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Problem Statement and its Significance 

 

The goal for this study is to provide a unique solution that enables students and other user 

groups to discover and create linkages to People, Places and Spaces within the 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) campus.  More than simple 

wayfinding, connecting many disparate university related elements provides an 

opportunity to establish linkages in an innovative way that is personalized for the 

individual.   The goals seek to offer more than simply getting from one place to another, 

rather, to create a navigational system that informs and expands the knowledge of ones 

environment in ways that traditional ‘wayfinding’ does not accomplish.  Finding ones’ 

way around campus is, however, a critical element of the proposed design solution. 

 

History and culture of place are significant qualities of the UNC campus.  This 

significance can be observed by the lack of visual clutter and obstructions on the campus, 

especially the core historic campus.  An opportunity exists to preserve the historic 

character of the landscape. It is the recommendation of this study that this may be best 

achieved by simply by leaving the landscape alone and not adding physical visual 

obstructions. 

 

 In response to the existence of the many disparate elements the problem solution shall 

provide a means of creating linkages in a way that is sensitive to the context and unique 

setting of the campus.   A user friendly navigational system involves connecting people 
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in ways that enriches the experience they have at UNC campus. Preserving the unique 

historical sense of place is a critical element that helps make the UNC campus one of the 

nation’s premier university experiences. 

 

 

Context and Precedent: 

 

Currently, the navigational systems for the campus involve the use of monument type 

signs and hand held maps.  Color coded maps and signs are situated at various locations 

around campus.  Diagrams shaded in various colors depict districts or zones of general 

use and building typologies which are clustered and labeled according to use types.  Low 

black identifier signs have a turn of century design, period design quality.  Both modern 

and historic building alike receives the same identifier treatment.  Mostly, these signs 

identify buildings at their locations.  On their own, they do not contribute significantly to 

finding ones way around the campus.  Information regarding the department, people or 

programs that reside within a particular building is not typically provided.  They also do 

not contribute in helping one know where they are within the greater university site 

context. 

 

Founded in 1789, the campus at UNC Chapel Hill has been planned from origin.  Much 

of the quality and character of the spaces and the landscape that exist today are a 

reflection of the early campus planning.  The core campus is designed around two linear 

quads that form a strong traditional north-south axis.  McCorkle Place and Polk Place are 
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among two of the most significant campus landscapes in the country.  These two 

magnificent spaces create the true heart of the UNC Chapel Hill Campus.  As the nation’s 

oldest public university, a significant amount of relevant facts are available that speak to 

how influential the people and places that comprise this university are to both the State of 

North Carolina and to the Nation.   

 

 

Definitions and Data: 

 

The Problem Statement discusses the need for providing connections between People, 

Spaces, and Places.  A wide variety of disparate elements comprise the University 

experience.  The following descriptions provide a further definition these elements: 

 

People /User Groups:   

New Students, Prospective Students, Alumni, Faculty and Staff, Parents, Visitors and 

Tourists 

 

Building Typologies:   

Academic Affairs, Bookstores, Cafeteria/Dining, Libraries, Student Housing, Health 

Affairs, NC Hospitals, University Business Offices, and Parking Decks 

 

Academic Programs:   

College of Arts and Sciences 
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Schools:  Dentistry, Education, Pharmacy, Continuing Education, General College, 

Global Law, Graduate School, Information and Library Science, Journalism and Mass 

Communication, Law, Medicine, Nursing, Social Work, and Summer School 

 

Landmarks and Sacred Spaces: 

Old Well, Old East, Davie Poplar, Unsung Founders Memorial, Silent Sam, Caldwell 

Monument, Forest Theater, Eve Carson Garden, Alumni Memorial, The Pit, Bell Tower, 

Coker Arboretum 

 

Events: 

Arts, Athletics, Celebrations, Conferences, Lectures and Seminars, Screenings and 

Readings, Social Gathering and Networking, Tours, Training and Workshops, University 

Events. 

 

Student Population:  29,390 

First Year Students:  3,390 

Undergraduates: 18,579 

Total Campus Area: Approx. 580 Acres 
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Research and Findings  

 

Much of the current research involving the issues of navigation and wayfinding involve 

that which is related to movement within buildings.   Vanderklipp (2002) uses the phrase 

“Decoding the Environment” which involves anything that supports direction giving in a 

physical setting.  Decoding is defined as the process of transforming information from 

one format into another.  When communicating ideas and information, the ability to 

abbreviate is very important and useful in helping to decode and navigate within a variety 

of user experiences.   

 

There are three key elements when considering the development of a navigational system 

that involves wayfinding:  Behavior, Design Elements, and Operational Systems. 

(Carpman, Myron. 2002). 

 

Aspects of behavior are relevant in the way that they involve the individual and our own 

unique perceptions as they relate to finding one’s way.  Our own unique experiences 

contribute to our ability to perceive space (Carpman, Myron 2002).  What works for one 

person may not work for another.  This is relevant as it relates to trying to conceive a 

navigational system that is the same for all users.  Problems arise, for example, when 

using signs that utilize a plan view aerial image on maps with colors and labels.  For 

some, this can be very confusing and not helpful in finding one’s way around a particular 

environment.  
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Design elements come into consideration as they relate to contributing either positively or 

negatively in orientation.  Uniformity, legibility, and understandability are influenced by 

the design choices made in the development of a navigational system.  The need exists 

for elements within the system to work in harmony with each other for one designed 

element to contribute to the bigger overall picture.  The study considers wayfinding as 

part of a larger navigational issue that is not simply a signage issue.   

 

Operational issues come into focus when considering the manageability of a particular 

navigational system.  As the university environment changes, the ability for the 

navigational system to change along with it becomes paramount.  Navigational elements 

should be designed to allow for easy updating as information changes over time. 

 

Wayfinding is defined as spatial problem solving (Passini, 1980).  The ability to solve 

spatial problems involves designing processes that address the appropriate audience.  In 

the modern university setting the audience is becoming more technologically savvy with 

each passing year.  To reach the user groups of the future, systems need to be provided 

that communicate effectively in a language and model that corresponds to current and 

future technologies. 
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Proposed Process 

 

The proposed process the study shall utilize involves harnessing the available powers of 

Geographic Information Systems (GIS).  This technological approach seeks to provide a 

user friendly interface that enables users to obtain information about their locations and 

destinations in real time.  Layers of information shall be provided beyond just getting to 

and from a place.  The functions and actions proposed shall develop a system that 

responds to current needs of students and other users groups.   Effective navigation of 

campus spaces will reflect the established needs and desires of current and future student 

and user group populations.   

 

Surveys and questionnaires shall be utilized to obtain specific information related to user 

preference, spatial recognition, patterns and frequency of usage.   Specific closed end 

questions that are rated utilizing a Likert Scale system will obtain information regarding 

the desirability of various technological functions. 

 

Once gathered, the information shall be synthesized and coded to create linkages between 

the disparate variables such as people, places, spaces, and activities.  As graphics are an 

important communication tool the design solution shall gather a significant amount of 

vibrant and relevant images that make for a visually stimulating and informative 

platform. 

 

 



10 

Variables and Values 

GIS metadata regarding geospatial references offer a vast array of input possibilities.  

Coordinate locations relative to spatial locations shall be integrated as a primary 

component of the proposed navigational system.  Variables relative to the process and 

product include input from the wide array of elements specific to the university setting.  

These elements include information about campus spaces, buildings, people, programs 

within a building, and activities associated with the spaces and buildings.  Variables 

might also include contact information about future events and dates that are happening.  

Historical facts about specific places, spaces, buildings and landmarks that would be of 

interest to various user groups should be integrated for use by users interested in history 

including tourists who come to visit the campus for the first time.   

 

 

Information Required/ Description of Tasks: 

Information regarding spaces, buildings, places, people, and programs which are specific 

to each building begins with utilizing input from the various campus departments.  UNC 

has an elaborate system of data provision for each building already in place.  The 

Engineering Information Services department within Facilities Planning and Construction 

maintains an extensive set of metadata that is supported with GIS.  Integrating various 

inputs from this system will occupy a significant portion of the tasks associated with the 

development of the proposed design solution.  Information such as building location, 

address, contact information and an extensive description of history is provided for nearly 

every building on campus.    
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Anticipated Products:  

The anticipated product for the design effort will be a navigation system that is employed 

by utilizing a hand held smart phone device.   An application shall be developed that is 

specific to the UNC Campus and enables connection opportunities for students and other 

user groups to navigate both spatially and programmatically between people, places, and 

spaces in a user friendly interface.  The system shall utilize an array of data including 

Global Position Systems and Geographic Information Systems to provide real time 

information relative to spatial, geographical, cultural, and programmatic activities of the 

campus. 

 

Conclusion: 

Utilizing the latest technology in providing solutions to navigational and spatial interface 

systems in a university setting enables users to get specific information places and spaces 

in an inclusive and interactive manner.  The system encapsulates information that can be 

modified and updated as people and places change.  The proposed system that does not 

infringe upon the historic culture and qualities of the UNC campus allows the visual 

character to remain.  By embracing available current and developing technology, there 

exists an opportunity to help the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill become a 

truly Twenty-First Century campus.  

 

 

 

 



12 

Appendix A:  Overall Campus Map  
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Appendix B:  Core Campus Map 

 

 

 

 

Core Campus 
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Appendix C:  Representative Images 

                                        

 

Existing Campus Navigational System 

 

 

Existing Building Identifier Signage 
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Appendix C: Representative Images (cont.) 

 

Proposed Navigational System Interface 

 

 

 

Main Building Identifier View 
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Appendix C:  Representative Images (cont.) 

 

Internal Building Navigational View 
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