
Interpretive Signage 
Path, Process, Pitfalls & Possibilities 

Presented by: Kristin Karl Carnahan, Chief 
Interpretive Services, DCR 



Interpretive Signage 
Path, Process, Pitfalls & Possibilities 

Maslow Hierarchy of Needs 

 

• Self-fulfillment Needs 

 

 

• Physiological Needs  

 

 

• Basic Needs     
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Interpretation 

• is as a mission-based communication 
process that forges emotional and intellectual 
connections between the interests of the 
audience and the meanings inherent in the 
resource. (NAI Definitions Project http://www.definitionsproject.com/definitions/def_full_term.cfm) 

 

• What does that mean? 

 



Connections 

• Interpretive signage connects people with 
special places and their stories 

Interpretive Signage 
Path, Process, Pitfalls & Possibilities 

 photo: Content Design Collaborative 



Interpretive Signage 

Interpretive wayside Orientation wayside 

Interpretive Signage 
Path, Process, Pitfalls & Possibilities 



Interpretive Signage 

Interpretive wayside 
Orientation wayside 

Interpretive Signage 
Path, Process, Pitfalls & Possibilities 

Collaborative project DCR and Design Division, Inc. 
Collaborative project DCR and Content Design Collaborative 
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Collaborative project DCR and Experience Design 

Collaborative project DCR and The Friends of Lynn-Nahant 
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PATH 

Starts with 

• PLAN 

• IDEA 

• GIFT/DONATION 



 

Continue if… 

• PLAN  

 

Pause if… 

• IDEA 

• GIFT/DONATION 
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ASK… 

• Does this support our mission 

• Does this support site-specific interpretation 

• Does it meet the 4 key factors 
– Significant feature/story 

– Site-specific graphic/image 

– Safe, accessible for visitor  

– Long term maintenance and care 
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• If YES, you’re ready for the PROCESS 
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NPS Harpers Ferry Center, http://www.nps.gov/hfc/ 
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NPS Harpers Ferry Center, http://www.nps.gov/hfc/ 
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PROCESS 

• GETTING STARTED 

• PLANNING  

• DESIGN  

• REVIEW AND 
APPROVAL  

 

 

 

• FABRICATION 

• PREPARE SITE FOR 
INSTALLATION 

• INSTALLATION 

• MAINTENANCE AND 
MANAGMENT 

 



PROCESS 

 

GETTING STARTED! 

• Review Resource Management Plan/ 

    Interpretive Plan 

 

• Gather your Team! 
Bring together key stakeholders, diverse staff and 
disciplines, content experts 
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PLANNING  

• Discuss Goals and Objectives 

    Visitors, visitor experience  

 

• Site Visit! Site Analysis. 
Walk the trail, identify opportunities 

Discuss safety, accessibility, operations, resources 
impacts 

Pick the places that are most effective in telling the story 
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DESIGN  

• Research, writing,  

    image selection 

• Sketches and Draft design  

  (panel layout, structure, orientation, location) 

• Revise design, Team Review & Feedback 

• Finalize design (text, images, colors, fonts, 
sizes, layout) 
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Content Design Collaborative 
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Collaborative project DCR and Content Design Collaborative 
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REVIEW AND APPROVAL  

 

 

Collaborative project DCR and Amaze Design 
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FABRICATION 

Collaborative project DCR and Experience Design 
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FABRICATION 

Collaborative project DCR and Experience Design 
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PREPARE SITE FOR INSTALLATION 

INSTALLATION 

MAINTENANCE AND MANAGMENT 

 

Photo: Crosby, Schlessinger and Smallridge, LLC  and Main Street Design 
 
 



PITFALLS 

• Content 

• Design 

• Materials 

• Siting/Site Placement 

• Maintenance and Management 
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Design 

• Colors 
• Font/Size 
• Layout 
• 3-30-3 Rule 
• Text  
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Materials 

• Panel 

• Frame/Stanchion 

• Cost 

     Initial vs. Replacement 

 

• Environmental 
Conditions 

• Operations 

• Visitor behavior 
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Siting/Site Placement 

• Safety 

• Accessibility 

• Resource Concerns 

• Environmental  

     Conditions 

• Operations 

• Visitor behavior 
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Maintenance and Management 

• Routine/preventative 
maintenance 

• Timely repair/replacement 



Interpretive Signage 
Path, Process, Pitfalls & Possibilities 

Collaborative project  DCR, Crosby, Schlessinger and Smallridge, LLC and Interpretive Planning and Design 
by Main Street Design 
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Collaborative project DCR and Content Design Collaborative 
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Collaborative project DCR and Amaze Design 
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Self-guided Interpretive 
Brochure 

Audio-tour/Cell tour/App Guided Interpretive Walk 

Alternatives 



RESOURCES - in print 
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RESOURCES –on the web 
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BOOKS: 
  
• Interpreter’s Handbook Series, by M. Gross, R. Zimmerman, J. Bucholz  

– Signs, Trails and Wayside Exhibits, Connecting People and Places, Third Edition (2006) 
– Making the Right Connections:  A Guide for Nature Writers (1988) 
– Creating Environmental Publications:  A Guide to writing and Designing for Interpreters and 

Environmental Educators (1991) 
– Interpretive Centers:  The History, Design, and development of Nature and Visitor Centers 

(2002) 
  
• Environmental Interpretation: A Practical Guide, S. Ham 
• Interpretation By Design: Graphic Design Basics for Heritage Interpreters, P. Caputo, S. Lewis, L. 

Brochu (2008) 
• Interpretation for the 21st Century, L. Beck, T. Cable (2002) 
• Interpreting for Park Visitors, W. Lewis (1981) 
• Interpreting Our Heritage, F. Tilden (1957) 
• Interpretive Planning, L. Brochu (2007) 
• Interpretive Writing, A. Leftridge (2006) 
• Personal Interpretation, T. Merriman, L. Brochu (2008) 

 

 
 
 

INTERPRETIVE REFERENCES: 
 
The below is a brief sample of references online and in print to support interpretation and interpretive signage projects. This is not a 
comprehensive listing. 

 



WEB RESOURCES: 

  
• Eppley Institute for Parks and Public Lands http://eppley.org/ 

• Harpers Ferry Center for Media Services http://www.nps.gov/hfc/ 

• National Association for Interpretation http://www.interpnet.com/ 
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The below is a brief sample of references online and in print to support interpretation and interpretive signage projects. This is not a 
comprehensive listing. 

 WEB RESOURCE DOCUMENTS: 
  
• http://idp.eppley.org/training/full-performance/interpretive-media 
• http://www.fs.fed.us/outdoors/naturewatch/implementation/Interpretive-Signs/Interpretive-Sign-

Design.PDF 
• http://www.nps.gov/hfc/pdf/waysides/Wayside-Guide-First-Edition.pdf 
• http://www.nps.gov/idp/interp/handlesupdate.pdf 
• https://www.nature.nps.gov/educationoutreach/assets/docs/InterpSolutions.pdf 

 
INTERPRETIVE DESIGN & FABRICATION SERVICES: 
  
• NAI –National Association of Interpretation “Interpreter’s Green Pages” 

http://www.interpnet.com/nai/docs/Green_Pages-2015-16.pdf 
  
ACCESSIBLE DESIGN: 
  
• Smithsonian 

http://accessible.si.edu/pdf/Smithsonian%20Guidelines%20for%20accessible%20design.pdf 
• Mass Audubon Accessible Trails Project http://www.massaudubon.org/get-

outdoors/accessibility/accessible-trails-project 
 

http://idp.eppley.org/training/full-performance/interpretive-media
http://idp.eppley.org/training/full-performance/interpretive-media
http://idp.eppley.org/training/full-performance/interpretive-media
http://idp.eppley.org/training/full-performance/interpretive-media
http://idp.eppley.org/training/full-performance/interpretive-media
https://legacyemail.state.ma.us/OWA/redir.aspx?SURL=zorNdNtJDOMbgUgAsSCxYx1OQ5LFSgqKoF7Ltl-STir6rrCcl-zSCGgAdAB0AHAAOgAvAC8AdwB3AHcALgBmAHMALgBmAGUAZAAuAHUAcwAvAG8AdQB0AGQAbwBvAHIAcwAvAG4AYQB0AHUAcgBlAHcAYQB0AGMAaAAvAGkAbQBwAGwAZQBtAGUAbgB0AGEAdABpAG8AbgAvAEkAbgB0AGUAcgBwAHIAZQB0AGkAdgBlAC0AUwBpAGcAbgBzAC8ASQBuAHQAZQByAHAAcgBlAHQAaQB2AGUALQBTAGkAZwBuAC0ARABlAHMAaQBnAG4ALgBQAEQARgA.&URL=http://www.fs.fed.us/outdoors/naturewatch/implementation/Interpretive-Signs/Interpretive-Sign-Design.PDF
https://legacyemail.state.ma.us/OWA/redir.aspx?SURL=zorNdNtJDOMbgUgAsSCxYx1OQ5LFSgqKoF7Ltl-STir6rrCcl-zSCGgAdAB0AHAAOgAvAC8AdwB3AHcALgBmAHMALgBmAGUAZAAuAHUAcwAvAG8AdQB0AGQAbwBvAHIAcwAvAG4AYQB0AHUAcgBlAHcAYQB0AGMAaAAvAGkAbQBwAGwAZQBtAGUAbgB0AGEAdABpAG8AbgAvAEkAbgB0AGUAcgBwAHIAZQB0AGkAdgBlAC0AUwBpAGcAbgBzAC8ASQBuAHQAZQByAHAAcgBlAHQAaQB2AGUALQBTAGkAZwBuAC0ARABlAHMAaQBnAG4ALgBQAEQARgA.&URL=http://www.fs.fed.us/outdoors/naturewatch/implementation/Interpretive-Signs/Interpretive-Sign-Design.PDF
https://legacyemail.state.ma.us/OWA/redir.aspx?SURL=zorNdNtJDOMbgUgAsSCxYx1OQ5LFSgqKoF7Ltl-STir6rrCcl-zSCGgAdAB0AHAAOgAvAC8AdwB3AHcALgBmAHMALgBmAGUAZAAuAHUAcwAvAG8AdQB0AGQAbwBvAHIAcwAvAG4AYQB0AHUAcgBlAHcAYQB0AGMAaAAvAGkAbQBwAGwAZQBtAGUAbgB0AGEAdABpAG8AbgAvAEkAbgB0AGUAcgBwAHIAZQB0AGkAdgBlAC0AUwBpAGcAbgBzAC8ASQBuAHQAZQByAHAAcgBlAHQAaQB2AGUALQBTAGkAZwBuAC0ARABlAHMAaQBnAG4ALgBQAEQARgA.&URL=http://www.fs.fed.us/outdoors/naturewatch/implementation/Interpretive-Signs/Interpretive-Sign-Design.PDF
https://legacyemail.state.ma.us/OWA/redir.aspx?SURL=zorNdNtJDOMbgUgAsSCxYx1OQ5LFSgqKoF7Ltl-STir6rrCcl-zSCGgAdAB0AHAAOgAvAC8AdwB3AHcALgBmAHMALgBmAGUAZAAuAHUAcwAvAG8AdQB0AGQAbwBvAHIAcwAvAG4AYQB0AHUAcgBlAHcAYQB0AGMAaAAvAGkAbQBwAGwAZQBtAGUAbgB0AGEAdABpAG8AbgAvAEkAbgB0AGUAcgBwAHIAZQB0AGkAdgBlAC0AUwBpAGcAbgBzAC8ASQBuAHQAZQByAHAAcgBlAHQAaQB2AGUALQBTAGkAZwBuAC0ARABlAHMAaQBnAG4ALgBQAEQARgA.&URL=http://www.fs.fed.us/outdoors/naturewatch/implementation/Interpretive-Signs/Interpretive-Sign-Design.PDF
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