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The digital transformation that began decades ago continues to expand 

into the lives of employees and consumers. The first evidence of this 

transformation was found in everyday tangible objects, such as letters, 

newspapers and books, being converted to emails, websites and tablets. 

 

The invention and prevalence of smartphones only accelerated the 

process. Today, 85% of Americans carry a device in their pocket or 

purse[1] allowing them to access their bank accounts, send a friend 

money, board a plane, listen to music, watch movies, buy a pair of shoes 

and even obtain copies of their medical records. 

 

And now, warnings and safety instructions accompanying products are going digital as well, 

in forms such as QR codes and website links. Consumers and employees may soon be able 

to view videos and diagrams on how to properly use products and equipment just by 

opening the camera on their phone. 

 

This transformation may eventually play a key role in how fact-finders and courts determine 

what is an adequate warning or instruction, and what actions a reasonable manufacturer 

should take to warn consumers of a product's risks. 

 

Standards for Digital Warnings and Safety Information 

 

Product and equipment warnings and instructions will soon be digitized, thanks to new 

standards being drafted by organizations well-known to manufacturers and product liability 

attorneys. One such organization is the American National Standards Institute, a group of 

industry representatives, technical experts and policymakers that form committees to reach 

a consensus on various safety matters. 

 

U.S. manufacturers have followed ANSI standards for formats and layouts of product safety 

information for decades. Although not mandatory, courts have recognized these standards 

as the minimum benchmark for product manufacturers. 

 

ANSI's Z535 series of standards relates to the design, application and use of warnings, 

instructions, and other safety signs, colors, and symbols. There are currently six standards, 

addressing issues such as suggested safety colors, criteria for safety symbols, and product 

safety information that should be included in manuals, instructions and other collateral 

materials. 

 

Recently, however, ANSI has begun developing a new standard for digital and electronic 

warnings and safety information — ANSI Z535.7 — which seeks to create a bridge for 

employees and consumers between physical products and electronic media. While updates 

will not be finalized until December 2022, ANSI Z535.7's scope is expected to include video 

materials, webpages, smartphones and tablets. 

 

It also may include recommendations for virtual reality, which some studies suggest is a 

highly effective way to communicate warnings.[2] More specifically however, ANSI is likely 

to suggest the use of technologies such as QR codes — which were originally developed for 

tracking vehicles and parts in the automobile industry — placed on products to provide 
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additional safety information for users. 

 

Under this new standard, ANSI is considering a recommendation to include QR codes next 

to safety symbols and word panels on products. The codes can be scanned using a 

smartphone camera to take the user to a website with additional safety information — just 

as QR codes are used to connect customers to restaurant menus, a practice that has 

become commonplace during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Benefits of Using Electronic Media in the Workplace 

 

Using electronic media for warnings and safety instructions offers several potential 

advantages over using traditional symbols and word panels. It allows for the use of 

animation and videos to illustrate the proper use of products and safety equipment, 

potentially making instructions clearer and easier to understand. 

 

For example, consider a manufacturing plant employee who is familiar with a piece of 

equipment but has not used it in some time. Rather than finding and reviewing the entire 

operating manual, the employee traditionally would rely on posted symbols and warnings 

showing what not to do while operating the equipment. 

 

However, with a QR code on the machine, the employee can simply scan it with a 

smartphone camera and immediately be taken to a website that shows detailed information 

on how to properly use the equipment, wear safety gear, handle hazardous materials 

associated with the equipment, etc. 

 

This technology could also allow an organization to track whether employees or customers 

have scanned a QR code — potentially confirming that they have seen and are aware of 

proper use instructions, warnings and safety information, which could be invaluable in the 

event of an accident and litigation. 

 

Some companies have already started marketing the use of QR codes for warnings and 

instructions on products and equipment. Ving, a technology and safety company that 

focuses on helping organizations create a culture of safety and awareness,[3] provides its 

clients with safety instruction options from a library of safety microburst QR codes, which it 

promotes as "the next big thing in safety."[4] 

 

Ving's library includes a variety of videos, images, checklists and assessments, all of which 

can be tailored to a client's needs. According to Ving: 

Gone are the days of calling all your employees into a classroom and covering safety 

training once a month. Now employees can scan a QR code that is attached to the 

equipment they are about to use and be reassured that they are both knowledgeable 

and safe during their workday.[5] 

 

Failure to Warn and Instruct Cases and the Use of Digital Warnings 

 

Digital warnings may soon figure into consumer product liability litigation. Determining the 

adequacy of a warning or instruction is a fact-intensive process that courts are hesitant to 

deal with during the dispositive motion stage of proceedings. 

 

A jury might decide that a warning or instruction is inadequate for several reasons, 

including if a foreseeable user is illiterate or non-English speaking.[6] Digital warnings and 

instructions may provide manufacturers with another arrow in their quiver against these 



types of claims, as videos and animations showing proper use of a product are harder to 

misinterpret than statements or symbols. 

 

Although it is referred to as strict liability, many jurisdictions treat a failure-to-warn claim as 

a reasonableness question — i.e., what would a reasonable manufacturer warn of, given a 

product's risk?[7] In such situations, ANSI Z535 can be cited by the parties as evidence of 

whether product warnings are reasonable. 

 

If ANSI Z535.7 suggests using digital warnings and QR codes in the future, that may be 

evidence of what a reasonable manufacturer should do with its products. Digital warnings 

may also play a role in addressing a manufacturer's post-sale duty to warn. 

 

Many states require manufacturers to warn consumers of risks associated with a product 

that are not discovered until after the product has been sold.[8] A QR code could allow a 

manufacturer to update a product warning easily and inexpensively. The QR code on the 

product would remain the same, but the information it was linked to could be updated. 

 

Whatever ANSI decides next year, manufacturers and product developers should be 

cognizant of its recommendations, and the possibilities of digital warnings and safety 

instructions, moving forward. 
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