
 

WYOMING LEGISLATIVE SERVICE OFFICE • 213 State Capitol • Cheyenne, Wyoming 82002  
TELEPHONE (307) 777-7881 • FAX (307) 777-5466 • EMAIL • lso@state.wy.us • WEBSITE http://legisweb.state.wy.us 

Issue Brief
05 IB 002 

 

  

 

Date:   January 11, 2005 

Author:   Nicole Novotny, Associate Research Analyst 

Re: Impacts of Differential Speed Limits

PURPOSE 
Investigate the impacts of differential speed limits 
with states that have implemented such policies.  

RESULTS IN BRIEF 
Overall, research relating to the effectiveness of 
differential speed limits is currently not definitive.  
A lack of consistency among states in terms of 
policy rationale and evaluation makes it difficult 
to determine how and why speed differentiation 
affects the public.  However, national studies and 
studies conducted in Virginia, Oregon, and Idaho 
provide insight into the potential outcomes 
experienced by states after implementing a 
differentiated speed limit. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
In an effort to combat the national energy crisis in 
1973, Congress passed the Emergency Highway 
Conservation Act limiting maximum speeds to 55 
mph on interstate highways.  The Surface 
Transportation and Uniform Relocation 
Assistance Act of 1987 allowed states to raise 
interstate speeds to 65 mph in rural sections.  In 
1995, the adoption of the National Highway 
System Designation Act returned speed limit 
authority to the states.  Currently, all states have a 
maximum speed limit that is between 65 mph and 
75 mph.  

According to data provided by the National 
Conference of State Legislatures, there are eleven 
states that currently have differentiated speed 
policies for rural interstate highways:  Arkansas, 
California, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, 
Montana, Ohio, Oregon, Texas, and Washington. 
(See Attachment A)  The State of Texas has also 

implemented differentiated speed limits for urban 
interstate highways and other limited access 
roads.  Furthermore, the State of Virginia once 
adopted a differentiated speed limit policy, but has 
since repealed the differentiated limit.  

The most common measure of vehicle speed is 
referred to as the "85th percentile speed."  This is 
the speed at which 85 percent of the free-flowing 
vehicles are traveling. This standard measure is 
utilized by federal and state government as a 
reference point for determining appropriate speed 
limits.  Generally, the 85th percentile encourages 
individuals to comply with speed limit laws 
simply because it appeals to 85 percent of the 
population within a calculated speed distribution 
chart.    

NATIONAL STUDIES 
In 1994, the United States Department of 
Transportation Federal Highway Administration 
wrote a technical summary entitled, "Safety 
Impacts of Different Speed Limits for Cars and 
Trucks, Final Report."  This report concluded that 
the mean speed of cars traveling on interstate 
highway systems was not affected by different 
speed limits.  However, research conducted by the 
Federal Highway Administration did find that 
states with differentiated speed limits experienced 
an 26 percent increase in car-into-truck rear-end 
accidents compared to states with uniform speed 
limits.  Conversely, states with uniform speed 
limits demonstrated higher levels of truck-into-car 
rear-end accidents (57 percent), sideswipe 
accidents (41 percent), and other vehicle 
collisions (103) percent by comparison.   
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Overall, the technical analysis of the Federal 
Highway Administration's summary showed that 
there was very little difference in accidents or 
accident severity between states with 
differentiated speed limits and states with uniform 
speed limits for interstate highway systems.   

In September 2004, the Federal Highway 
Administration conducted another, more 
comprehensive, study of differential speed limits 
and safety on rural interstate highways.  Once 
again, the results of this study did not quantify the 
effects of speed limit changes among the states 
considered.  Similar to the Portland State Study, to 
be discussed later, this analysis also determined 
that mean speed and crash rates increased from 
1991 to 2001 but changes in speed limit regulation 
did not necessarily impact safety and speed 
characteristics.  (See Attachment B) 

STATE STUDIES 
Virginia -- In 2002, the University of Virginia 
Department Center for Transportation Studies 
conducted a study entitled "The Safety Impacts of 
Differential Speed Limits on Rural Interstate 
Highways."  This study compared safety effects 
between states with uniform speed limits and 
differentiated speed limits from 1991 to 2000.  
This study demonstrated that overall mean speed, 
85th percentile speed, median speed, and crash 
rates among the ten states studied tended to 
increase over the ten year period regardless of 
speed limit differentiation or uniformity.  The 
study further suggests that the relationship 
between crashes and traffic volume cannot be 
generalized, but instead, must be studied by site or 
state. (See Attachment C) 

Oregon -- In August of 2004, the Center for 
Transportation Studies at Portland State 
University conducted a study to understand issues 
related to potential speed limit changes in the 
State of Oregon.  One area of the study focused on 
a potential change in the Oregon speed limit from 
65 mph to 70 mph for cars and 55 mph to 65 mph 
for trucks.  The results of this portion of the study 
suggest that: 

• Higher truck speeds and mass of trucks 
combine to produce more severe 
collisions; 

• The change to a 70 mph passenger car 
limit and 65 mph truck limit will likely 
result in less speed dispersion between 
cars and trucks; 

• Reducing speed dispersion for a more 
uniform traffic stream will have a positive 
effect on safety; and 

• The link between differential speed limits 
and safety is not well established—
research on the subject has not 
demonstrated any definitive evidence that 
supports the safety case for or against 
differential truck speeds.  

Idaho -- In 1998, Idaho implemented a 
differentiated speed limit that required a lower 
speed limit for certain classes of trucks operating 
on interstate highways.  Trucks with five or more 
axels and/or a weight of more than 26,000 pounds 
were required to travel at a speed 10 miles per 
hour less than that of other vehicles.   

A study conducted by the National Institute for 
Advanced Transportation Technology from 1997 
to 2000 assessed the impacts that the differential 
speed limit had upon overall highway safety in the 
State of Idaho.  The study determined that the 
speed limit change caused the following to occur: 

• Passenger car speeds increased by 0.85 
mph and 85th percentile speeds increased 
by 0.8 mph; 

• Truck speeds declined by 1.0 mph and 
85th percentile speeds declined by 2.5 
mph; 

• Speed differentials between trucks and 
passenger cars increased from 5.5 mph to 
7.4 mph; and 

• The standard deviation of vehicle 
speeds—including all vehicles—did not 
increase. 

• Crash data did not increase as a result of 
the speed limit change 

Ultimately, the study determined that "while the 
potential for a decrease in safety exists because of 
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the speed limit differential, data collected show 
that a significant change in the safety level has not 
occurred…while the crash data is limited, there is 
no evidence of an increase in crashes involving 
trucks."    

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
In 1988, the University of Virginia conducted a 
study for the AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety 
entitled "Speed Variance and its Influence on 
Accidents."  Though the study did not evaluate the 
effectiveness of differentiated speed limits, it did 
analyze the relationship between vehicular speed 
and the geometric characteristics of highways in 
traffic streams.  The study concluded that the 
design of the highway played a significant role in 
whether or not individuals obeyed the posted 
speed limit.  Furthermore, the study concluded 
that accident rates do not necessarily increase as 
average speed increases; rather, accident rates 
increase with increased speed variance.   

Another study published in 1988, "Commercial 
Motor Vehicle Speed Control Devices" sheds 
light on the issue of speed limits.  This study, 
conducted by the U.S. Department of 
Transportation National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration notes the fact that  "…Most heavy 
truck crashes do not occur on roadways where 
very high travel speeds (greater than 70 mph) are 
prevalent. More than 90 percent of combination-
unit truck crashes and 95 percent of single-unit 
truck crashes occur on roadways where the speed 
limit is less than 65 mph."   

An analysis brief published by the United States 
Department of Transportation Office of Motor 
Carrier Safety in 1999 focuses specifically on 
fatal accidents involving large trucks traveling at 
high speeds.  Though this study did not consider 
the uniform and differentiated speed limits, the 
study did determine that fatal crashes involving 
large trucks occurred most frequently on rural 
highways, not interstates.  According to the 
summary, 48 percent of the fatal crashes that 
occurred in the State of Wyoming from 1992 to 
1997 were speed related.    

CONCLUSION 
Since 1991, the speeds at which vehicles on 
interstates and highways travels have increased.  

Several states have implemented differentiated 
speed limit policies to enhance traffic safety, but 
the benefits and costs of such policies cannot be 
definitively determined.  Several factors, besides 
speed, influence interstate and highway safety 
overall.  Because of these varying factors, much 
of the research considered in this memo concludes 
that more research must be done on the subject of 
speed differentiation in order to determine just 
how, when, and why such policies may be 
beneficial for the overall safety of the general 
public.  

 

Copies of the research products considered for 
the purpose of this memorandum are available 
through the LSO General Research Division. 

 

 
























