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Introduction

Roadside signage is more than just a way to inform drivers; it is a critical component of highway safety, navigation,

and visual harmony. The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) has

developed a comprehensive set of guidelines that help planners, designers, and engineers create signs that are

clear, durable, and compliant with federal and state regulations. Whether you are a seasoned traffic engineer or a

municipal planner taking your first steps into highway design, this guide will walk you through every essential

element of AASHTO roadside design, from material selection to placement strategy, while keeping you grounded in

real �world applications.

Understanding AASHTO Standards

AASHTO’s guidelines are organized into a series of manuals and technical reports that cover everything from sign 

dimensions to lighting and reflective coatings. The most widely referenced documents include the AASHTO 

Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) , the Roadway Lighting Manual, and the Highway 

Design Manual. These resources establish the legal framework for sign geometry, color, font, and placement,

ensuring that signs are universally recognizable regardless of the driver’s location or time of day. By adhering to

AASHTO standards, designers can guarantee that their signage not only meets safety criteria but also aligns with

federal funding eligibility and interstate consistency.

Key Design Principles for Roadside Signage

•  Visibility: Signs must be seen from a safe distance, allowing drivers enough time to react. This involves 

selecting appropriate size, placement, and contrast.

•  Legibility: Text and symbols should be easily readable at high speeds and across various lighting conditions.

•  Durability: Materials must withstand weather extremes, vibration, and vandalism.

•  Consistency: Uniform design across regions reduces driver confusion and enhances compliance.

•  Integration: Signs should complement surrounding infrastructure and landscaping to avoid visual clutter.

Choosing the Right Materials

•  Aluminum: Lightweight, corrosion �resistant, and cost �effective for most applications. Aluminum signs are ideal 

for highways with moderate traffic volumes.

•  Steel: Offers greater strength for high �impact environments such as major interchanges. Steel signs are 

typically coated with zinc or epoxy to prevent rust.

•  Composite Panels: Combine a lightweight core with a durable outer layer, ideal for signage in areas with high 

temperature fluctuations.

•  Reflective Coatings: AASHTO recommends using high �intensity reflective materials on the sign surface to 

enhance nighttime visibility.

Color and Contrast Guidelines

AASHTO specifies a strict color palette to ensure that signs are instantly recognizable. The most common colors

include:



•  White: Used for regulatory and informational signs.

•  Yellow: Reserved for warning signs to attract immediate attention.

•  Red: Employed for stop, yield, and prohibitive signs.

•  Blue: Indicates service and informational signage.

Contrast ratios should meet or exceed the minimum standards set by the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control

Devices. For example, a black text on a white background provides the highest contrast, ensuring readability even

in adverse weather.

Font Selection and Legibility

The MUTCD endorses the FHWA Highway Standard Font(also known as the Highway Gothic typeface) for all

road signs. This font is designed for rapid recognition at a glance. When custom fonts are necessary, designers

must ensure that the chosen typeface meets the same legibility criteria—clear letterforms, adequate spacing, and

avoidance of decorative elements that could obscure meaning.

Placement and Height Considerations

1.  Horizontal Placement: Signs should be positioned on the right side of the roadway for left �hand traffic states 

and on the left side for right �hand traffic states, maintaining consistency with driver expectations.

2.  Vertical Placement: The top edge of a sign should be at least 8 feet (2.4 meters) above the road surface for 

standard highway signs, with adjustments for local regulations.

3.  Distance from Curves: AASHTO recommends a minimum clearance of 200 feet (61 meters) before a sign is 

placed on a curve, allowing drivers to process information before the road geometry changes.

4.  Proximity to Intersections: Warning signs should be placed at least 1,000 feet (305 meters) before a major 

intersection, while regulatory signs can be closer, typically 100–200 feet (30–61 meters).

Reflective vs. Non �Reflective Signage

Reflective signs use a micro �prismatic coating that captures light from vehicle headlights and redirects it back to the

driver, significantly improving nighttime visibility. AASHTO recommends reflective coatings on all signage in areas

with high night traffic or limited street lighting. Non �reflective signs, such as those made from matte materials, are

suitable for regions with ample ambient lighting or where glare could become an issue.

Integrating Signage with Roadside Landscaping

Effective roadside design balances functional signage with aesthetic considerations. Strategically placing signs

near vegetation lines, guardrails, or lighting posts can reduce visual clutter while maintaining clarity. Additionally,

using green buffer zones—areas of low �lying plants—around signage can soften the visual impact and improve

overall roadway aesthetics.

Maintenance and Longevity

Regular inspection is essential to preserve sign integrity and safety. AASHTO recommends a maintenance

schedule that includes:

•  Visual checks: Inspect for paint peeling, reflective coating degradation, or damage from debris.

•  Functional checks: Verify that all lettering and symbols remain legible and that mounting hardware is secure.

•  Cleaning: Remove dirt, bird droppings, and other contaminants that can obscure visibility.

•  Replacement: Replace signs that fail to meet the minimum visibility standards or show signs of structural 

compromise.

Cost Management and Budgeting

Budget constraints often influence material choice, sign quantity, and installation methods. Here are some



cost �saving strategies that do not compromise safety:

•  Use aluminum for low �impact areas and reserve steel for high �traffic or high �vibration zones.

•  Implement modular sign systems that allow for easy updates and replacements.

•  Leverage economies of scale by ordering signs in bulk from certified manufacturers.

•  Schedule maintenance during off �peak traffic hours to reduce labor costs and traffic disruptions.

Case Studies

•  Case 1: Interstate 95 Corridor – A comprehensive retrofit project that replaced aging reflective signs with 

high �intensity, aluminum panels, resulting in a 15% reduction in nighttime accidents.

•  Case 2: Rural County Road 12 – Utilized low �profile, non �reflective signage combined with strategic vegetation 

buffers, maintaining safety while preserving the rural aesthetic.

•  Case 3: Urban Expressway 7 – Integrated LED lighting with reflective coatings on all signs, improving visibility 

during heavy fog and nighttime peak hours.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

•  Over �crowding the roadway: Avoid placing too many signs in close proximity, which can overwhelm drivers and 

reduce legibility.

•  Ignoring local regulations: Always cross �check AASHTO standards with state and local ordinances to ensure 

compliance.

•  Neglecting maintenance: Failure to perform regular inspections can lead to premature sign failure and 

increased safety risks.

•  Using inappropriate materials: Selecting a material that cannot withstand the local climate can result in costly 

replacements.

Conclusion

Designing roadside signage that meets AASHTO standards is both an art and a science. By focusing on visibility,

legibility, durability, and aesthetic integration, designers can create a roadway environment that is safe, efficient,

and visually harmonious. Whether you are updating an existing corridor or planning a new highway, this guide

provides the foundational knowledge and practical insights needed to deliver signage that stands the test of time

and traffic volume. Remember, the ultimate goal is to support drivers in making quick, informed decisions—every

sign, every material choice, and every placement decision plays a role in that mission.
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