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OVERVIEW 
 

Signage indicates the risks existing at a given location and time. 

 

The minimum requirements for the provision of workplace safety and risk signage are 

established in Directive 92/58/EEC of the Council of 24 of June 1992. Each country was 

responsible for transposing said directive into their national laws.  

 

In general, they are a set of stimuli affecting the performance of an individual. They 

show a situation that the worker may encounter during the task to be carried out, 

indicating how to respond to a certain risk. This does not eliminate the risk, 

meaning that other complementary techniques are required to mitigate the risk.  

For signage to be effective, workers must receive adequate training in order to 

interpret it correctly.  

 

This knowledge must be refreshed periodically through “refresher” courses. Signs 

can occur in many ways, and may be classified according to the senses: 
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VISUAL TYPE SIGNS 
 

Visually perceived signs that convey information through shapes and colours. 

Sight is the most-developed of our senses and therefore visual safety signs are 

the ones most used. We can distinguish: 

 

SIGNBOARDS 
 

Panels with symbols giving us information about the risks and directions to be 

followed. To be effective, the information must be quick, and so the sign will be as 

simple and intuitive as possible. To achieve this pictograms are used, which tend to 

be as universal and easy to recognize as possible. This type of signage must be 

resistant to the passage of time.  

The sign colour will immediately indicate what type of information we are 

receiving. The sign must be large enough to be seen at first glance, and comply with 

the provisions of Annex 3 of R.D.485/1997. Signs shall be placed in visible, well-

lit places, at an appropriate height, within the field of view. 

 

In order to avoid non-effectiveness of signage, signs must not be placed too close to 

each other.  

Signs must be removed when the situation that justified them no longer applies. 

 

 

Worksite enclosures 
 

Pursuant to Spanish Royal Decree 485/1997, construction sites must be completely 

fenced around the perimeter and duly indicated with signs posted at the main entrances 

showing the general risks of the site as well as the wording "no entry - authorised 

persons only" to prevent access by non-authorised persons. 

This situation must continue as long as the situation that motivated the signposting 

continues and it must be adapted to the environment and the different phases of the 

work. 
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Example of signboard: 

 

Safety colours according to hazard level 

 

COLOUR MEANING INDICATIONS 

RED Prohibition sign Dangerous behaviour 

Danger  Alarm Stop  

Fire equipment and 

materials 

Identification and location 

of fire 

YELLOW  Hazard  Caution  

BLUE Mandatory sign Mandatory protection 

equipment 

GREEN Emergency sign Doors, exits, rescue 

Safe conditions Back to normality  

Contrast colours: To be as clearly visible as possible and attract the necessary attention, 

so they are given the importance required, safety pictograms are designed using a series 

of colours and certain contrasts. 

COLOUR CONTRAST COLOUR 

RED WHITE 

YELLOW BLACK 

BLUE WHITE 

GREEN WHITE 
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VISUAL SIGNS ARE CLASSIFIED AS 
 

1. Hazard signs 

Triangular shape. Black pictogram on yellow background, black borders 

 

                                                    

Hazard signs: They must be triangular.  The pictogram will be black on a yellow 

background (yellow must cover at least 50% of the sign surface), black borders. 

As an exception, the background of the sign for “'harmful or irritant substances” will be 

orange, instead of yellow, to avoid confusion with other similar signs used for road 

traffic regulation. 

 

COLOUR SAFETY SIGN MEANING 

SYMBOL SAFETY CONTRAST   

Black Yellow Black 

 

Flammable risk 

Black Yellow Black 

 

Risk of 

explosion  

 

 
DANGER 

FORK LIFTS 



7 

 

 

 

Hazard signs not included in the R.D. and commonly used on site. 
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2. Prohibition signs 
 

They will be round. Black pictogram on white background, red borders and band. 

 

 

 

Prohibition signs: They will be round. The pictogram must be black with a white 

background, borders and band (45º diagonally downwards from left to right). Red must 

cover at least 35% of the sign surface. 

 

COLOUR SAFETY SIGN MEANING 

SYMBOL SAFETY CONTRAST   

Black Red White 

 

 

No smoking  

Black Red White 

 

No access for 

pedestrians 

 

DO NOT     
ENTER 
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Prohibition signs not included in the R.D. and frequently used on site. 

 

 

 

 

      No smoking                              No naked lights                    No access for pedestrians             Do not extinguish with water 

      Strictly no admittance                           Not drinking water                          No fork lifts                                     Do not touch 
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3. Mandatory signs 
 

They must be round. White pictogram on blue background. 

 

 

Mandatory signs: They must be round. The pictogram must be white on blue 

background with white contrast. 

 

COLOUR SAFETY  SIGN MEANING 

SYMBOL SAFETY CONTRAST   

White  Blue White 

 

Head protection 

must be worn 

White  Blue White 

 

Foot protection 

must be worn 

 

HEAD 
PROTECTION 

MUST BE  
WORNWORN 
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Mandatory signs not included in the R.D. and frequently used on site. 

 

 

4. Safety equipment signs 

They must be rectangular or square. The pictogram must be white on a green 

background (green must cover at least 50% of the sign surface). 

Safety or emergency signs must be rectangular or square. White pictogram on green 

background. 

 

 

 

This First Aid sign is prohibited in some countries because of religious symbols and is 

replaced by a Red Crescent or Red Diamond 

FIRST AID 
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The red diamond sign is used for first aid purposes in countries such as: 

- Arab countries (Arabian Peninsula) 

- Arab countries outside Arabia  

- Muslim non-Arab countries  

- Countries with a significant Muslim minority  

 

ARAB COUNTRIES (ARABIAN PENINSULA) 

                              ARAB COUNTRIES OUTSIDE ARABIA   

                              MUSLIM NON-ARAB COUNTRIES 

                 COUNTRIES WITH A SIGNIFICANT MUSLIM MINORITY 
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COLOUR SAFETY SIGN MEANING 

SYMBOL SAFETY CONTRAST   

White  Green  White 

 

Escape route  

White  Green White 

 

Stretcher   

 

 

 

 

These panels may be luminescent when located in places where the sign is 

difficult to see. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Direction /  Escape route 

Emergency telephone 

Direction of escape route 

     First aid              Stretcher        Emergency       Eye wash station 
                                                          shower    
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5. Fire equipment signs 

They must be rectangular or square. The pictograms will be white on a red background 

(Red must cover at least 50% of the sign surface). 

 

These panels may be luminescent or photo luminescent when located in places 

where the sign is difficult to see. 

 

LIGHT SIGNALS 
 

There are certain operations in which information is displayed by a light signal, for 

example, moving machinery may have a flashing, rotating, amber light. 

Characteristics and requirements of light signals 
 

The light must cause an appropriate luminous contrast with its surroundings, in 

accordance with the terms of use laid down. It must be clearly visible without 

dazzling others. 

 

The luminous surface transmitting the signal must be a uniform colour or have a 

pictogram on a certain background.  

 

 

     Fire hose reel                                   Fire ladder                              Fire extinguisher                  Fire telephone 

Direction to be followed in case of emergency 
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If a device can give off a continuous and flashing signal, the flashing signal will be used 

to indicate, with respect to the continuous signal, a higher degree of danger or greater 

urgency of the action required. 

 

Two luminous signals cannot be used at the same time in order to avoid 

confusion, nor shall a luminous signal near another one give off only a slightly 

different luminous signal. 

 

When a flashing luminous signal is used, the duration and frequency of the flashes 

must allow the correct identification of the message, avoiding it being perceived as 

continuous or confused with other light signals. 

 

Light signal devices for use in the event of serious danger shall subject to special 

maintenance or be fitted with an auxiliary lamp. 

 

ACOUSTIC SIGNALS 

 

Acoustic signals are caught by the ear. They are emitted by appropriate 

devices, without the intervention of the human voice. They may be encoded type 

sounds. This type of signage is infrequent and requires special training for the 

worker. 

Characteristics and requirements of acoustic signals 
 

The acoustic signal must have a noise level higher than the level of ambient noise so 

that it is clearly audible, without being too annoying. An acoustic signal should not be 

used when the ambient noise is too intense. 

The tone of the acoustic signal, or in the case of intermittent signals, the 

duration, interval and grouping of the signals must allow their correct identification 

and clear distinction with regard to other acoustic signals or ambient noise. Two 

acoustic signals should not be used simultaneously. 

 

If a device can emit acoustic signals with a variable or intermittent tone or 

intensity, or with a continuous tone or intensity, the former shall be used to 
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indicate, as opposed to the latter, a higher danger level or a more urgent need of 

action required.  

The sound of an evacuation signal shall be continuous. 

OLFACTORY SIGNALS  
 

They use smells that convey some kind of information. They imply the need for 

adequate training of the worker. The main setback is that an olfactory signal may 

be disguised by the environment. Gaseous fuels for domestic use are odorized to 

identify the presence of leaks. 

TACTILE SIGNAGE 
 

These signs are perceived by touch, our hands being the most sensitive to these 

signs. This type of signage is not very frequent (for example, making the controls of a 

machine rougher makes them more difficult to use). 

 

CHOICE OF SIGNAGE TYPE 
 

The choice of the type of sign, as well as the number and location of the signs or 

signage devices to be used in each case will be done so the signage is as efficient as 

possible, taking into account: 

• The characteristics of the signage. 

• The risks, items or circumstances that are to be indicated. 

• The size of the area to be covered. 

• The number of workers affected. 

Risk of falls, collisions and blows 
 

For signage of uneven levels, obstacles or other elements that pose a risk of fall, 

collision or blow, either the corresponding panel described above or a safety 

colour may be chosen, with equal efficiency, or both may be used 

complementarily.  

 

The delimitation of those work premise areas to which the worker has access, where 
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risks of people falling, falling objects, collisions or blows exist, shall be done using a 

safety colour.  

 

The colour-coded signage referred to in the two previous paragraphs shall consist of 

alternating yellow and black stripes. The strips must have an approximate angle of 45º 

and similar dimensions to the model below. 

 

 

 

Hand signals  
 

A hand signal must be precise, simple, easy to make and understand, and clearly 

distinguishable from any other hand signal.  

 

The use of both arms at the same time shall be one in a symmetrical manner and for a 

single hand signal.  

 

The hand signals used, with regard to the characteristics listed above, may vary or be 

more detailed, provided that their meaning and understanding are at least equivalent.  

 

The signaller must be able to visually follow the manoeuvres without running any 

danger.  

 

The signaller must be exclusively in charge of directing operations and the 

safety of workers in the vicinity. 

 

The operator shall suspend the manoeuvre being performed to request new instructions 

when the orders received cannot be carried out with the necessary safety 

guarantees. 
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The signaller must be easily recognizable by the operator. 

The signaller shall wear one or more appropriate identification elements such as a 

jacket, sleeves, armband, or helmet and, when necessary, auxiliary devices. The 

identification elements mentioned must be brightly coloured, and, if possible, 

the same for all the elements, and used exclusively by the signaller. 

 

 A) General gestures  

Meaning Description Illustration 

 

Beginning: 

Warning  

Take command 

Both arms extended 

horizontally with palms 

forward. 

 

Stop: 

Interruption  

End of the movement 

 

Right arm extended upwards, 

palm forward. 

 

End of operations Both hands together at the 

height of the chest 

 
 

 

 

 

 B) Vertical movements  

Meaning Description Illustration 

Hoist 

 

Right arm extended upwards, 

palm forward moving slowly 

in a circle. 

 
Lower 

 

Right arm extended down, 

palm to the inside moving 

slowly in a circle. 

 
Vertical distance  Hands indicate the distance. 
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 C) Horizontal movements  

Meaning Description Illustration 

Forward  Both arms bent, palms toward the 

inside with the forearms moving 

slowly towards the body. 
 

Back 

 

Both arms bent, palms toward the 

outside with the forearms moving 

slowly away from the body. 

 
To the right: 

With respect to the 

person responsible for 

the signals. 

Right arm extended more or less 

horizontally, right palm down 

making small, slow movements 

indicating the direction. 
 

To the left:  

With respect to the 

person responsible for 

the signals. 

Left arm extended more or less 

horizontally, left palm down 

making small, slow movements 

indicating the direction.  

Horizontal distance Hands indicate the distance. 

 
 

 

 

 

 D) Danger 

 

 

Meaning Description Illustration 

Danger: 

Stop or emergency stop 

Both arms extended upwards, 

palms forward. 

 
Quick The coded gestures referring 

to the movements are done 

quickly 

 

Slowly  The coded gestures referring 

to the movements are done 

very slowly. 
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ANNEX 1 
 

Meaning of symbols 

 

Regulation EC 1272/2008 on the classification, labelling and packaging of 

substances and mixtures introduces changes to the pictograms on labels 

used for chemical products. The new hazard pictograms are diamond-

shaped. They feature a symbol in black on a white background with a red 

frame that is thick enough to be visible. One of the following warning 

words, which refer to the severity of the hazard, appears next to the hazard 

pictogram: 

 

- DANGER, for the most hazardous categories. 

- WARNING, for the less hazardous categories 

 

The new way to label pesticides has been in for since December 2010, yet 

the transition period shall remain effective until the year 2015 during which 

time the old and new classification and labelling systems may both be used. 

This means phytosanitary users may find products on the market with the 

new pictograms or the old ones. The equivalencies are shown in the table on 

the page. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Explosive  

 

Solid, liquid, doughy or gelatinous substances and preparations which, 

even in the absence of oxygen in the air, may produce an exothermic 

reaction with the quick formation of gases which, under certain test 

conditions, may detonate, deflagrate quickly or explode under the effect 

of heat, in the event of partial confinement. 
 
 

Combustive agent (O) 

 

Substances and preparations which, when in contact with other 

substances, especially with inflammable substances, produce a strong 

exothermic reaction. 
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Inflammable products (F): 

Liquid substances and preparations with a low flash point. 

Easily inflammable products: 

Substances and preparations:  

 That can heat up and become inflamed in the  air room 

temperature without any added energy, or 

 Solids that can easily become inflamed after brief contact 

with a source of inflammation and continue burning or 

smouldering once said source is removed, or 

 Liquids with a very low flash point, or 

 Which when in contact with water or moist air, release 

extremely inflammable gases in hazardous quantities. 

Extremely inflammable products: 

Liquid substances and preparations with an extremely low flash 

point and a low boiling point, and gas substances and 

preparations which, at normal temperature and pressure, are 

inflammable when in contact with the air. 

 

Corrosive products (C): 

Substances and preparations which, when in contact with live 

tissues, can exercise destructive action on them. 

 

Irritants (Xi): 

Non corrosive substances and preparations which, when in brief, 

prolonged or repeated contact with the skin or mucous membranes, 

may cause an inflammatory reaction. 

Harmful products (Xn): 

Substances and preparations which, due to inhalation, ingestion or 

skin penetration, may cause acute or chronic effects and even death. 
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Toxic products (T): 
Substances and preparations which, due to inhalation, ingestion or 

skin penetration in small quantities, may cause acute or chronic 

effects and even death. 

 

Very toxic products: 
Substances and preparations which, due to inhalation, ingestion or 

skin penetration in very small quantities, may cause acute or chronic 

effects and even death. 

 

Sensitizing products: 
Substances and preparations which, due to inhalation or skin 

penetration, may cause a hypersensitivity reaction in such manner 

that later exposure to the same substance or preparation gives rise to 

characteristic negative effects. 

 

Carcinogenic products: 

Substances and preparations which, due to inhalation, ingestion or 

skin penetration, may cause cancer or increase the frequency thereof. 

 

Mutagenic products: 
Substances and preparations which, due to inhalation, ingestion or 

skin penetration, may cause hereditary genetic alterations or increase 

the frequency thereof. 

 

Hazardous for the environment (N): 

Substances and preparations that present or may present an 

immediate or future hazard to one or more components of the 

environment. 
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Pictograms as per regulation before EC 

1272/2008 

Pictograms as per Regulation EC 

1272/2008 

 
 

 
 


