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Signs for the Farm Market  
"The Good, The Bad and The Ugly" 

BASIC DESIGN 

DESIGN - an orderly arrangement in which the visual objects are subordinated to an overall idea or plan. 

BASIC ELEMENTS - descriptive design units. 

SIX BASIC ELEMENTS OF DESIGN (These may vary or be combined.) 

1.  LINE AND DIRECTION - any long, narrow visual unit (perhaps a line of letters) along with its

     directional orientation (i.e., horizontal, vertical, etc.). 

2.  SHAPE - the form of nonlineal visual units; may be described as soft (rounded), sharp (pointed),  

     friendly/unfriendly, compact/elongated, etc. 

3.  SIZE - large (appears closer), small (farther), suggests depth. 

4.  TEXTURE - surface may be (or appear) coarse, smooth, etc. 

5.  VALUE - lightness or darkness of an object or background. 

6.  COLOR - all colors and blends; (not black, white and grays); colors have values - tint  (add  

     white/light), shade (add black/dark). 

COMPARE VISUAL OBJECTS VIA THE SEVEN BASIC ELEMENTS 

*REPETITION - basic elements are the same 

*HARMONY - basic elements are similar 

*CONTRAST - basic elements are very different 

REPETITION AND HARMONY 

*Can provide stability through unity; binds together; asserts orderliness, steadiness and consistency to a     

   design. 

*Too much repetition can be monotonous, tiresomely uniform, boring. 

CONTRAST 

*Grabs attention, adds punch and excitement - generates and maintains interest. 

*Too much contrast can look disorderly, chaotic, confusing and overwhelming. 

PERSONAL TASTE - we are all individuals and our preferences vary. 

*Realistic art - views things as they really are, like a photograph. 

*Abstract - representative, but farther removed from reality. 

*Symmetry - centered; one side a mirror image of the other. 

*Asymmetry - not symmetrical or not centered. 

BALANCE - the appearance of weight relative to the center.  Usually a design arrangement will avoid 

having most of the weight (visual objects) on one side or the other, but have some on the left side to 

balance those on the right side. 
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SYMMETRICAL VERSUS ASYMMETRICAL BALANCE - asymmetry is usually more effective in 

creating and holding interest. 

WHITE SPACE - also called background, ground or unused space. 

H. A. Carey, Penn State University, 9/96 

LET’S LOOK AT LETTERING 

LAYOUT - The arrangement and emphasis of poster elements.  Layout is more important than the style 

or quality of your lettering.  One element should dominate.  This may be a word, a phrase, or an 

illustration.

Keep the layout simple, without unnecessary wording or distractions. 

Upper case (capital) letters are often used for titles, while lower case letters are used for the rest of the 

copy. 

GUIDELINES are necessary.  Professionals always use them. 

Use two guidelines for upper case……and three for lower case letters. 

When ruling in guidelines for lower case letters, the middle guideline should be 2/3 to 3/4 of the distance 

up from the lower guideline. 

SPACING between lines is generally one-half to two times the letter height.  If the lines are part of one 

sentence, keep the spacing no more than the letter height.  This space is usually increased between the 

lines of two different thoughts. 

SPACING between letters is a matter of judgment.  Because of differences in letter sizes and shapes, this 

distance cannot be measured to satisfaction. 

Reading is easier when the spaces between the letters are less than half the space occupied by the letters 

themselves.  The area between letters should be fairly equal for good spacing.  This means that the 

distance between each pair of letters will vary. 

Awkward gaps between irregularly shaped letters can be avoided by fitting them close together. 

DRAWING the guidelines and sketching letters in lightly to make sure they fit is a necessity.  When this 

is accomplished, you can then do the final inking or coloring. 

The lines forming letters have a definite beginning and end.  Start at the upper guidelines, make the 

stroke, and stop at the lower guideline.  Stop before you lift the pen, pencil or brush from paper. 

DON’T PUSH the pen or brush.  Most lettering tools work best on the down stroke.  Most letters are 

made with more than one stroke. 

             “0” has two strokes                 “S” has three strokes                   “B” has three strokes 

BE CONSISTENT - Make vertical letters vertical.  Slanting letters should all have the same slant.  There 

are several types of lower case a’s, for example.  Be sure to always use the same type letters throughout. 
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LINE THICKNESS for good visibility should be about one-sixth of the letter height.  Greater thickness 

will give a bolder effect. 

COMMON FAULTS

Upper and lower case letters are mixed in the body of a word.      

Letters are improperly formed.   

Serifs (cross strokes at top and bottom of a letter) are used on some letters and not on others. 

LEARN TO MAKE SIMPLE, LEGIBLE LETTERING BEFORE TRYING THE EXOTIC STUFF! 

                                 Letter Size                       Line Thickness     Viewing Distance

   1 inch   1/8 inch    20 feet 

           1.5 inches     1/4 inch    40 feet 

   2 inches  5/16 inch   60 feet 

           3.5 inches     1/2 inch                       100 feet 

COMPELLING IMPLICATIONS WHEN CONSIDERING SIGNAGE 

 “Clarity is an ingredient that leads to greater success in business, and otherwise.” 

Communication in a highly mobile society 

Affect purchasing decisions 

Brand business and leverage advertising 

 “How did you first become aware of this restaurant?” 

Participants' Responses 

Quick Service Food 

(% of responses) 

Family 

Restaurant

(% of responses) 

Atmosphere 

Restaurant

(% of responses) 

Saw it (the sign) while passing 35% 26% 13% 

Always knew 29% 27% 19% 

Word of mouth 14% 30% 54% 

Advertising 10% 6% 4% 

All other 6% 7% 7% 

Don't know  6% 4% 3% 

Estimates regarding the percentage of stops attributable to motorists not scheduled to stop. 

Type of Land Use Impulse-Stop 

Percentages 

Shopping Centers: Larger than 400,000 sf Gross Area 20% 

Shopping Centers: Between 100,000 to 400,000 sf        Gross Area 25% 

Shopping Centers: Smaller than 100,000 sf Gross Area 35% 

Convenience Market 40% 

Discount Club/Warehouse Store 20% 

Fast Food Restaurant  40% 

Sit Down Restaurant  15% 

Service Station  45% 

Supermarket  20% 
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Design tips for effective signage design:  

1. Keep it visible and legible.  Remember that people of all ages are looking through a windshield, in 

traffic, day and night.  They must be able to see and read your sign easily.  

2. Save the details for the sale.  Don't attempt to sell them with information on the sign -- save that 

information until they are in your business.  

3. Keep it simple.  The proper design of your sign is critical to its effectiveness.  Crowding the sign with 

too many words or lines of text makes it impossible to read from a distance.  

Use as few words as possible so your signage is legible.  Fewer words are better; and three to five 

words are optimal for quick readability.  

4. Grab attention.  There should be something about the sign that will reach out and command attention.

Ideally, the first read should be a large pictorial graphic or your company logo, but it can also be 

large dominating text.  

5. Your sign is your handshake.  Your sign is your handshake with the buying public, and first 

impressions are lasting impressions.  Your sign must project the image you want the public to have of 

you.

People will judge the inside of your business by how it looks on the outside.  

6. Use new technologies.  The addition of a Time and Temperature display or an Electronic Variable 

Message Center can make your business a landmark in your community.  With today's technology, 

signs are becoming more effective at delivering their owner's messages while also becoming more 

cost effective.  

The new electronic message centers allow you to change the message on your sign as easily as 

you change your mind.  

7. Appeal to impulse buyers.  Many owners mistakenly think of a sign as merely a device that identifies 

the business.  What they fail to realize is that 55 percent of all retail sales are a result of impulse buys.  

People see, shop and buy.  If a sign is ineffective, it can actually cost the business owner more in 

lost sales than the entire cost of a good sign.  

8. Aesthetics and suitability.  Your sign must be attractive and appropriate for your type of business.  

9. Keep it near the viewer.  Put the sign as close to the street as allowable.  

10. Make sure your sign is conspicuous.  Your message competes in a complex environment.  A passerby 

must be able to differentiate your sign from its surrounding environment.  

11. Avoid obstructions.  Make certain the sign can be viewed without obstruction from any source.  

Drive past your business from all directions to help determine the most visible location for your 

sign.

12. Use pictures or graphics.  It should have an attractive pictorial graphic or company logo that clearly 

grabs a viewer's attention first.  

13. Make it memorable.  It should make your products or services, and your location, easy to remember.  
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14. Make it enticing.  Your sign should make a potential customer want to stop and see what's inside the 

business.

15. Consider colors carefully.  Too many colors take away from the quick readability of the sign.  Again, 

stay simple.  

Make sure colors are contrasting.  Yellow on white is not readable, whereas black on white is 

very readable. 

If you have several colors in a graphic, stay away from multi-colored lines of text or words (they 

will compete with the colors in your graphic).  Black text is better. 

According to OAAA, "research demonstrates that high color contrast can improve outdoor advertising 

recall by 38 percent."    

Best Combinations  

- Black on yellow  

- Black on white  

- Yellow on black  

- White on black  

- Blue on white  

16. Consistent visual image.  Ideally, the design and the colors of your building should reinforce the 

design and colors of your sign (or vice versa).  Color is probably the easiest and most cost-effective 

device for this coordination of design for business identification.

17. Avoid clutter.  "White-space" is the surface area of a sign's face that is left uncovered by either text or 

graphics.  The proper amount of white space is just as important for quick readability as are graphics, 

text and colors.  

30% to 40% of the sign's face area should be left as white space for optimal readability.  

18. Place it to be seen.   An attractive and well-designed sign will only be effective if it is placed in a 

location that optimizes its visibility to passers-by.  Your goal should be to make the sign unavoidable 

to the passing viewer.

Letter size and readability 

Reading

Distance

Letter Height 

100 ft. 1-3/4" to 2" or above 

200 ft. 3-1/2" and above 

400 ft. 7" and above 

600 ft. 10-1/2" and above 

800 ft. 14" and above 

1000 ft. 17" and above 

1300 ft. 22" and above 

In summary...

Your sign will do many things for your business, 

from creating the initial impression to providing the 

message to new and potential customers about your 

products and services.  A sign does this through a 

combination of light, size, text, construction, 

placement and more.  Keep these design tips in 

mind as you design an effective sign for your 

business.

This information was adapted from the following 

sources:

www.signweb.com 

www.staples.com 

www.sba.com 

John Berry, Agricultural Marketing Educator 
Penn State Cooperative Extension – Lehigh County 

4184 Dorney Park Road, Allentown, PA   18104 
jwb15@psu.edu 

 http://agmarketing.extension.psu.edu 


