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Our Why

•  The majority of sign ordinances weren’t working

• Not content-neutral

• Not enforceable

• Not user-friendly

• Not internally consistent

• Not conducive to effective business operations

To avoid this

We created this



Intent ≠ Outcomes
Signs we had to fight for

Signs allowed by right
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What we heard
Online survey, focus groups of property owners and municipal staff

• Wide variety of committee/council and staff-led processes

• Not always clear what is being reviewed

• Enforcement is a key challenge, tools and capacity

• Ordinances written piecemeal, not always updated to adapt to 

changes

• Signage is the most often mentioned challenge in businesses 

surveys

• Lack of transparency/clear guidelines/process

• Presence of non-conforming signs



What we saw
Review of sample existing ordinances

• Majority of codes not content neutral

• Terms not defined, or wrong terms defined

• Permit requirements lacking/inconsistent

• Elements not enforced/enforced consistently

• Users must flip to multiple sections of the ordinances 

to review allowable types and sizes. 

• Maintenance and removal not often addressed

• No appeal process/criteria



The Outcome
• Model Ordinance Language in Choose-Your-Own-

Permissiveness Language (permissive, restrictive, and 
prescriptive)



The Outcome
• Model Ordinance Language in Choose-Your-Own-

Permissiveness Language (permissive, restrictive, and 
prescriptive)

• Narrative on enforcement strategies and decision 
factors for elected officials and committees

• Visual illustrations of signs ‘in the wild’ for reference 

• Addresses modern sign types such as projected, 
ground signs, and freestanding letters

• Final product in a word document with an associated 
image folder for ease of use



Items for Consideration - Business
• In a traditional downtown, businesses need multiple 

sign types to cater to different audiences

• Signs are an expression of the identity of the business 
– creativity should be encouraged, even if façade 
design guidelines are restrictive

• Corner businesses, or businesses with a rear entrance, 
will need multiple signs

• Illustrations in ordinance, or in permit guide help 
businesses comply

Multiple sign types create a 
cohesive look



Items for Consideration - Policy
• Language stating intent is important and can inform new 

ordinance elements as needed

• The decision to be permissive or prescriptive depends on 
the goals of the community and the capacity to enforce

• Illustrations can help commission members visualize size 
relative to space – often, default is small ineffective signs

• Help various players (HPC, commissioners, staff) 
understand roles and allowable considerations

Internally lit signs are 
not all equivalent



Signage Trends

• Vinyl clings

• Murals as signs

• Projection Signs

• Sculptural Signs

The purpose of signage is changing, too.

• App-based navigation

• Placemaking

• Public art—the dividing line can be hard to locate



Guidebook Contents



Language Selection Framework

Permissive Regulations (Generally and Selectively)

• Allow applicant discretion. 

• Low enforcement demand. 

• Could negatively impact consistency of aesthetics, size, placement, quantity, and even safety.

Restrictive Regulations

• More control by the municipality. 

• Higher enforcement demand. 

• Typically lead to more consistent and cohesive appearance in signage district-wide.

• Could inhibit creativity. 

Prescriptive Regulations

• Implement a specific vision for signage. 

• May be most appropriate in historic areas 

• Needs a robust policy basis. Require the most enforcement and internal review.



Guidebook Layout



Guidebook Layout



Guidebook Illustrations



Implementation
Started with ordinance review for three communities. Key findings:

• Content Neutrality still a need. Lots of refences to sign purposes (real estate, 
construction, political, informational, garage sale)

• Lack of definitions for many terms used, definitions for terms NOT used, or 
conflicting definitions/multiple terms for one thing 

• Not always clear what must be submitted for a permit

• Lack of information on non-conforming signs or maintenance requirements

• Location of tables and illustrations not always intuitive or clearly referenced

• Ability to administer and enforce is a major factor guiding policy



Contact Us
Errin Welty

Errin.welty@wedc.org

608-210-6832

Joe Tangari

jtangari@giffelswebster.com

248-852-3100

mailto:Errin.welty@wedc.org
mailto:jtangari@giffelswebster.com


Websites: lookforwardwisconsin.com and wedc.org
Newsletters: wedc.org/newsletter-sign-up

To see what makes Wisconsin a great state to live, work and play, visit 
lookforwardwisconsin.com

To see how WEDC can assist businesses and communities grow and site selectors 
in meeting their clients’ needs, visit wedc.org

For general information on programs and available resources, visit wedc.org/programs

Find your Regional Economic Development Director at wedc.org/contact-us/staff-
directory#regional-economic-development-directors
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