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Speed-the facts
Speed is a critical factor in all road crashes and casualties.
Driving is unpredictable and if something unexpected 
happens on the road ahead – such as a child stepping out 
from between parked cars – it is a driver’s speed that will 
determine whether they can stop in time and, if they can’t stop,
how hard they will hit.

Reducing and managing traffic speeds is crucial to road safety.
Breaking the speed limit or travelling too fast for conditions is recorded
(by police at crash scenes) as a contributory factor in almost one in four
(23%) fatal crashes in the UK.1   This is arguably a gross underestimate, 
because whether or not a vehicle is judged to have been speeding or 
going too fast for conditions, the fact it was involved in a collision means 
it was going too fast to have stopped in time. In this way, speed is always 
a contributory factor, albeit often in combination with other causes: no
one was ever killed by a stationary vehicle.

Stopping distances
Speed and stopping distances don’t increase at the
same rate. Small increases in speed result in bigger
increases in stopping distances.

Stopping distances include the distance travelled while the
driver notices a hazard and applies the brakes (thinking 
distance), and while the vehicle comes to a full stop from 
its initial speed (braking distance).

The stopping distances shown here are based on a reaction
time of 0.67 seconds, which assumes the driver is alert, 
concentrating and not impaired. Driving when tired, distracted
or impaired significantly increases reaction times, so the
thinking distances should be regarded as minimums.2

The braking distance depends on how fast the vehicle was
travelling before the brakes were applied, and is proportional
to the square of the initial speed. That means even small 
increases in speed lead to significantly longer braking 
distances. Braking distances are much longer for larger 
and heavier vehicles, and in wet or icy conditions.3

Technology such as anti-lock brakes and stability control are
designed to enable greater control over the vehicle, not
shorten stopping distances. There may be a very small 
reduction in braking distance with modern technology, but not
enough to significantly affect your overall stopping distance.4

Whatever technology a vehicle has, the basic fact remains that
the faster you drive, the longer your stopping distance, and
therefore the less chance you have of stopping in time in an
emergency.
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Speed-the facts

Impact speed and injury
The risk of injury increases exponentially with 
impact speed. A crash at 30mph involves a lot 
more energy and destructive potential than 
a crash at 20mph.

Driving faster not only lessens drivers’ chances of being
able to stop in time to avoid hitting someone or something.
It also means if they can’t stop in time, they will hit with
greater impact. The greater the impact, the greater the
chances of causing serious injury or death.

A vehicle travelling at 20mph (32km/h) would stop in 
time to avoid a child running out three car-lengths in 
front. The same vehicle travelling at 25mph (40km/h) 
would not be able to stop in time, and would hit the child 
at 18mph (29km/h). This is roughly the same impact as 
a child falling from an upstairs window. 

Where motorised traffic mixes with      
pedestrians, cyclists, and moped riders,

the speed limit must be under 30 km/h (20mph)
due to the vulnerability of these road users 
at increasing speed.

The greater the impact speed, the greater the chance of death. 
A pedestrian hit at 30mph has a very significant (one in five) chance 
of being killed. This rises significantly to a one in three chance if they 
are hit at 35mph.5   Even small increases in speed can lead to an 
increase in impact severity.6

Vehicle technology
such as intelligent
speed assistance can
help drivers to keep
within speed limits. 

Read the factsheet on
Modern Vehicles in your
action pack to find out
how this and other 
advances in technology
are helping to improve
vehicle and driver safety.40 6020

Speed down – for happier, 
healthier communities
Our communities should be safe places where people
feel free to travel in sustainable and healthy ways
without fear of being hurt.

In many places in the UK, inappropriate speed limits where
people live, work and play make movement dangerous, 
particularly for cyclists and pedestrians, including children 
and the elderly.9

Faster speeds not only make a community more dangerous,
they also affect people’s perceptions of danger, and can be a
determining factor in people deciding not to walk or cycle.
In a recent British Attitudes Survey, 73% of people surveyed
said they were in favour of 20mph speed limits in residential
areas and 54% were in favour of enforcing this limit and 
slowing traffic through the installation of speed bumps on key
local routes.10

It is widely understood that 20mph is the most appropriate
maximum speed limit for built up areas where people live,
work and play. 
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World Health Organisation (2015)11

Managing speed
Speed limits are limits, not targets – they are set 
as the top speed for any particular road, and it is 
frequently safer to travel at much lower speeds, such
as in bad weather, poor visibility, and where there are
(or could potentially be) people on foot and bicycle, 
especially children.

Unfortunately, many drivers do not always obey speed limits.
A Brake and Direct Line survey found that four in 10 (40%)
drivers admitted that they sometimes drive at 30mph in a
20mph zone. More than a quarter of drivers surveyed (26%)
admitted to ‘regularly’ speeding in areas designed to keep
children and other road users safe.7

Effective speed management is considered central to a 
‘safe system’ approach to road safety, crucial to reducing 
casualties and enabling walking and cycling. The safe system
principle acknowledges that people can make mistakes 
behind the wheel and that there 
are known limits to the capacity 
of the human body to absorb kinetic 
energy before harm occurs. Within 
a safe system, effective speed 
management works holistically 
with vehicle design, road 
infrastructure and road user 
behaviour, to produce an overall 
safety effect greater than the 
sum of its parts.8
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Find out more
Read Brake’s factsheets and driver advice to find 
out more about speed and how to protect yourself 
and others when you are driving.

http://www.brake.org.uk/facts-resources/21-resources/285-slowdown
http://www.brake.org.uk/info-and-resources/facts-advice-research/road-safety-facts
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/road_traffic/managing-speed/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2015/en/
http://www.brake.org.uk/assets/docs/dl_reports/DL-UrbanSpeed-Sep16.pdf
https://www.itf-oecd.org/road-safety-seminar-safe-system
https://www.itf-oecd.org/road-safety-seminar-safe-system
http://www.brake.org.uk/assets/docs/dl_reports/DL-UrbanSpeed-Sep16.pdf
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/travelwest/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/essential-evidence-no-142-kinetic-energy-management-and-road-safety.pdf
https://www.aaafoundation.org/sites/default/files/2011PedestrianRiskVsSpeed.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/16484142.2007.9638141
http://www.brake.org.uk/media-centre/1748-new-figures-show-highway-code-falls-short-on-stopping-distances
http://www.brake.org.uk/facts-resources/21-resources/285-slowdown

