
Work Zone Safety 

A work zone is an area along a roadway where construction, maintenance, or utility work is 

underway that can affect the normal flow of traffic. Examples include major highway construction 

or reconstruction, maintenance activities, and work on utilities under, over or alongside the 

highway. Work zones can be stationary (a bridge widening or major pavement repair) or can 

move along the highway at a slow pace (lane striping or litter cleanup). They are typically marked 

by bright orange signs, traffic cones or drums, or by warning lights on work vehicles. 

 

Work zones can present unexpected conditions, requiring extra care and attention on the part of 

drivers. Each year U.S. work zone crashes result in more than 1,000 fatalities and 40,000 

additional injuries, mostly to motorists. Roadwork is a fact of life related to an aging highway 

system and constantly increasing traffic volumes. While nobody likes delays, drivers benefit from 

safe and well maintained roads that are adequate for the traffic they carry. 

 

Staying alert, being patient, and obeying speed limits and signs are essential to keeping work 

zones safe for motorists and highway workers. Just like you, highway workers want to return 

home safely after each day’s work. The most common crashes crashes in highway work zones are 

rear-end collisions. When approaching or driving through a work zone, drivers should watch for 

changing traffic patterns and slowing or stopped traffic. Slow down when the signs say to, keep 

plenty of braking distance between you and the car in front of you, and leave as much space as 

possible between your vehicle and traffic barriers, trucks, construction equipment, and the 

workers. 

 

The following common work zone signs are used to alert you to a work zone ahead and offer 

specific guidance to safely drive through the area. The same as for all highway signs, the diamond 

shape indicates a “warning” of a changed or unexpected condition that motorists should recognize 

and address, while the orange color signifies a work zone. 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

These signs warn of a highway work zone ahead. Drivers should be alert to 

changing traffic conditions, prepare to slow or stop, and watch for more 

specific signs and other information to guide them safely through the work 

zone. 
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This sign warns of workers in or near the roadway. 

 

 
 

This sign lets drivers know that a flagger may be stopping or slowing traffic 

ahead.  

 

 
 

 
 

Lane reduction signs on multi-lane roadways warn of a decrease in the 

number of lanes available for travel. The top sign warns that the left lane 

ahead is closed, and drivers in that lane should merge right. The bottom sign 

warns that the right lane is closed and drivers should merge left. In addition to 

these signs, word message signs such as “RIGHT LANE CLOSED AHEAD” are 

often used to provide advance warning of the need to merge. Drivers should 

allow time to merge safely and should be courteous when others attempt to 

merge.  

 

 
 

This sign indicates that travel lanes shift ahead. A similar sign with a single 

arrow is used on roadways with a single lane in each direction. Drivers should 

be prepared to steer through the changed lane path, which may also be 

narrower than normal. 

 

 
 

This sign warns of two-way traffic where travel is normally in one direction.  

 

End of work zone. Drivers should practice caution in resuming normal travel. 

 

Besides orange diamond warning signs, various other sign shapes and colors are used to provide 

information to drivers in work zones. These include reduced speed limits, information on the 

nature and duration of the work, and detour and route information signs.  
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Various electronic signs and message boards are also commonly used in work zones, such as the 

following examples: 

 

 
 

 
 

Like the lane reduction signs above, flashing or sequential arrow 

panels are used to alert drivers that the lane ahead is closed, and 

indicate the direction to merge into the adjacent open lane. 

 

 

Flashing lights in four corners of the board alert drivers to work 

activity or a potentially hazardous roadway condition ahead. This 

pattern is normally used for work being done on the shoulder or 

median of a roadway but not for a closed lane. 

 

 

Changeable message signs may give warnings about work zones, 

merges or detours ahead, or even changed speed limits that should be 

obeyed. 

 

 

 

“Channelizing devices” including cones, drums, and barricades are used to mark the path drivers 

should follow through the work zone, draw attention to potential hazards (such as an open 

manhole), and close off areas to traffic. These devices are orange or orange and white striped, and 

may be equipped with flashing or steady burn lights to further increase their visibility at 

nighttime. Typical devices are shown below. 

 

 
 

Sometimes flaggers are used to direct drivers to slow down, stop, or follow a specific path through 

a work zone. Flaggers typically wear orange or yellow-green vests, shirts or jackets and use 

stop/slow paddles or red flags to direct traffic through the work zone. Following are the standard 

signals used to direct drivers to stop or proceed with caution:  
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Sometimes a uniformed police officer is used instead of a flagger. In either case, traffic law 

requires compliance with the flagger’s or officer’s directions. 

 

While work zones can cause travel delays and potential hazards not normally encountered on the 

roadway, paying careful attention to the signs and other information provided, and following 

good safe driving practices, will enable drivers to travel through any work zone with a minimum 

of inconvenience and risk. The following “safe driving tips” are good starting points for staying 

safe in highway work zones. 
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5 Golden Rules for Safe Driving in Highway Work Zones 

Obey Posted Speed Limits 

Exceeding the speed limit by 10 mph in a typical work zone saves less than 15 seconds, but 

increases stopping distance by more than 40 feet. This difference can cost the life of a driver, a 

passenger, or a road worker. 

Follow Instructions from Flaggers 

Flaggers provide critical directions to motorists. Failure to see and obey a flagger often results in 

a very serious accident.  

Don’t Tailgate 

Vehicles must often stop or slow in work zones. You must allow adequate time and distance to 

stop safely in case the vehicle ahead brakes suddenly. 

Be Alert for Lane Closures and Shifts 

Highway work often requires closing lanes. Alert drivers watch for signs and plan ahead. This 

saves time and reduces crash risks from forced lane changes.  

Watch Out for the Unexpected 

Highway work zones are busy places, with more frequent interruptions to traffic flow. Drivers 

must be fully alert to avoid potential dangers which may pop up with little or no warning. 


