systems
are developed for mere countries the need for dual language and even triple
language signs Is becoming a standard requirement.

In transport systems it is fundamental that signing and wayfinding must work
as effectively as it can. Signs cannot be compromised with the application of
decorative graphics or the inappropriate use of colour. Yet there is a growing
demand to design for the cuttural context in which the transport system operates
and this can go beyond the use of additional language text: Colour Is a good
example where in some countries or regions the use of certain colours would
be unacceptable. The readability of text will vary from one region to ancther and
even sight-lines, viewing angles and therefore sign locations are affected by the
average heights of the local users. The correct interpretation of pictogram design
can be affected by local culture as can the words and phrases used far the sign
messages.

Clearly the designer's task is to achieve a balance in the signing and wayfinding



design; meeting the requirements of interational standards in signing graphics,
designing for individual transport environments, designing for different audience
demographics and meeting the cultural expectations of local users as well as

international visitors.

We notice when signs are confusing or wrong, and the experience can be
very stressful especially in a busy transport interchange. When signs work well
we probably do not notice them at all and this is how it should be. Wherever a
fransport system operates the Iocél users must be able to access the information
they need quickly and intuitively, Good signing design can instill confidence and
trust, and in a transport environment making passengers feel welcome and safe

has to be a primary objective.

Tony Howard

Tony Howard is the Managing Director of London-based Transport Design Consultancy Ltd.
The former Head of Design at British Railways, he is now responsible for transport design projects
around the world, including work in the UK and Europe, Hong Kong, Singapore,

India, Australia and the United Arab Emirates.
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Every day we make countless decisions about which direction to take to get
to where we want to go. Sometimes the journey is familiar, but not always. At
railway stations, airports, large complex buildings and busy city environment
we rely on signs to reach our destinations. As transport systems expand and
become more complicated, and cities become even more congested, the need
for clear concise signing is more important than ever.

Signing and wayfinding has become almost a science although it is designers
who create and deliver the signing systems that we use on a day to day
basis, The formalisation of sign graphics and comprehensive signing systems
has developed in parallel with the growth and expansion of modermn transport
systems. Effective signing design requires consistency in sign appearance, layout
and content; all the graphic elements have to be clear and simple.

Typeface design is a key component and the UK railway industry was the first
to recognise this. In 1913 the designer Edward Johnston designed a modemn
clean sans serif typeface for London Underground. His student Eric Gill designed
a similar typeface for the LNER railway in 1929. A more detailed approach to
signing design was undertaken for British Rall in 1966 resulting in the typeface
Rail Alphabet designed by Jock Kinnear and Margaret Calvert. This work for
British Rail established the first set of modem rules for signing design that have
been the basls for so many other signing systems used around the world.

Another key development in the field of transport signing was the work by
Swiss typographer Adrian Fruﬁgér who modified a typeface for the Paris Metro,
specifically for light coloured type used on a dark background. This format is
now generally considered the most effective for achieving maximum clarity and
readability. Frutiger also designed a typeface for the new Charles de Gaulle
airport in Paris in 1975 and this typeface (named for Frutiger) has become ane of
the most widely used signing typefaces in the world.

The work of these designers and others in the period between the 1960s and
1970s set standards for transport signing which are still used today. The basic
graphic elements have been refined over subsequent years but the principles of
good signing design remain the same.

Improvements have besn made to signing graphics ensuring their effectiveness
for users with disabilities, primarily making text, arows and pictograms clearer
and better defined. Sign illumination offers huge improvements in readability
but also allows transport signing to stand out against the visual clutter of the
retailing landscape that has become a standard feature of the modem transport
environment,

Technical improvements in sign-making materials can help integrate signs with

building architecture but-also allow a wider variety of wayfinding graphics to be
applied at different scales in a wider range of locations. Maps, diagrams, labels,
notices and insfructions all become part of an expanded signing and wayfinding
system in a transport environment, Designers are no longer responsible for
providing only directional information. They are now responsible for explaining
how the transport system works, identifying the transport interchange and the
entrances, identifying the different modes of transport, how to buy a ticket, how
to locate the building facilites, how to use them, what is allowed and what is

prohibited.

Although the principles for signing design have become standardised,
increasingly complicated transport systems put greater demands on the
designers responsible for the overall wayfinding. Multi-modal transport
interchanges, larger transport hubs and architectural constraints require
completely new ways of planning and implementing the wayfinding programme.
Deciding what information is required at what location and avoiding information
overload Is critical. This involves being aware of how different environments affect
decision making, keeping messages and message sequencing consistent, and
using signs to help people create a mental map of a building and understand
general circulation even during the busiest times of day.

Deciding what the sign content should be and how it should be presented can
only be determined by having a thorough understanding of the user audience.
A well educated, literate audience experienced in the use of fransport systems
has a different requirement to an audience-of less well educated users who may
not be familiar with a Latin text or intemational sténdard pictograms, and who
may have never used a transport system before. And as more transport systems
are developed for more countries the need for dual language and even triple
language signs is becoming a standard requirement.

In transport systems it is fundamental that signing and wayfinding must work
as effectively as it can. Signs cannot be compromised with the application of
decorative graphics or the inappropriate use of colour, Yet there is a growing
demand to design for the cultural context in which the transport system operates
and this can go beyond the use of additional language text. Colour is a good
example where in some countries or regions the use of certain colours would
be unacceptable. The readability of text will vary from one reglon to ancther and
even sight-lines, viewing angles and therefore sign locations are affected by the
average helghts of the local users. The correct interpretation of pictogram design
can be affected by local culture as can the words and phrases used for the sign

messages.

Clearly the designer's task is to achieve a balance in the signing and wayfinding



design; meeting the requirements of intemational standards in signing graphics,
designing for individual transport environments, designing for different audience
demographics and meeting the culiural expectations of local users as well as

intemational visitors.

We niotice when signs are confusing or wrong, and the experience can be
very stressful especially in a busy transport interchange. When signs work well
we probably do not notice them at all and this is how it should be. Wherever a
transport system operates the local Users must be able to access the information
they need quickly and intuitively, Good signing design can instill confidence and
trust, and in a transport environment making passengers feel welcome and safe
has to be a primary objective.

Tony Howard

Tony Howard is the Managing Director of London-based Transport Design Consultancy Ltd.
The former Head of Design at British Railways, he is now responsible for transport design projects
around the world, including work in the UK and Europe, Hong Kong, Singapore,

India, Australia and the United Arab Emirates.
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