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Peter Hall: Your firm Bureau Mijksenaar
working on a pilot project to develop g .
wayfinding system at Schiphol Airport ip
Amsterdam. How did this begin?

Paul Mijksenaar: We hired a student from p
University to work on a feasibility stﬁ&y
using mobile devices for navigating an ai
and asked Schiphol to join us. At first, .
looked into the idea of a new device lik
hand-held audio systems in museums, but i
not feasible from a security point of viey
we came to the Personal Digital Assista
which has a big screen and software prad
Vindigo that include navigation systems.
is very advanced but it has a low distri
it's only used by nurses and business peﬁ;
we decided to use cellphones. 93 percent o
people have them; it’'s the medium of the

How would your cellphone know exactly whe
are in an airport? |

Well, WiFi technology was coming up, and
being installed all over Schiphol at the s
time. We were committed to the idea that v
don’'t need any special technology for thi
system, that we could piggyback on anot
nology. A WiFi system is not interested ir
location, but several WiFi systems can te
where you are.

Through triangulation?

Exactly. The system knows which direction
walking because it measures your position
the cellphone screen a moving map is or
that direction. With the mobile system,
ask the software on your cellphone, “Show

restroom within three minutes’ walking dis
and it shows you on a map where you are,

gives you an animated line that you follo
direction you are walking.

You’ve already designed a widely respected
conventional wayfinding system at Schiphol.
Why add a high-tech, wireless version?

There's always a need for commercial infor
at an airport; a quarter of the income at
Schiphol comes from retail, and there’s co
tion between our signs and the commercial S:
The nice thing about this mobile phone-base
system is that you can filter the informa
you can check a box to say you’'re intereste
shopping for electronics, or want to go to
and have some Dutch beer but be warned whe
phone will gi
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o go at the right time. This

+ to your gate on time and the
“etailer gets you into his shop or bar. You
r'n also choose your own language for the
o _+he fixed airport signs at Schiphol

way yOU ge

tem .
sﬁzn't in Chinese, for example. And, if
abu are visually impaired, the phone can
give you audio directions.

poes this require a menu of choices on
Yﬁgr cellphone?

yes, simple menus. You can check “shopping,
drink, gate” or type in your flight number,
on when you've landed and you're still on
the aircraft, you can say “show me an exit”
or ask directions to the nearest ATM. You
can ask it to send you information as you
need it or you can download information in
advance if you need to prepare.

How is the project going?

We tested it at the airport but now we need
a manufacturer, since Schiphol is not a
developer. We need to talk to someone like

AT&T or Vindigo.

What would you say are the main limitations
of fixed wayfinding tools like maps and
directional signs?

There are many. You cannot individualize
information on signs, so you have to make
generic information. There's always a large
group that doesn't fit, so you have to
provide additional layers of information
for, say, elderly people, people with
impairments, and people with different
languages. Pictograms are limited; a
suitcase pictogram, for example, can mean
“baggage reclaim” or “baggage check.” At one
point we thought about a wayfinding system
that projected individualized information on
blank screens or glass walls in the airport
as people approached them. But what would
happen when three people came along at the
same time? A better system is the number-
based signage on a cyeleway in Belgium and
the Netherlands where you have a different
list of numbers to follow for each route.

Does it require a degree of mental aptitude
to master a numbers-based wayfinding system?

N0! it's simple. For example, if you are
going to a forest or park, you scribble down

them—it’'s been a big success. It's not an
intellectual thing; it's more that you have
to get used to it. Coming back to the
airport, you can number intersections and
when your boarding pass is issued you get

a list of numbers on it to follow to your
gate. People are often confused by gate
signs. They will see a sign for “Gates D1-
20” and ask “Is gate D6 that way?”

Is cartographic literacy another problem?

Yes. The majority of people cannot read maps
at all. They often think they can. In a

city like Venice where there's no other way
to navigate than with maps, you see people
struggling with maps, turning them around
and around. Scaling is always a problem;
people have no idea of scale on a map.
Orientation to reality is a problem, which
is why the Upside Down road map of Britain
was a big success, particularly with women.
Research suggests that more women have more
difficulty than men with spatial orienta-
tion. A map is a very precise instrument but
most people don’'t use it like that. Most
maps provide a spatial overview. For exam-
ple, in shopping malls, people will use a
map to establish that food is on the fourth
floor but not to get to a particular store.

So perhaps maps have too much detail?

Reading a map is a learning process; the
more you learn the more you are able to use
it and the more you are really controlling
your environment. But reading depth or
vegetation is not that easy, and there are
strange conventions like color coding;
industrial areas are usually light gray,
which intuitively look like unbuilt areas.
After aerial photography came along, there
was a revolution in cartography. Deep blue
had been used for deep water and dark brown
had been used for the highest level of a
mountain, but they seemed unnatural. If you
approach the Pyrenees they don't become
browner and browner. People got used to
aerial photographs showing their countries
in much softer colors. The first “matural
colors” atlas came out and convention
changed to more associative colors.

How do you decide whether to include a map
in a wayfinding system?

At Schiphol, at first every map was the

See “The Sirens of Venice," pp. 238245,






