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* The materials, coatings, finishes, and lighting techniques used

* The stylistic relationship of the sign objects to one another and their
surroundings

Figure 3.4 represents the hardware system component of the Signage
Pyramid.

System Roles

Each of these systems plays a distinctive role in the development of

a sign program, vet they all interact with each other. The information
content system is the underlying reason for a sign program to exist.

Sign information is not tangible, per se; it's the raw communication
material that makes a sign program work. In this respect, the information
content system can be thought of as the software of a sign program—
you can't see it or'touch it but the sign program wouldn’t be functional
without it. In contrast, the graphic and hardware systems exist to make
the program’s information content visible and concrete in the built
environment.

Given that the information content system is the bedrock of & sign
program, the development of this system—often called programming—
is a more planning-oriented than design-oriented activity. As such,

the information content system should be mapped out and planned
before design of the graphic and hardware systems begins in earnest.
Why? Because any design activity will be somewhat meaningless and,
therefore, wasted if the extent of the information content system,

for which the graphic and hardware systems are being designed, is
unknown.

Take, for example, the design of a drinking vessel as a very simple
analogy: The type of liquid content—whether water, coffee, beer, wine,

or a cocktail—and the quantity of liquid it can contain will, obviously,

have a profound influence on the design of the vessel. (See Figure 3.5.)
Should it be thick- or thin-walled, stemmed or not, large or small, glass or
ceramic or plastic, equipped with a handle, and so on? Without knowing
the intended contents, the designer would very likely spend a lot of time
designing a vessel that's completely inappropriate to its required function.
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3.4 The Hardware System consists of the three-

dimensional physical objects—their shapes,
structures, arrangements, and materials—that
display the sign graphics and information.

3.5 Just as the kind and quantity of liquid
content affects the design of a drinking vessel,
the kind and quantity of information content
affects the design of a signage program.
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The same applies to designing a sign program’s graphic and hardware
systems before the EG designer has developed the information content
system.

Accordingly, the information content system is the foundation, the
planning that needs to be substantially in place before design of the
graphic and hardware systems commences. Thereafter, design of the
graphic and hardware systems takes place concurrently, in a back-and-
forth manner. Additionally, the information content system may be further
refined or tweaked as design of the graphic and hardware systems
progresses.

System Interactivity

So much for the differences between the three systems of the Signage
Pyramid; now, how do they interact? The information content system is
the bedrock, the raw informational material that is communicated by the
graphic system, which in turn is displayed on the hardware system. Let's
examine a few examples of this interaction. For starters, sign locations
and messages, part of the information content system, have a profound
effect on the size of the graphics for a given sign, as determined by
factors such as reading distances for the graphics and the length and
guantity of messages. The size of the sign graphics, in turn, affects the
size of the sign hardware that displays the graphics.

The sign location aspect of the information content system can also
directly affect the hardware system, in that the location of a given sign can
determine how large the sign object can be and how the sign is mounted;
sign size and mounting are primary formal factors in the hardware system.
The graphic and hardware systems interact in terms of visual appearance
factors, such as style and color. There are many other ways in which the
three systems of the Signage Pyramid interact with each other, as will be
seen in Chapters 4 through 6.

The Signage Pyramid method that this book delineates for designing static
signage programs can also point to an approach to digital information
systems. In this approach, the digital realm’s information content system
would be the information being communicated, the graphic system would
visualize the information in 2D graphics and/or video, and the hardware
system would deliver and display the information on 3D electronic screens.

The Signage Pyramid and Resource
Allocation

There's no doubt that all design activity, including EG design, involves a
certain amount of backtracking—one step backward for each two or three
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steps forward—as the designer progresses from initial concept to final
product. But the Signage Pyramid approach can help reduce the amount
of backtracking encountered when solving complex signage problems,
and this translates into more efficient use of the EG design team’s time
and, therefore, design budget.

At the outset of any EG design project, there's a big temptation,

on behalf of both the designer and the client, to rush into creating
design concepts—that is, the pretty pictures for sign graphics and
hardware. But too often this just results in finding out later that the
concepts won't work at various sign locations or for the quantity and
nature of information various signs need to contain. Don't fall prey to
this temptation! Keep in mind, the sign information content system
is intangible, meaning it doesn't lend itself to sexy visualizations; nor
is the planning of this system as creative as design of the graphic
and hardware systems. But, by gritting your teeth and tackling the
information content system first, you’ll find the subsequent design
of the graphic and hardware systems to be far more focused,

hence effective.

Think of trying to design a book or a website without having the
information—or at least a good idea of the information—these items are
to contain. Without the content, designing that book or website would
be a waste of time, because the design of these items is so intrinsically
linked to the quantity and nature of the information they contain. The
same holds true for designing a signage program: It's a waste of both
time and money to design the program’s graphic and hardware systems
without the informational content.

Not only can the Signage Pyramid approach help allocate design
resources and budgets, it can also help in the allocation of

fabrication budgets. The way the information content system affects
fabrication budgets is essentially a numbers game: The more sign
units required to communicate the sign information, and the bigger the
signs must be to hold all the required information, the more expensive
the job will be to fabricate. The point? Take care not to oversign an
environment.

The graphic and hardware systems affect fabrication budgets
differently. Generally speaking, sign quantities and sizes aside, more
of the cost of fabricating a sign is tied up in the three-dimensional
hardware system than the two-dimensional graphic system. This

is due to the cost of the hardware system’s raw materials, such as
aluminum and steel; the cost of working those materials into the final
sign objects; and the cost of installing the sign objects at the project
site. In a freestanding overhead freeway sign, for example, most
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