
Increasing Rural
Highway Speed
Limits  
Do rural highway speed limits
affect fatality rates? 

Speeding is defined as driving above the posted
limit or too fast for conditions (Insurance
Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS) 2026). In
2023, speeding contributed to nearly 12,000
deaths, or 29% of all U.S. motor vehicle
fatalities (IIHS 2026, National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration (NHTSA) 2026). Speed
limits are set by state and local transportation
agencies based on factors such as traffic
volume, roadway type, and population density
(US Department of Transportation Federal
Highway Administration (DOT FHWA) 2017). 

Higher speed limits are associated with higher
actual travel speeds, including in nearby areas
with lower speed limits (Hu 2017). When UT
raised the speed limit from 75 to 80 mph on
specific interstate segments, average vehicle
speeds on those segments increased from 72 to
78 mph. On segments where the speed limit
remained 75 mph, average speeds increased
from 72 to 76 mph.

In 2023, 40% of U.S. drivers reported exceeding
interstate speed limits by 15 mph in the previous 

Interstate speed limits influence
travel speeds and driver
behavior. 30 days (American Automobile Association

Foundation for Traffic Safety (AAAFTS) 2024).
Forty percent of those surveyed also said it was
unlikely they would be caught by police while
speeding, and 20% said driving 15 mph over an
interstate speed limit was either not at all or
slightly dangerous.

Research Highlights
Higher speed limits are associated with higher
actual travel speeds.

From 1995 to 2005, rural interstate fatalities
increased by an average of 9% following a 5
mph speed limit increase. 

Since 2005, speed-related rural interstate
fatality rates have decreased across states
regardless of maximum speed limit. 
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From 1995 to 2005, states with
higher rural interstate speeds
had increased fatality rates.  
In 1974 the rural interstate speed limit was
reduced from 65 mph to 55 mph (Emergency
Highway Energy Conservation Act of 1974). From
1973 to 1974, national road fatalities declined
16%, from 54,000 to 45,000 (Friedman et al.
2009). In 1995, Congress repealed national
maximum speed limits altogether and
delegated speed limit authority to the states
(National Highway System Designation Act
1995). Except for Hawaii, all states raised rural
interstate speed limits to at least 65 mph
(Patterson et al. 2002).  

From 1995-2005, rural interstate fatalities
increased by an average of 9% in states that 
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raised the rural interstate speed limits above 65
mph while fatalities declined by an average of
8% in states with a 65 mph speed limit (Friedman
et al. 2009). Injuries in fatal crashes increased
by an average of 12%. 

Average speed-related fatality rates increased
in MO and neighboring states that raised the
rural interstate speed limit from 1995 to 2005.
Six states (AR, KS, MO, NE, OK, and TN)
increased the rural interstate speed limit in 1996
and saw an average increase from 0.08 to 0.13
fatalities per 100 million vehicle miles traveled
(100M VMT) (NHTSA 1998, Figure 1). States that
did not increase the speed limit (IL, IA, and KY)
had a decrease from 0.24 to 0.17 fatalities per
100M VMT.

MOST Policy Initiative is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization that provides nonpartisan research information to
members of the Missouri General Assembly upon request. This Science Note is intended for informational purposes
and does not indicate support or opposition to a particular bill or policy approach. A full list of references used in
this Science Note may be found at  https://mostpolicyinitiative.org/science-note/increasing-rural-highway-
speed-limits/. Please contact info@mostpolicyinitiative.org with any questions. 

From 2005 to 2023, average speed-related
fatality rates for MO and its neighboring states
declined. AR, IL, IA, KS, and OK raised rural
interstate speed limits by 5 mph and each state's
fatality rate declined following the increase
(NHTSA 2005-2023, US DOT FHWA 2005-2023).
Decreases ranged from 8% in IL to 74% in KS.
MO, NE, and TN left their limits unchanged and
recorded declines of 77%, 47%, and 69%,
respectively. Human behavior, advances in
vehicle safety technology, and enforcement of
driver safety laws may contribute to changes in
fatality rates (AAAFTS 2024, Islam et al 2024,
Notrica et al 2020). 

After 2005, rural interstate
fatalities decreased independent
of speed limits. 

Figure 1. Speed-related Rural Interstate Fatalities per 100 million vehicle miles traveled (100M VMT) in
MO and neighboring states, 1995-2023. Following the repeal of the national interstate speed limit, AR, KS,
MO, NE, OK , and TN increased the rural interstate speed limit in 1996 (yellow). IA, IL, and KY kept the speed limit
unchanged at 65 mph (blue) until 2014, 2005, and 2007, respectively. States that increased the rural interstate
speed limit in 1996 saw an average increase in speed-related rural interstate fatality rates of 9%. States that
kept a 65 mph speed limit after 1996 saw an average decrease in  fatality rates of 8%. Since 2005, speed-
related rural interstate fatality rates have decreased across states regardless of maximum speed limit changes
(NHTSA 1995-2023, US DOT FHWA 1995-2023). 
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