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Abstract 
Road safety barriers are a basic element of the road infrastructure aimed at im-
proving the safety of road users. Design parameters and indications for assembly 
are strictly regulated by the GDDKiA (General Directorate for National Roads and 
Motorways) guidelines in accordance with the European standards. In Poland, the 
most commonly used barriers are thin-walled metal sheet barriers, rope barriers, 
and concrete ones. The types differ in terms of technical parameters and level of 
security they provide. One of the purposes of installing road safety barriers is to 
protect road users from hitting an obstacle in the vicinity of the road, and to protect 
people around the accident from the effects of an uncontrolled vehicle leaving the 
road. The effects of a collision caused by hitting a protective road barrier depend 
mainly on the type of the barrier and the vehicle. The authors made a detailed and 
interdisciplinary analysis of data on accidents resulting from hitting a road safety 
barrier, comparing them with information available in the literature, combining 
the technical aspects of the use of barriers with a medical description of the de-
scription of typical injuries.
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1. ROAD SAFETY BARRIERS IN POLAND

Road safety barriers are a basic element of the road infrastructure aimed at im-
proving the safety of road users. Their main goal is to absorb the impact energy 
while maintaining the vehicle on the road. This protects the passengers against 
the effects of a direct impact with an object in the vicinity of the road and, at the 
same time, prevents third persons in the vicinity of the road from being injured 
by the vehicle leaving the road out of control. In Poland, the main institution 
responsible for creating guidelines on the principles of using road safety barriers 
is GDDKiA (General Directorate for National Roads and Motorways). The latest 
guidelines, formulated in January 2014 based on the PN-EN 1317 standard, are 
intended to indicate the conditions and places of installation of barriers, according 
to the following principles:
•	 necessity - construction of road safety barriers only in places necessary for 

the safety of human life, strictly defined by the guidelines[1]
•	 optimization - selecting the best technical attributes and construction rules 

that provide the best chance of survival in a road accident and minimize the 
damage [1]

This approach makes it possible to reduce the number of barriers along the 
road to the minimum. Each physical structural element may be exposed to 
impacts by vehicles. Every such collision with a physical barrier carries a non-
zero probability of a potential injury. This way, the number of accidents, the 
risk of serious injuries and of fatalities as a result of hitting a physical barrier 
can be minimized [1].

1.1  Parameters characterizing road safety barriers

The guidelines indicated by GDDKiA in order to avoid favouring the producers do 
not strictly define the shape, type and material of protective road barriers, instead, 
they provide the parameters that must be met in order to obtain approval enabling 
the product to be used in construction works.
•	 Containment level- the ability of road safety barriers to withstand an impact of 

a vehicle, which is dependent on the mass of the vehicle, the angle and speed 
of the impact. It is determined on the basis of crash tests (taking into account 
the above-mentioned variables) and presented on an ordinal scale by assigning 
it to the following classes:
	- Low:			   T1, T2, T3
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	- Average: 		  N1, N2, 
	- High:		  H1, H2, H3, L1, L2, L3
	- Very high:		 H4a, H4b, L4a, L4b [1–3]

Low containment level is permissible only for temporary barriers. The lowest con-
tainment level of permanent barriers is N1 [1].
•	 Collision severity level - a theoretical parameter that allows for a preliminary 

estimation of the severity of physical injuries or the risk of death as a result of 
injuries caused by hitting a road safety barrier. It is expressed on a nominal scale 
(levels A, B and C) taking into account 2 factors:
	- ASI (Acceleration Severity Index) – an indicator used to determine the potential 

for occupant risk at the moment of impact. Directly proportional to the risk 
of injury. Exceeding the value of 1 indicates a significant risk of injury [1,4,5].

	- THIV (Theoretical Head Impact Velocity) – a value expressed in  , al-
lowing assessment of the intensity of the impact of a person in the vehicle at 
the moment of colliding with a road safety barrier [1,6,7].

Tab. 1. Collision severity level, 

Collision severity level ASI THIV 

A 1,0

B 1,0

C ASI

Source: Wytyczne Stosowania Drogowych Barier Ochronnych na Drogach Karjowych 
              wraz z załącznikami. GDDKiA; 2014 [1]

The most desirable impact severity level is level A, which provides the highest safety. 
Level B can be used only in exceptional and justified cases. Barriers with the impact 
severity level C are unacceptable to use.

Containment level and collision severity level are values that are completely in-
dependent from each other, which enables the construction of barriers with low 
containment level, which at the same time have a high collision severity level. 
•	 Deformation of road safety barriers- characterized by 2 main parameters:

	- Standardized working width (WN)- the maximum lateral distance between any 
part of the barrier facing the traffic and the maximum dynamic position [1]
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	- Standardized dynamic deflections (DN) - maximum lateral displacement of 
any point of the barrier face from the traffic side [1]

The stiffness parameters play one of the key roles win improving safety through 
road safety barriers. Too stiff barrier causes the vehicle to bounce and return to the 
lane, which could be hazardous for other road users. On the other hand, the use 
of barriers with low stiffness gives a potential chance of hitting an object behind 
the barrier [8,9].

In order to fulfil its function, the length of a road safety barrier must exceed the minimal 
required barrier length, which is defined for every model by its producer, based on 
crash and approval tests under the conditions specified by standard PN-EN-1317 [1-3]. 
The total length of a road safety barrier can be broken down into major components: 
•	 the length of the initial terminal.
•	 the approach length- making it impossible to drive over the barrier and hit an 

obstacle or enter a danger zone.
•	 the length relative to the danger zone- equal to the length of the obstacle or a 

danger zone.
•	 the departure length- allowing to freely avoid an obstacle or a danger zone.
•	 the length of the final terminal[1]. 

Failing to meet the requirements concerning standard lengths and propor-
tions between the components may cause a partial or complete loss of the 
protective properties of the barrier in relation to both passengers and third 
parties in the danger zone. It can also pose an additional threat to people 
in the vehicle.

Required behaviour of the barrier and the vehicle in a collision
•	 restraining and changing the direction of the vehicle, avoiding breaking of the 

longitudinal elements and disintegration of the road safety barrier
•	 no penetration of the vehicle interior by elements of the road safety barrier
•	 the vehicle may go over or under the road safety barrier with not more than 

one wheel.
•	 the vehicle must not overturn, either in or after the collision [1].
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1.2  Indications concerning the places of installation of road safety barriers

GDDKiA guidelines clearly indicate the places where the installation of road safety 
barriers is required and what level of containment they need. It is determined 
on the basis of specialized algorithms and nomograms taking into account the 
computational/reliable speed (the permissible safe speed of vehicles in free traffic 
depends, inter alia, on the profiling and the number of bends, road width, road 
shoulder type) appropriate for a given type of road, projected traffic of vehicles, in-
creased risk of vehicles leaving the road, the presence of danger zones and obstacles. 
However, two specific situations, which differ significantly in design indications, 
can be distinguished: barriers at the outer edge of the road and barriers on the 
lanes dividing the road [1].

1.3  Safety road barriers at the outer edge of the road

In this case, the key elements determining the need to build a road safety barrier are 
the presence of danger zones strictly defined by the guidelines. They are defined as 
places that have a potential influence on the safety of vehicle passengers, people in the 
vicinity, and objects; at the time of a vehicle leaving the road uncontrollably. The guide-
lines divide them into two main classes determined by the more vulnerable subject: 
•	 danger zone - the area on the road or in its vicinity where there is a risk to by-

standers, regardless of the risk to the car passengers (e.g. public utility facilities)
•	 obstacle - an object on the road or in its vicinity that poses a hazard to vehicle 

passengers in the event of a collision [1]

In each situation, different barrier parameters are required, determined by calcu-
lations and nomograms taking into account, inter alia, designed speed of the road, 
the road-place level difference and the boundary distances from which the barrier 
should be set. If the ambient conditions allow, the limit distance should be at least 
3.5 meters, thus exceeding the value of the largest level of the working width of 
the barriers [1].

1.4  Road safety barriers between the lanes

The main purpose of barriers in between traffic lanes is to prevent vehicles from 
getting to the other side of them. The opposite lane of a dual carriageway is always 
a danger zone, therefore, on the lanes dividing carriageways with the design speed 
of (VObl.)  it is necessary to use road safety barriers, moreover, the dividing 
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lane may contain additional hazardous elements, in such case, barriers should be 
constructed, while taking into account the presence of the obstacle. The diverse 
architecture of the dividing lane implies a variety of barriers that can be used in this 
area. The breakdown is based on the number of frontal planes that may be involved 
in the collision. Double-sided barriers should be used mainly in the middle of the 
dividing strip, however, if this is not possible for various reasons, it is permissible to 
move them away from the axis. One-sided barriers may exist in a form with joint or 
separate impact. Barriers with a separate effect are placed at a distance greater than 
WN , a joint impact requires a spacing smaller than WN [1].

2. TYPES OF SAFETY ROAD BARRIERS USED IN POLAND

The conditions defined by the legislator, specifying the minimum construction re-
quirements that must be met by road safety barriers, allow for quite a wide possibility 
of modification with a view to improving the broadly understood effectiveness. The 
currently used construction solutions for steel road safety barriers are bar-beam 
or tension-bar structures. In Poland, road safety barriers made of thin-walled steel 
profiles joined with screws are by far the most popular [1]. The usefulness of the road 
safety barrier during a collision is determined by the legal conditions that must be 
met and a separate indicator that can be controlled by the design engineer - energy 
absorption [10, 11]. The following factors affect the energy absorption index: the 
material from which the structure is made and the geometric shape of structural 
elements. The behaviour of the structure during a collision depends, therefore, both 
on the construction material used, as well as on the geometry of the components 
and the entire structure. In order to choose a proper type of road safety barrier, the 
design engineer has to take into consideration all of the before mentioned aspects 
(containment level, collision severity level and deformation). Depending on type of 
the road, mass of the vehicle, the angle and speed of the impact, one has to choose 
type (profile) of the steel guide (A, B or W) and distance between posts, supporting 
the barrier. That procedure leads to achieving the best safety results. After selecting 
a barrier, a safety test must be conducted. Depending on the aspects, an appropriate 
type of crash test is chosen [1]. The tests are performed under particular conditions, 
which may not correspond to reality. Therefore, it is right to continue research aimed 
at improving the effectiveness of protective barriers subjected to dynamic forces. 
The industry database is rich in studies on the mechanics of thin-walled structures 
[12–18] as well as in material tests, including modelling their mechanical properties 
[17, 19, 20]. You can also find many works related to the study of layered structures 
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with different properties of individual layers [21], which are often characterized by 
high energy dissipation capacity. There are also studies of already functioning road 
safety barriers with the use of simulation and experimental methods [22–25], the 
use of analytical methods in the mechanics of vehicle collisions with energy-con-
suming barriers is not that popular. Therefore, it can be concluded that the research 
approach to the construction problem of energy-consuming protective barriers is 
still a topical task, especially due to the diverse, dynamic aspect of the forces acting 
on the structure and the inevitable progress in vehicle construction[26]. Due to 
the many design solutions and the variety of materials used in the production of 
road safety barriers (in Poland, only S235 steel is used, most likely) only a general 
description is possible, divided into 3 main groups of barriers used in Poland:
•	 concrete road safety barriers- usually solid concrete cast, barriers with the 

lowest energy absorption, the impact energy is absorbed by the horizontal dis-
placement of the barrier or a set of barriers, they indirectly retain their function 
in insulation, they do not have support posts and sharp edges, usually with a 
low level of restraint, the highest probability of rebounding the vehicle [24–26].

•	 steel safety barriers with a profile / guide - made of an open sheet metal 
profile with a cross-section resembling the letter Σ, supported by posts. These 
are barriers with indirect energy absorption, impact force is absorbed by the 
steel profile displacement, they fulfil their function after reaching the length 
critical for the system, they include support posts and sharp edges [27–30].

•	 rope safety barriers- made of 3 to 5 steel cables of low or high tension sus-
pended on support posts, barriers with relatively the highest energy absorption. 
Impact energy is absorbed by increasing cable tension and friction between 
the lines of which the rope is composed, making use of the shock-absorbing 
systems at anchor points, and breaking support poles. They include sharp 
edges, the installation cost is low [27, 28, 31]. 

The injury analysis of road accident casualties showcases a number of imperfections 
in the currently used road safety barrier constructions. The most important ones are:
•	 a motorcyclist hitting the structural elements of road safety barriers suffers 

particularly serious injuries when the victim’s body comes into contact with 
sharp edges of beams, posts and connectors,

•	 after being struck by a vehicle, a pedestrian hitting the structural elements off 
road safety barriers suffers severe injuries, as a result of contact with sharp 
edges of beams, posts and connectors [1].
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It is necessary to undertake research to develop new constructional solutions for 
energy absorbing elements of road infrastructure, in order to reduce the potential risk, 
which is often a result of imperfections in the commonly used technical solutions.

Beside listed 3 groups of barriers used in Poland there are some conceptions that 
may impact improving road safety. One of them is a smart system called AIBDiM 
(Active Intelligent Road and Bridge Barriers). The system consists of: cameras, reg-
istering moving vehicles; a steel structure filled with composite materials and tanks 
attached to the structure. The working principle is simple, cameras analyse type of 
vehicle moving in the direction of the barrier and give the information to electronic 
system, which fills the tank with proper amount of liquid. In case of an accident the 
barrier with liquid has the most potential of absorbing the impact. The prototype 
of this system may be found near Bydgoszcz, Poland. Moreover, a new solution was 
introduced in South Korea. Existing steel barriers are reinforced with barrels made 
of plastic material. The barrels, mounted that they may rotate in their own axis, are 
meant to redirect the impact, reduce the energy of the impact and allow the vehicle 
to slow down smoothly. These solutions may lead to improvement in the road safety.

3. 	STATISTICS OF ACCIDENTS CAUSED BY HITTING THE 
ROAD SAFETY BARRIERS, IN POLAND 

The analysis of the reports and statistics of the Polish Police Headquarters (Komenda 
Główna Policji – KGP) for the years 2009-2020 concerning road accidents shows 
that the number of accidents caused by hitting a road safety barrier annually stops 
at a relatively constant level, while their percentage share in relation to the total 
number of accidents is increasing [32]. 

A similar trend can also be observed in the statistics of people killed and injured 
in accidents caused by hitting a road safety barrier. In each of these cases, despite 
maintaining a relatively constant number of killed and injured, their percentage 
share in relation to the total number of accidents is increasing [32]. 

In years 2009-2020 hitting a road safety barrier oscillated between 10th and 11th 
places on the list of the most common causes of road accidents [32].
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When it comes to the road safety barrier accidents, the most common causes in the 
analysed time period were not adjusting the speed to traffic conditions, followed 
by fatigue/falling asleep and unsafe lane changing [32, 33].

Compared to other road users, motorcyclists are more likely to be seriously injured 
[34]. The probability of dying as a result of a traffic accident is 30 to 44 times greater, 
and the risk of a severe injury is 20 to 56 times greater than for passengers of other 
vehicles in relation to the distance travelled.[34–40]. In 2013-2018, in 249 accidents 
involving motorcyclists, the number of casualties was 250. This suggests that the 
victims of the accidents are mainly the riders of the vehicle, a small percentage are 
passengers. The percentage of deaths in relation to the total number of casualties 
of an accident caused by hitting a road safety barrier among the motorcyclists 
is 26%. It means that in the event of a collision with a road safety barrier, 1 in 4 
accidents ends in the death of a motorcyclist. This is due to the direct exposure of 
the rider’s body to the elements of the barrier [35]. The damage profile depends 
mainly on the type of barrier [35]. The speed and angle of approach as well as the 
use of protective clothing also have a significant influence on the risk and type of 
injuries sustained [27, 35]. In 2013-2018, in 1,521 accidents involving car passen-
gers, the number of victims was 2,161. In the group of people traveling in passenger 
vehicles, the percentage of deaths in relation to the total number of injured is 5.6%. 
The noticeable decrease in the percentage of deaths is due to the protective effect 
of the vehicle body [9, 34].

Fig. 1.  Number of accidents caused by hitting a road safety barrier, KGP data [32]
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Fig. 2.  Number of fatalities in accidents caused by hitting a road safety barrier,  
KGP data[32]

Fig. 3.  Number of casualties in accidents caused by hitting a road safety barrier,  
KGP data [32]
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4. 	FACTORS INFLUENCING THE PROBABILITY OF A VEHICLE 
COLLIDING WITH A ROAD SAFETY BARRIER AND THE 
EXTENT OF INJURIES

Vehicle type- drivers of motorbike vehicles are a group more exposed to serious 
injuries as a result of hitting the road safety barrier than those traveling by passenger 
vehicles [34, 35, 41, 42]

Barrier type- for users of passenger vehicles, a collision with a rope safety barrier 
increases the chances of sustaining only minor injuries in relation to a collision 
with a concrete barrier or one consisting of thin-walled metal profiles. The greatest 
likelihood of sustaining a major injury has colliding with a concrete barrier [28, 31, 
43, 44]. The reverse relationship occurs in the group of motorcyclists [45]

Vehicle speed- directly proportional to the increase of the risk of a severe injury. 
This is due to the kinetic energy growing with the speed increase [31, 46–48] 

Angle of impact- influencing the value and direction of the resultant force, as well 
as the fraction of kinetic energy used to deform the barrier and the vehicle body, 
consistent with the distribution of the vehicle’s energy grid [8, 9, 45, 46, 49]

Use of seat belts/helmets- using them significantly increases the chances of reducing 
damage caused by hitting a barrier [29, 31, 41, 50–52]

Road profile- the increase in the probability of serious injuries sustained as  
a result of hitting a barrier on a curved section of the road is explained by a greater 
collision angle and the danger of the vehicle going over the barrier in these places 
due to centrifugal force [8, 31, 46]

Behaviour of the vehicle after impact- overturning the vehicle or crossing into an 
adjacent lane greatly increases the risk of a serious injury, in addition, in such a case 
there is a risk of other road users hitting the vehicle, which significantly increases 
the risk of serious injuries [8, 28, 31, 41]

Alcohol / drugs / medications- depending on the substance and its dose, the use 
may translate into a greater tendency to risky behaviour on the road, slower reaction 
time or weaken one’s concentration, which directly increases the risk of sustaining 
a severe injury [8, 50, 53–56]
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Time of day- statistical analyses indicate a higher probability of serious injuries 
sustained as a result of an incident involving a road safety barrier when the incident 
occurs at night. The probable explanation is the limited visibility, which directly 
affects the reaction time. One more factor could be reduced traffic in comparison 
to the daytime, which encourages drivers to develop higher speeds [29, 31]

Day of the week- a trend of more fatal accidents during weekends can be observed 
due to recreational and “weekend” vehicle use, which directly translates into less 
experienced driving [29, 41]

Road conditions- road conditions commonly considered to be difficult, e.g. rain, 
snow, fog, wet or icy road reduce the risk of serious injuries caused by running into 
a protective road barrier. This is explained by the fact that drivers adjust the speed 
to the driving conditions and  are generally more focused [28, 31]

Type of bodywork- drivers of large pick-ups and larger vehicles are the least likely 
to sustain serious injuries after colliding with a road safety barrier, while motorcycle 
drivers are the most vulnerable [28, 57]

Gender, age, driving experience, predisposition to take risky actions [27, 29, 31, 51]

5. CONCLUSIONS

Improving the safety of road users in the face of an increasing number of motor 
vehicles is extremely important. Road safety barriers, as one of the basic permanent 
safety elements, are one of the key tools to achieve this goal. Further research is 
necessary to develop solutions that will improve the protective properties of barriers. 
It is particularly important to adapt road safety barriers in such a way that they 
provide greater protection to motorcyclists. It is possible to achieve such a result, 
for example, by the use of specialized energy-absorbing overlays on structural 
elements of barriers. One should remember about the necessity to systematically 
raise social awareness in the field of road safety. The problem of road safety is  
a complex problem that requires comprehensive solutions, possible only through 
the interdisciplinary cooperation of designers and medical professionals. This 
approach allows, through a detailed indication of injuries and showing the most 
dangerous elements for individual road users, the elimination of these elements 
by modifying the structure of road safety barriers. It is possible only when the 
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medical documentation of the accident victims is analysed and compiled with the 
reconstruction of the course of the event. It is also necessary to conduct extensive 
retrospective studies of data describing the circumstances of accidents involving 
road safety barriers, which will enable precise understanding of the risk factors for 
the occurrence of an event. 
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