
Planners have a number of legit-
imate incentives to work to
ensure the city stays vital and
can respond to people’s needs.
Many families with young chil-
dren are fleeing cities and mov-
ing to the suburbs, a trend that is
having a tremendous impact on
the allocation of public
resources.  Urban schools that
are funded on a per-student
basis are struggling because
their student population is
declining.  Suburban schools, on
the other hand, face increased
enrollments and are having diffi-
culty finding the revenue to

build new schools.  Downtown
city parks can sit unused, while
the suburbs scramble to find the
funding to purchase and develop
new public spaces.  Counties are
facing increased burdens on
public services as more people
move into unincorporated areas.
Decaying urban areas and
densely populated areas often
experience increases in crime,
but when local government is
supported by ever-decreasing
property taxes, drops in property
value can mean these areas are
unable to adequately fund their
own municipal services.  

Clearly, cities have a financial
incentive to try to keep people
from moving to the suburbs.
Success in this effort, however,
can only occur if the local econ-
omy and job market are strong,
and the urban character is lively
and visually appealing.  This, in
turn, relies on zones being
allowed to function fully.
Signage is an essential tool that
works to that end.  

An urban planning philosophy
calls for “walkable” cities that
are oriented toward pedestrians,
also attempts to discourage
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Cities have a financial incen-
tive to try to keep people
from moving to the suburbs.
Success in this effort, howev-
er, can only occur if the local
economy and job market are
strong, and the urban charac-
ter is lively and visually
appealing.  This, in turn,
relies on zones being allowed
to function fully.  Signage is
an essential tool that works to
that end.

The Signage Sourcebook



This McDonalds is located on a difficult lot, at the edge of a developed area and across from
a railroad crossing, and the road configuration makes access to the parking lot very confus-
ing.  Its sole freestanding sign is not visible from the main street, and it is a fair distance from
the nearest freeway.  The restaurant, however, makes optimal use of its signature building to
attract sufficient customers to a location that might struggle without a corporate identification
package.  It also has taken the unusual step of putting a map to its parking lot on its sign to
help patrons find their way in safely to park.

1. Sowell, Thomas, Basic Economics:  A Citizen’s Guide to the Economy, Basic Books; (2000).

can make a marginal or failing
site very productive. 

Strip commercial zoning creates
numerous site difficulties.  Some
sites have good visibility, while
others have poor visibility.
Those with poor visibility typi-
cally command much lower rents
– often a third less than similar
sites with good visibility.  The
sign allows less visible sites the
opportunity to become function-
ally visible, and if properly uti-
lized, can allow increases in rent
to be charged.  Increased rental
revenue helps increase the value
of the property itself, and thus
can raise property tax revenues.

Signs can be used to make
unproductive sites more usable
and valuable.  When such sites
are near a freeway, a tall free-
way-oriented sign can be espe-

cially beneficial for the business
and the city.  It can reach out
and bring new customers from
the freeway into the city – cus-
tomers who would otherwise
have bypassed the city and spent
their money elsewhere.  The
local government itself benefits
because those out-of-town cus-
tomers pay sales taxes to the
local government without ever
using the school system, police
or fire services, or almost any of
the other local services funded
by their purchases.

“Big Box” Retail and
Urban Sprawl

For some land use organizations,
the clarion call is for the preser-
vation of farm land.  In order to
prevent urban sprawl onto farm
land, restrictive zoning codes
are put into place and the auto-

mobile is marginalized.  The
marketplace response to the
automobile – big box retail,
drive-thru sites, and sprawling
parking lots – is taboo for many
modern planners.  But those
who point a finger at big box
retail as a cause of urban sprawl
display a dismaying lack of
understanding about the con-
sumer and real estate market-
place.  

When a city has zoned a particu-
lar area for retail use, it reaps
the greatest benefits when retail
use of that area is maximized,
both in optimizing its use of
land and in generating revenue.
Chains such as Costco, Target
and Wal-Mart normally will
generate between $500 and $700
in sales per square foot of store
space per month.  By way of
comparison, a typical
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automobile use.  Unfortunately,
sign regulations proposed by
such proponents also tend to
impose limitations on auto-ori-
ented communication by requir-
ing signage to be sized and
placed for viewing by pedestri-
ans rather than by motorists.
This approach demonstrates a
lack of understanding or appre-
ciation of our consumer-based
democracy and marketplace
allocation of land use.  The vast
majority of consumers travel by
automobile, and it is to this cus-

tomer base that many businesses
must speak if they are to suc-
ceed.

A sign code should be written to
help ensure optimal use of land
as zoned, thus reducing develop-
ment pressures that contribute to
urban sprawl.  Almost without
exception, state enabling acts
require land use planning that
will encourage optimization of
land in order to prevent urban
sprawl, but it is almost impossi-
ble in a media-driven society to

make a retail site as productive
as it needs to be if its signage is
unreadable or inconspicuous.
The result of insufficient sig-
nage is necessarily greater land
consumption as more businesses
are created to fill a need that
could be satisfied by an existing
business if it had adequate sig-
nage to communicate its offer-
ings to the passing public.

Cities wanting to remain – or
become – vibrant can learn to
adapt to the consumer as the
marketplace has done.  The
automobile and the free market
have led us to the most innova-
tive, healthy, productive society
in the history of the world.
Businesses that have learned
how to utilize the automobile-
orientation of the consumer as a
communication tool have
enjoyed incredible success.
When cities learn to utilize the
effectiveness of marketing and
advertising through signage and
clever storefront design, their
urban sites will become more
vital and productive.  The result
will be a reduction in both urban
sprawl and urban deterioration.

Wise planning recognizes the
need to make the most of each
zone.  Business vitality is the
best way to maximize the use of
your commercial zone, and
effective signage is an important
tool for accomplishing that goal.
Signs can turn a site that is not
productive into one that is well-
used and valuable, that gener-
ates higher sales and pays more
in taxes.  Effective use of sign
centric design, and utilization of
the complete range of ground-
and building-mounted signage,

The Lesson of White Castle

Thomas Sowell, in his book, Basic Economics,1 discusses
the failure of White Castle to retain its standing as the domi-
nant fast food service business in North America, far
exceeding McDonalds until the 1950s.  Its outlets were
placed in crowded urban locations, near factories and in
working-class neighborhoods.  It stayed open all night so
workers walking home could stop there to eat.  White
Castle’s decline certainly was not the result of an inferior
product; its hamburgers were of comparable quality to the
other hamburger chains that have seen success.  But White
Castle’s management failed to recognize two key interlink-
ing trends:  the movement to the suburbs and the increas-
ing use of the automobile.

McDonalds followed Americans into the suburbs, while
White Castle stayed with its old program.  Before long,
White Castle found itself stuck in higher-crime areas, with
less and less pedestrian traffic to support it.  It failed to
adapt its sites and strategy to the dynamics of the market-
place, and McDonalds pushed it out of the top spot.  

In some cases, regulators have been able to get away with
failing to recognize marketplace trends because, so far, the
marketplace has been able to bend itself around and adapt
fairly well despite the restrictions placed upon it by local
governments.  But in the marketplace, particularly in a
dynamic market like the United States, if you make a mis-
take like White Castle did, you are out of business.
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2. Venturi, Robert, Learning from Las Vegas, MIT Press; Revised edition (1977).

because the
businesses
located there
are able to
effectively
communicate,
then the pres-
sure to add new commercial
space to the urban area is
decreased, thereby slowing
urban sprawl.  

To get some idea of the possibil-
ities for land savings, consider
that as of 2001, retail space in
the United States amounted to
5.5 billion square feet, or
approximately 200 square miles
of goods for sale (that does not
count parking lots).  If, through
use of effective signage, just
15% of that land was saved due
to a 15% increase in sales in

existing businesses
that eliminated the
need for additional
retail land to serve
that retail need, nearly
30 square miles of
land would be saved.

Cities that utilize the benefits of
signage can enhance commercial
property values.  Careful use of
signage to enhance the visibility
component of difficult sites
draws business in to the existing
commercial area.  When existing
merchants are financially
healthy, the pressure to expand
the commercial district or
leapfrog development to meet
growing needs is lessened.

Furthermore, failing businesses
can struggle to keep up with
even basic maintenance.  When

one storefront begins to deterio-
rate, the whole business district
can suffer a loss of customers,
leading to urban decay.  In many
cases, however, effective sig-
nage can help businesses stay
successful and avoid this out-
come.  

Businesses that are allowed to
maximize the use of the retail
zones in which they are located
through use of effective signage
are more profitable and more
able to afford maintenance of
their buildings and renovation of
older buildings.  This activity
brings vitality to the commercial
district, and stimulates urban
renewal without large invest-
ments of public money.  A
vibrant downtown commercial
district that has jobs, entertain-
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McDonalds averages $250 per
square foot per month.  

These big box retail stores are,
in fact, mega-shopping areas
that have replaced traditional
Central Business Districts
(CBDs).  Under one roof a con-
sumer can now find what he or
she used to have to go to the

hardware store, the meat market,
the clothing store, the appliance
store, the book store, the toy
store, and the grocery store to
find; in short, it is a complete
category facility.  By mixing all
of these various goods under
one roof (Costco carries some
18,000 goods in its warehouse
approach), and turning the prod-

ucts over two or three times
more quickly, big box retail has
dramatically reduced the need
for commercial land to contain a
variety of specialty stores, while
reducing the time and cost con-
sumers must expend to buy what
they need.

In a given trade area, retailing
will by and large be a zero-sum
game.  In other words, only so
much of any particular good or
service will generally be sold,
thus sales gains for a store in
one retailing category in the
trade area will be offset by
reduced sales at a similar store
in the same area.  Effective sig-
nage has been demonstrated to
generally increase the volume of
a business by 25% to 40%.  That
is because consumers seeking
particular goods or services will
frequent the businesses that
most readily appear to have
them available.  Without the sig-
nage, those customers would
need to look elsewhere to do
their shopping.  This unmet need
creates pressure for more retail
space to meet consumers’
demands.  

A readable and conspicuous sign
that increases a store’s business
volume can offset the need for
more retail space, thus curtailing
urban sprawl.  As a community
grows, existing businesses often
can continue to meet the needs
of the growing community, so
long as the community knows
where to find them and what
they have to offer.  This is
where the critical role of excel-
lent signage is so apparent.  If
retail activity is concentrated in
existing commercial zones

Learning from “Big Box” Casinos

Some time ago, Robert Venturi wrote a book called
Learning from Las Vegas,2 in which he pointed out the value
of architectural signage that welcomed the masses and
appealed to their tastes.  Las Vegas has become the most
visited metropolitan area in the world.  Interestingly, the
same sign centric design and big box approach has also
enhanced the city’s efficiency and cost-effectiveness, help-
ing to concentrate all of this tourist activity into a relatively
small area.  Las Vegas has out-planned most cities and has
effectively used signage as a powerful tool to bring its plans
to fruition.

Many commercial signage trends began in Las Vegas.  The
city’s signage approach was the inspiration for signature
buildings such as McDonalds, and the economy of its big
box approach to casinos has inspired such retail companies
as Wal-Mart.  But its most important contribution to signage
has been the concept that a thin skin of signage on the
inside and outside of a building can create a distinct charac-
ter that works in the cumulative to create a unified district
that is both inviting and stimulating for the consumer.

The vibrant Las Vegas street scene is not simply a street
scene.  It is a sign that the city is open and inviting for busi-
ness.  Typical of successful American retailing, its signage
says, “We are anxious to persuade you to spend time with
us.”  It is a message that very effectively meets the
demands of our consumer-driven society.

Both small businesses and planners have much to learn
from the success of Las Vegas.  Small businesses can
learn how to use signage to increase sales and efficiency.
Planners can learn how to use signage as a tool to reduce
urban sprawl and stem urban deterioration.
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If businesses are
allowed sufficient
signage to be com-
mercially attractive,
the renovation of
older buildings can
result, which will
pay off for the busi-
ness, the business
district, and the city.



tion or permit process.  The busi-
ness will not be able to use its
permit and inspection as proof
that it exhibited the appropriate
standard of care.  In essence, a
policy decision is being made to
add a heavy cost burden to the
small business with little or no
public benefit as a result.  When
the permit and inspection costs
become burdensome, cash-

strapped businesses often opt not
to upgrade their storefronts.

Large system development
charges are another expression
of a public policy decision
against small businesses.  This is
particularly true in developing
areas, where these fees have the
effect of confining small or
undercapitalized businesses to

particular kinds of buildings.
New communities or suburbs
with high system development
charges increase lease costs dra-
matically and are, in essence,
forcing the small business com-
munity to be a tenant community
or to conduct business else-
where.  

ment, and retail-
ing activity can
also help pre-
vent a middle-
class exodus to
the suburbs,
which can fur-
ther drain a city
and its commer-
cial districts of
needed funding.

Not only can
plain or dilapi-
dated building
exteriors be
visually dis-
pleasing, they
also negatively impact cus-
tomers’ stopping and shopping.
But businesses will not invest in
a renovation if the new store-
front will be sign-starved and
unable to attract the volume of
customers needed to cover reno-
vation costs and boost the busi-
ness’s profits.  If businesses are
allowed sufficient signage to be
commercially attractive, the ren-
ovation of older buildings can
result, which will pay off for the
business, the business district,
and the city.  

A good example of this is the
old waterfront area of
Cleveland, Ohio, formerly a 1.5
mile strip of landfill on the
shores of Lake Erie.  An exten-
sive revitalization program that
included the use of a subtle
form of the Las Vegas-style
“thin skin” of signage on the
outside of the buildings has

made the area visually exciting
and attractive.  New construc-
tion included a nearly $250 mil-
lion football stadium and the
Rock-and-Roll Hall of Fame, a
unique building designed by
I.M. Pei, which attracts 700,000
visitors per year.  The waterfront
renovation is credited with help-
ing the city earn the ranking of
14th best place to live out of
343 metropolitan areas in North
America by Places Rated
Almanac.3

The Impact of
Lopsided Regulation
on Storefront
Revitalization

Small suburban towns have
been experiencing rapid growth
for the past two decades, and the
way a town handles the regula-
tion of signature buildings can
put a serious strain on existing

small businesses.
Many of these
small businesses
are located in
strip centers or
older downtown
districts in which
signage is strictly
limited.  They
are forced to
compete with the
new businesses
housed in signa-
ture buildings
and located in
the expanding
areas of the
town.  When a

growing suburban town strictly
controls storefront renovation
and signage (often using historic
designations), it can create a
lopsided regulatory system that
harms small, independent busi-
nesses.

Onerous inspection require-
ments are one way that store-
front renovation can be limited,
further harming already finan-
cially stressed small businesses.
When a city requires a compli-
cated permit and inspection
process for a simple storefront
renovation that does not include
significant structural or electri-
cal changes to the building, that
city is making a policy state-
ment against encouraging urban
revitalization.  Such simple
storefront renovation does not
affect the public’s health or safe-
ty.4 The city will not bear any
liability as a result of its inspec-

Big box retail stores are mega-shopping areas that
have replaced traditional Central Business Districts.
Consumers can find a wide variety of goods under
one roof.  Big box stores turn products over two or
three times more quickly than mom and pop, and have
dramatically reduced the need for commercial land to
contain a variety of specialty stores, while also reduc-
ing the time and cost consumers must expend to buy
what they need.
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3. Environmental Media Services, Washington, DC, “Waterfront Revitalization:  A National Trend Breathing New Life into America’s
Cities” <http://www.ems.org/dc_waterfront/waterfront_successes.htm> July 9, 2003.
4. The majority of material, electrical, and structural regulations should be covered in the building code, but some sign-specific require-
ments may necessitate a section in the sign code itself.  The section should be closely tied to the definitions section, which should never
duplicate or conflict with definitions in the building and electrical codes.  Because the primary purpose of the building code is public safe-
ty, it must always take precedence over the Sign code.

Las Vegas’s signage approach was the inspiration for signature buildings such as McDonalds
(1), and the economy of its big box approach to casinos has inspired retailers such as Wal-
Mart (2).  But its most important contribution to signage has been the concept of a thin skin of
signage on the inside and outside of a building (3).

(1)

(2)

(3)


