The American Road Signs System, In Progress

During almost daily routines on the American road system, it is not unfamiliar for travelers to express an aversion to the slow driver or disdain towards attempts to merge out of the left-turn only lane. Other drivers’ mistakes add to our frustrations and from time to time whether we like to admit it or not, we annoy someone else. In a system that requires so much vehicle interaction, it’s impossible to prevent all these little conflicts that leave us peeved, but is it a question of incompetent drivers or the system itself? From the truck backing up on the shoulder to take the missed right turn to the almost weekly event of someone going the wrong way up my own street while cars honk and pedestrians shout, there’s something going wrong. America’s signs are not quite doing their job.

On my way to McKinney, Texas to visit a friend, I ended up adding 50 miles to my drive because I embarrassingly missed a small, inconspicuous sign in the ditch on a 60mph farm highway. The event made me an hour late and frustrated, all because I couldn’t see one skinny, green sign. I wanted to know whose fault it was: the sign’s, the city’s, the installer’s, or I dare say, mine. I’d like to think we’ve all experienced these problems due to poor signage, but our feelings are easier to identify than the problems and solutions to improving the experience of driving. For starters, lettering, the size of signs, colors, and inconsistent placement are a few out of the array of issues that make the system what it is: an ad hoc, piecemeal attempt at creating a comprehensive identification for roads. It’s a methodology that’s been in place since the invention of automobiles during the late 19th century, and one that forgets that signs belong to a holistic transportation network. 

An inclusive approach to road signs wasn’t addressed at all until well into the 20th century, slowly and in an improvised manner. Die-cut technology for the cutting of thin metal alloys that we see on roads today emerged in the 1920’s. Letters were often in all capitals because they were believed to be easier to see and certainly simpler to cut and write. Then in the 1940’s, 3M’s development of reflective sheeting in combination with new, federally approved fonts in 1935 led to the first indication of nationally consistent signs. With the popularity of driving, President Dwight D. Eisenhower proclaimed in 1956 that the Interstate System would be expanded and highway engineers needed to quickly come up with a new alphabet to go along with it.

At this point that Highway Gothic Series, the typeface we usually see on signs today, came about in what New York typographer Tobias Frere-Jones called very American, “just smash it together and get it up there.” (Yaffa) That’s exactly what appears to have happened as suburban America exploded following highway expansions while car sales surged beside it. It wasn’t until the early 1990’s that another major change in sign designs began. The Federal Highway Administration was concerned with halation, the blurring of letters when car headlights create bright glares reflecting off the metal signs. New York-based designer Don Meeker and his associates were interested in the “visual cacophony” brought about by traffic signs in his home state of Oregon. In the past, Meeker had worked with 3M on reflective sign materials and approached them once more with an idea to integrate the two ideas by starting research on a new font face for the country’s roads. By studying long distance visibility, nighttime vision, clarity for the aging population, and sign sizes, Meeker contrived a new typeface for American highway signs, Clearview.

This fresh typeface’s success comes from research showing use of upper and lower case, short descenders, more interior space and a tall x-height improve clarity. The adjustments in shape allowed Clearview to be seen 56 feet earlier at 6.2mph than the previous Highway Gothic Series while taking up 12% less space on each sign (Hall). One test after another showed that reducing the clutter within the interior space of letters and between them while using normally upper and lower case letters gave drivers an extra 1-2 seconds for the sign become legible. Halation at night was also severely reduced. When a driver travels between 40-70mph, an extra couple of seconds to read signs makes all the difference because that is the typical amount of time it takes someone to respond to changing information on the road. Improvement in visibility and clarity on signs during both the day and night ultimately aids the aging population with deteriorating eyesight, thus giving them the opportunity to continue driving into their senior years. Over 20 states including Pennsylvania and Texas have adopted Clearview since its interim approval in 2004 and use the typeface to gradually replace worn out signs.

Typefaces were not the only aspect of highway signs that began warranting research at the end of the first century of motor vehicles. The 2004 Standard Highway Signs book, written for use with the 2003 Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) from the Federal Highway Administration, describes in detail guidelines for sign dimensions, lettering styles and size, arrow use, spacing, and borders. For instance, federal research appears to have shown that wider lane widths on signs of five inches and at least twelve inches of space between route shields and arrowheads both better meet the needs of older drivers. As a result these accommodations are implemented onto new diagrammatic highway signs across the United States as old ones wear out. It appears as if “smashing it together” is no longer viable in twenty-first century wayfinding and sign systems. Graphic layouts and typefaces have been addressed through studies and experiments, placed into the public gradually but surely as old signs wear out or their information becomes obsolete. This shift is most prominent in busy urban settings like Dallas-Ft. Worth International Airport, an early adopter of the system. As a result, the airport’s guiding signs are clear and to the point, alleviating part of the stress people endure trying to find and drive to their gates.

The average driver probably would not put much thought into the contrast, shapes, and pigments that inform him or her on each trip like the color organization system. According to the MUTCD, regulatory signs like stop and speed are produced in red, black, and white. Likewise, warning signs are fluorescent yellow, green for guidance, blue is for information, and brown for recreational or cultural interest. Choices are made based highly on contrast because it increases visibility for all age groups at any time of the day. Shapes and saturation also play roles; for example, stop signs are the only sign shaped as an octagon, and triangular or diamond shapes are uniquely for dangerous situations like yielding. And then with red as the highest saturated color, stop and yield signs become some of the most easily viewable and take prominence over others. Similarly, bright yellow warning signs maintain high contrast with or without daylight. Decisions in pigments and form develop a hierarchy of information, something that deems one piece more significant than another. There’s no question that at least some thought has been placed into this guidance system of colors and shapes that direct our travel behaviors, but how well does it work when we continue putting one sign next to the other? The fast-paced culture of the United States certainly doesn’t leave much time for editing or simplicity; a system without enough thought and succinctness behind it ultimately confuses some drivers or makes them apathetic toward the information being presented. Such indifference has plagued motorists for decades.

As far back as 1922, New York Times writer Frederick Russell was publishing an editorial subtitled “Too Many Warnings Defeat Object of Safety – More Scientific Care Urged”. Next to an image of the latest Hudson Super-Six Coupe, Russell discussed how when speaking of road warning signs, “familiarity breeds contempt.” He spoke of the clutter we’ve known for ages now by illustrating an acquaintance’s experience. The motorist passed many warning signs on a steep mountain road and did not find any turns more precarious than the last even though signs were posted at each. By the time he reached the fifth warning sign, the man was expecting a similar curve and found himself instead facing a much more life-threatening one. (Russell) Even today the concept of sign conditioning applies but has not yet been fixed. Roadsides remain littered with warnings, guidelines, and directions when only a few tips would be necessary. Less is more, and having fewer would in turn require drivers to pay closer attention to their surroundings while maneuvering at high speeds.

Excessive signs breeding familiarity has been the subject of considerable debate worldwide. American journalist Tom Vanderbilt’s study “Traffic: Why We Drive the Way We Do” mentions a case from Israel. Researchers there discovered that drivers on familiar routes committed more traffic violations than unfamiliar ones. This speaks volumes about how familiarity both weakens attention and gives us a sense of unwarranted expectance. Quite often you will hear drivers discussing where they feel more comfortable speeding because there are less policemen. Vanderbilt states “the system that makes us more aware of [dangerous places] is actually the safer one,” and countries worldwide are beginning to see less signs as a way to make drivers more mindful. In early 2008, Bohmte, a small German town, stripped its main street of all road signs and stoplights and replaced them with red brick pavement. Truck driver Uwe Muther said “the kind of pavement here and the lack of street signs mean everybody has to be considerate of everyone else.” (NPR) In other words, regulatory signs that had previously treated vehicles as dominant over bicyclists or pedestrians were taken away and drivers were simply notified to be cautious. The event placed common sense and courtesy in high regards, and it seems to have worked well according to the business owners on the street. Main opposition was over fiscal spending rather than the concept itself. It appears as if Britain is starting to tinker with similar ideas; at the start of 2009, the Automobile Association conducted surveys finding that about 77% of British motorists thought that not all traffic signs were useful. Thirty-eight percent of young drivers between 18-24 stated that there were too many signs altogether, while each older group progressively thought more so. Up to 66% of seniors agreed that there was too much clutter. Confusing clutter is thus a long-running issue worldwide, very recently gaining attention.

Consideration of the baffling nature of jumbled signs would beg inquiry as to why the MUTCD has three colors “reserved” for future use when the current organization seems to need an overhaul. In total, thirteen distinguishable colors are included in the sign system. Research has shown that colors are beneficial for memorization because they become associated with particular actions; for instance, the sight of red causes drivers to automatically realize that there is a need to stop and assess their surroundings. But, the clutter and monotony of signs has nearly overridden this concept and colors lose their value when it comes to response from drivers. The MUTCD labels fluorescent pink as a background color for incident management signs and yellow-green as pedestrian, bicycle, or school warnings; when most people are asked to identify these two color associations, they are unable. On the other hand, regulatory signs like speed and movement are shown in black and white, which appear to be less memorable to people and farther down the hierarchy of colors. Does this suggest they are meant to be less noticeable than colored signs? You might believe so when thinking about the frequency at which you are asked what the speed limit is; the question wouldn’t arise if the limit signs were less redundant and easy to ignore. Is the idea of thirteen color associations really working? The answer is both yes and no. Color is a useful way of distinguishing, however it’s been shown that most drivers are only able to remember about five of the ten currently in use because they are more often seen on the road. In this way, color memorization and the need to decrease repetitive and confusing signs seem to be in conflict. Only by studying the pieces in a holistic setting can valuable results be achieved.

In this way the, United States appears to be finally taking a hint from Great Britain where graphic designers Jock Kinnear and Margaret Calvert created a sort of corporate identity for the country in the 1960’s with a wholesale redesign and rationalization of the nation’s road signs. America has begun realizing the significance of research, typeface, spacing, color, and shape, much like these British designers did when developing diagrammatic signs oriented towards the driver. Calvert described their approach as one that would make signs “more inclusive.” (Design Museum) Pictographs and symbols are easily recognizable by many cultures when appropriately designed, and Kinnear and Calvert realized that simple intersection maps were a way to be inclusive, clear, and identifiable to drivers in Great Britain. Each graphic had a unique role to play for maintaining regularity and arbitrary decisions were minimized.

While the United States has begun realizing the value in this approach, the current system requires much revamping due to it being full of meaningless irregularities. As an example, “one-way” signs are demonstrated two different ways: by a vertically rectangular white sign pointing right and a horizontal, black bar pointing left. At first the difference might seem to help drivers identify the direction. In reality, not only are black and white signs typical and easily ignored, but also the shape is not identifiable to one-ways, either. Meanwhile, red is meant for signs describing incredibly dangerous situations, with international practice stipulating that circular graphics indicate mandatory instructions or prohibitions. For what reason is a one-way road a regulation rather than mandatory instruction? One argument could be that the direction itself is a rule and not yet a dangerous situation until the wrong turn has been made. So, the one-way sign remains another mundane, black and white instruction on the corner while red do-not-enter warnings are sometimes posted many feet back from the intersection or lost in a disarray of other signs. 
Just in case the first few warnings were missed, a wrong-way sign is frequently posted underneath the do-not-enter. By the time a driver sees the red warnings after missing the regulatory one-way, the mistake has been made and they rush to find a way to turn around. A simpler solution would be to make a more engaging one-way sign that prevents these errors in the first place, making any extra signs unnecessary. Instead, visible street markings like white dashes or yellow lines should give obvious clues for a driver that may find themselves traveling the wrong direction. Three or five signs to issue one piece of information seems rather excessive. The almost unreasoned and hodge-podge nature in much of the American system comes to light with small examples like this. Meeker states that the main issue with the mess “is that this is a type centric system and its problem needed to be solved first,” which would explain why his tackling of the typeface on regulatory signs is next on the agenda. (Meeker Interview, Nov 2009) A lack of specifications from experts that can research how drivers interact with the road and its signs leads to disorder and trivial decisions in the presentation of information. How then are decisions made when creating road signs?


This swelling of roadside instruction is not something controlled federally, but rather ordained by cities. Like the maximum height of a fence, cities decide how short, tall, many, and where when it comes to signs in their territory. As a result, what good there is in a designed sign methodology goes to waste when it’s placed behind some leafy branches or ten feet above the stoplight in a city lacking maintenance. The one-way sign at my street corner doesn’t serve properly when it’s tucked into the far, shady corner that a driver turning right wouldn’t bother to scan. Drivers need to anticipate where they look for all vehicle information so they might concentrate on the environment itself rather than struggling to locate street signs at the last possible second. Steady placement has been successfully implemented onto overhead railings on interstates so they are easily visible to drivers that are already looking ahead while traveling high speeds. Some cities have also implemented clear arrow markings on the street pavement that give drivers advanced notice of the direction the lane will travel at the next stop, allowing plenty of time for lane changes. Both of these forms of display are effective because when traveling forward, that’s where people tend to look. Roadside signs should be a last resort and expected more in slower environments where checking to the sides is frequent and affordable. Essentially, American signs demonstrate a lack of simplicity and control over the presentation of the system.


Developing such a unified system is a matter of time, money, effort, politics, and good design. Obtaining signs that are evident and useful comes down to three simple rules lied out by the Global Road Safety Partnership. “First, the sign must be seen early enough by position, size, and contrast against the environment. Second, it must be recognized. Third, the message or indications provided need to be read and understood.” (GRSP) Such guidelines are short and concise, much like road signs should be. They take into consideration the visibility and placement of signs within an environment as well as the typeface and graphics. It may be time that the MUTCD puts forward a few federal guidelines in visibility and presentation within city streets now that they’ve gotten a good start with research for Clearview and reflective metal. Motorists shouldn’t be forced to look in five different areas of the road to acquire the details they need because a city hired a construction worker to do an information designer’s job. 


It seems small steps are being taken as Meeker, now a strong name in vehicle transportation, is developing a new approach to regulatory signs where “Recognition is key to guidance. [The driver] is looking for Chestnut Street and that mixed cased word pattern matches their mental picture of the destination name.” The designer understands that “signs depend on legibility because the full message must be read and processed before one can respond” (Meeker Interview, Nov 2009). Drivers need something consistent in all aspects, including position, colors, typefaces, graphics, reflectivity, and contrast in order to have a legible sign that results in a more quickly comprehensible “word pattern matching their mental picture”. And ultimately, the only way for a corporate identity of signage to come about in America is by cities getting more cohesive direction from federally endorsed research. This isn’t to say that every place needs to appear identical and patriotic; contemporary state highway signs often have unique looks that bring a more local feel to the traveler. They supply a sense of place, but also maintain the consistent look of an American highway signpost. These signs have an identity for their states much like the national system needs singularity for the fifty United States of America. Once achieved, motorists will be able to get the information they need, trouble-free, resulting in a less chaotic and more relaxing experience.

By Corey Leamon
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