
Putting Research into Practice: Motorists 
Value Advance Rest Area Signage 
What Was the Need?
In Minnesota, lane departures and run-off-road crashes 
are the most common accident types resulting in fatalities 
and serious injuries. Driver drowsiness leads to many of 
these crashes. Nationally, 1,550 deaths and 71,000 injuries 
per year have been conservatively attributed to drowsy 
driving, leading to $12.5 billion in monetary losses each 
year. Studies in California, Michigan and Minnesota have 
credited rest areas as effective in reducing the number of 
drowsy driving crashes. 

Safety rest areas in MnDOT’s system have been built over 
time and do not offer uniform amenities, products and 
services. Features may include gift shops, lottery and event 
ticket sales, food and beverages, and children’s play areas. 
A five-state study of rest area amenities in 2009 suggested 
that drivers believe signage about rest area features may 
encourage use.

In recent years, various MnDOT studies have explored the 
use, optimal placement and design of signage that may 
boost rest area use. Advance signs of amenities at upcom-
ing rest areas can encourage drivers to pull off the road, use the rest area and take a 
driving break, which can improve safe driving behavior. 

What Was Our Goal?
Implementation funding allowed MnDOT to create new signs indicating amenities at 
rest areas ahead, install the signs, gather information on driver experience of the signs 
and develop potential improvements to advance signage for safety rest areas. 

What Did We Implement?
The MnDOT safety rest area program reviewed potential sign designs and developed 
implementable signage. The project funded creation and installation of advance safety 
rest area signage, as well as evaluation of rest area use and an electronic survey of rest 
area users about the sign features they found useful and the impact of advance, 
amenities-focused signage on rest area use. 

How Did We Do It?
Initial research and implementation funding explored the use of symbols to indicate 
amenities and found that the time, effort and expense involved in the federal process for 
design and approval of symbol designs were prohibitive. 

MnDOT’s rest area implementation team chose, instead, to use text to describe ameni-
ties at upcoming rest areas. Based on a study of sign messaging design and effective text 
lengths, investigators chose up to three lines of text with uniform language for specific 
amenities.

The project funded the manufacture of 36 signs that were installed in July 2015 in 
advance of safety rest areas on Interstate 35 (I-35) and I-94, and the Brainerd Lakes Area 
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This decal sign with a QR code 
invited rest area users to take a 
survey about advance rest area 

amenity signage.

This project funded 

the manufacture and 

installation of advance rest 

area signage that includes 

three-line listings of 

amenities at rest areas. 

In a survey of motorists, 

33 percent had seen the 

signs and 29 percent were 

not sure if they had. Of 

these groups, 61 percent 

described the advance 

signage as useful. 
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Welcome Center on State Highway 371. Signs were erected at locations within 2 miles 
of the rest area exit ramp.

In November 2015 the implementation team began surveying users of 21 rest areas with 
advance amenity signage and tracking responses with an electronic survey. Rest area 
users accessed the survey via QR code from glass panel decals, stand signs and flyers. 
Survey responses were delivered via phone, text message or web interface. The survey 
featured eight questions about sign visibility and impact on rest area use decision- 
making, and concluded in February 2018.   

What Was the Impact?
Analysis in May 2018 described findings from 947 survey responses. Among respon-
dents, 33 percent indicated they saw the signs before taking the rest area exit, and 
another 29 percent indicated they were not sure if they had seen the signs. Of these 
two groups, 27 percent indicated signs affected the decision to stop, and 61 percent 
described the signs as helpful. 

Little variance was found in responses from those that stopped at I-35 rest areas or I-94 
rest areas. While 26 percent of Metro District area respondents reported seeing the 
advance signs, 34 percent of respondents from Districts 1, 3, 4 and 6 reported seeing the 
signs. Drivers that passed more than one advance sign showed a somewhat greater likeli-
hood of considering the signs helpful, but were no more likely to recall seeing signs or 
to identify signage as affecting decisions to stop. 

What’s Next?
MnDOT would like to identify which amenities prove most appealing and most likely 
to encourage rest area use; the survey did not inquire about which amenities drivers 
thought were most likely to make them stop. As MnDOT rebuilds rest areas, it will add 
more amenities, and the safety rest area program is seeking funding to deploy advance 
signage on amenities for these remodeled stops. In the meantime, survey questions have 
been modified and survey responses from rest area users will continue to be collected.

This Implementation Summary pertains to the 2018 research project “Safety Rest Area Advance 
Signing Enhancements Phase 2 Design.” The project included a customer service feedback survey, 
a summary of which is available at http://mndot.gov/research/reports/2019/201915A.pdf.

Rest area management teams installed signage like these on westbound I-94 in advance of the  
St. Croix safety rest area, alerting drivers to amenities featured at the upcoming rest stop. 

“No other states have 
installed advance rest area 
signage that indicated 
amenities available at an 
upcoming rest area. We 
believe this helps us in 
trying cost-effective ways 
to get people off the road 
for breaks.”

—Robert Williams,
Safety Rest Area 
Program Manager, 
MnDOT Office of Project 
Management and 
Technical Support
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