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The Space Cushion is the lane 
space of protection all around one’s vehicle. 

It is good practice to maintain a 2-second 
minimum Space Cushion “headway” between 
yourself and the vehicle in front, which is the 
distance your vehicle travels in 2 seconds. 
It’s also good defensive driving to discourage 
following drivers from “tailgating” at less than 
their 2-second Space Cushion from you. 

Creating adequate Space Cushion on your left and right is also 
crucial, and results from good lateral positioning within the lane. 

The Motorcycle Safety Foundation Basic Rider Course repeatedly 
emphasizes maintaining a Space Cushion all around the 
motorcycle.
http://msf-usa.org/CurriculumMaterials/BRCHandbook2011.pdf

Bicycles have much in common with motorcycles as narrow, 
single-track vehicles. A bicycle is usually, but not always, slower. 
On descents bicycles can be as fast and can sometimes achieve 
or exceed the speed limit. On some roads with traffic signals, 
bicycle drivers can sometimes keep up with motor traffic.

�2

http://msf-usa.org/CurriculumMaterials/BRCHandbook2011.pdf


A Stationary Bicycle is 30 inches wide. 

The Essential Operating Space of a 
forward moving bicycle user is 40 inches wide to 
account for normal wobble and inherent tracking 
deviations. 

A Moving Bicyclist is therefore 40 inches wide.

Buffer must then be added to this 40 inch footprint for lateral 
clearances. Higher speeds of bicyclist or adjacent vehicles 
requires larger buffers.  

For more details see the paper Design Bicyclist Width at:
http://bicyclingmatters.wordpress.com/infrastructure/design-bicyclist-width/ 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Car Occupants have seat belts, airbags, metal 
crumple zones, the vehicle’s mass, and a full lane width of 
Space Cushion around the vehicle to provide buffer and 
protect them. Other vehicle drivers change lanes to pass.
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Note: The Space Cushion fore and aft of the vehicle in all 
drawings is not to scale. Other dimensions are to scale. The 13’ 
lane width depicts MLK Jr. Blvd. in Chapel Hill, NC. “Standard” 
lanes are typically 12’ wide. 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Motorcyclists have only a Space Cushion for 
protection. Motorcycle users are explicitly granted full lane 
use rights in some State statutes, though in all states full 
lane use is implied. Motorcyclists are taught in courses 
and in State published handbooks to defend their lane 
space from encroaching vehicle drivers to maximize their 
Space Cushion.
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Bicyclists also have only a Space Cushion for 
protection. But they are often expected to share their lane 
side-by-side with motor vehicle drivers. This can be 
enforced via a restrictive “Far To Right” law, misleading 
Share The Road signs, and Shared Lane Markings placed 
far-to-right. Below, the Space Cushion has collapsed; it is 
too narrow on the left and non-existent on the right.
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Wide Vehicles passing within the lane with bicyclists 
operating on Shared Lane Markings placed far right would 
result in a collision. Motor vehicles passing within the lane 
are also moving screens between the bicyclist and on-
coming left turning drivers, increasing the risk of Left 
Cross collisions (not shown). Right angle Drive Out 
collisions are more likely due to poorer sight triangles and 
shorter stopping distances between bicycle and motor 
vehicle.
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Straddle Passing to give additional clearance to the 
bicyclist occurs in more than half of the passing events 
when a bicyclist operates “Far To Right.”1 The motorist has 
“encroached” on both the bicyclist’s lane and the adjacent 
lane. This either disrupts traffic in that lane, or is a lazy 
pass that should have been a full lane change. Below, the 
Space Cushion on the left is the same as if the bicyclist 
was lane center and the motorist had fully changed lanes 
(next page), but is still non-existent on the right.
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People on Bicycles deserve the same 
Space Cushion for safety and comfort that motorcyclists 
and other vehicle drivers expect and enjoy. A control 
position at lane center compels a lane change from 
motorists, maximizing the Space Cushion on both sides.
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The Only Substantive operating difference between 
motorcycles and bicycles is their typical speed. Thus, it is 
the lack of speed that has resulted in bicyclists being 
stripped of the right to control a full lane by “Far To Right” 
laws in some locales. 

To be equitable and not discriminate, full lane use should 
be based not on one’s speed, but on the provision of 
ample Space Cushion for protection from the vehicles of 
others. Since bicycle users are typically passed with the 
greatest speed differential, the need for abundant Space 
Cushion on their left for safety and comfort is evident. 

There are also the safety benefits of not having same lane 
Overtaking Moving Screens on the left for defense against 
the Left Cross, and the provision of Space Cushion on the 
right for buffer, and improved stopping distances and sight 
triangles with Drive Out motor vehicles.
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The Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices specifies a 
4’ minimum lateral placement of the Shared Lane Marking 
from the curb face. But this results in it being perceived as 
a faux Bike Lane in a space that is by definition typically 
too narrow for side-by-side use of motor vehicles and 
bicycles or for a real Bike Lane. 

The Institute of Traffic Engineers Traffic Control Devices 
Handbook Chapter 14 Bicycle Facilities says,

“Four feet (1.2 M) is considered to provide sufficient clearance from the right 
edge to avoid most debris and also hazards such as open-bar drain grates and 
longitudinal ridges along gutter joints.  
 
However, when the lane is too narrow to share [side-by-side], aligning the 
markings at this minimum offset may not deter unsafe passing on the left. Close 
passing can intimidate bicyclists into riding too far to the right, and motorists 
executing a close pass sometimes move back to the right too early if oncoming 
traffic appears.”  

Shout it:
Close Overtaking can result in sideswipe mistakes and 
creates Moving Screens from Left Cross turning motorists! 
 
The minimum lateral placement of the Shared Lane 
Marking should be exceeded. Like other pavement 
markings, the Shared Lane Marking should be placed 
neutrally at lane center to encourage bicyclists to operate 
further left and motorists to change lanes to pass, 
“sharing” the lane with bicycle drivers sequentially one-
after-another rather than simultaneously side-by-side. 

1 In 13 foot lanes on MLK Jr. Blvd. in Chapel Hill, NC as described here: 
http://bicyclingmatters.wordpress.com/critiques/eval-of-slms/
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