
Great effort is undertaken in this
country to assure that all
Americans have equal access
and opportunity.  It is one of the
hallmarks of American society
that the public benefits when all
members of the society are
made to feel welcome.  The
business sign epitomizes equal
access in two ways:  first, the
on-premise sign gives every
American who wants to enter
the marketplace as a busi-
nessperson a chance to compete;
and second, the on-premise sign
equally welcomes all who see it
to come in and participate in the
commercial activity available at
the business.  

To the weary traveler looking
for gasoline, dinner, and a
motel, there is no more welcom-
ing sight than freeway-oriented
signs directing him or her to the
needed local businesses.  To the
newcomer in the neighborhood,
the easily-spotted grocer, hair
stylist, and bank will make him
or her instantly feel at home.  To
the long-time resident, the
unique older sign downtown
reinforces that comfort of home
every time he or she sees it.
Signs say “Welcome!” to all
members of the community.
Few things are more exclusion-
ary than a community with land
use regulations that limit access

by restricting commercial com-
munication so that only long-
time local residents can find a
business.  

A community that wishes to be
closed or exclusive will often
facilitate this kind of atmos-
phere through severe restrictions
on commercial signage so that
businesses are prevented from
inviting the passing consumer to
enter, and competition with
established local businesses is
reduced.  This ensures that only
those who live or work in the
area will be familiar enough
with it to find the business, and
those lucky enough to already
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The business sign
epitomizes equal
access in two ways:
first, it gives every
American who wants
to enter the market-
place as a busi-
nessperson a chance
to compete; and sec-
ond, it equally wel-
comes all who see it to
come in and partici-
pate in the commercial
activity available at the
business, in essence
saying, “you and your
family are welcome
here.”

The Signage Sourcebook



In the vast majority of
communities where
the resident, tourist,

traveler and newcomer
are all welcomed, 

the community must 
have visible, 

attractive signage.

1. “The next global city?  The blob that ate east Texas,” Economist, p. 30, June 23, 2001.

Houston has left land use plan-
ning decisions in the hands of
property owners, and property
owners have acted to ensure the
inclusion of all Houston resi-
dents in the housing market.

Land use planning that includes
sign limitation is a tool used by
exclusive communities, such as
Carmel, California, to control
who can conduct business in the
community.  Carmel is home not
only to many wealthy and
famous people, but also has
almost 40 jewelry stores and
more than 60 restaurants.
Excluded are fast-food or chain
restaurants, outdoor eating, most
sidewalks, all boardwalks, neon
signs, bikini-clad shoppers, and
high heeled shoes (unless you
have a permit).  The residents
have historically refused to

allow home mail delivery for
fear that as mailboxes begin to
clutter the streets, other trap-
pings of city culture will follow.

The recent median value of an
owner-occupied housing unit in
Carmel is approaching
$850,000.  The town’s many
hospitality workers commute
from surrounding cities where
they can afford housing.  The
community profile includes
many retirees, wealthy recluses,
artists, intellectuals, and a num-
ber of vacation homes.  Of the
approximately 4,000 housing
units in Carmel, it is not unusual
to find more than 30% of them
vacant, but fewer than 100 for
sale.  

Carmel is not a typical suburban
community.  The understated

speech role of signage con-
tributes to an atmosphere that
favors the local resident popula-
tion.

On the other hand, in places
such as Las Vegas or Times
Square, signage is used to throw
open the doors of the communi-
ty and welcome people in.  The
shops, the restaurants, the
hotels, and the entertainment
would never make it without the
super-signs that create an excit-
ing atmosphere for tourists.   
Most cities seek to welcome
commercial activity in designat-
ed zones.  These cities must
exercise caution to ensure that
commercial signage in commer-
cial zones is not overly-restrict-
ed by sign regulations that are
working at cross-purposes with
other goals of the city.
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own businesses in the commu-
nity will not be forced to cater
to the consumer because their
interests will be protected from
competition.  On the other
hand, in the vast majority of
communities where the resi-
dent, tourist, traveler and new-
comer are all welcomed, the
community must have more
visible, more attractive sig-
nage.  If a town or district is
freeway-oriented, tourist-ori-
ented, is a major business trav-
el hub, or has a highly tran-
sient or especially mobile popu-
lation, it will necessarily need a
more liberal sign code to ensure
the public feels welcome.

Zoning restrictions of any kind

have the potential to limit com-
petition and integration, hamper-
ing efforts to build a pluralistic
society.  A recent article in the
Economist Magazine1 examined
Houston, Texas – a city that has

developed entirely without
government-controlled zoning.
According to the magazine,
Houston’s unique lack of zon-
ing is an “advantage” in terms
of giving birth to start-up busi-
nesses, creating jobs, and
keeping land costs down.  And
contrary to the assertion that
restrictive land use codes
“level the playing field,”
Houston’s lack of zoning has
resulted in a greater mix of
uses and a higher level of
racial integration, with a lack

of racial tension.

Houston’s diversity and open
environment are the result of
one type of land use policy
approach to local governance.

Marketplace Access for Women and Minorities

Expansive business communication can act to welcome all people to participate and, there-
fore, it can be used as a tool to foster diversity within a community.  Additionally, minority
and women-owned businesses are better able to compete if allowed sufficient signage to
competitively communicate to
potential customers.  The on-
premise sign grants them access
to the marketplace and the oppor-
tunity to vie for business.

Women and minorities are starting
businesses at historically high
rates.  Sign regulations that restrict
new business signs have the
effect of making these new busi-
nesses more likely to fail.  The
result of restrictive sign codes is
that the burdens and risks of start-
ing new businesses are increased,
contrary to the federal govern-
ment’s broad efforts to encourage
and support women- and minority-
owned businesses.
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Businesses often post mes-
sages that let the public know
that they care about their
community and have a vested
interest in its well-being.



campaign (100 gross rating
points3) was designed and
launched to promote the event.
A follow-up survey found nearly
100% of the population had
become aware of the important
event.4

Other recent examples of sig-
nage functioning as community
bulletin boards include the
response of huge numbers of
businesses to the September 11,
2001 attacks.  The patriotic mes-
sages so widely displayed
helped unify the country by stir-
ring and uplifting the spirits of

the country’s many communi-
ties.

Although commercial signs gen-
erally offer a business transac-
tion, many businesses use their
on-premise signs to express per-
sonal messages to their commu-
nities.  Some use their signs to
show support for a local sports
team; others will post political
messages; still others put up
funny or insightful quotations.  

All of these messages are ways
the businesses let the public
know that they care about their

community and have a vested
interest in its well-being.  Their
speech is meaningful in the pub-
lic arena, and helps the public
remember the human beings
behind the commercial activity
at a time when some are feeling
cynical about the corporate
world.  Even more importantly,
they foster the sense that each of
us – as a member of the com-
munity – is free to express his
or her opinion in the public
forum.
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2. The Amber Emergency Alert System is named after Amber Hagerman, a nine-year-old girl who was abducted and murdered in
Arlington, Texas in 1996.
3. A campaign designed to ensure 100% of those located in the area have the opportunity to be exposed to the message.  See the Valuation
and Evaluation section of this book for more information.
4. Dr. Robert James Claus worked with Dr. Walter Hardwick in the implementation of the advertising campaign, which was designed by
Jim Pattison Ltd. Sign Group.

Tying the
Community
Together

In many ways, signs also func-
tion as a community bulletin
board, ensuring all members of
the community are informed
about various goings-on and are
made a part of the community.
Businesses frequently post com-
munity-related information on
the roadway system where peo-
ple who are interested will see it
and be able to respond.  

An applied example of the com-
munity bulletin board is the
“Amber Emergency Alert
System”2 program that is gain-
ing wide acceptance in cities

and states across the nation.
Amber Alert is a communication
plan that functions as a program
wide “neighborhood watch” or
“emergency broadcast” system
when a child is abducted.  The
program involves law enforce-
ment, radio and television
media, electronic variable mes-
sage centers located along the
highway system as well as pri-
vately owned signage systems
within communities.  Pertinent
information about the abduction
is posted through out the “sys-
tem” as quickly as possible to

help provide details to enlist the
community to help track and
capture the abductors.  Amber
Alert is a proven way to help
find abducted children – espe-
cially during the first critical
hours and days of the abduc-
tions; quickly posted “on the
street” information is invaluable.  

Several years ago when the
United Nations was meeting in
Vancouver, BC, local politicians
became concerned after research
revealed that even after an
extensive radio, newspaper, and
television advertising campaign,
only approximately 35% of the
populace was aware that the city
was hosting the United Nations.
A massive outdoor advertising
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Signs can function as
community bulletin
boards by posting
information that uni-
fies the community.  

When Wendy’s founder and chief
spokesman Dave Thomas passed
away, Wendy’s restaurants every-
where used their readerboards to
express their sentiments. Certain-

ly the messages were personal and
heartfelt, but an element of ad-

vertising was accomplished 
simultaneously.  This is but 

one example of how blurred
is the line between com-

mercial and non-com-
mercial speech .


