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Guidelines for the Creation of Warning Labels and Signs 
  
A long-standing engineering principle related to safe product design is referred to as the Safety 
Hierarchy, or alternatively, the Hazard Control Hierarchy [1, 2]. This principle sets forth a priority 
framework for addressing product hazards. Simply put, the principle states that hazards shall be 
mitigated through design, guarding, and/or warning, in that order. More expressly: 

• If a hazard can be eliminated by a feasible alternative design, then it must be. 

• If an alternative design cannot eliminate the hazard, then the hazard should be mitigated 
through the use of guarding that separates the user from the hazard. Guarding controls can 
be physical as well as administrative. 

• If neither redesign nor guarding protect the user from the hazard, then the user shall be 
informed of the hazard through the use of warnings. 

From the preceding, one can infer the first criteria of warning adequacy: 
 

1. A warning should not be a substitute for an inherently safe design or 
guarding 
In other words, a warning, adequate in all other aspects, provides insufficient protection to the 
consumer if the hazard could have been eliminated through a feasible design alternative, or 
mitigated through proper guarding. 
 
A simple example illustrates this point. Consider a combustible hair spray product that includes a 
warning about the flammable contents. If a similar, but non-flammable, alternative fluid was 
available to the manufacturer at the time of production, then the protection provided by the warning 
does not meet an acceptable standard of safety. 
 
Other criteria for acceptable warnings come from the American National Standards Institute, 
standard Z535.4: Standard for Product Safety Signs and Labels [3]. This standard provides for the 
creation of effective warnings that alert, motivate, and instruct. The following provide high-level 
guidelines summarizing some of the content of Z535.4 for adequate warning creation. Inquiry 
concerning color selection, letter style & size, signal word selection, and other minutia should be 
referred to the Standard.  
 

2. A warning should be prominently displayed 
Warnings that are not highly visible are inadequate. This is because for a warning to be effective, it 
must be perceived by the user. Prominent display means, at a minimum, that the warning should be 
sufficiently large to see from a distance beyond the range of the hazard, be comprised of a high-
visibility color scheme, and conspicuously located. 
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3. A warning should be present when it is needed 
A warning is most effectual when it is presented to the user at the time when the user is exposed to 
the hazard. The more time that elapses between the issuance of the warning, and the exposure to 
the hazard, the less effective it will become. 
 

4. A warning should be present where it is needed 
Effective warnings are presented in close proximity to the location where the hazard will occur. For 
example, consider a product that exposes the user to a given hazard when the product is physically 
handled. Warnings contained within a user manual, or on disposable packaging would be less 
effective than warnings located directly on the product itself. 
 

5. A warning should elicit motivation for heeding the warning 
An effective warning motivates the user to behave in a way that is beneficial to his or her safety. This 
is accomplished by clear, explicit, and forceful descriptions of what could happen if the warning is 
not heeded. For example, “RISK OF CATASTROPHIC INJURY OR DEATH” can be considered 
motivational. A less motivational description would be “POSSIBILITY OF PINCHED FINGERS”. 
 

6. A warning should be easily comprehensible 
Warnings should be easy to comprehend. Pragmatically, this influences several aspects of how 
warnings are displayed. These include selection of typeface, typesetting, word selection, sentence 
structure, accompanying graphics (if any), and others. Generally speaking, effective warnings are 
concise and grammatically simple. 
 

7. A warning should be instructional. 
To the extent possible, effective warnings not only inform the user of the present hazard, but also 
instruct the user how to avoid the hazard. 
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