
 Managing Speed & Space 
 
 

Believing that an investment in Safety is an investment in Your Future. 
 

Professional drivers understand that the size and 
weight of large commercial vehicles create unique 
challenges that can be managed by exercising good 
judgment and employing defensive driving 
techniques. They understand the importance of 
maintaining a safe following distance, how excessive 
speed can jeopardize their ability to maintain control of 
their vehicle, the need to yield the right-of-way, and 
how to compensate for blind spots. Understanding 
these skills can help professional drivers manage speed 
and space effectively and keep them from endangering 
themselves and the lives of others around them. 
 

 
 
Here are some tips safety professionals recommend for 
managing speed and space: 
 
• Scan the road ahead.  Pay attention to the geometry 

of the roadway, such as curves and downgrades. Be 
aware of traffic entering and leaving the roadway. 
Monitor traffic far out in front of you for brake 
lights or other indications that a hazard lies ahead. 
Watch for stopped or disabled vehicles that may be 
blocking the roadway--a school bus, pedestrians, or 
construction crew may be just around the corner. 

 
• Use extra caution during inclement weather.  

Adjust your speed to match road conditions. 
Driving on a wet or icy roadway can increase 
stopping distance significantly. Be prepared for 
other drivers who may lose control of their vehicles. 
Remember that a roadway can be extremely 

slippery immediately after it begins raining, when 
road oils are brought to the surface. Use your 
mirrors to monitor traffic on both sides and to the 
rear of your vehicle. Leave yourself a way out 
whenever possible. 

 
• Maintain a safe following distance.  According to 

the National Safety Council, under good conditions, 
the rule of thumb for calculating the ideal following 
distance for large commercial vehicles is to 
maintain one-second following distance for each ten 
feet of vehicle length plus one second for speeds 
over 40 mph. For example, the driver of a 60-foot 
tractor-trailer traveling 55 mph should maintain a 
seven-second following distance [(60 feet/10) + 1 
second at speeds over 40 mph = 7 seconds]. To 
determine whether you are maintaining a safe 
following distance, select a fixed object, such as a 
telephone pole, by the side of the road. When the 
vehicle ahead of you passes the pole, begin 
counting the number of seconds that elapse before 
you pass the pole. The number of seconds you 
count should be equal to or greater than the safe 
following distance recommended for your vehicle 
and speed.  Following distance should be increased 
accordingly during inclement road or weather 
conditions. 

 
• Know how long it will take to stop. Stopping 

distance is determined by four factors: 

1. Perception time  
2. Reaction time  
3. Brake-lag time  
4. Time it takes to stop the vehicle once the 

brakes have engaged 

The time it takes to recognize a hazard, react, and 
apply the brakes can easily take three seconds. Taking 
this into account, at 60 mph your vehicle will travel 
approximately 255 feet before the brakes engage. Your 
vehicle will travel an additional 200 feet after the 
brakes begin to slow you down, bringing your total 
stopping distance to 455 feet, seven times the length of 
an average tractor-trailer.  

(over please) 

 



 
Remember that stopping distance increases 
significantly at higher speeds. 

 
This example is based on average time frames 
under ideal conditions. Under less than ideal 
conditions (fatigue, poor weather, poorly 
maintained equipment, etc.) it may take much 
longer to stop. 

 
• Yield the right-of-way. Managing speed and space 

means more than monitoring your own driving. 
The speed other vehicles are traveling and their 
relationships to you are an important part of every 
driving decision you make. When crossing an 
intersection, make sure there is adequate room for 
you to clear the intersection without impeding 
traffic. Depending on the size and weight of your 
vehicle, it may take 8-10 seconds or more to clear an 
intersection. In that time, a vehicle traveling 55 mph 
may travel 650-800 feet. If an intersection proves to 
be too hazardous to make a safe left turn, making a 
series of right turns may offer a safer alternative. In 
addition, be especially careful when passing other 
vehicles on a two-lane road. The gap between you 
and an oncoming vehicle could be closing at a rate 
that exceeds 100 miles per hour. Also, always make 
sure the vehicle you are passing is not planning to 
turn left at an upcoming intersection and watch for 
other vehicles that may be entering the highway 
from crossroads or driveways. 

• Use caution when turning and changing lanes.  
Signal your intentions early, and use your mirrors 
to monitor traffic around you. Watch for 
preoccupied motorists who may fail to observe 
your signal or aggressive drivers who fail to yield. 
Remember the “No Zone.” Other drivers may not 
realize they are in your blind spot. In addition, be 
prepared to yield for pedestrians. 

 
Improper speed and space management is one of the 
most serious errors a professional driver can make. 
Driving too fast for conditions, recklessly tailgating 
other motorists, and failing to yield the right-of-way 
are just a few examples of poor driving habits that can 
quickly lead to a serious collision. Professional drivers 
know that driving safely requires a keen awareness of 
changing traffic, road, and weather conditions. They 
remain aware of their surroundings and are prepared 
to recognize hazards that may appear suddenly. 
Professional drivers also understand that avoiding 
accidents often means compensating for the actions 
and mistakes of other drivers. By remaining alert and 
observing the actions of other motorists the 
professional driver can avoid dangerous situations 
before they result in an accident. 
 
 

The information provided in this document is intended for use as a guideline and is not intended as, nor does it constitute, legal or professional 
advice.  Northland and St. Paul Travelers do not warrant that adherence to, or compliance with, any recommendations, best practices, 
checklists, or guidelines will result in a particular outcome.  In no event will Northland, St. Paul Travelers or any of their subsidiaries or 
affiliates be liable in tort or in contract to anyone who has access to or uses this information.  Northland and St. Paul Travelers do not warrant 
that the information in this document constitutes a complete and finite list of each and every item or procedure related to the topics or issues 
referenced herein.  Furthermore, federal, state or local laws, regulations, standards or codes may change from time to time and the reader 
should always refer to the most current requirements. 
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