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T R A I N I N G

Safety Identification – Don’t Skip the Training
Over the last six months, it is likely you have witnessed this play out in your local grocery store. A 
customer walks in, one-way signage is clearly directing the customer to walk in a certain direction, the 
customer walks the opposite way, ignoring the signs – ultimately putting their fellow shoppers at risk. 
Did the customer willfully ignore safety identification that was placed for their safety and that of others? 
Maybe. Were those customers trained to understand the signage, why it is there, and how it could keep 
them safe? Very doubtful. That provides clear insight into what may happen within your facility if you 
simply place a sign, and you do not reinforce its placement with training. 

Why does that matter to workplace safety signs? Well, because you cannot just place a sign, tag or label 
within your facility, without training, and expect employees to understand it. It is just as important to 
train employees on signage as it is fall protection, hand safety, eye safety and more.

OSHA regulates the form and content of many safety signs and tags (29 CFR 1910.145). The regulations 
tell you what colors, shapes, and wording to use to provide safety information and warnings. Some of 
these details are outlined later in this document. 

The regulations also require you to train employees to recognize the different kinds of signs and tags so 
that they can take appropriate action based on the messages contained in these signs and tags. Those 
specific standard elements read as follows:

 » 1910.145(c)(1)(ii) 
All employees shall be instructed that danger signs indicate 
immediate danger and that special precautions are necessary.

 » 1910.145(c)(2)(ii) 
All employees shall be instructed that caution signs indicate 
a possible hazard against which proper precaution should be 
taken.

 » 1910.145(f)(4)(v) 
All employees shall be informed as to the meaning of the 
various tags used throughout the workplace and what special 
precautions are necessary. 

Signs, tags and labels play a significant role in your safety (and also hazard communication program, 
required by the hazard communication standard (29 CFR 1910.1200). Effective use of signs and tags 
promotes the right-to-know requirements of the standard. There are very specific requirements for signs 
and tags for chemical hazards under and those are covered in detail here.

DANGER
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Training Issues
OSHA requires you to train all employees to recognize the different kinds of safety signs, tags and labels 
used in your facility and to take proper action based on the message they contain. Your training should 
include:

 » Recognizing message severity. 
Train employees to recognize color-coding used for safety signs as well as understand what 
the warnings written on these signs mean. For example, they should understand the difference 
between a “DANGER”, “WARNING”, “CAUTION”, “NOTICE” and even “SAFETY FIRST”. And they should 
be trained to recognize the meaning of any pictographs or symbols used on your signs and tags. 
ISO (International Standards Organization) symbols are the go-to norm for symbols (also known 
as pictorials).

 » Proper use of safety tags. 
Employees should understand the circumstances under which safety tags must be used to warn 
of potentially hazardous conditions, equipment, or operations. They should also know which tags 
to use in different situations and know how to affix tags securely in a way that will make them 
most visible to other employees. The OSHA regulations say that tags should be affixed “as close 
as safely possible to their respective hazards by a positive means such as string, wire or adhesive 
that prevents their loss or unintentional removal.”

 » Removing, blocking or defacing signs. 
Employees must be told that they should never remove a safety sign unless they have been 
specifically instructed to do so. Similarly, they should never block or cover up a sign, even for a 
few moments. And they should never deface a sign by adding or crossing out words, changing a 
picture or symbol, or making any other alteration.
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Tips to Help Employees Better Recognize Signage
These tips also improve worker safety. 

 » Take several minutes to consider what you are about to do, scan the job at hand, before 
commencing work. The object of the exercise is to get workers to consciously think and scan 
before starting work. Job instruction signs, tags or labels should be read again, even if employees 
feel they know how to do their jobs (much like pilots do a pre-flight check).

 » Beyond coloring of signs, wording, symbols, etc. train employees to understand why that sign, 
tag or label is where it is. Recognize the environment and the hazards that may be waiting to 
cause a workplace injury. Don’t assume the sign is enough. 

 » That sign, tag or label is the last line of defense, ensure it is properly placed, readable and 
dominant.  

When employees know the dangers, they can take actions to prevent serious injuries, damage to 
products, equipment, and the facility. Effectively using safety signs, tags and labels means not only 
posting them where required, but also making sure your employees know what they mean!

Other Consideration
 » Over-signing 

There can be too much of a good thing. Do not “over-sign” an 
area – often called a “NASCAR” look. That means placing a high 
number of signs saying many different things, in one small area 
– all competing for your attention. This can ultimately cause your 
message to be ignored. Work to engineer out the safety hazard 
and if that is just not possible there are design features that can 
solve the issue of communicating multiple messages.

 » ANSI vs. OSHA Signs 
Consistency is key here. You will not be fined for using 
ANSI over OSHA, but as a best practice, it is best to pick 
one style. As a visual society, ANSI signage can tend to 
be easier to read with upper- and lower-case lettering 
joined with internationally recognized symbols.

 » Remove faded signs or tattered signs 
Faded signs speak to how your facility values safety. Replace 
faded safety signs. Either the hazard is long gone (and the sign 
is not) or the hazard remains, and few will be aware.

T R A I N I N G
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Regulation  Synopsis by Header

HEADER WORDING WHAT DOES OSHA SAY? WHAT DOES ANSI SAY?

Danger tags shall be used in 
major hazard situations where 
an immediate hazard presents a 
threat of death or serious injury to 
employees. OSHA §1910.145(f )(5)

Indicates a hazardous situation 
which, if not avoided, will result in 
death or serious injury. This signal 
word is to be limited to the most 
extreme situations. ANSI Z535.2-2007 
(4.11.1)

Warning tags may be used to 
represent a hazard level between 
“Caution” and “Danger,” instead of the 
required “Caution” tag, provided that 
they have a signal word of “Warning” 
and an appropriate major message. 
OSHA §1910.145(f )(7)

Indicates a hazardous situation 
which, if not avoided, could result in 
death or serious injury. ANSI Z535.2-
2007 (4.11.2)

Caution tags shall be used in minor 
hazard situations where a non-
immediate or potential hazard or 
unsafe practice presents a lesser 
threat of employee injury. OSHA 
§1910.145(f )(6)

Indicates a hazardous situation 
which, if not avoided, could result 
in minor or moderate injury. ANSI 
Z535.2-2007 (4.11.3)

Other tags may be used in addition 
to those required by §1910.145(f ), or 
in situations where §1910.145(f ) does 
not require tags, provided that they 
do not detract from the impact or 
visibility of the signal word or major 
message of any required tag. OSHA 
§1910.145(f )(9)

“NOTICE” is the preferred signal word 
to address practices not related 
to personal injury. The safety alert 
symbol shall not be used with this 
signal word. ANSI Z535.2-2007 
(4.11.4)

Safety instruction signs shall be 
used where there is a need for 
general instructions and suggestions 
relative to safety measures. OSHA 
§1910.145(c)(3)

Signs used to indicate general 
instructions relative to safe work 
practices or indicate the location of 
safety equipment. ANSI Z535.2-2007 
(4.11.5)

Biological hazard tags shall be used 
to identify the actual or potential 
presence of a biological hazard and 
to identify equipment, containers, 
rooms, experimental animals, or 
combinations thereof, that contain 
or are contaminated with hazardous 
biological agents. OSHA §1910.145(f )
(8)(i)
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