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The background. Originally founded 
in 1929 by Lizzie Glide, the building at 
the corner of Ellis and Taylor Streets 
in the Tenderloin neighborhood of San 
Francisco, CA was meant to be a church, 
and dormitories for single women living 
and working in the city.

Today, and since the 1960s, that corner 
has been the headquarters of the GLIDE 
Memorial Methodist Church and the 
home of the GLIDE Foundation, a human 
services and social justice non-profit 
organization serving the most vulnerable 
and marginalized individuals and families 
in San Francisco. Together, they both serve 
the community and the city as “GLIDE”.

The services that GLIDE provides include: 
daily free meals, HIV/Hep C testing, 
syringe access, advocacy and counseling 
services, shelter reservations, ID vouchers, 
rental assistance, free legal services, 
hygiene items, adult education, Sunday 
Celebration, Bible study, support groups, 
licensed childcare and afterschool program, 
and access to a primary health clinic.

In August, 2105 I joined GLIDE as its 
Graphic Designer.
Working at GLIDE transformed my way 
of relating to people and understanding 
the world; broke and changed many of my 
paradigms and ways of thinking by way of 

forcing me to face fears and judgements, 
and by challenging preconceived ideas; 
and enriched my humanity, and my soul. 
But when it came to my day-to-day duties, 
things were not as sweet: there was never 
enough time to finish all the projects in a 
timely manner or with the quality I strived 
for. Just addressing all the requests for 
jobs and tasks I got was a real struggle.

My role as the only designer within a 
160+ staff organization that serves more 
than 2,000 people daily was to support 
all programs and departments in their 
communications needs. That included, 
among many things, producing print 
collateral for internal and external 
use, designing visual assets for digital 
utilization and distribution, managing all 
the websites and digital marketing and 
fundraising platforms, and working closely 
with the Fund Development department 
to create strategies and materials to meet 
very ambitious financial goals. 

The problem. Over the decades, the 
building initially conceived for housing 
purposes has been adapted and modified 
to fit the operations of an organization 
that has never stopped changing and 
expanding. GLIDE has evolved over time 
opening, closing and adjusting programs 
and services in response to the needs 
of the communities it serves. Since the 

priority has always been to attend client’s 
needs as fast as possible, the departments 
and programs have been placed randomly 
around the building, wherever space 
was available at a given moment, rarely 
with a clear intention of making the 
navigation through the premises a logic 
or intuitive experience. Also, as programs 
appear and disappear, the need for space 
constantly changes, and teams and whole 
departments are often relocated.
Following the ethos of the organization 
to welcome everyone regardless of who 
they are or what they do, the seven-
story building is open to all, there is no 
reception or check-in areas. The thousands 
of people coming daily are free to move 
around the whole organization.
The users of the building include staff, 
donors, volunteers, congregants, service 
providers (mail, deliveries, consultants) 
and clients. 

Given all these conditions, plus a lack 
of signage, the navigation through the 
building was a big problem for the 
organization.

The impact of the lack of signage included, 
among other things, lost mail, frustrated 
donors, missed volunteer shifts, staff 
arriving late to meetings, and clients 
wandering around the whole building 
looking for services.

The process. Developing a Signage System 
for the whole organization was one of the 
projects that lingered in my to-do list for 
years. The first step I took in the making 
of this project was researching and doing 
an assessment to clearly define the project 
needs. After doing this, I concluded that 
the organization had the regulatory and 
safety signage in place, but (desperately) 
needed identification, information and 
wayfinding signage. I also determined 
that due to the nature of the constant 
movement of programs and departments 
around the building, it was imperative 
that the signage was flexible and easy to 
update. Last, knowing that the clients 
oftentimes come in altered states in 
which they lose perspective and control of 
themselves, the signage should be difficult 
to tamper with, vandalize or destroy. It 
should also strive to be as safe as possible 
in case of a fire or other emergencies such 
as earthquakes.

Given my own time constraints, I decided 
to first design the identification signage 
as it was the low-hanging fruit—having 
high impact and being a low(er) effort 
to execute. Even if lost in the building, 
(some) users would at least know the 
names and numbers of areas and offices.

I designed and produced the identification 
signage by way of containers which 
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hold letter-sized paper printed with the 
information (numbers, names, positions, 
contact, schedules etc.), installed next 
to every door or entrance of an area or 
office. If individuals or whole departments 
happened to relocate, the signage could 
be easily updated by filling the new 
information in a template and printing it 
out on any of the printers in use within 
the organization. The containers are 
screwed into the walls, which make it hard 
to tear them off, and also ensure that the 
probability of falling off and/or becoming 
hazards during an emergency is low. 

On the other hand, the development of the 
information and wayfinding signage posed 
more complex challenges which required 
more uninterrupted and focused attention 
than I was ever able to allocate. Hence, I 
was able to complete the system only after 
I left my position as a full-time employee 
and worked with the organization as a 
contractor later, in 2018.

While being part of the Communications 
team, I interviewed, photographed and 
observed all of GLIDE’s constituents. At the 
time I conducted this research in order to 
assess the impact of the programs, and to 
get testimonies for general communications 
purposes and for fundraising materials. 
I also had my own experience of coming 
to GLIDE for the first time for the job 

interview, and later having to navigate the 
building as a staff member.

All in all, I had very valuable insight into 
every stakeholder’s experience, as well 
as inside knowledge of the operational 
structure. This important information 
allowed me to determine that there were 
additional challenges that the information 
and wayfinding signage had to tackle.

First, each of the stakeholders (clients, 
volunteers, staff, congregants and donors) 
come to GLIDE for very different reasons, 
with contrasting challenges, and to address 
very unique needs. This implied that, first 
and foremost, I needed to define who I was 
designing the signage for. It didn’t suggest 
I would completely neglect the other users; 
rather, it meant that the design would 
prioritize solving the needs of one group.

I made my case that the signage should 
center the clients as the primary users. My 
reasons included that, not only are they the 
largest user group (adding up to thousands, 
compared to the 85 volunteers, or the 140+ 
staff members using the building each day), 
the chances are that in designing for them, 
the challenges and needs of the other user 
groups would also be solved.

In designing for the clients I had to keep 
in mind that a lot these users don’t speak 

English, some of them don’t know how to 
read, and a lot of them show up in altered 
states and/or under the influence of 
substances that affect their capacity to read.

These new considerations added a 
new layer of accessibility on top of the 
constraints I already had when designing 
the identification signage (easy to update, 
hard to destroy, safe).

My solution for the accessibility 
requirements was to color code the 
system and to design iconography for 
programs and services. The colors should 
be contrasting amongst themselves and 
their backgrounds. The icons should be 
inclusive and universal, but contextualized 
under GLIDE’s brand. The text should 
be bigger than the one used in average 
signage (whenever possible), in a highly 
readable typeface. All these elements 
would enable a successful navigation even 
if only by following colors and symbols.

Regarding the other considerations, I 
proposed that the Signage be produced by 
way of adhesive vinyl installed on walls 
and other surfaces where needed. This 
material offers a wide variety of colors, and 
also the easiness of peeling off individual 
words instead of having to reprint, 
reinstall, or repaint whole signs when 
updates are needed. It is safe in case of an 

emergency, and it is not too easy to tamper 
with or destroy. 

The next roadblock I identified was the fact 
that there is a major disconnect between 
the institutional structure and internal 
lingo versus the way external users 
understand and navigate the organization 
and its services.

The internal structure divides the 
organization by departments, which in 
some cases are subdivided into other 
departments, then into programs and 
teams, some of which deliver direct 
services (outward-facing), and others 
which are in charge of administrative work 
(inward-facing). Whereas this makes sense 
on paper and for operational purposes, the 
distribution and location of departments, 
programs and services in the physical 
space is not as orderly or intuitive: 
departments and programs are sometimes 
fragmented and situated along different 
floors; the departments and/or programs 
managing and delivering direct services 
are not always named in direct accordance 
with the services they provide; some 
departments and programs double as a 
physical spaces within the building; and, 
on top of all that confusion sometimes 
even the internal lingo don’t match with 
the institutional structure. 
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For instance, the Janice Mirikitani Family, 
Youth and Childcare Center is both a 
building (two blocks away from GLIDE’s 
main building) and a subdepartment 
which operates under the Programs 
department, (which has no specific 
location other than the office of it’s Senior 
Director on the third floor of the main 
building). The services it provides are 
licensed child care, afterschool programs 
and resources to families, and clients and 
staff refer to it as FYCC.
On the other hand, the Civic and 
Volunteer Engagement Department 
doubles as a space consisting of two 
offices in the first floor as well as a 
subdepartment. It functions under the 
Center For Social Justice, which is both a 
department and a physical space on the 
fifth floor. This is the team that manages 
all volunteering matters and educational 
programming, so most of the stakeholders 
refer to it as the Volunteer Department 
and the Volunteer office. 

These kinds of discrepancies happen 
with almost every single outward-facing 
department and program. For the 
development of the signage system, it 
posed a big challenge not only for the 
nomenclature, but also in defining the 
information architecture and hierarchy. I 
needed to determine if I would color code 
by department, floor, program or service. 

After prototyping each of the potential 
color coding directions, it was clear to 
me that the option that would provide 
the best navigation experience was to 
color code by floor and then organize the 
information alphabetically,  and that the 
nomenclature should be the closest to 
what clients, volunteers and donors use 
and understand.

The solutions I proposed, in short, were 
to chose the clients as the main users of 
the system and to center the design on 
solving their navigation needs; to color 
code the system; to develop icons for 
all the programs and departments that 
provide direct services; to produce the 
system using adhesive vinyl; to make the 
nomenclature and use of language the 
closest as possible to what clients and 
volunteers use; to rank and structure 
the information by floor first and then 
alphabetically.

The GLIDE team agreed with all my 
proposed design solutions. Still, at the 
end, there were some compromises and 
changes done. For example, by request 
of some directors, a lot of the icons for 
programs and departments ended up 
being more complex than what I originally 
envisioned and recommended. Also, some 
of the language had to be kept under the 
institutional nomenclature in order to 
comply with external requirements.

In addition to solving the navigation 
problem, among the side effects of the 
development and execution of this 
project is that GLIDE is able to inform 
all constituents about the wide breadth 
of services it provides. Clients, donors, 
congregants and volunteers, more often 
than not, know about only one or two 
services (mainly the Daily Free Meals and 
the Church). Also, the icons I designed 
for the programs have been used in print 
materials and uniforms. Furthermore, 
giving clarity to the nomenclature and 
hierarchy assisted in giving structure 
to the redesign of the organization’s 
website. Lastly, the system also serves 
as reinforcement of GLIDE’s values and 
brand. Some of the feedback has been that 
constituents feel more welcome, and that 
the space feels warmer and prettier. 
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PROGRAM ICONS

Safety FYCC Meals Harm Reduction

Speak OutRecovery CircleMen In ProgressGLIDE Goods

Women’s Center Walk-In Center Legal Clinic Five Keys Health Services
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VISUAL LANGUAGE

Olympic Blue Bright Orange 14 Dark Violet 98 Dark Aqua 307 Magenta 103 Peacock Blue 77 Mid Gray 61

Black White

1ST FLOOR 
SERVICES-WINDOWS CASE MANAGERS

WAYFINDING SIGNAGE SYSTEM 
MOCKUPS

*PLEASE CONFIRM CHINESE and 
ARABIC TRANSLATIONS

1. DIRECTORY

Building’s map by floor

WAYFINDING SIGNAGE SYSTEM 
MOCKUPSFLOORS B-5 

DIRECTIONAL SIGNAGE

BASEMENT 
WALL IN FRONT OF ELEVATOR

WAYFINDING SIGNAGE SYSTEM 
MOCKUPS

WAYFINDING SIGNAGE SYSTEM 
MOCKUPS1ST FLOOR 

VALUES-FRONT WINDOWS/FOUNDERS OFFICE 

TENTATIVE NEW ICON FOR  
CELEBRATION

*PLEASE CONFIRM CHANGE
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MOCKUPSALL FLOORS 

ELEVATOR DOORS
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BASEMENT
ENTRANCE-BY LOCKERS

WAYFINDING SIGNAGE SYSTEM 
MOCKUPS


