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Abstract 
 

This study looks at the distribution, aesthetic effects, and regulatory issues related to outdoor advertising signs in 

Dhaka city, Bangladesh. While signs are an important way for businesses to communicate, their uncontrolled 

clustering has caused significant problems for urban management. Poorly placed or unstable signs create safety 

risks, and their high concentration leads to visual clutter and harm to the environment. The study uses a mix of 

methods, including field surveys, public perception research, and interviews with key informants, focusing on five 

major urban areas known for high signage density. The field survey produced a reliable dataset that represents the 

current state of signage in Dhaka. The findings show that nearly one-third of the signs do not meet placement or 

size rules, indicating weak enforcement and lack of coordination among governing bodies. The study ends by 

suggesting a multi-step policy framework that includes spatial zoning, safety regulations, public involvement, and 

GIS-based monitoring. This framework serves as a practical model for improving visual order, increasing urban 

safety, and promoting sustainable governance in rapidly growing cities in South Asia. 
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1 Introduction  
 

Outdoor advertising signage has become a key aspect of modern cities. It shapes urban identity, street experience, 

and commercial activity. This includes various formats like billboards, storefront signs, vehicle ads, and other 

public displays (Indiana Department of Transportation [INDOT], 2020). In the rapidly growing city of Dhaka, 

signage has changed from a simple communication tool to a widespread presence that fills intersections and 

commercial areas. This transformation impacts both the skyline and the streetscape. While signage can drive 

economic growth, uncontrolled expansion leads to significant visual and spatial issues. Overcrowding disrupts the 

rhythm of building facades, hides architecture, and breaks down visual organization. Large or poorly placed 

structures block light and air, invade public space, and create safety risks. These combined effects result in visual 

clutter and spatial disarray, making the city harder to read and understand. Urban theorists like Ewing and Clemente 

(2013) point out that clear spaces and visual flow are essential for improving urban readability and livability. Cities 

such as São Paulo show, through its Clean City Law, how zoning regulations can bring back visual order. In 

contrast, Dhaka’s regulatory system is fragmented. It involves multiple agencies like RAJUK, DNCC, and DSCC, 

and lacks cohesive planning and ongoing enforcement. Poor coordination and limited technical ability allow 

unlicensed and unsafe installations to continue. 
 

Research Question:  

How does the spread and unchecked growth of outdoor advertising signs affect Dhaka’s urban visual order, safety, 

and governance? How can policy changes bring back spatial harmony and visual quality? This study looks at how 

outdoor signage is distributed, its aesthetic effects, and the gaps in policy in Dhaka. It combines spatial, perceptual, 

and institutional analyses to suggest a policy framework that promotes sustainable and visually cohesive urban 

governance. 
 

2 Objectives 
 

1. To examine the types and location of outdoor advertising signs in Dhaka City.  

2. To assess how the public views the effects of signage on urban appearance, safety, and comfort. 

3. To find gaps in governance and suggest a policy plan for managing signage in a sustainable and visually pleasing 

way.  

4. To investigate the link between the amount of signage and urban safety risks, especially regarding structure and 

lighting. 
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3 Scope of the Study 
 

This study looks into the spatial, aesthetic, and policy aspects of outdoor advertising signage in Dhaka City. It 

examines how the placement, number, and design of signs impact urban visibility and environmental quality. The 

research highlights five major commercial and transport areas: Farmgate, Science Laboratory, Panthapath Signal, 

Mohakhali Rail Gate, and Bijoy Sarani. These areas were chosen because of their high visibility, varied land use, 

and representation of Dhaka’s central commercial, educational, and institutional layout. The scope includes: 
 

- Assessing how uncontrolled signage growth disrupts visual clarity and urban aesthetics. 

- Evaluating structural and safety issues linked to unstable installations. 

- Analyzing the social and cultural impacts of visual clutter. 

- Identifying professional and policy roles in restoring spatial order. 
 

While focused on Dhaka, the framework is also relevant for rapidly urbanizing South Asian cities that face similar 

governance issues. 
 

4 Limitations of the Study 
 

This study focuses on the central areas of Dhaka and does not include the outskirts or newly developing commercial 

zones. Data collection took place during the dry season, which may not fully reflect seasonal changes in signage 

activity. We assessed structural and lighting conditions through visual observation instead of technical testing. 

These limitations may affect how widely the structural findings can be applied, but the insights regarding 

perceptions and policies are still strong. Future research could cover different time periods, include mechanical 

testing of structures, and use remote-sensing data to examine changes in signage over time. Despite these 

limitations, combining spatial, perceptual, and institutional data provides a thorough and reliable understanding of 

Dhaka’s outdoor signage environment. 
 

5 Literature Review 
 

The placement of signage is key in shaping how we perceive and navigate urban areas. Lynch’s (1960) idea of 

urban legibility and Jacobs’s (1961) critique of visual overload show that too much signage can harm coherence. 

Research indicates that clustering of signs makes it harder to find your way and disrupts architectural flow (Zhou 

et al., 2024). Cities like New York and Tokyo use zoning systems that connect the size and brightness of signs to 

their land use, promoting coherence and safety. In contrast, unregulated signage in Dhaka leads to visual clutter, 

energy waste, and microclimatic issues, raising both spatial and ecological concerns. Fragmentation in governance 

among RAJUK, DNCC, and DSCC results in poor enforcement, and the number of billboards increased by 51% 

between 2019 and 2022 (New Age, 2023). While earlier studies (Rahman & Monzur, 2016) focused on aesthetics 

and safety, they rarely included spatial mapping, public perception, and governance analysis. This gap allows the 

current study to provide a comprehensive understanding of signage as both a visual and policy issue—an 

overlooked area in existing literature. 
 

6 Methodology 
 

A mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative and qualitative techniques was used to evaluate how 

signage distribution affects urban aesthetics, safety, and governance. 
 

Quantitative techniques: Five major high-signage areas, Farmgate, Science Laboratory, Panthapath Signal, 

Mohakhali Rail Gate, and Bijoy Sarani, were chosen for their spatial and functional diversity. These areas represent 

key commercial corridors, transportation intersections, and mixed-use zones with different signage densities. 

Fieldwork conducted from January to April 2025 documented 3,796 signage units using structured checklists that 

covered type, size, height, illumination, and condition. The survey design allowed for a sampling error of ±7.8%. 

Additionally, 10% of observations were rechecked for accuracy. A perception survey of 147 respondents used a 

five-point Likert scale to gauge public opinions on signage impacts. Quantitative data were analyzed with 

descriptive statistics to find patterns in distribution, form, and visibility. 
 

Qualitative techniques: To examine governance and policy aspects, six key informant interviews were conducted 

with representatives from RAJUK, DNCC, DSCC, BELA, and advertising associations. The interview data were 

thematically coded to identify common issues related to policy enforcement, institutional coordination, and 

aesthetic regulation. 
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Bias and Mitigation: To minimize subjective bias, survey respondents were chosen from diverse age groups, 

professions, and genders. Field teams conducted cross-verification, and policy interviews were compared with 

official documents. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Annotated map of the five Surveyed nodes in Dhaka city 
 

 

7 Results and Discussion 
 

7.1 Signage Typologies and Spatial Distribution   

Commercial banners and digital posters made up the largest category at 32.3%. This was followed by backlit 

panaflex at 16.0%, vinyl boards at 14.6%, and wall-mounted panels at 10.0%. Farmgate had the highest density, 

followed by Mohakhali Rail Gate and Science Laboratory. The absence of zoning-based control leads to 

overcrowding in commercial areas. This shows how economic clustering shapes spatial logic. 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Spatial Distribution of Outdoor Signage in Dhaka 

 

7.2 Policy Violations and Structural Deficiencies 

About 27% of signs blocked public space, 23% were too big, and 18% extended into pedestrian areas. Many 

installations did not have permits or structural clearance. Weak inspection systems allow unsafe billboards to 

continue; they create public hazards and reduce trust in governance. 
 

Table 1. Common signage violations across study areas 
 

Violation Type Frequency 

(%) 

Typical Location 

Placement obstruction 27 Road junctions and intersections 

Over-projection 18 Sidewalks and pedestrian corridors 
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Oversized structures 23 Rooftops and arterial roads 

Poor maintenance 13 Mixed-use zones 

Electrical hazards 2 Near utility poles 
 

7.3 Public Perception of Signage Impacts 

Seventy-eight percent of respondents viewed too much signage as unattractive. Sixty-five percent linked it to safety 

risks. This supports Mehta (2013), which highlights how overwhelming stimuli reduce spatial comfort and 

understanding.  
                                                                                                                                                            

  
 

Figure 3. Public Perception of Signage Impacts 
 

7.4 Spatial and Aesthetic Degradation 

High signage density alters architectural proportions. It erases the identity of the façade and goes against Lynch’s 

(1960) principle of imageability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Visual Clutter and Facade Obstruction at Nodes (Farmgate and Panthapath signal) 
 

 

7.5 Governance and Institutional Challenges 

Fragmented responsibilities among RAJUK, DNCC, and DSCC lead to overlapping duties, informal approvals, 

and a lack of accountability. The absence of a unified signage registry adds to the chaos. 
 

7.6 Interlinked Spatial, Environmental, and Cultural Effects 

Excessive lighting causes light pollution and “aesthetic homogenization” (Da Silva, 2020). This erosion affects 

local identity and the experience of pedestrians. 
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Figure 5. Interlinked Spatial, Environmental, and Cultural Effects of Signage Density 
 

7.7 Discussion Summary 

The findings show unregulated clustering, visual decline, and weak institutional control as key aspects of Dhaka’s 

signage environment. Urban policy needs to move from reactive enforcement to design-focused spatial regulation 

that fits into larger planning systems. Creating a unified Signage Regulatory Authority with GIS-based monitoring 

can improve governance efficiency. Meanwhile, participatory methods can ensure community accountability. 
 

 

8. Policy Recommendations and Conclusion 
 

8.1 Policy Recommendations   

1. Spatial Zoning and Land-Use Integration   

a. Establish signage control zones based on land-use intensity and street hierarchy.   

b. Limit large-format billboards in residential, heritage, and environmentally sensitive areas. 

Designate specific commercial corridors for high-visibility advertising.   

2. Design and Aesthetic Guidelines   

a. Create standardized urban design codes that connect signage scale, proportion, and lighting with 

building form and façade rhythm.   

b. Encourage signage that fits the context or integrates with façades to maintain architectural clarity 

and reduce visual clutter.   

3. Structural and Safety Compliance   

a. Require engineering certification and annual inspections for all rooftop and illuminated signage 

structures.   

b. Enforce the removal of unsafe, outdated, or non-compliant installations through public 

notification procedures.   

4. Digital Mapping and Spatial Monitoring   

a. Set up a GIS-based signage registry managed by a central signage management division.   

b. Use spatial analytics to find illegal installations, monitor density patterns, and assess visual 

impact zones in real time.   

5. Institutional Coordination and Governance Reform   

a. Merge the fragmented responsibilities of RAJUK, DNCC, DSCC, and DCC into a single Signage 

Regulatory Authority.   

b. Introduce digital permit systems and annual audits to ensure clear and honest monitoring.   

6. Community Participation and Public Awareness   

a. Create ways for citizens to report illegal or unsafe signage, such as mobile reporting apps or 

hotline services.   

b. Run awareness campaigns that highlight the importance of visual harmony and environmental 

responsibility.   

7. Environmental and Energy Efficiency Measures   

a. Control the brightness and operating hours of digital billboards to reduce light pollution and 

energy use.   

b. Support the use of solar-powered or low-energy lighting systems that align with sustainable city 

goals.   
 

8.2 Conclusion 
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Dhaka’s outdoor advertising signs reflect the city’s struggle between economic goals and spatial integrity. If their 

spread were better managed, the city could have safer streets, clearer skylines, and a more balanced public space, 

one built on restraint, responsibility, and shared values. However, these signs have become a crucial part of modern 

urban life. The way forward is not to remove them but to redefine their role through thoughtful design, spatial 

regulation, and civic awareness. When outdoor advertising promotes visual harmony and environmental values, it 

can shift from being visual clutter to a form of cultural expression. This shift can help Dhaka regain a livable, 

balanced, and dignified urban identity. 
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