
B I Z Z E L L D E S I G N . C O M

Creating Vibrant Downtown Districts
with Wayfinding Signage 

& Strategic District Branding



— THE CONCEPT
When Combined, Wayfinding Signage, Civic Branding & District Naming is a key strategy

that has proven successful for more than a century. Just one of the reasons for success is that

savvy business owners connect with the location, this creates multiplied search

engine opportunities.

For example: The Pearl District in Austin Texas has grown in reputation as the Destination to

visit for the cool and quirky experience. It is named after a Brewery that closed in the 1940’s (

but still a legacy brand ).

Initially is was anchored by a Farmer’s Market, but it has grown into a major tourist destination.



A District Name Can Create 
the Beginning of Revitalization

City visionaries 
literally used the 

name of a 
closed business
to brand a new 

District and 
bring life to a 

troubled area. 



Branding Districts will help you divide 
and conquer

Downtown revitalization.
Amazingly, real estate development 

opportunities 
will follow the trends put into place.
Wayfinding Signage & Streetscape 

Graphics
Allow You to Tell Your Story.

“ The Psychological Benefits of Graphic Communication ”
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Kansas City’s 
Power & Light district was 

designed to revitalize
a blighted section of 

Downtown. 
Suburban stadiums drew 
thousands away from the 

downtown area.

By defining the district and 
creating a stage and 
gathering space for 

sporting event overflow 
the food 

and entertainment 
opportunities quickly 

revitalized the 
downtown area.

They now sell tickets to the 
events.



A special district 
overlay sign 

code was 
created to 
enhance

the Brand and 
encourage 

investment in 
graphic 

communication.



As the district boundaries spread window signs and large kiosks
reinforce the brand and connect future shops to the theme.



Scale is an important factor when placing 
a kiosk. We should think in terms of 
a clock tower or statue when designing. 
This way the image can become an 
iconic symbol within your streetscape.



To understand what makes a downtown district vibrant and how Wayfinding Signage can be a key link, I study successful

downtowns across the country. The experience of visiting a successful town ( or district ) in person is invaluable.

On a recent trip to Chicago, I took the opportunity to explore the Oak Park District. For those who appreciate Art,

Architecture and amazing Landplanning, Oak Park just may have the best “ planning DNA assembled in the country. Frank

Lloyd Wright, Fredrick Law Olmstead & Ernest Hemmingway to mention a few.

But for our visit, we were introduced to another great Visionary, his name is Ike. Ike is a waiter at the famous Lou

Malnati’s ( Chicago Style Pizza ). Ike fully understood the History and unique significance of where he lived and worked. His

job as a waiter and his enthusiasm about being a small part of it all made our visit very memorable.

How is Ike’s experience connected to Branding and Wayfinding?

In all small downtown areas, a big part of revitalization and creating a destination type main street is education training

and reminding those who work on ”Main Street” that they are a significant part of the visitor and residential experience.

But realistically, we are all too busy to attend history classes or lectures. But we can, as planners, and main street

managers, do this by osmosis, well, kind of.

One of the unseen attributes of pedestrian wayfinding program is the information, the history and the details of these

signs help to remind the downtown shopkeepers and staff where they are. Walking by a historic marker, or

directional sign to a park reminds them how to help connect a visitor to their surroundings.

When I asked Ike how he became such a 
downtown history and events expert, he replied,
”It’s all on the signs at the train station”



Kiosks help visitors 
and residents

understand what 
is happening 

in a downtown district.

Keep in mind that 
information about upcoming 

events is more effective 
than business lists.

— Milestone



Within your downtown 
area, district naming 

can create energy for a 
stagnate downtown. 

District vision can also 
allow civic leaders and 
entrepreneurs to make 

improvements in 
achievable portions. 
The formula is simple.

Develop an 
achievable vision
for the district based 
on the desired 
improvement of a 
few buildings, or just 
one block.

Create a vision plan
and share it through 

social media.

Anchor the 
District with a key 

destination.
Civic participation 
can be as simple 

as a farmers’ 
market

or a food truck 
gathering space.

Create wayfinding 
signage specific to 
the district.
Include thematic 
designs for street 
signs and parking 
lots.



Great plans for district rebranding and revitalized buildings 
are invisible to visitors and potential investors.



Signage and strategic messaging creates an immediate understanding of what is happening.
This attracts visitors and downtown investment.



Welcome to 
West Avenue. 
A sports and
entertainment 

district focusing 
on one street 

in 
Downtown 
Kannapolis.



The preliminary 
land plan only 

effects the areas 
the city can 

control.

Street scape, 
pocket parks, 
parking and 
branding.



Overall 
signage 

designed 
specifically for 

the district.

The distinctive 
look serves as 
a gateway to 
the new area.



Before shops and 
restaurants open, 
the graphic language ( 
signs and murals ) 
tell the story.





Murals create a sense of place on streetscapes without doors or windows.
We named this ”district” Pinstripe Alley connecting the area
to the new baseball stadium.



A small alley 
between 

vacant buildings 
was 

uplifted
to become an 

information kiosk.

Take advantage of Vacant 
Spaces

Murals also become 
social media stars
spreading positive 
comments about 
your town.



D o w n t o w n  M a t t h e w s

D i s t r i c t Est. 2013



North End Matthews 
was simply an idea 

anchored by a mural.

Town leaders wanted 
to unite a big suburban 
style development plan 

close to downtown in 
design and spirit. 

The project name was 
disconnected with town 

vision. We suggested 
to the developer to 

visualize his project as 
a ”downtown district”

He immediately 
recognized the value id 
this and rebranded the 

project. 



Local business embraced the NorthEnd identity and followed the

branding as a benchmark for their identity as well.



Downtown map defines three new districts.
NorthEnd has experienced major growth and now enjoys a walkable connection 

to downtown.



1-The wayfinding study itself will create an organized approach to navigating the city features
that can be used to create a unified approach to giving and advertising directions through google maps, etc.

2- Location association. While a visitor following the path to a particular destination for the first time stays the course. Each sign gives them
vital location information ( Parks, Town Hall, Civic Center, Arts Districts, etc. ) to increase their knowledge about the downtown area.
They will be more likely to extend their stay and visit longer during future trips.

3- Where to stop. Parking is a key component to wayfinding. Our goal is to create a good feeling about using surface parking. Unified signage
gives the visitor permission without worry of being towed or ticketed for being in the wrong place. Again, increasing the length of the visit.

4- Branding - This is the highest value attributed to wayfinding signage. The brand ( logo, colors, architectural style ) all combine to create
hundreds of thousands of good impressions. These signs tell each visitor they are welcome. Because of the wayfinding function, Departments of
Transportation allow for dozens of signs to be placed within their wight of way. This amount of brand positioning would be impossible otherwise.

5-Benchmarking. Towns like Davidson have already realized the benefits of placing high quality, architecturally beautiful signage throughout the
towns streetscape. The style becomes a standard for shop keepers and other civic departments to follow.

By including merchants in the way finding planning process exposes them to great signage and facade design ideas.

Five 
attributes



Mapping
The wayfinding study itself
will create an organized
approach to navigating the
city features that can be
used to create a unified
approach to giving and
advertising directions
through google maps, etc.



While a visitor following the path to a particular 
destination for the first time stays the course. 

Each sign gives them vital location information 
( Parks, Town Hall, Civic Center, etc. ) to 
increase their knowledge about the downtown 
area. 

They will be more likely to extend their stay 
and visit longer during future trips.

Location 
Association



Parking is a key component to 
wayfinding. Our goal is to create a 
good feeling about using surface 

parking. 

Unified signage gives the visitor 
permission without worry of being 
towed or ticketed for being in the 

wrong place. 

Again, increasing the length of the 
visit.

WHERE TO STOP



Branding

This is the highest value attributed to wayfinding signage. 

The brand ( logo, colors, architectural style ) all combine to 

create hundreds of thousands of good impressions. 

These signs tell each visitor they are welcome. Because of the 

wayfinding function, Departments of Transportation allow for 

dozens of signs to be placed within their wight of way. This 

amount of brand positioning would be impossible otherwise.



Benchmarking
Towns have already realized the benefits of placing high quality,
architecturally beautiful signage throughout the towns streetscape. The
style becomes a standard for shop keepers and other civic departments
to follow.







The Go Gaston logo is a key
part of the way finding signage 

program.



Belmont Signage has been very effective as it identifies districts
and a new orientation from Lake Wylie area north to downtown.



Making a 
memorable 

impression requires
us to think outside 

the box.
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