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SUMMARY 

PURPOSE 

William Penn Mott, the director of the National Park Service, has recently 
expressed concern about the qual i ty , design, placement, and proliferation 
of signs in the national parks. Signs form the centerpiece of public 
relations and information for communicating with v is i tors, and they often 
create the visi tor 's f i r s t impression of a park. Signs should provide 
information for a coherent, reassuring, quality experience. 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the exist ing NPS sign system and 
to recommend ways in which improvements can be achieved. The study is 
generally concerned with signs that are visible from the road ( including 
entrance, t raf f ic direct ional, and park informational s igns). Standard 
regulatory, warning, in terpret ive, and trai ls signs are not considered in 
this study. In the fu tu re , all types of park signs should become part of 
a comprehensive integrated sign system. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

After ident i fy ing, assembling, and analyzing the data that was collected 
and the changes that were suggested concerning NPS signs, the study 
team recommends a series of changes to improve the current sign system. 
The establishment of a centralized sign team--the major change 
recommended herein--would be the most efficient and cost-effective 
solution to the major problems within the current system. This idea is 
reinforced by recommendations for such a centralized team by 
organizations that already have them. Highlights of the study team's 
recommendations include the fol lowing: 

- Give signs a higher pr ior i ty in fund ing. Recognize that effective 
and unobtrusive signs and their messages are vital to the visitor 
experience and that the job of establishing/creating park signs is a 
ful l- t ime task that should be done by qualified personnel. 

- Establish an office of ful l- t ime employees--a centralized sign 
team--who would develop detailed guidelines and assist parks and 
regions in preparing sign plans as well as expediting design, 
procurement, and periodic park sign evaluations throughout the 
system. 

- Revise the current NPS "Sign System Specifications" manual for use 
by the sign team, incorporating the various technical guidelines that 
current ly exist into one manual. 

- Develop and publish a product-or iented, i l lustrated, nontechnical 
sign handbook, which could be created by the sign team or a 
professional consultant, to show the parks, regions, and cooperating 
agencies and communities examples of the various types of signs 



available, appropriate and inappropriate signs, effective and 
ineffective placement, hardware, costs, and ordering procedures. 

- Custom-design park entrance signs, and other signs when 
appropriate, to move away from institutionalized-looking signs. 

- Establish funct ional , simple sign plans and inventories for each 
park. 

- Conduct various research efforts to aid in the improvement of the 
NPS sign system. 

- Develop t ra in ing videos for field employees to enhance sensit ivity to 
good sign design and famil iarity with procurement and installation 
procedures. 
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EVOLUTION OF THE NPS SIGN SYSTEM AND GUIDELINES 

Since 1917, profound changes in the public's expectations, increased use 
of private automobiles, and diverse art ist ic styles have influenced the way 
the National Park Service (NPS) has designed, fabricated, and placed 
signs. Three dist inct historic period styles contributed to what we see 
today as the NPS sign system--the rustic sty le, the "Mission 66" style, 
and the highway safety style. 

The rustic style signs of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s were usually 
designed and constructed without guidelines. These signs were often 
produced by local craftsmen who used indigenous materials and believed 
that a sign should impart information and express in style and material 
the unique character of an individual park. These signs varied widely in 
visual quali ty and materials, and no attempt was made to link the parks 
together under one NPS image. This period reached its greatest 
achievements dur ing the CCC and WPA days and set a unique and 
impressive standard stil l beloved by visitors and NPS staff--a standard 
that is almost impossible to achieve under today's policies. An 
outstanding example of this type of s igning, which continues to be used 
as an integrated park sign system, is found at Bandelier National 
Monument (see page 14). 
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RUSTIC STYLE 
Carved wood 

Use of ornamental base 
Local natural materials 
Use of local craftsmen 

Reflects unique character of park 





The Mission 66 era, in the 1950s and 1960s, was characterized by a larger 
park system, more v is i tat ion, expanded interpret ive programs, and 
str icter design guidelines. Recreation areas were developed, and visitor 
centers, other faci l i t ies, and roads were constructed in the face of these 
demands. This wave of construction also included the need for more 
t raf f ic control and informational signs. In response, a handbook on signs 
and interpret ive waysides was issued. These guidelines allowed wide 
latitutde for creative design, lettering styles, and materials. In the 1960 
edit ion, NPS Director Conrad Wirth stated, "We are st r iv ing for clar i ty of 
public direction and interpretation by means of attract ive and effective 
signs and wayside exh ib i ts . " 
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MISSION 66 STYLE 
Attempt to reflect park themes 

Use of geometric shapes 
Use of arrowhead logo 

Accent on natural materials 





In 1966, the National Highway Safety Act (PL 89-564) established 
standards for federal roads used by the public. Within national park 
system uni ts , ever greater numbers of vehicles, an increased sensit ivity 
to safety factors, and greater possibilities for tor t claims led to more 
complex informational needs and more and more signs. The Park Service 
had, over the years, developed signs that were aesthetically satisfactory, 
but they were often too small, not easily read from moving vehicles 
(especially at n igh t ) , and not in compliance with federal highway safety 
standards. At the same time safety evaluations conducted by the National 
Safety Council recommended that the Park Service comply with the 
standards contained in the Manual on Uniform Traf f ic Control Devices 
(MUTCD). The Park Service adopted the MUTCD as its standard for all 
NPS roads. NPS-specific guidelines, standards, and specifications were 
issued in 1972 in the NPS "Sign System Specifications" (NPS-SSS)--legally 
a supplement to the MUTCD. These signs reflected a general t rend 
throughout America for standardization and created, for the f i rs t time, a 
nationwide NPS image. 

The NPS-SSS attempts to establish safety standards while allowing for 
signs that are unique to the Park Service. The NPS-SSS is admired for 
its uni formity, technical innovations, and completeness; however, it has 
been crit icized as poorly organized and often likely to create 
industr ial- looking signs that are inappropriate to park environments. 

Obtaining quali ty signs for parks has always been a great concern. In 
conformance to the MUTCD, Modified Clarendon lettering was chosen by 
the Park Service to establish a unique standard identi ty for all its park 
uni ts. This lettering was then tested to ensure appropriate readability 
and visual qual i ty. However, signs with this unique lettering were 
di f f icul t to obtain. The Federal Prison Industries (UNICOR) agreed in 
the early 1970s to fabricate all NPS signs, with the condition that it 
become the mandatory procurement source for NPS signs and materials. 
Clearance from UNICOR is required for all exceptions — excluding routed 
wood signs that are no longer made by UNICOR. In accord with this 
arrangement, the Park Service ordered the closure of all in-park sign 
shops in 1974 and agreed that all vehicular and pedestrian traf f ic control 
signs would be fabricated by and procured through UNICOR. Some 
standard t raf f ic signs are also ordered using the General Services 
Administration (GSA) supply schedule. 

In July 1985 the "NPS Traff ic Control Sign System Guideline" (NPS-52) 
was issued. Among other th ings, this guideline outlines the purpose, 
roles, and responsibilities for the sign system and establishes modern 
t raf f ic control engineering principles and uniform standards for the 
application of vehicular and pedestrian t raf f ic control and signs. 

Today, NPS signs continue to adhere to national highway safety standards 
while projecting the unique identi ty of the Park Service through the 
Clarendon lettering style. 
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HIGHWAY SAFETY ERA 
Formulated standard design 

Safety oriented 
Minimal design variation 





STUDY PROCESS AND APPROACH 

This study followed four steps in assessing the NPS sign system: 

- analysis of the NPS sign system, guidelines, and research 

- analysis of other sign systems for comparison 

- identification of problems associated with the NPS sign system and 
signs 

- formulation of recommendations for improving NPS signs and the sign 
system 

ANALYSIS OF THE NPS SIGN SYSTEM, GUIDELINES, AND RESEARCH 

Telephone interviews with regional sign coordinators and selected park 
staff, including Washington D.C. (WASO), Denver Service Center (DSC), 
Harpers Ferry Center (HFC), region, and park personnel, were 
conducted using a set of predetermined questions. Responses were 
compiled and evaluated. (See appendix A for a summary of interview 
questions and responses.) 

In addit ion, over 5,000 photographs of signs were solicited from 
throughout the Park Service. These were analyzed and categorized by 
type and historic period. Selected pr ints were displayed and proved 
invaluable in stimulating discussion dur ing the study. 

Operational documents, regulations, and policies were reviewed and 
evaluated. Many of these documents had played pivotal roles in the 
evolution of the NPS sign system — including the Highway Safety Act of 
1966, various memorandums of agreement between the Park Service and 
the Federal Highway Administration or UNICOR, the MUTCD, the 
NPS-SSS, NPS-52, and various sign brochures. 

In a 1984 s tudy, Dr. John D. Peine (Chief Scientist, Upland Research 
Laboratory, Great Smoky Mountains National Park) discovered a great 
dispari ty between what a park manager believes the public needs to know 
to enjoy and respect the park resources and what the public wants to 
know. His study revealed that park managers' pr ior i t ies focus on 
resource protect ion, health, and safety messages, yet visitors desire 
information on how to enjoy their t r ip in the limited time available to 
them. Humor in park messages, especially in cartoon form, had the 
highest recall. 

In FY 1986, the National Park Service spent less than one-f i f th of one 
percent of its annual operations budget (about $900,000) on park 
signs — install ing some 20,000 signs nationwide at an average cost of $55 
per s ign. Total FY 1987 sign costs are not expected to exceed this 
f igure . 
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