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Signs and signage

Looking at signs in a shopping centre
A shopping centre is full of signs. Here are some questions to help you make useful observations.

5	 How	do	they	manage	to	fit	in	with	their	
surrounds?

▲ colours

▲ shape

▲ size

▲ illumination

▲ overall style.

6 What is their style?

▲ Are they modern or traditional, serious or 
light-hearted, techno or natural, fancy or 
plain?

7 Is the sign part of a corporate image?  If “Yes” 
then is some or all of it being used elsewhere?

▲ on transport

▲ on uniforms

▲ on headed notepaper

▲ in advertising.

1 Where are they?

▲ up high rather than down low

▲	 sometimes	flat	against	the	wall

▲ sometimes sticking out perpendicular to 
the wall

▲ sometimes they stand alone.

2 What do they tell you?

▲ the name of the shop

▲ what it sells

▲ directions to different places

▲ street names.

3 What is in them that conveys this information?

▲ letters and words

▲ numbers

▲ symbols

▲ images.

4 How do they manage to stand out from their 
surroundings?

▲ colours

▲ shape

▲ size

▲ illumination

▲ overall style.
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Designing you own signs and signage
Answering the following questions will help you design signs and signage.

▲ What does the sign need to communicate?

▲ What visual devices might you use for this?

▲ Where will it be positioned?

▲ How will it be held in position?

▲ Who is it designed to attract – is it of universal appeal or aimed at a particular group?

▲	 How	will	you	ensure	that	it	fits	in/stands	out?

Here is an example showing how the design of a restaurant sign answers these questions.
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Choosing suitable materials
There are four criteria that you might use in 
choosing materials for your sign.

First, the overall style of the sign will affect your 
choice of material. Traditional signs are usually made 
from wood or metal (in the form of fancy iron work). 
A modern sign is more likely to be made from plastic 
or metal in the form of aluminium or chrome. It is 
possible to make traditional materials look modern 
by	giving	them	high-gloss	finishes.

Secondly, how hard-wearing it needs to be.  Most 
signs will need to be proofed against corrosion 
due to the action of the atmosphere or rotting due 
to	the	action	of	insects	and	fungus.	You	can	find	
out more about the properties of materials from the 
Chooser Charts.

Third, the colours and colourings that are 
available.  Most plastics come in a wide range of 
colours	and	need	no	additional	finishing.	Some	are	
translucent and let light shine through. Steel can 
be painted a wide range of colours or chromium 
plated to give a bright shine. Aluminium can be 
anodized to give a wide range of metallic sheens.  
Wood can be treated with stains, paints and 
preservatives to prevent rotting and give a wide 
selection of colours and effects.

Fourth, you should consider the shaping and forming 
techniques available.  You can shape wood by cutting 
out and wasting. You can shape metal strip and 
tube by simple bending techniques.  You can shape 
plastic sheet by cutting and wasting. You can use 
hand-operated machine tools or computer-controlled 
routers. You can form thermoplastics by strip heating 
and vacuum forming. 

Look at the signs shown in the panel below.  
Notice has different materials have been used to 
make the sign suitable for its situation and style.

	 The	Barclays’	Bank	sign	is	made	from	toughened	
polystyrene

	 The	pawnbroker’s	sign	is	a	traditional	sign	made	
from	brass	and	steel

	 The	MacDonald’s	sign	is	very	modern.	It	is	made	
from	Acrylic,	illuminated	from	within.
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