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Effective Product Safety Labels

Your Guide to Symbols
BY GEOFFREY PECKHAM

Designing effective product safety labels that can help to prevent injuries and
save lives is a complex task. This month, we'll focus on one of the key elements to

consider: symbols.

ne of the most fundamental building blocks in
O designing an effective safety label may surprise you.

It’s not your text, format, or signal words (although
these are all key elements). With the understanding that it’s
imperative for product manufacturers to communicate safety
information about residual risks efficiently and effectively, and
to do so in a global marketplace, it’s the symbols you place on
your safety labels that have become increasingly significant.

HOW SYMBOLS ACHIEVE BASIC
COMMUNICATION GOALS

When it comes to protecting your product’s users (and those
that might install, service or dispose of your product), there
are two basic things that your product safety labels must
typically communicate:

1. A description of what the hazard is (which often includes
describing its seriousness and the consequence of
interacting with it) and

2. How to avoid the hazard.

1 In Compliance April 2014  www.incompliancemag.com

Using well-designed symbols on your labels allows you to
visually communicate one or both parts of this information
across language barriers.

THE IMPORTANCE OF VISUAL
PERCEPTION

Yet, the primary reason to use symbols is more interesting
than overcoming language barriers. Scientific research has
shown that the human brain processes images far more
efficiently than it processes text. The fact is, we perceive the
world primarily through our sense of sight. It’s been well
established that over 70% of everything we learn is learned
visually. The limbic portion of our brain includes the visual
system; this is our sense of sight. Even more importantly for
our discussion here with regards to product warnings, it’s
the limbic portion of our brain that controls our emotions
and our behavior. The cerebral cortex, on the other hand,

is the part of the brain that processes spoken and written
language and it plays a far lesser role in our day-to-day
processing of information.
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The implications of this research is
profound when the goal is to design
effective warnings — warnings that
are meant to change people’s behavior
so that they make wise choices when
confronted with potential hazards.
When you think about it, the idea
that our visual sense is hardwired in

a much closer way to our behavior-
making brain function makes complete
sense. Ten thousand years ago, when
a caveman (or should we say cave
person?) saw a saber-toothed tiger
coming around the bend, a quick,
immediate action was required: hide,
run or climb a tree! It’s the visual

perception of the danger that causes

us to pay attention and react. When it
comes to a product’s safety labels, it’s
the job of the symbols to do this same
task, bringing a heightened degree of
noticeability and comprehension to the
label’s message.

LABELS IN FOCUS:
EXAMPLES OF BEST
PRACTICES

It's important to note that, to be
most effective and compliant with
best practices, the symbols you use
should come from the most up-to-

-

date standards or be drawn using the
latest standards-based illustration
techniques. Use of these symbols and
design principles should provide a
sense of uniformity that, according

to design theory, will aid in people’s
ability to comprehend a symbol’s
meaning. In other words, when it
comes to graphical symbols, don’t
reinvent the wheel if you don’t have to.
(See the November 2012 On Your Mark
column for more information on this.)

Look at Figure 1. It shows a best
practice Read Manual safety label in
English — with a clear and eye-catching
symbol. Even if your audience does

not know English, they would have an
understanding of the label’s message
because of the symbol. To better
illustrate this, see Figure 2: a safety
label in Russian, with and without a
symbol. Would the label on the left

stand out to you in the midst of all of
the other messages you encounter in a
day? Do you have any understanding
of its content? Now look at the Russian
label to its right, and consider the
difference in noticeability. Would your

attention be better drawn to this label
because it has a symbol and would you
now, at the least, understand a portion
of the label’s message?

|‘\
Read and understand
operator’s manual before
using this equipment.
Failure to follow operating
instructions could result in
death or serious injury.

No. H6161-TUWHPJ »
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Figure 1: ISO/ANSI-formatted safety label in English with a symbol.
(Design ©2014 Clarion Safety Systems. All rights reserved.)
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/N\OCTOPOXHO

JlocKOHanBHO 03HAKOMBTECH C
PYKOBOACTBOM MO 3KCnAyaTayun
ANA onepaTopa nepepg Tem, Kak
ncnonb30BaThb AaHHOe
oGopygoBaHue.

/N\OCTOPOXHO

JlocKoHanbHO 03HAKOMbTECh C
PYKOBOACTBOM NO 3KCNAyaTayun
ANA onepaTopa nepeg 1em, Kak
ncnonbL30BaTh gaHHOe
oGopynoBaHue.

HecobniogeHne MHCTPYKLUUIA NO
IKCNNyaTaumMm MOXKET NPUBECTU K
CMEPTK UNK TAMENDBIM YBEYbAM.

HecobntogeHne MHCTPyKUMIA no
3KCNNyaTaumMm MOXET NPMBECTH K
CME[JTVI WK TAXKENbiM yBE'-IbﬂM.

\_ ©Clarion clarionsafety.com No.Q101-09 » \_@Clarion Safety Systems, LLC clarionsafety.com No. Q101-09 ,

Figure 2: ISO/ANSI-formatted safety label in Russian — without a symbol (at left) and with a symbol (at right).
(Designs ©2014 Clarion Safety Systems. All rights reserved.)
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/AWARNING

Chemical hazard.
Corrosive material.

Wear protective gloves
when cleaning tank.

\_ ©Clarion Safety Systems, LLC

clarionsafety.com
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Figure 3: ANSI 2535 chemical hazard safety label with ISO-formatted symbols. (Design ©2014 Clarion Safety Systems. All rights reserved.)

LABELS, SYMBOLS, AND YOUR DUTY TO
WARN

Now that we've reviewed the role that symbols play in safety
communication, let’s look at this from the perspective

of providing a legal defense for your company should an
accident occur and your product’s safety label is challenged.
While product liability laws vary from state to state, one
principle holds true: your duty to warn revolves around your
ability to provide adequate warnings and instructions for the
safe use of your products. If you provide warnings on your
product, the court will typically grant you the assumption that
warnings would have been read and heeded by a reasonable
person. The more that you can make your warning reasonably
understandable by the widest possible audience (including
non-English speakers), the better oft your position will be

in court if you are required to defend your warnings. In

this way, adding graphical symbols to your safety labels not
only protects the user of your products, it also protects your
company. Figure 3 is an example of a best practice ISO/ANSI-
formatted safety label that uses ISO symbols to both describe
the hazard and define the avoidance procedure. If your
product needed a safety label to communicate this message,
the ISO/ANSI-formatted label will accomplish your goals

of improved product safety and reduced product liability
exposure far better than its predecessor (shown in Figure 4).

Both national and global best practices dictate that, as

the product manufacturer, you should provide warnings
on products that have residual risks. The use of graphical
symbols to help accomplish this task is highly encouraged
in many regulations and standards. Rarely, though, are the
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Figure 4: Old safety label design.

actual label design specifications defined. This means you
have options to choose from when it comes to how best to
integrate symbols and text to convey your safety message.
The next On Your Mark column will explore the layout
choices you have to combine text and symbols to best
accomplish the goal of effective safety communication.
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For more information on best practices

related to ISO symbols, watch a short, A i g i%i
educational video produced by Clarion OR=mrYON

Safety Systems.





