
THE SAFE SYSTEM APPROACH

Zero is our goal. A Safe System is how we get there.

How the Safe System Approach and Complete 

Streets Complement Each Other



DISCLAIMERS

• Except for any statutes or regulations cited, the contents of this presentation do 

not have the force and effect of law and are not meant to bind the public in any 

way. This presentation is intended only to provide information regarding existing 

requirements under the law or agency policies.

• The U.S. Government does not endorse products, manufacturers, or outside 

entities. Names/logos appear in this presentation only because they are 

considered essential to the objective of the presentation. They are included for 

informational purposes only and not intended to reflect a preference, approval, 

or endorsement of any one product or entity.

• Unless noted otherwise, FHWA is the source for all images in this presentation.



WE HAVE A NATIONAL ROADWAY SAFETY PROBLEM

3
Source: Fatality Analysis Reporting System

Fatalities of pedestrians 

and bicyclists have been 

increasing even greater

Source: US DOT



“A Complete Street is safe, and feels safe, for all users.”

References: https://highways.dot.gov/complete-streets

What is a Complete Street?

Image Source: FHWA

https://www.transportation.gov/NRSS/SafeSystem


“A guiding principle to address the safety of 

all road users. It involves a paradigm shift to 

improve safety culture, increase collaboration 

across all safety stakeholders, and refocus 

transportation system design and operation 

on anticipating human mistakes and 

lessening impact forces to reduce crash 

severity and save lives.”

References:

https://www.transportation.gov/NRSS/SafeSystem
www.transportation.gov/grants/ss4a/nofo

What is the Safe System Approach?

Image Source: FHWA

https://www.transportation.gov/NRSS/SafeSystem
https://www.transportation.gov/NRSS/SafeSystem
http://www.transportation.gov/grants/ss4a/nofo


Source: FHWA



A NEW PARADIGM

The Safe System approach aims to eliminate 
fatal and serious injuries for all road users by:

Accommodating 
human mistakes

Keeping impacts on the human 
body at tolerable levels



Safe Speeds: Vulnerable User Focus



THE 5 SAFE SYSTEM ELEMENTS CREATE REDUNDANCY

The “Swiss Cheese Model” of 
redundancy creates layers of protection

Post-
crash 
care

Safe 
roads

Safe 
speeds

Safe 
vehicles

Safe road 
users

Source: FHWA



SAFE SPEEDSSome roads are engineered to 

accommodate higher speeds …

… and others not.

The Safe System approach 
is about matching 

operating speeds to what is 
appropriate for the road 

conditions that exist. 

Source: FHWA

Source: FHWASource: FHWA



SAFE SPEED AND ROAD DESIGN

Intersection geometry with little influence on speed

Source: Fehr & Peers

Roundabout geometry influences speed

Source: City of Carmel, IN



SAFE ROADS

Safe roads are designed and operated to:

1. Prevent crashes among all users
1. Separating users

2. Keep impacts on the human body at 
tolerable levels
1. Managing kinetic energy



HOW CAN THE SAFE SYSTEM APPROACH COMPLEMENT COMPLETE 
STREETS EFFORTS?

Complete Streets implementation may apply the Safe 

System Design Hierarchy to identify safety enhancements. 

Source: FHWA



Example of Separated Bike Path Image Source: FHWA



Example of raised pedestrian crosswalk Image Source: FHWA



Example of conflict separation 

between motor vehicles and 

pedestrians using a Pedestrian 

Hybrid Beacon

Image Source: FHWA



Example of daylighting an 

intersection to improve 

visibility of people crossing 

on foot by approaching 

motorists.

Image Source: FHWA



Implementing the Safe System 

approach is our shared responsibility, 

and we all have a role.

Source: Fehr & Peers Source: Arlington County, VA Source: Fehr & Peers Source: Fehr & Peers



FHWA RESOURCES

Safe System Materials

Find more resources at: highways.dot.gov/safety/zero-deaths
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