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INTRODUCTION TO THE RED TREE PROJECT 

RURAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT TOURISM RESEARCH EDUCATION ENHANCEMENT 

The RED TREE Project is a research initiative conducted out of the School of Tourism at Thompson Rivers 

University in Kamloops, British Columbia.  Under the direction of Dr. Rob Hood, t he project aims to help 

rural communities, affected by the mountain pine beetle , diversify their economies through the 

development of tourism products.  RED TREE has received funding through Western Economic 

Diversification, the Southern Interior Beetle Action Coalition and Shuswap Tourism to create five (5) 

tourism product development guides based on research completed in three (3) rural communities 

(Princeton, Lytton First Nations and the Shuswap region).  These guides will then be made available to 

other rural communities looking to develop tourism in their areas.   The project is scheduled to run from 

June 2009 through to March 2010. 

 

 

SECTION 1 ð SIGN AUDITS 

A sign audit is an evaluation tool that communities and 

regions can use to appraise various types of signs and 

determine strengths and weaknesses of the current tourism 

signage in a particular area.  This document describes how to 

do a sign audit for ôrubberõ tire traffic (e.g., personal vehicles, 

coaches), rather than rail, air or water travel.  Typically, a 

community or region will conduct a sign audit using 

independent agents that are free of bias.   

This document will provide communities with step -by-step 

instructions detailing how to properly conduct a sign audit  

along major roadways.  Upon reading this manual, community volunteers, private business owners or 

community council member s (ôauditorsõ) will be able to complete a signage audit.   

INTRODUCTION TO SIGNS 

Good quality signage is important to the success of tourism in all communities.  Signage is the most basic 

form of way-finding for the average traveler as most visitors use signs to find various tourism products 

and services.  Poor signage may frustrate visitors and can reduce the overall quality of an experience.   

A reliable source of information to consult regarding signage is the Tourism Research Innovation Project 

(TRIP) manual titled òWelcome!  A Manual to Enhance Community Signage and Visitor Experienceó.  The 

manual contains primary signage know-how and useful tips including:  

Photo 1 Welcome sign in Princeton, BC  



 

 

 Why signage is important  

 Examples (with photographs) of strong signage 

 How to develop a community signage program  

The TRIP manual also includes a list of additional signage 

resources.  In particular, government agencies and signage 

program contacts are listed.  The manual is available for 

download on the internet  at:  

http://www.trip -project.ca/uploaded/how -to -

manuals/Community%20signage%20new.pdf  

 In addition to this document, a short video production 

describing the steps to successfully complete a sign audit has 

been created by the RED TREE Project.  The video will be 

available at _______________________ and by request from the 

Thompson Rivers University School of Tourism.   

THE VALUE OF A SIGNAGE AUDIT   

Completing a signage audits provides a number of benefits for a destination.  Signs may be the first 

tangible elements of the traveler, particularly for those visitors not equipped with either a map or guide 

book.  At the very least, a sign identifies the location of a destination (community, businesses), and can 

also support the visitorõs information found through other promotional material (e.g. advertising, maps, 

guidebooks).   

The overall quality, ease of understanding, and functionality of the sign can greatly influence a touristõs 

first and general impression of a particular destination.  Understanding this is important as those 

conducting a sign audit should look at the community õs signage through the  eyes of the visitor rather 

than those of a local resident.    Community  members are accustomed to the current state and quality of 

signage in the region.  A systematic approach to completing a sign audit will facilitate signage 

improvement. 

Completing a signage audit provides a number of benefits including :    

1. Objective evaluation of  current community or reg ional signage from a tourist perspective;   

2. Ability to better determine priorities for improving signage in and around the community ; 

3. Provides a communication tool to facilitate signage discussion; 

4. Identification of  signage areas which may require further action or assistance from government 

organizations (e.g., policies); and 

5. Effective allocation of resources in order to maximize the benefits of current and future signs.   

Photo 2 TRIP Manual  
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LIMITATIONS OF SIGN AUDITS 

Like all research tools, sign audits have limitations for use.  Limitations must be considered when 

interpreting the findings of a sign audit.   

1. Compliance is voluntary .  Local businesses and organizations with signs should be encouraged 

to voluntarily comply with sign audit recommendations.  The use of bylaws may help encourage 

compliance with the direction a community may take with respect to signage.   

2. Signage is multi -jurisdictional.   A community does not necessarily have the power to change all 

signage in the area and must work with  various government agencies, such as the Department of 

Highways, to create a user friendly signage program. 

3. Results can be subjective.   Communit y residents will differ  in their opinions regarding signage.  

It is important that local sign auditors approach the research with a good understanding of these 

different perspectives.  This can be avoided if auditors are not members of the community. 

4. Labour intensive.  Sign audits are labour intensive and may involve extensive travel time, the 

ability to pay substantial attention to detail  and to accurately and succinctly report findings.       

 

SECTION 2 ð HOW TO CONDUCT A SIGNAGE AUDIT 

There are a number of steps to consider and proceed through before, during and after conducting a sign 

audit.  All these steps should be followed to ensure the maximum benefit to the community.    

#1: ESTABLISH PROJECT PURPOSE AND GOALS   

Ideally, the purpose of the sign audit should reflect the communityõs overall tourism strategy and the 

Official Community Plan (OCP).  In order to determine the overall project purpose, here are a number of 

questions to answer: 

1. Why are you completing a sign audit ?  Reasons for a sign audit could be as simple as a desire to 

improve a destinationõs appeal or to address visitorsõ complaints.  The answer to this question will be 

most apparent through discussion with local tourism stakeholders.  Be sure to write down  the reason 

why your community wants to complete a sign audit in order to share this   The answer to ôwhyõ may 

identify other individuals or businesses who might  be impacted or who can help address any 

recommendations coming out of the sign audit.  Remember that good signage is a reflection on 

visitorsõ perceptions of individual businesses, organizations and the destination as a whole.   

2. What is the scope of the audit?  The scope of the audit will determine how large an area the audit 

will encompass, what kinds of signs will be evaluated and what details of individual signs will be 

included.  By answering the following questions, this should be apparent: 

a. Will the sign audit be focused within a specific region (e.g., regional district), or along a major 

route?  Will it include all tourism sectors or just one (e.g. hospitality providers or attractions 

only)?   



 

 

b. Determine which types of signs will be evaluated at the start.  When considering what types 

of signs to evaluate, bear in mind there are eight (8) different types of signs (see the Sign 

Audit Template in Appendix X or on the ___________RED TREE website).  Communities may 

choose to only evaluate particular types of signs based on the reason for the audit.   

c. Some sign audits include very detailed information regarding individual signs, evaluating font 

sizes, paint colours, condition of the posts holding up the sign and so on.  Other sign audits 

only include a òGood, Fair, Pooró rating for the whole sign.  It is recommended to follow the 

Sign Audit Template, which has four evaluation criteria.  This is an effective way to capture the 

overall quality of the sign.  Additionally, the Template provides a òCommentsó section so sign 

auditors can write in any further details not captured or detailed by the other criteria.   

3. Who will use the sign audit?  Make a list of all the people, businesses and organizations that may 

have use of or be impacted by the audit.  This may also be a good stage to identify some key people 

involved in the tourism industry (either from businesses, government or organizations) and to bring 

them together to review the sign audit and make recommendations on how to improve tourism 

signage.    The sign audit committee is in charge of overseeing the entire audit from start to finish.  

4. What is the community prepared to do with the results?  A sign audit should only be conducted if 

the community or the business owners are prepared to act on the recommendations of t he audit.   

The next stage is to determine the projectõs specific goals regarding signage.  The sign audit committee 

should determine the ideal state of signage in the area by considering: 

 Number of signs within a particular geographic locations (e.g., high traffic areas and/or major 

turn-offs/exits) 

 Number of signs acceptable for each business or attraction (such as local museums, municipal 

parks); 

 Design of òWelcome/Entranceó signs to the community; 

 Timeline to complete the  sign audit 

 Communication on keeping stakeholders aware of sign audit progress and results; 

 Engaging invested stakeholders in the entire process (from the start of the sign audit through to 

implementation of  recommendations). 

Once these goals have been identified and documented, they should be referenced on a regular basis 

throughout the sign audit.   

#2: BUILD A STRATEGY TO CONDUCT THE SIGN AUDIT 

The strategy should relate directly to the goals of the signage program , as established in step #2.  The 

strategy in itself is a tool to help complete the sign audit in an efficient manner.   

1. Who will conduct  the sign audit?  

o Develop a Terms of Reference (TOR) that identifies the project purpose and the specific 

goals of the audit ;   



 

 

o Provide the TOR to individuals in order to select the best team to complete the project.  

Ideally, teams of two to three people (referred to as ôauditors õ)õshould conduct the audit 

(more teams can be selected if the audit area is larger).  Team members should remain 

the same for the duration of the audit;  

o Ensure all participants understand the rigour necessary to complete the sign audit.  This is 

particularly important to avoid bias related issues; 

o Ensure auditors understand the communityõs reasons for conducting a sign audit; 

 

2. Draw the audit area on a map .  

Community and regional signage audits typically 

include a 5 to 10km radius around the community 

or region.  Locate all points of entry to the 

location on the map.  Determine the most 

efficient route to complete the audit using the 

main points of entry.  Keep in mind that signs 

most often  face incoming traffic from two  

directions and sign auditors will have to drive the 

road both ways.   

 

3. Collect the tools to complete the sign audit .  The primary tools required are documentation 

tools.   

o Sign Audit Template spreadsheet (insert link).  Ideally this audit is most quickly done 

when the Template is loaded on a laptop.  This allows one sign auditor to drive between 

signs while the other fills in the Sign Audit Template.  If no laptop is available, print copies 

of the Sign Audit Template.  Doing so requires entering the information  into the 

Template at a later date.   

o Digital camera with extra batteries is used to take pictures of all signs.  Basic camera skills 

are all that is necessary.   

o A reliable vehicle if covering a large area.   

O Other As the sign audit may be completed outside and perhaps while walking (e.g., 

downtown area).  Sign auditors require adequate footwear, sunscreen and proper 

clothing.  Safety vests should be used to alert oncoming traffic of their presence    

#3: CONDUCT THE AUDIT 

Once all the planning stages of the audit have been completed, it is time to conduct the audit.  The 

following section should be read by sign auditors before conducting the audit and includes all the 

information required to properly document signs.   

Photo 3 Use a local area map to draw the audit ar ea 



 

 

DRIVE THE ROADS 

Referring to the sign audit strategy map, follow the highl ighted route around the sign audit area.  At each 

sign encountered, stop the vehicle and document the sign.  Be sure to drive each highway and road from 

each direction to ensure all signs are documented 

*Safety Tip: Pull the vehicle over as far on the shoulder of the highway or road as possible.  Be use to use 

the emergency four-way lights every time the vehicle is pulled over in a non-designated parking area.  

NEVER PULL OVER IF IT IS NOT POSSIBLE TO DO SO SAFELY! 

PHOTOGRAPH THE SIGNS 

Take a photograph on a digital camera at each sign encountered.  When taking photographs of signage, 

be sure to include a photograph that shows the detail of the sign as well as a photograph of the sign in 

context.  An example of the two types of photographs follows:  

The two photographs serve different purposes: the first shows the level of details required that is directly 

on the sign and the second shows the overall situation the visitor encounters when viewing the sign.   

FILL OUT THE SIGN AUDIT TEMPLATE 

If the sign auditors are filling out paper copies of the Sign Audit Template, refer to Appendix A for the 

criteria for evaluation.  Additionally, the Sign Audit Template is in printer friendly form in Appendix B.  Be 

sure to fill out the criteria by writing the corresponding number in the space provided.  There is detailed 

information in the next section on what the criteria of ev aluation mean (titled: Filling out the Sign Audit 

Excel Template). 

Photo 4 Take two photographs of each sign: one up close for detail, and one from a distance to capture the context  



 

 

If the sign auditors are filling out the 

Sign Audit Template excel spreadsheet 

on a laptop while completing the audit, 

the following detailed description 

follows.   

  



 

 

FILLING OUT THE SIGN AUDIT EXCEL TEMPLATE 

The òSign Audit Templateó as prepared by the RED TREE Project is an easy tool designed to help 

communities evaluate signage.  In the following section, an overview will be provided as to how the 

document is to be filled out over the co urse of conducting a sign audit.  Depending on the goals of a 

communityõs signage program, the Sign Audit Template can easily be modified to suit specific 

requirements.  A community may find that more or less categories of evaluation are required.  The RED 

TREE Project recommends the current format for most signage evaluation needs. 

When you open the òSign Audit Templateó, the document will be set up ready for immediate use.  Simply 

follow the next __ steps for each sign encountered on the sign audit. 

1. The first field of entry is labelled òPhoto Ref #ó.  Assign numbers to all photographs taken 

throughout the signage audit ei ther in order they are taken.  Some cameras assign digital 

numbers to photographs which can be accessed once the photographs are uploaded to a 

computer.  The key point to remember is that the persons conducting the sign audit should have 

some way of ensuring photographs can be easily linked to the rest of the data collected.  

 

 

  

Enter photo ref # here  



 

 

2. The next field of entry is labelled òSign Descriptor/Nameó.  This field primarily is to help identify 

whose sign it is.  Usually, sign names are fairly obvious: what is the product/service being 

advertised on the sign?  For example, if the sign is directing a visitor to stop at òTedõs Truck Stopó, 

the sign descriptor/name is òTedõs Truck Stopó 

 

 

3. The òLocation/Approachó field allows for the identification of a signõs location.  This is particularly 

important when m ore than one route may be taken to reach an attraction or there is more than 

one point of entry to a community.  The RED TREE Project recommends describing sign locations 

in the following ways: 

a. Signs on highways, major points of entry or on roads taken to attractions 

i. òFrom E on Hwy. 22, 3km ð This means the sign is seen on Highway 22 while 

coming from the east and is located while still 3km from the main 

town/attraction center.  

b. Signs in towns or communities 

i. òFrom W on 2
nd

 St. and 3
rd

 Ave.ó ð This means the sign is seen on the corner of 

2
nd

 street and 3
rd

 avenue, viewed from the west. 

It may also be useful to plot sign locations on a community or area map.    

Enter sign descriptor 

and/or name  here 



 

 

 

 

4. The next field of entry is the òTypeó of sign.  There are 8 types of signs, all of which are listed in a 

drop down tab on the òSign Audit Templateó under the òTypeó heading and are also listed in the 

red box at the top of the sign audit template.  The 8 ty pes of signs are listed in Appendix A along 

with an example photograph.  For further information regarding sign òTypeó classifications, please 

refer to the TRIP document òWelcome! A How to Manual to Enhance Community Signage and 

Visitor Experienceó on pages 14 to 19.   

Enter sign location here  



 

 

 

 

5. The next column to fill out in the òSign Audit Templateó is the òAppealó of the sign.  The choices 

for the òAppealó section will appear in a drop down bar as well as in the green box at the top of 

the òSign Audit Templateó.  When choosing which rating to give the sign in question, the persons 

conducting the sign audit should consider on a personal level as well as through the eyes of a 

tourist how appealing the sign is on a larger level.  Usually, signs fit rather obviously into one of 

the categories.  If unsure, complete the remaining three columns which break the sign down into 

specific categories for measurement.  Once the other three columns have been filled out, it may 

be easier to determine an over òAppealó rating for the sign. 

Choose òTypeó from 

the drop down list  



 

 

 

  

Select òAppealó from 

the drop down list  



 

 

6. The òVisibilityó column also has drop down categories to choose from.  The three selections are 

listed in the purple box at the top of the òSign Audit Templateó.  When evaluating this portion of 

the sign, there are a few elements to be considered: 

a. The overall visibility of the sign (is it being blocked by trees or bushes) 

b. How easy it the sign to spot while driving on the highway (it is surrounding by a number 

of other signs, is the sign placed too high out of the driver/passengerõs line of vision) 

c. How easy is the sign to actually read (are the letters too small, do the colors on the sign 

make it difficult to read)  

Once these criteria have been evaluated, choose a òVisibilityó rating for the sign.  

 

  

Select òVisibilityó from 

the drop down list  



 

 

7. The next field to evaluate is òFunctionalityó.  This field also has a drop down list and the selections 

are listed in the blue box at the start of the òSign Audit Templateó.  When determining 

functionality, ask these questions and assign a rating accordingly: 

i. What is this sign trying to accomplish (direct tourists, advertise a product)  

ii. Based on what the sign is trying to accomplish, does it actually accomplish its 

goal? 

 

  

Select òFunctionalityó 

from the drop down list  



 

 

8. The next field to evaluate is the òConditionó field.  The choices are listed in the drop down list as 

well as in the orange box at the start of the òSign Audit Templateó.  To determine the òCondition 

of the sign t ake into consideration all parts of the sign including the face of the sign and the posts 

of the sign.   

 

  

Select òConditionó from 

the drop down list  



 

 

9. The final field of evaluation is the òCommentó field.  This section is meant for any additional 

details the evaluators of the sign may deem important.  The comments may clarify certain ratings 

given in a particular category or offer recommendations for improving the overall sign.  If the sign 

does not need improvement in anyway, no comment is necessary.   

 

 

 

  

Type any additional 

comments here  



 

 

#5: EVALUATE THE RESULTS OF THE AUDIT 

Once the sign audit is complete, it is time to evaluate the findings.  To begin this task, the completed 

database, photo files of the signs and the project team are all needed.  As a collective, discuss the results 

to determine the key problems with the signage, and create general recommendations for signage. 

Recommendations should be in the form of construct ive criticism and should be taken as suggestions, not 

requirements.  Actions taken to accomplish recommendations can be modified to ensure feasibility.  

Communities should also try to avoid focusing on any one particular sign, although specific examples may 

be used to highlight certain points.   

The information collected in the database can help to generate recommendations for the area signage.  

Entries can be filtered to display only those meeting the criteria sought.  The following steps demonstrate 

how to filter the entries.  In this example, a search for all signs in òpooró condition is used.   

 1] Select the òSort and Filteró button in the Editing pane, and then select the Filter option.   

 

 

  



 

 

2] This should create drop-down menus alongside each of the headings in the database. Click the arrow 

on the right side of the desired column to display filter options.   

 

 

  



 

 

3] Select the groupings that are to be displayed.   

 

 

The findings of the sign audit should be compiled into a report for easy distribu tion.  Report format 

should include, but is not limited to, the following areas: Introduction, Location, Sign Audit, 

Recommendations for Region, Conclusions, and Appendices.  Each community/region can adapt the report 

format to best suit its needs.  The following points describe what is to be included under each section of 

the final sign audit report.   

1. The Introduction  should provide a brief explanation of the project, including goals and 

anticipated outcomes.   

2. The Location  section provides specific details regarding when the audit was conducted, who 

conducted it, and the area(s) covered in the audit.   

3. The Sign Audit  portion should explain what a sign audit is and how it is to be completed using 

the Sign Audit Template.   

4. The Recommendations for Region  is where general comments pertaining to signage in the area 

are made, and recommendations are provided for manners in which to improve way-finding in 

the community/region.   

5. The Conclusions  reiterate the most important points,  and draw general conclusions regarding 

the quality/quantity of signage in the area.   

6. Appendices  attached should include the completed database with the specific details regarding 

each sign, as well as a file of all photos taken throughout the sign audit. 



 

 

#6: DISTRIBUTE RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE AUDIT 

In order to receive the benefits of the sign audit, the findings that have been compiled by the project 

team must be distributed to the appropriate personnel to see that these recommendations are 

implemented.  Looking back to the  TOR, the recommendations should be first distributed to the original 

commissioners of the sign audit.  This may be the local Destination Marketing Organization, City Council, 

Tourism Association, or other organization s as determined in the TOR.  They should receive the full report, 

formatted as previously described.  Depending on the scope of the audit, it may also be distributed to 

area representatives if the region is comprised of multiple districts (i.e. North Shuswap, South Shuswap, 

Salmon Arm etc.) and Chambers of Commerce.  The report must provide sufficient detail to ensure clear 

understanding by all recipients. 

A copy of the general recommendations included in the report may also be distributed to local businesses 

so that they are also kept up to date with the signage efforts being implemented.  Full reports should be 

distributed to individual businesses only upon request (printing costs would otherwise be astronomical), 

as the comments regarding specific signs are included in the database.  Consider putting an electronic 

copy of the report on the community website.   

Once the recommendations have been received, there should be discussion surrounding the 

reconciliation of the problem areas.  This discussion should include various representatives of the 

governing body, the project team, and ot her stakeholders in the sign audit.  Specific goals and objectives 

should be set for each recommendation, in order to have them fulfilled as soon as possible.  These 

solutions should also be distributed among members of the discussion, and may be recorded in a table 

such as Table 1 below. 

Table 1  Sample Solution Table for Distribution  

Number  Recommendation  Proposed 

Resolution  

Organization 

Responsible  

Anticipated 

Completion 

Date 

Actual 

Completion 

Date 

1 Update community 

entrance sign 

Create new 

design with 

existing logo  

Agency X June 1, 2010  

2      

3      

4      

ê      

 

  



 

 

#7: MONITOR IMPLEMENTATION OF THE RECOMMENDATIONS 

As determined in the TOR, a governing body should be responsible for monitoring the implementation of 

the recommendations provided by the project team.  This organization (or individual) will ensure that the 

goals of the signage audit are achieved, and that the recommendations are implemented in a timely 

manner.  In order to do this, the goals and objectives determined by the discussion committee must be 

accomplished within a reasonable amount of time. 

The duty of making these changes may become the responsibility of one organization, or it may be 

divided among specific businesses or organizations.  Each organization may be responsible for a specific 

area and/or sign.  Deadlines should be created, and this will help to contribute to the overall success of 

the program.  Should the tasks be divided among several organizations, there should also be one 

chairperson overseeing all activity.   

Once a recommendation has been implemented, the chairperson should be notified, allowing for progress 

to be easily and efficiently tracked.  Completion dates should be recorded on the same document, as seen 

in Table 2   

Table 2  Sample Solution Table for Distribution  

Number  Recommendation  Proposed 

Resolution  

Organization 

Responsible  

Anticipated 

Completion 

Date 

Actual 

Completion  

Date 

1 Update community 

entrance sign 

Create new 

design with 

existing logo  

Agency X June 1, 2010 June 8, 2010 

2      

3      

4      

ê      

After the time limit  has passed or a change has been made, the original project team should reassess the 

area.  If the problem still persist s, the discussion committee should meet to re-evaluate the reconciliation 

method and create a new action plan for solving the issue.  If the problem has been rectified, no further 

action need be taken. 

A brief review of the entire area should be conducted once every 2 to 3 years to ensure that the signage 

continues to serve its purpose.  Creating bylaws associated with signage can help reduce future problems 

from occurring.  Other methods may also be used to promote appropriate signage, such as sign 

competitions among local businesses and rewarding collaborative signage efforts. 
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APPENDIX A SIGN AUDIT CRITERIA 

 

Criteria 
Evaluated 

Type Appeal Visibility Functionality Condition 

  1- Advertisement/Billboard 1- Replacement/Removal Recommended 1-Not Visible 1-Poor 1-Poor  

  2-Welcome/Entrance Sign 2 - Improvement Required 2-Partially Visible 2-Fair 2-Fair  

  3-Guide and Information Sign 3 - Acceptable/Some Improvement Required 3-Visible 3-Good 3-Good 

  4-Service and Attraction Sign 4 - Good/Minimal Improvement Required       

  
5-Tourism Oriented Directional 
Sign 5 - Excellent/No Improvement Required       

  6-Logo Sign         

  7-Interpretive Sign         

  8-Sandwich Board/Mobile Sign         

 

  



 

 

APPENDIX B SIGN AUDIT TEMPLATE 

  

Photo Ref # Sign Descriptor/Name Location/Approach Type Appeal Visibility Functionality Condition Comments 
 
  
                 

 
 
                  

 
 
                  

 
 
                  

 
 
                  

 
 
                  

 
 
                  

 
 
                  

 
 
                  



 

 

APPENDIX C TYPES OF SIGNS 

 

Advertisement/Billboard  

 

Welcome/Entrance Sign

 
Guide and Information Sign 

 

Service and Attraction Sign 

 
Tourism Oriented Directional Sign

 

Logo Sign 

 
Interpretive Sign

 

Sandwich/Mobile Sign 

 

 

 


