
Roundabouts
Frequently Asked Questions

What is a roundabout?
A roundabout is a circular-shaped intersection designed to increase 
safety and reduce traffic congestion at an intersection.

Are roundabouts new?
No. Modern roundabouts started being implemented in the United 
Kingdom in the late 1960s. It took several decades before modern 
roundabouts began to be installed in the U.S. Today, there are more 
than 10,000 roundabouts built in the U.S. and many state highway 
departments, counties, and cities are implementing roundabout-
related programs to bolster their success in communities. 

Why choose roundabouts at intersections?

Safety

•	 Based on research here in the U.S. over 
the past 20 years, roundabouts reduce 
fatal and injury crashes by greater than 
70%1 and injury crashes by greater than 
40% when they replace stop control and 
signalized intersections. 

•	 The slower speed and similar directions of 
travel help reduce the potential for serious 
crashes because of fewer conflict points.

Traffic management

•	 Roundabouts also reduce traffic 
congestion.

•	 Roundabouts are designed for vehicles to 
yield and travel through the roundabout 
at a slow speed with all vehicles traveling 
counterclockwise.

Economic

•	 Roundabouts are economical with less 
maintenance and energy costs compared to 
traditional signalized intersections.

Environmentally friendly

•	 Roundabouts improve air quality by reducing 
vehicle emissions via the decrease in vehicle idling 
and delay. The quantity of impervious surface 
area is decreased, compared to conventional 
intersections, resulting in less storm water runoff 
needing to be treated at the intersection.

Resiliency

•	 Roundabouts continue to operate during and after 
inclement weather since the intersection does not 
depend on electricity.

Gateways and branding

•	 The center landscaped island of roundabouts 
can be themed using vegetation, ornamental 
grasses and stones, short dry-stack walls, and 
other amenities to create a destination-type 
branding for the intersection. Some roundabouts 
in the U.S. have gone so far as to put fountains, 
sculptures, and artwork within the center island 
that are illuminated at night providing an enhanced 
aesthetic appeal.

1https://cmfclearinghouse.fhwa.dot.gov/results.php?qst=roundabout
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Why is there a negative 
perception of roundabouts?
Roundabouts are a relatively new type of 
intersection as compared to conventional 
intersection control types (traffic signals and  
stop signs).

Many motorists that are not familiar with driving 
roundabouts can feel uneasy and concerned 
that other drivers may not follow the rules at a 
roundabout. Once motorists become familiar with 
safely driving through a roundabout, they will notice 
the improved traffic flow and feel at ease.

Since roundabouts are new to our area, please 
expect a short adjustment period as motorists get 
used to driving them. Some drivers may stop at the 
yield sign or need a larger gap in traffic than others 
before they proceed to enter the roundabout – this 
reinforces the safety aspect of a roundabout. Drivers 
can take their time and enter when they feel it is safe 
to do so.

Are roundabouts more difficult 
for seniors and inexperienced 
drivers to maneuver through?
Driving a roundabout takes practice for anyone.  
One benefit for seniors and inexperienced drivers is 
that roundabouts allow drivers to proceed at their 
own pace.

If you, as a driver, do not feel comfortable entering 
the roundabout due to vehicles that are already 
circulating inside the roundabout, you can wait 
for an appropriate gap in traffic before entering 
and proceeding to your exit. Through practice and 
education, anyone can become comfortable driving 
through roundabouts.
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Safety

Are roundabouts safe for pedestrians?

Yes, roundabouts are safe for pedestrians.

In a typical roundabout, pedestrians walk on sidewalks around the perimeter of the circulatory roadway. When pedestrians need to cross 
the roadway, they cross only one direction of traffic at a time. In addition, crossing distances are relatively short and traffic speeds are 
lower than at traditional intersections. The location of crosswalks at roundabouts are away from the main travel zone which provides 
motorists with more space and time to yield to pedestrians in the crosswalk.

At conventional intersections, pedestrians are required to have a 270-degree cone of vision and are relying on drivers to obey traffic 
laws. Many of the severe and fatal crashes that occur at conventional intersections between a pedestrian and motorist are caused by 
the motorist not obeying the intersection control (running a red light, turning right on red when prohibited, not signaling their intent on a 
turning movement, and not yielding to the crosswalk area). At roundabouts, a pedestrian’s cone of vision is reduced to 30-degrees due to 
only needing to cross one direction of traffic at a time.

What about bicyclists? Is it safe for them?

Bicyclists choosing to enter the roundabout on the roadway should obey the rules of the road as a vehicle and follow the 
flow of traffic. Bicyclists using the roadway should ride near the middle of the lane to remain visible to motorists.

Another option is for bicyclists to dismount and walk their bike on the adjacent sidewalks (like pedestrians), or use the bike 
ramp and the shared use path where bike ramps and shared use paths are provided.

If roundabouts are so safe, why aren’t they used at every intersection?
Roundabouts are not appropriate everywhere. There are many factors when determining a proper location for a roundabout.

Positive indicators include, but are not 
limited to

•	 High crash rate locations

•	 High frequency of near-misses and perceived  
safety concerns

•	 Intersections with large traffic delays

•	 Complex geometry (more than four approach roads, 
for example)

•	 Frequent left-turn movements

Where a roundabout might not be the 
best solution, but can be installed after 
engineering study and validation

•	 Significant right-of-way acquisition is required to build 
the footprint

•	 Within a coordinated traffic signal network

•	 Directly adjacent to a railroad

•	 Where the ratio of traffic on the major street as 
compared to the minor street is 9:1 or greater
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What to do if...

...a large truck enters the roundabout?

Keep a safe distance behind large vehicles, they are allowed to use both lanes. Roundabouts are carefully 
designed to accommodate all vehicles safely and effectively with large turning radii such as large trucks (semis), 
tractor-trailers, emergency vehicles and buses. Roundabouts provide an area between the circulatory roadway 
and the central landscaped island, known as a truck apron, over which the rear wheels of these vehicles can 
safely track. The truck apron is typically composed of a colored and textured concrete to make it visible for 
drivers and to discourage routine use by smaller vehicles. 

...an emergency vehicle is entering a roundabout?

If you are already in the roundabout, continue driving to the next available exit, drive out of the roundabout and 
then pull over to the right side of the road and stop. This allows the emergency vehicle to safely pass.

Do not enter a roundabout when an emergency vehicle is approaching. Instead, move to the right and stop so the 
emergency vehicle can safely pass. The key is to make sure you are not an obstruction to an emergency vehicle.

...it’s my first time driving at a roundabout?

First slow down, then look for wayfinding signs. These will help guide you to the exit you want. Check to make 
sure there are no pedestrians crossing. Wait for an appropriate gap in traffic before entering. If you do not feel 
comfortable entering the roundabout, you can wait until you feel safe entering. Once you enter the roundabout, 
stay in your lane. When it’s time to exit, use your right turn signal, stay within your lane and exit.

Roundabouts are a relatively new type of intersection to the U.S. There are many people who will be using a 
roundabout for the first time. Since roundabouts are new to our area, please expect a short adjustment period as 
motorists get used to driving them.
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Design

Why are roundabouts being utilized more at 
intersections? 

When comparing roundabouts to traffic signals, 
roundabouts are favorable due to the reduction of injury 
and fatal crashes that occur. This is the reason why 
the Federal Highway Administration has encouraged 
public agencies (cities, counties, and state highway 
departments) to use roundabouts since 2008. Simply put, 
roundabouts help get our family, friends and neighbors 
home safe at night. Roundabouts may also result in 
enhanced operational performance meaning less delay 
for drivers, less maintenance cost than traditional traffic 
signals and provide aesthetic appeal to communities. 
A roundabout is typically the optimum intersection 
control solution for any intersection that is expected to 
accommodate less than 50,000 vehicles per day.

How is the size of a roundabout determined? 

Roundabout sizes vary depending on traffic volumes, 
capacity needs, intersection location/context, and the 
largest anticipated vehicle at the intersection along  
with other factors. Most modern roundabouts will have a 
diameter less than 180ft with some roundabouts, such as 
mini-roundabouts, having a diameter as small as 60ft.

Can a roundabout handle the same traffic 
volume as a signalized intersection?

Roundabouts are designed to keep traffic flowing by 
dispersing traffic across the roadway network instead of 
platooning traffic as traffic signals do. Although there are 
several dozen roundabouts in the U.S. that operate with 
greater than 50,000 vehicles per day, most intersections 
with a significant amount of traffic volume will be better 
accommodated by traffic signals due to the need for more 
than two lanes.
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Multilane

For multilane roundabouts, how do I know the proper lane for the direction I want to travel?

There are guide signs and pavement markings located prior to the entrance to multilane roundabouts that indicate the 
appropriate lane for your desired direction of travel. While some lane configurations may change from one roundabout to 
another, typical driving rules apply:

•	 If you want to make a u-turn, left-turn, or continue through the intersection you should approach and enter the 
roundabout in the left (inner) lane

•	 If you want to make a through movement or right-turn you should approach and enter the roundabout in the right  
(outer) lane

Look for the white and black regulatory signs while approaching a roundabout that provide the lane assignment for the 
intersection.

If two vehicles side-by-side approach a multilane roundabout at the same time, which motorist 
has the right-of-way?

Both vehicles have the right-of-way since there are two lanes within the roundabout.

Remember, yield to all traffic that is circulating inside the roundabout that conflicts with your entering movement and enter 
the roundabout only when there is a safe gap in traffic.

If you are approaching a roundabout at the same time as a semi-truck or other large vehicle, always yield and give way to 
the larger vehicle. Large trucks are legally allowed to occupy and overtake both lanes of a two-lane roundabout due to their 
size and turning radius. As they enter, circulate, and exit the roundabout, they may lose sight of adjacent vehicles. To stay 
safe, position your vehicle where you can see either the driver’s side or passenger side mirror of the truck. Never enter or 
remain in a truck’s blind spot while in the roundabout.
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