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Setting speed limits: 

The speed limit of a road is commonly based on how 
fast drivers tend to travel on that road in uncongested 
conditions. Limits are typically set around the speed at 
or below which 85% of drivers are travelling. Even when 
communities ask for a slower speed limit, many cities  
and states require that the 85th percentile speed be a 
major factor in establishing the legal limit.

Issue: Drivers base their speeds on cues from the 
roadway, such as lane widths and sight lines, rather  
than on the posted speed limit or what is safe for all  
road users (i.e., motorists, pedestrians, cyclists).4 Many 
road designs accommodate higher speeds than  
posted speed limits. As a result, setting limits based on 
observed driver behavior can push speed limits higher 
than what communities feel are safe.

Solution: When setting speed limits, cities and states 
can consider such factors as road type and conditions, 
crash history, traffic volumes, pedestrian and cyclist 
activity, adjacent land use, and parking practices, 
among others. The U.S. Department of Transportation’s 
Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices and USLIMITS2 
tool provide guidance to state and local agencies for 
setting safe, reasonable speed limits, taking these factors 
into account.5, 6 Greater use of such information and 
resources could lead to speed limits that keep all road 
users safe.

Determining traffic lane widths:  

Traditionally, engineers have created roads with wide 
lanes under the assumption that these roads are more 
forgiving of driver error and make driving safer for vehicle 
occupants. Because of this practice, transportation 
engineering guides recommend standard, default lane 
widths that are wider than needed in many urban and 
non-highway contexts.7

Issue: Rather than making roads safer, wide lanes can 
make drivers feel that high speeds are safe. Narrower 
lanes send drivers visual cues to slow down, encouraging 
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