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AALLTTEERRNNAATTIIVVEE  PPRROOCCEEDDUURREE  FFOORR  TTHHEE  

DDEETTEERRMMIINNAATTIIOONN  OOFF  WWOORRKK  ZZOONNEE  SSPPEEEEDD  LLIIMMIITTSS  

A. INTRODUCTION 

One of the fundamental hypotheses for the application of reduced speed limits in work zones 

asserts that reduced crash rates and less severe accidents could be attained if motorists reduce 

their vehicle speeds.  Under this context, state highway agencies use three general methods for 

the determination of work zone speed limits (1): 

 

(a) Methods that avoid speed limit reductions whenever possible;  

(b) Methods based on blanket speed limit reductions (i.e., speed limits are always or 

nearly always reduced in work zones); and  

(c) Methods in which work zone speed limits are established on the basis of specific 

set of factors. 

 

Typically, where a speed limit reduction is called for, a 10-mph speed reduction to the 

normal posted speed is applied in active work zones.  Regulatory and/or advisory speed limits 

signs are the means used by most transportation agencies to convey the speed reduction 

information to the public.  It should be noted, where a reduced speed limit is imposed, the normal 

limit should be restored during times where there is no work activity or otherwise no need to 

continue the reduced speed limit. 

B. OBJECTIVE 

• Reduce the frequency and severity of work zone crashes. 
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C. LITERATURE REVIEW SUMMARY 

C.1. ADVANTAGES 

• The relationship between vehicle speed and crash severity is unquestionable and based on the 

laws of physics.  That is, the probability of injury, and the severity of injuries that occur in a 

crash, increase or decrease as a function of vehicular speed. 

C.2. DISADVANTAGES 

• In general, drivers do not feel constrained to obey speed limits that they consider 

unreasonable.  If the chosen work zone speeds are too low, drivers will lose respect for the 

speed control effort, and even active control might not be enough to increase compliance 

with the posted speed limit. 

• Speed limit reductions can reduce roadway capacity and cause localized traffic congestion, 

which in turn can increase the potential for rear end accidents. 

• Regulatory and advisory speed limit signs alone have a minimal impact in reducing traffic 

speeds in work zones. 

C.3. OTHER RELEVANT FINDINGS/ISSUES 

• Research has shown that drivers do reduce speeds in work zones, particularly when workers 

are present, independently of whether speed limit reductions are implemented or not. 

• Motorists believe that when work is off the traveled way or when no work is being 

conducted, the speed limit should not be reduced. 

• Speed limit reductions higher than 10 mph below the preconstruction speed limit result in 

significant speed variance increases. 
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• To increase compliance with the reduced work zone speed limit, consideration should be 

given to speed control techniques other than regulatory or advisory speed limits (e.g., police 

presence, drone radar, etc.). 

• As a rule, motorists like to be kept informed, not regulated. 

D. GUIDELINES 

In addition to the guidelines described herein (transcribed from NCHRP Project 3-41), 

implementation of reduced work zone speed limits shall conform to guidelines from the Manual 

on Uniform Traffic Devices for Streets and Highways (section 6C.01).   

 

The current SHA policy for reducing speed limits in work zones is based on an engineering 

study/judgment.  The current policy is located in Appendix A.  It should be noted, where a 

reduced speed limit is imposed, the normal limit should be restored during times there is no work 

activity, or where otherwise is not need to continue the reduced speed limit. 

 

Appendix B provides a succinct presentation of the recommended NCHRP procedure for the 

determination of work zone speed limits.   

 

NCHRP Project 3-41 states the following: 

 

• Reduced work zone speed limits should be used only during specific periods and 

only in the specific portion of the work zone where the engineering factors 

identified in the work zone speed limit procedure are present. 

• Work zone speed limit reductions should be avoided whenever possible, 

particularly in work zones where all work activities are located in shoulder or 

roadside areas and when no work activities are under way. 

• A 10-mph reduction below the normal speed limit is desirable as a work zone 

speed limit when: (a) Work takes place on or near the traveled way, particularly 
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on rural freeways; (b) Personnel are required to work for extended periods in an 

unprotected position within 10 ft of the edge of the traveled way. 

• Blanket policies mandating the reduction of work zone speed limits to a fixed 

value are not recommended.  

• At such locations where work activities are removed from the roadway by 10 ft or 

more, it is recommended that the work zone speed limit not be reduced. 

• Reduced speed limits are generally most appropriate for projects that last at least 

24 hours; however, if appropriate, reduced work zone speed limits may be 

established for projects of shorter duration. 

• Where work zone geometrics with reduced design speeds cannot be avoided, the 

work zone speed limit should not exceed the design speed, even if this requires a 

work zone speed limit reduction greater than 10 mph. 

 
Disclaimer 

 
The information provided in this section of the Maryland State Highway Administration’s Work Zone Safety Tool 
Box is only to provide guidance.  The Work Zone Safety Tool Box supplements current practices and standards 
provided in the current edition of the following documents: 

1) The Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) 
2) The Maryland Supplement to the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices 
3) Maryland State Highway Administration Standard Sign Book 
4) Maryland State Highway Administration Book of Standards and for Highway and Incidental Structures 
5) Maryland Department of Transportation State Highway Administration Standard Specifications for 

Construction and Materials 
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APPENDIX A: CURRENT SHA POLICY ON DETERMINING WORK 

ZONE SPEED LIMITS
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APPENDIX B: PROCEDURE FOR DETERMINING WORK ZONE 

SPEED LIMITS (NCHRP PROJECT 3-41) 

Due to the inconsistencies in the methods used to determine work zone speed limits, in 1988 

the AASHTO Highway Subcommittee on Traffic Engineering and the Construction and 

Maintenance Technical Committee of the National Committee on Uniform Traffic Control 

Devices unanimously concurred that research was urgently needed to establish a uniform 

procedure for determining work zone speed limits.   

 

As a result, a contract was awarded to Graham Migletz Enterprises, Inc. (GME), who based 

on a comprehensive literature review, interviews with state and local highway agency officials, 

surveys of motorists, highway contractors, and insurance carriers, before-and-after speed and 

accident data collected for sixty-eight (68) work zones deployed in rural and urban 

environments, on two-lane and multi-lane highways, developed a procedure for determining 

appropriate work zone speed limits.   

 

The primary basis of this procedure is the classification of work zone situations based on the 

potential hazard present in the work zone, represented by the location of work activities in 

relation to the traveled way (i.e., work zone conditions).  The procedure is intended to help 

establish speed limits on the basis of actual conditions in the work zone, rather than the 

prevailing traffic speeds.  Speed limits are determined on a site-by-site basis, and the procedure 

is applicable to stationary construction zones, maintenance zones, utility operations, intermittent 

moving operations, and continuous moving operations.  The procedure consists of the following 

steps: 

• Step 1 – Determine the existing speed limit, 

• Step 2 – Determine the work zone condition that applies, 

• Step 3 – Determine which factors for the appropriate condition apply 

to the specific site, and 

• Step 4 – Select the work zone speed limit. 
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Figure 1. Work zone speed limit procedure flowchart. 
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Figure 2. Work zone conditions. 
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Table 1. Factors to be considered for work zone condition 1. 
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Table 2. Factors to be considered for work zone condition 2. 
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Table 3. Factors to be considered for work zone condition 3. 
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Table 4. Factors to be considered for work zone condition 4. 
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Table 5. Factors to be considered for work zone condition 5. 
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Table 6. Factors to be considered for work zone condition 6. 
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Table 7. Factors to be considered for work zone condition. 
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