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Abstract 
Locotypes is a practice-based research project that is intended to suggest an alternative approach to traditional ways of designing 
and reading wayfinding signage systems. This is an alternative approach that will not follow the traditional universal* approach of 
design for effective signage application. The aim of the project is to suggest a rethinking of visual conformity as the main objective in 
designing a wayfinding signage system.

The research question is: what are the opportunities and impediments to designing a 
wayfinding signage system that acknowledges and is equally influenced by the local 
as well as global characteristics of a particular system?

This practical research project takes on a hypothesis that the approach of prioritising GLOBAL* visual conformity typical of the 
standard signage systems fails to reflect the mix of culturally specific and multi-cultural profiles that are peculiar to the “actual 
specific local”* contexts. I am intending to explore an alternative way of designing a coherent wayfinding signage system which can 
be read from both a LOCAL* and GLOBAL point of view. This system could potentially change the traditional notions of developing 
a wayfinding signage system and triggers further explorations in design industry.
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Introduction 
Locotypes is a practice-based project that is intended to suggest an alternative approach to traditional ways of designing and reading 
wayfinding signage systems. The practical work represents 80 percent of the research project and the exegesis comprises the 
remaining 20 percent of the submission.

In this research my key design objective is to identify and adapt the cultural uniqueness of a specific local context to establish an 
iconic representation that acknowledges the visual variations between local sites. The research question brings up the possibilities 
and impediments of designing a wayfinding signage system in a multi-cultural environment that aims to highlight the diversity of 
different cultures rather than ignoring it.

This is an experimental research project in that it does not aim to suggest a wayfinding signage system for a purely pragmatic 
outcome. Rather, it suggests a different approach of designing and a different understanding of a system that challenges the 
rigid boundaries of the standardised signage system. The project could potentially change the traditional notions of developing a 
wayfinding signage system, thus triggering further explorations from the design industry.

I have selected the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) in Hong Kong as a local context as the ‘vehicle’ for this research. The culturally 
diversified environment of Hong Kong and its international city status offer a pertinent site for exploration. I intend to design a series 
of signage icons/pictograms for each local station for the MTR and to develop a series of unique profiles to represent each of these 
locals stations that coherent together create a system. The stations chosen range from the most culturally Western to the most Eastern 
areas of the city.

In this exegesis the visual content is meant to be the primary focus to “explain” my project. The written text should be seen as a 
support of the visual. It is a visual documentation that catalogues the project contents from:
1. Establishing a critical position for the project – considering the background of systems and in particular “the
    wayfinding signage system” as a graphic design context          
2. Explaining the specific physical context (site) chosen
3. My Final outcomes
4. My working methodology
5. The evaluation and conclusion of Locotypes

One / The Theoretical 
Background of Different 
Systems
1. The United States Department of Transportation Symbol Signs
2. The British Airways Identity
3. The Watson’s Bottle Identity
4. The Bits Font
5. The Hanover Exposition Mascot

Footnote*:	Refer to glossary on p.143 for the 
specific meanings of this term.



In the following chapter I will discuss the theoretical background and 
approaches to a number of different historical and contemporary sign 
systems. I will also comment on the similarities and differences in other 
systems and how it relates to my wayfinding signage system.



This signage system is also very much 
influenced by the Vienna sociologist and 
philosopher Otto Neurath (1882-1945). He 
coined the acronym Isotype (International 
System of Typographic Picture Education) 
in 1936. It was intended to establish a 
global standard for an ordered system as a 
universally readable visual language.

1.The United States Department Of Transportation 

Symbol Signs 
The United States Department of Transportation system is an example of a signage 
system that is standardised in both design approach and visual outcome. I am 
commenting on this as one example of a signage system that is still in use, but also 
represents an historical benchmark for signage systems. I acknowledge that there are 
some other examples that employ a similar approach - such as the Tokyo International 
Airport signage system.

This standard transportation signage system is commonly called “Department of 
Transportation Symbol Signs” (D.O.T. Symbol Signs) and was produced by the 
American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) in 1974 for the universal need of public 
communication.

The D.O.T. Symbol Signs were produced by making references to real objects/
people from twenty-four countries. It was believed to be effective and legible and to 
communicate a wide range of complex messages to individuals of different ages in 
a diverse range of cultural groups universally. The first thirty-four pictograms were 
produced in 1974 while another sixteen pictograms were added in 1979 and together 
they formed a series of fifty pictograms of the D.O.T. Symbol Signs. I have compiled 
( Fig. 1) together with a world map to illustrate the universal* approach of the 
signage system.

The D.O.T. system borrowed sources 
from both the Tokyo International Airport 
pictograms and also the signage system of 
1972 Olympic games in Munich that was 
designed by the German graphic designer Otl 
Aicher who was named as the father of the 
“look” of the Olympic games.

Fig.	1. AIGA. (2006). D.O.T. Symbol Signs. 
Retrieved April 17, 2006, from http://www.
aiga.org/content.cfm?ContentID=147

Colors is an internationally renowned 
magazine since 1991 formed in Italy by 
Fabrica which is the Benetton’s research 
centre. It is a multilingual magazine which 
covers a range of themes such as race 
relations, religion, war, ecology, health 
and travel.

Critical Analysis
It has been established that there are many attempts to create a universal pictorial 
language that could visually communicate messages across a diverse range of cultures 
without having to use written languages to translate.

However, in some of the specific contexts, the universal sign might not fit comfortably 
in certain circumstances. For example, there may be a problem when a men’s bathroom 
sign is used in Fiji where men wear skirts. Although the message is effective, it does not 
reflect the cultural ritual/realities of the local site. I consider this to be a compromised 
outcome that is always flawed because minority groups of the population have been 
left out.

The simplified outcome in D.O.T. Symbol Signs is visually bound to a narrowly similar 
look which could not reflect the differences within a multi-cultural environment as we 
are all different individuals. Besides, it also simplifies the complexity of visual research 
data and denies the cultural uniqueness in a specific cultural context.

The universal approach of the D.O.T. tends to deny both differences and complexity of 
visual research data within a multi-cultural environment. An example of a contrast to 
this is Colors magazine which celebrates the diversity and differences of cultures. The 
subtitle of the magazine is “a magazine about the rest of the world.”

The following are a number of extracts from the Colors book that emphasise the 
diversity and differences in a multi-cultural environment.

Footnote*: Refer to glossary on p.143 for 
the specific meanings of this term.

8 / 9



Fig.	2. Kalman, M., & Peltason, R. (Ed). 
(2002). Colors. London: Thames and 
Hudson, p. 114.

Fig.	3. Kalman, M., & Peltason, R. (Ed). 
(2002). Colors. London: Thames and 
Hudson, p. 34-35.
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This is a collection from my research data of a range of bathroom signs in response to 
actual specific localised* sites - that preserves the cultural uniqueness of each specific 
context. However, these localised signs do not intend to challenge the current visual 
conformity of a universal signage system.

Fig.	5. Mustienes, C. & Hilland, T. (Ed). 
(2004). 1000 Signs. Koln: Taschen,  
p. 337-399.

Fig.	4. Kalman, M., & Peltason, R. (Ed). 
(2002). Colors. London: Thames and 
Hudson, p. 40-41.

Footnote*: Refer to glossary on p.143 for 
the specific meanings of this term.
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4. The Bits Font
Paul Elliman is a British designer who designed the Bits Font. He developed his ideas 
from an on-going process of observing and collecting everyday junk objects.

He then compiled these different objects and unified them to become one coherent 
system. Consequently he removed the material quality and colour of the original object 
by scanning and digitising them to develop a visual unity for the font system. 

The font has been simplified to a fixed medium by scanning as silhouettes, so that the 
visual form of each letter varies and yet is seen as part of a coherent whole.

Critical Analysis
It is a novel visual language system that Elliman puts together because most typefaces 
are visually coherent and conform narrowly to a primarily readable form.

Elliman’s project questions the assumption that practicality (immediate legibility) is 
the key function of a font; instead, through combining different objects he actually has 
developed a readable and interpretable system for font design. The function of a typeface 
is shifted and it becomes an unusual font to look at as opposed to considering only 
the legibility for reading. For this unified font system (although it has different forms, 
sizes, weights etc), each letter is to be read in relation to others as a whole rather than as 
individual units by themselves. 

This font is visually compelling not because of each of the individual letters but as 
a whole system (global) and yet each letter (local) is unique, though not necessarily 
legible. Elliman has offered an alternative notion to the design and reading of 
font system.

I have noted that his font w
as 

constructed by com
bining ideas of error 

and inconsistency.

W
hat fascinates m

e is Ellim
an’s approach 

of gathering all sorts of objects that are 
different in scale, form

, size, m
aterial, 

texture and colour and com
bining them

 
to becom

e a coherent font. Through the 
w

ork he w
as able to challenge the visual 

conform
ity of font design.
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Fig.	9. Mascota Expo de Hannover Twipsy. 
(2006). Retrieved July 18, 2006, from http://
www.mariscal.com/

19 / 20



5. The Hanover Exposition Mascot
Twipsy is a mascot that was designed by the Spanish graphic designer Xavier Mariscal. 
His work won the competition to be for the Hanover Exposition in 2000. The mascot 
was aimed to represent the theme of culture, nature and science for the Hanover 
Exposition. 

Twipsy is part of a changeable identity that is recognisable mainly through its distinct 
elongated arm. The black outline form is a design feature used to sustain the structure of 
the identity.

Mariscal has morphed Twipsy with a series of other familiar characters such as Mickey 
Mouse, Snoopy and Popeye by combining the other characters’ unique structural forms 
with the structure of Twipsy.

Critical Analysis
The structure of Twipsy stays the same while he morphs with the structure of different 
characters to construct a new character. It is a way of creating a recognisable entity but 
also reflects the differences of each character. This is another example of preserving 
the cultural aspects (character) of a local unit but also capable of fitting that unit into a 
coherent system (global).

The D.O.T. Symbol Signs are visually bound to a very similar look. The universal approach does not 
reflect the complexity of today’s world. While the others are changeable sign systems, the British Airways 
identity and Watson’s Bottle identity are changeable only within a confined structure. The Bits font and 
the Hanover Mascot have parallel design processes and objectives. Both Elliman and Mariscal have 
deconstructed and reconstructed their visual research data to create a changeable and yet coherent 
output. The changeable sign systems are also most compelling when they are read as a whole system.
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Two / The Background and 
Reading of Locotypes
1. The Story of the Name Locotypes 
2. The Design Structure 
3. Semiotics
4. The Reading of Locotypes
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In this chapter I will explain the name Locotypes, the design structure 
(background) of the signage system, semiotics theory in relation to the 
signage system and the reading of Locotypes.

1. The Story of the Name Locotypes
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Locotypes was inspired by the pictographic language system Isotype 
(International System of Typographic Picture Education) which was designed by 
Otto Neurath in 1936.

An early idea of mine was to use the name Letitiatype. It does seem too 
personal now, but the logical opposite to the international/universal Isotype 
system is an individual/personal system.

Then I was thinking about an alternative name by using the word Localtypes 
to emphasise how the wayfinding signage system is made up by different 
local sites.

Finally I decided to use the word “Loco” to suggest a combination between 
“Local” – an individual/personal system and “Iso” – the international/universal 
system to become “Locotypes”.

Localtypes

Letitiatype

Isotype

Locotypes
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3. Semoitics
The Interpretation is Determined by the Receivers
The philosopher Jacques Derrida* stressed that the meaning of a sign is determined by 
the receiver or reader, rather than the transmitter. Therefore signs themselves have no 
absolute or fixed meaning. 

Different receivers interpret signs differently depending on their own personal values, 
experiences and background. The meaning of the sign is likely to be distorted and “lost 
in translation” when there is no agreement between the receivers.

This suggests the need for reflecting the multi-cultural elements of a sign and that 
a standard system for universal application is less effective since individual reader 
(receiver) will interpret differently. Because simply everyone will not read the same 
thing.

In the article “Stereotypes on the street or in search of Mr. Ligac” Peter Bilak questions 
the visual consistency and stereotyping in European signage systems and sums up by 
writing that “This text emphasises that all languages are local, and suggests the use 
of working laterally of reading a culture through its own symbols, it also serves as a 
simple reminder that nothing is neutral. Increasing the legibility of the world through 
uniformity denies the richness of experience.”

The following photocopied pages are a number of extracts from texts that have 
influenced my thinking in the research process.

Footnote*: My reference here is from Type 
and Typography by Baines, P. & Haslam, A., 
London: Lawrence King Publishing in 2005.

From “Stereotypes on the Street or in Search 
of Mr. Ligac” by Peter Bilak, Dot Dot Dot, 
3, 56-62
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Fig.	10. Baines, P., & Haslam, A. (2005). 
Type and Typography. London: Lawrence 
King Publishing, p. 36.

Fig.	11.	Crow, D. (2003). Visible Signs: An 
introduction to semiotics. Switzerland: AVA 
Publishing SA, p. 20.
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Fig.	12.	Crow, D. (2003). Visible Signs: An 
introduction to semiotics. Switzerland: AVA 
Publishing SA, p. 61.
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Fig.	13.	Chandler, D. (2002). Semiotics: The 
basics. London; New York: Routledge, 
p. 80-83.
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4. The Reading of Locotypes
To make sense of Locotypes it helps to review this wayfinding signage system by 
considering the two dimensions –  of the horizontal and the vertical.

The system has been chosen to represent the range of cultures in Hong Kong and has 
been placed in an order (left to right) from the most international – Airport to the most 
Chinese – Wong Tai Sin stations.

Looking at the system horizontally or as a coherent whole, viewers can distinguish 
the transition and translation within each sign from one station to another.
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The Horizontal View of Locotpyes

The Vertical View of Locotypes
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I have explained the name Locotypes as a combination of morphing both words “Local” and “Iso”, the 
negotiation between global and local design components. I have discussed how semiotics theory relates 
to my project, in a way it highlights how interpretation is deternmined by receivers. I have also drawn a 
comparison in between my system’s horizontal and vertical axes “syntagm” and “paradigm” in relation to 
my system and the multiple dimensions of readings.
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Three / Methodology
1. Gathering - Magpie
2. Making - Deconstruction and Reconstruction
3. Documenting and Anaylsing - Diary
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In this chapter I will explain the three methods which I have used in the 
research process. They are Magpie, Deconstruction and Reconstruction 
and Diary. I will also discuss some examples from other artists/designers 
in relation to my methods.

1. Gathering - Magpie
Metaphorically I have positioned my working process as a Magpie*. This method 
shows how I have gathered my primary and secondary research data. The method is 
parallel to Paul Elliman’s approach as he also developed his ideas from observing and 
collecting everyday junk objects. The value of this methodology is that it foregrounds 
the role of a design researcher and practitioner as an observer and a participant in the 
“real world”.

Here are the visual design influences of one of the women’s bathroom signs within each 
specific station.

Footnote*: Refer to glossary on p.143 for 
the specific meanings of this term.











2. Making - Deconstruction and Reconstruction
Trial and error experimentation enables me to deconstruct and reconstruct the concepts/
ideas in the wayfinding signage system. The value of this methodology is that it enables 
the role of a researcher to create a different reading/interpretation such as morphing the 
fixed and changeable design influences.

Parallel to my design method, Qing Lo, a Professor in Taipei Univeristy of Education, 
has discussed his painting method of Mountain Huang stating that“黄山是由无数
分裂的花岗岩所组成，也可以‘解构’的观点来诠释”“我以移植、误读、霸
占、拼贴的手法，使数个不同时代的记号体系相互重叠。”(1993: p.42) In English 
it reads that the Mountain Huang was being constructed by large pieces of fragments, 
but it can also be viewed from a “deconstructive” point of view. He uses the methods 
of “transforming”, “mis-interpretating” and “collage” by combining and overlapping 
symbols and markings from different centuries.

He expresses his vision of the mountain in his paintings by employing a deconstructing 
and reconstructing methodology. He has created this different way of interpreting the 
Mountain Huang which has become his own made up visual language.

These are some of the workbook pages in the design process when I morph the 
following:
1. Visual language and pictograms
2. English language and pictograms
3. Chinese language and pictograms
4. Chinese and English languages
5. Chinese/English languages and pictograms

These methods were originated from my 
experience of playing with Lego bricks in 
my childhood.

Fig.	14. Lo, Q. (1993). Deconstructing 
Mountain Huang. Ink on paper.
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3. Documenting and Anaylsing - Diary
Diary is the third method which I have chosen to describe my documentation, process 
and progress. 

This method has a personal and poetic quality through my documentation. It is a 
subjective approach to my objective visual research data collecting. I document 
my process and exploration through extracting and selecting the main ideas for 
further developments.
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These methods enabled me to firstly gather visual research data by observing from everyday objects. 
Then I started making by a process of deconstruction and reconstruction. I then documented the 
research exploration as a cyclical process where I shift back and forth from developments to refinements.
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Four / The Evaluation of 
Locotypes
1. The Advantages
2. The Disadvantages
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In this chapter I will discuss both the advantages and disadvantages 
of the Locotypes. The advantages are to suggest some possibilities for 
the system, whilst the disadvantages are to acknowledge the inevitable 
compromised outcome within the wayfinding signage system.
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1.The Advantages
The changeable design elements (Footnote 1) are able to reflect the cultural uniqueness 
of each station. For example I used shredded paper strips, sewing and modelling clay. 
The fixed design elements have given a coherent unity to the system. For example I used 
monochromatic colour and the rectangular frames.

While the universal approach tends to disregard the cultural differences in a 
multi-cultural environment, my wayfinding signage system intends to encourage an 
appreciation of the diversity of cultural differences.

The legibility of the Mong Kok station signs is one of the most unusual examples for 
both universal and local viewers. For this pictogram I have overlayed the Chinese 
language and visual language on top of each other. The use of positive and negative 
spaces helps to shift the hierarchy of reading and creates multiple readings in one 
visual form.

Paper Strips

Modelling Clay

Sewing

Footnote	1:	See details description on 
page 28.

Comparing my system to the British Airways 
and the Watson’s bottle identity, neither 
design processes are parallel to my system. 
For instance the cultural references used for 
the British Airways design must be adapted 
to fit within a very confined tailfin structure 
whereas my design systems are not bound 
to a structure which makes them much 
less compromised.
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2. The Disadvantages
The use of monochromatic colour and the rectangle frame help to hold the different 
signs together from each station as a system, however the simplification of the colour 
and structure is a compromised outcome. For example, the text of Airport station needed 
to be reversed to a white background although it was black originally. Also the Wong Tai 
Sin’s paper has a distinctive pink colour which I have removed.

Original - Airport Original - Central

Airport Wong Tai Sin

Original structure LocotypesOriginally this station was based on an envelope shape that had to be simplified to fit 
into the system – distorting the reference to the iconic Wong Tai Sin “chim papers” from 
the temple.

The Airport and Central stations have two rectangle frames while the rest of the stations 
have one. This is because the text in the flipping type and the lift numbers structures 
originally overlap within a rectangle frame which deforms the outcome. It leads to a 
compromised outcome in that the signs are not as visually consistent with the other 
stations.

Locotypes - Airport Locotypes - Central

The interesting dilemma* I found is that while foreigners should be familiar with the 
most international station – the Airport, they will be confused by the most Chinese 
station – Wong Tai Sin.  This is because the sign is the most localised and is now 
unfamiliar to the universal viewers. The local viewers could probably understand 
the signs of the Airport station through the Chinese language. However, the Chinese 
character is distorted through deconstruction and reconstruction and has become less 
familiar to the local viewers when comparing with the traditional Chinese calligraphy of 
Wong Tai Sin station.

Because of these disadvantages, it became clear that to be familiar with the system 
it must be learned – which takes time.

Footnote*:	Over the page I have overlayed 
multiple layers of semi-transparent tracing 
paper to visually imply the dilemma of the 
legibility in my system.
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In summary, Locotypes is a wayfinding signage system that answers to some of the aspects of the 
current system’s approaches – as discussed in the previous chapter. However, there are also a lot of 
compromises that occur in the design outcome and the negotiations of reading between universal and 
local viewers. This suggests that Locotypes is also a compromised outcome which requires a learning 
process to understand it.



Five / Conclusion



Locotypes did not follow the universal approach which visually bound signs to a 
narrowly similar look that was unable to reflect the complexity of today’s context. 
Rather, this wayfinding signage system questions the possibilities and impediments of 
visual conformity and emphasises the diversity of cultural elements in the system. I 
also have foregrounded the potential of applying cultural elements to highlight cultural 
diversity in this wayfinding signage system.

It might be possible that multi-culturalism could be represented by this wayfinding 
signage system. However, I realised that the design process is always a compromise 
when negotiating between the global and local design components as a coherent system. 
Through the research process, I realised that the universal approach, localised approach 
and Locotypes inevitably are lost through transitions and translations.

The value of my research project, I believe, is in the way that I have thoroughly 
and visually explored the questions and problems that are relevant to contemporary 
graphic design. Although I haven’t found a final conclusive answer to the “problems” 
in the research question, rather, I have raised further questions from those problems* 
and looked for alternatives and possibilities. However, I think the process of visual 
exploration is the most useful and revealing issues/aspects of research for graphic design 
in the “real world” as a Magpie through observations and collecting from everyday 
lives. I believe the loose-ends and the open-ended outcome created by raising questions 
is more useful than aiming for a flawless/purely pragmatic* outcome. Footnote*: I also believe that (as with my 

project) Paul Elliman’s aim was more about 
researching through the design process than 
designing for a purely pragmatic outcome. 
The fact that his Font has been picked up 
and used for “real” applications is probably 
amusing to Elliman.

Footnote*: Refer to the appendix chapter for 
further explanations.



Six	/	Appendix



What	if?
Diversity of visual research data = a simplified sign A key question in my research was, what 

happens when I simplify the diversity 
of visual research data to become a 
simplified sign?  

So to answer to this, I have created the 
“middle ground” of this system named 
as the “X” station which simply has no 
unique personalities to represent it. 
The “X” station can also be seen as a 
combination of all of the other stations.

I have overlayed/morphed all of the 
visual research data from each station 
and printed inside the French-fold pages 
to illustrate that the simplified outcome 
has hidden/ignored the diversity of 
cultural differences.
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What	if?
Diversity	of	visual	research	data	=	a	complex	sign Another question in my research arose 

about the logic of representing the 
diversity of visual research data by 
integrating everything on top of each 
other to imply the diversity of visual 
research data within a multi-cultural 
environment.

For example why didn’t I just combine all 
of the men’s bathroom signs to create 
a mega-sign? This is what it might have 
looked like. (Opposite page)

131 / 133



135 / 136



134 / 135

134 / 135



Seven / My Exhibition 
Documentation



Master of Arts (Art and Design) Graduating 
Exhibition at St Paul ST Gallery groundfloor 
on 5, December, 2006.





Glossary
Universal	= Here I refer to “universal” as for a wide range of audience. (E.g. All of the 
possible visitors to Hong Kong)

Local = Here I refer to “local” as each individual station within the system. (E.g. The 
“Causeway Bay” station)

Actual Specific Local = Here I refer to “actual specific local’ as the “real” and existing 
visual elements within a specific local context. (E.g. The visual elements in Switzerland)

Global	= Here I refer to “global” as a coherent whole of the system. (E.g. The MTR 
system)

Changeable = Here I refer to “changeable” as having different design elements within a 
coherent structure.

Design influences = Here I refer to “design influences” as each cultural uniqueness that 
influences the form of the icon/pictogram in each station.

Media	(media is the plural for medium) = Here I refer to “media” as the materials which 
represent the cultural uniqueness of each specific location within the system.

Magpie	= A kind of bird that loves to collect bright/shiny and unusual objects and keep 
them in their nests. Such behaviour makes them unique and different from other species.
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