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Foreword 

IS0 (the International Organization for Standardization) is a worldwide federation of 
national standards bodies (IS0 member bodies). The work of developing International 
Standards is carried out through IS0 technical committees. Every member body 
interested in a subject for which a technical committee has been authorized has the 
right to be represented on that committee. International organizations, governmental 
and non-governmental, in liaison with ISO, also take part in the work. 

Draft International Standards adopted by the technical committees are circulated to 
the member bodies for approval before their acceptance as International Standards by 
the IS0 Council. 

lnterna tional Standard IS #O 3864 was developed by Technical Comm ittee lSO/TC 80, 
Safety colours and signs, and was circulated to the member bodies in November 1979. 

It has been approved by the member bodies of the following countries : 

Australia Germany, F. R. 
Austria Hungary 
Brazil Italy 
Czechoslovakia Mexico 
Denmark Netherlands 
France Norway 

Poland 
Romania 
South Africa, Rep. of 
Spain 
Switzerland 
United Kingdom 

Th e member bodies of the 
on technical grounds : 

following countries expressed disapproval of the document 

Belgium 
Chile 
Sweden 
USA 

0 International Organization for Standardization, 1984 

Printed in Switzerland 
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INTERNATIONAL STANDARD IS0 38644984 (E) 

Safety colours and safety signs 

0 Introduction 

There is a need to standardize a system of giving safety infor- 
mation which eliminates the use of words as much as possible. 
The need arises because of the increase in international trade 
and travel, and the growth of work forces lacking a common 
language. 

Education is an essential part of any system for giving safety in- 
formation. It is desirable to standardize a system for use in all 
fields of application because lack of standardization may lead to 
confusion and perhaps accidents. 

The use of safety colours and safety signs does not replace 
proper working instructions and precautionary measures. 

1 Scope and field of application 

This International Standard prescribes safety colours 
safety signs for the purposes of preventing accidents 
health hazards and meeting emergencies. 

2 Reference 

IS 0 346 1, Graphic symbols - General principles for presen ta- 
tion. 

3 Definitions 

3.1 safety colour : A colour, of special propertiesl), to 
which a safety meaning is attributed. 

3.2 safety sign : A sign which gives a general safety 
message, obtained by a combination of colour and geometric 
shape and which, by the addition of a graphic symbol or text, 
gives a particular safety message. 

3.3 supplementary sign : A sign with a text only, for use 
where necessary in conjunction with a safety sign. 

and 
and 

NOTE - It is important to note that, in most countries, safety colours 
and signs in certain fields (particularly labelling for transport of 
dangerous goods and traffic signs) are covered by statutory regulations 
which differ in some respects from those given in this International 
Standard. 

4 Purpose of safety colours and safety signs 

4.1 The purpose of safety colours and safety signs is to draw 
attention rapidly to objects and situations affecting safety and 
health. 

4.2 Safety signs shall be used only for instructions which are 
related to safety and health. 

1) Definitions related to the properties of safety colours are given in annex A. 
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5 Safety colours and contrast colours 

5.1 Safety colours 

The general meaning assigned to safety colours shall be as 
given in table 1. 

Table 1 - General meaning of safety colours 

Safety 
colour 

Red 

Meaning or objective 

Stop 
Prohibition 

Examples of use 

Stop signs 
Emergency stops 
Prohi bition signs 

Bluel) 

Yellow 

This colour is also used for fire-prevention and fire- 
fighting equipment and its location 

Mandatory action Obligation to wear 
personal protective 
equipment 

Caution, risk of danger Indications of dangers, 
(fire, explosion, radia- 
tion, toxic hazards, etc.) 
Warning for steps, low 
passages, obstacles2) 

Green Safe condition Escape routes 
Emergency exits 
Emergency showers 
First-aid and rescue 
stations 

1) Blue is considered a safety colour only if used in a circular shape. 

2) Fluorescent orange-red (see annex A, table 5) may be used in place 
of safety yellow except on safety signs. This colour is very con- 
spicuous, especially in conditions of poor natural lighting. 

5.2 Contrast colours 

If a contrast colour is required for a safety colour, it shall be as 
shown in table 2. 

Table 2 - Contrast colours 

Safety colour 
Corresponding 
contrast colour 

Red White” 

Blue White 

Yellow Black 

Green White 

The contrast colour for white shall be black and for black shall 
be white.* 

5.3 Example of use of safety colours and 
contrast colours 

The following combination of safety yellow and black may be 
used to indicate temporary or permanent risk locations such 
as : 

- locations where there is a risk of collision, falling, 
stumbling or of falling objects; 

- steps, holes in floors, etc. 

Yellow shall cover at least 50 % of the area of the sign. 

5.4 Calorimetric and photometric pioperties of 
safety colours and contrast colours 

Calorimetric and photometric properties of safety colours and 
contrast colours are given in annex A, which forms an integral 
part of this International Standard. 

6 Geometric form and meaning of safety 
signs 

Table 3 gives the general meaning of geometric forms. 

Table 3 - Geometric form and meaning 

Geometric form 

0 

Meaning 

Prohibition or 

mandatory action 

n 

Warning 

* In some countries safety yellow, in place of white, is used on prohibition signs. 

2 

Full document details: ISO 3864-1984

http://avadocuments2026.com/doc/iso-3864-1984
http://avadocuments2026.com/doc/iso-3864-1984


7 Design of graphic symbols 

IS0 38644984 (El 

8.2 Mandatory action signs 

The design of symbols should be as simple as possible and 
details not essential to understanding the safety message shall 
be omitted. 

As an illustration of the rules set out in this International Stan- 
dard, annex B gives some examples of the meaning (referent), 
the image content and the graphic symbols of some safety 
signs in common use. 

In the future, the design of new graphic symbols shall be in 
accordance with IS0 3461. 

NOTE - The graphic symbols given in annex B are examples only; 
alternative designs may be used provided the symbol complies with the 
appropriate image content. 

Background colour : blue 
Symbol or text : white 

8 Layout of safety signs 
The symbol or text shall be placed centrally on the background. 

The safety colours and contrast colours (see clause 5) and 
geometric forms (see clause 6)shall be used only in the follow- 
ing combinations to obtain the four basic types of safety signs. 

NOTE - Safety signs concerning fire prevention 
fighting equipment are still under consideration. 

8.1 Prohibition signs 

and location of fire- 

Background colour : white* 
Circular band and cross bar : red 
Symbol or text : black 

The symbol or text shall be placed centrally on the background, 
and shall not obliterate the cross bar. 

It is recommended that the colour red 
35 % of the area of the sign. 

should cover at least 

Where a symbol is not available to indicate a particular desired 
meaning, the meaning shall be obtained preferably by using the 
prohibition sign without a symbol together with a text on a sup- 

by using a text in place of a plementary ’ sig n, or alternatively 
symbol on the prohibition sign. 

The colour blue shall cover at least 50 % of the area of the sign. 

Where a symbol is not available to indicate a particular desired 
meaning, the meaning shall be obtained preferably by using the 
general mandatory action sign (see example B.2.1 in annex B) 
together with a text on a supplementary sign or alternatively by 
using a text in place of a symbol on the mandatory action sign. 

8.3 Warning signs 

Background colour : yellow 
Triangular band : black 
Symbol or text : black 

The symbol or text shall be placed centrally on the background. 

The colour yellow shall cover at least 50 % of the area of the 
srgn. 

Where a symbol is not available to indicate a particular desired 
meaning, the meaning shall be obtained preferably by using the 
general warning sign (see example B.3.1 in annex B) together 
with a text on a supplementary sign or alternatively by using a 
text in place of a symbol on the warning sign. 

In some countries safety yellow, in place of white, is used on prohibition signs. 
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