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INTRODUCTION

The desire to evaluate Slower Traffic Keep Right countermeasures came about due to increasing
concerns regarding slower traffic using the left travel lanes and impeding faster moving traffic.
North Carolina General Statute 20-146 makes it unlawful for any person to operate a motor
vehicle in the inside lane of any dual-lane highway at a speed less than the posted speed limit
when the vehicle impedes the steady flow of traffic and appropriate signs have been posted.
“Appropriate signs” are defined as “Slower Traffic Keep Right” or designations of similar
import. See Appendix A for complete text of General Statute 20-146.

The North Carolina Department of Transportation’s current policy is to place “Slower Traffic
Keep Right” signing based on engineering judgement.  The signs are to be installed only on
multi-lane freeways where motorists tend to drive in the left lane(s) at less than the posted speed
limit and impede the flow of traffic.  Signs are typically placed at three to five mile intervals to
reinforce the behavior.  The Department’s complete policy can be found in Appendix B.

A work group consisting of senior level Traffic Engineering personnel has been charged with
developing and evaluating measures to address this issue.  Four countermeasures were identified
by the group and evaluated under this project.  The common goal of these countermeasures is to
encourage slower drivers to stay out of the left lane by using various messages to influence their
lane choice.  The four countermeasures chosen for study were as follows:

Keep Right Except to Pass Signs (See Figure 1)
Keep Right Except to Pass Signs and Pass Lane Only Pavement Markings
Slower Traffic Keep Right Signs (See Figure 2)
Slower Traffic Keep Right Signs and Pass Lane Only Pavement Markings

Figure 1.  Keep Right Except to Pass Sign Figure 2. Slower Traffic Keep Right Sign

METHODOLOGY
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Site Selection

Sites were chosen for countermeasure installation based on the following criteria:
Sites must be a four-lane divided freeway facility with minimum speed limit of 65
mph
Sites must be away from interchanges or other features that would influence the lane
choice of a driver
Sites must be far away from each other so that the effect of one countermeasure does
not interfere with the effect of another
Sites must be far away from any other Slower Traffic Keep Right countermeasure

Figure 3 shows the location of each countermeasure installation along with the date of
implementation.  A map showing the countermeasure locations can be found in Appendix C of
this report.  Each countermeasure consisted of one sign or one sign and one pavement marking
depending on the site.  The countermeasures at Site 4 were installed in two phases and data was
collected after each phase.  See Appendix D for a detailed pavement marking and signing plan
for sites where pavement markings were utilized.

Figure 3.  Location of Countermeasures

Site 5 was chosen as a “Do Nothing Site” where no countermeasures were installed.  Data at this
site was gathered to attempt to account for any other factors that may have impacted the data
collection (ex. accuracy drift in radar gun, system-wide changes in driver behavior).  The Do
Nothing site can not account for every factor, but was mainly included to show that the data
would be relatively constant in the before and after periods if no countermeasure was installed.

Data collection

All data collection was done in off peak hours, between the hours of 10:00 AM and 2:00 PM on
typical weekdays, when it was likely that right lanes were accessible to slower drivers.  Data
collection was done in an inconspicuous manner so as not to influence the driver’s speed or lane
choice.  Data was collected at each site for two hours on at least two different visits before and
after the countermeasures were installed.  This provided for four hours of data in the before
period and four hours in the after period at each site.
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The following measures of effectiveness (MOEs) were collected at each site.

Speed distribution by lane - All speed data was captured using a radar gun.  Speed
data was collected to determine what effect the countermeasures would have on
system speeds in the area of the signs
Traffic volume by lane - Traffic volume was recorded to determine the effect the
signs would have on lane utilization.
Platooned vehicles in left lane – Data on the number of platooned vehicles was
gathered to get some idea of how many vehicles were being impeded by slower traffic
in the left lane.
Lane changes just after a sign or pavement marking – Data on the number of lane
changes in the vicinity of the sign was gathered to determine if drivers seemed to be
making erratic maneuvers in the vicinity of the countermeasures.

The after period data was collected once the countermeasure had been in place for at least three
weeks.  This was done so that any novelty effect caused by the countermeasures would not
impact the data.

RESULTS

Speed Analysis

Figures 4 through 6 below show the results of the speed analysis.  More detailed speed data can
be found in Appendix E of this report.

Figure 4.  Left Lane Speed Analysis
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Figure 5.  Right Lane Speed Analysis

Figure 6.  Speed Analysis for Both Lanes Combined

As can be seen in the table of results above, there was little change in average and 85th percentile
speeds between the two data collection periods.  There was a statistically significant change in
several of the speed categories when looking at each lane separately.  However, the actual
difference in speeds is very small and not practically significant. The numbers can be deemed
statistically significant because of the large sample size of observations in each category.  The
large sample sizes allow for very small changes to be detected and declared significant in the
statistical tests.

When looking at the speed data for both lanes together in Figure 6, there is a statistically
significant change in the average speeds for Site 4 and a statistically significant change in the
85th percentile speeds at Sites 2 and 4.  Again the actual numerical difference in speeds is quite
small and not practically significant.  Further investigation shows that the statistically significant
changes are actually cases where the speeds have dropped from the before to the after period.

The data in Figures 4 through 6 show actual raw data.  Ordinarily, the data is adjusted to
incorporate the change seen at the Do Nothing Site in an attempt to account for any changes that
may have occurred between the before and after periods not related to the applied
countermeasure.  In this case, there was so little change from the before to the after period at the
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Do Nothing Site that it makes no practical difference in the outcome of this study.  For
completeness, the adjustment exercise was carried out and can be found in Appendix F.

Analysis of Traffic Using Left Lane

Figure 6 shows the before and after values for the percentage of vehicles using the left lane.  At
each site except for the Do Nothing Site, there was about a 2 – 3 percent reduction in the number
of vehicles traveling in the left lane after the countermeasure was installed.  Comparing the
change in the percent of traffic in the left lane by itself can be very misleading.  The largest
factor that plays a role in the amount of traffic in the left lane is the volume of traffic using the
facility.  As the overall traffic volumes increase, the number of vehicles in the left lane will
increase in order to handle the additional traffic.  One can imagine as a facility approaches
capacity, left lane usage will approach +/- 50 percent simply as a way to move the most amount
of traffic.  Taking overall volume fluctuations into consideration, it appears Sites 2 and 4 show
the most evidence of a possible reduction of vehicles in the left lane.  In each of these sites, the
volume remained relatively the same in the before and after periods and the percent of traffic in
the left lane went down slightly.

Analysis of Platooned Vehicles

Figure 7 below shows the results of the analysis of platooned vehicles in left lane.

Figure 7.  Platooned Vehicle Data

The only sites that showed a decrease in the percentage of vehicles in the left lane that were in a
platoon were Sites 1 and the Do Nothing Site.  The other sites all showed a slight increase in the
percentage of platooned vehicles.  Because of the low sample sizes, none of these changes can be
deemed statistically significant except for the change at Site 3 which was an increase.

Observations regarding the number of lane changes in the vicinity of the countermeasures were
also recorded to ensure drivers were not making erratic movements after seeing the signs or
pavement markings.  There was some concern that drivers may immediately try to change lanes
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after passing the countermeasure and attempt an unsafe merge.  The project team did not note
any drivers behaving abnormally after passing by the countermeasures.

FINAL COMMENTS

The before period data at each of the sites show that most drivers tend to travel in the right lane
as a general rule even without a countermeasure in place.  Drivers seem to have been trained into
behaving this way either by experience, driver education classes (Department of Motor Vehicles
Handbook discusses this issue), or by noting the various “Slower Traffic Keep Right” signs that
are scattered about multi-lane roads in North Carolina.  It seems the greatest factor that impacts
left lane usage is the volume on the facility.  As volume increases, traffic must adjust and utilize
the left lane more in order to accommodate the additional vehicles.

None of the countermeasures analyzed seemed to have a significant impact on the measures of
effectiveness chosen for this study.  Sites where pavement markings and signs were placed
together (Sites 2 and 4) seemed to be the most effective at reducing the amount of traffic in the
left lane, but the changes are still quite small and the benefits seem negligible when considering
the other performance measures.  Based on the results of this study, it is unlikely to see
significant benefits at a particular site by implementing the countermeasures considered for this
project.  However, placing signs at appropriate sites and intervals may help to reinforce the
notion of slower traffic keep right on a system-wide basis.  This practice is in concurrence with
the current policy used by the Department.

The issue of getting slower traffic to stay in the right most lanes when available is deeply rooted
in the realm of human factors research.  The purpose of this project was not to understand why
slower drivers sometimes travel in the left lane, but to determine if a set of predetermined,
readily available countermeasures have any significant effect in urging slower drivers to move
out of the left lane.  Human factors research is playing an increasingly important role in
transportation issues today and how best to encourage slower drivers to move to the right seems
to be an excellent candidate for this type of research.  Understanding why some slower drivers
tend to drive in the left lane when the right lane is available may lead to better countermeasures
that are more effective in urging drivers to move over.

--
Please direct questions or comments on this evaluation to Brian Murphy, PE at (919) 733-3915
or via email at bgmurphy@dot.state.nc.us
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§ 20-146.  Drive on right side of highway; exceptions.
(a) Upon all highways of sufficient width a vehicle shall be driven upon the right

half of the highway except as follows:
(1) When overtaking and passing another vehicle proceeding in the same

direction under the rules governing such movement;
(2) When an obstruction exists making it necessary to drive to the left of the

center of the highway; provided, any person so doing shall yield the
right-of-way to all vehicles traveling in the proper direction upon the
unobstructed portion of the highway within such distance as to
constitute an immediate hazard;

(3) Upon a highway divided into three marked lanes for traffic under the
rules applicable thereon; or

(4) Upon a highway designated and signposted for one-way traffic.
(b) Upon all highways any vehicle proceeding at less than the legal maximum

speed limit shall be driven in the right-hand lane then available for thru traffic, or as close
as practicable to the right-hand curb or edge of the highway, except when overtaking and
passing another vehicle proceeding in the same direction or when preparing for a left
turn.

(c) Upon any highway having four or more lanes for moving traffic and providing
for two-way movement of traffic, no vehicle shall be driven to the left of the centerline of
the highway, except when authorized by official traffic-control devices designating
certain lanes to the left side of the center of the highway for use by traffic not otherwise
permitted to use such lanes or except as permitted under subsection (a)(2) hereof.

(d) Whenever any street has been divided into two or more clearly marked lanes
for traffic, the following rules in addition to all others consistent herewith shall apply.

(1) A vehicle shall be driven as nearly as practicable entirely within a single
lane and shall not be moved from such lane until the driver has first
ascertained that such movement can be made with safety.

(2) Upon a street which is divided into three or more lanes and provides for
the two-way movement of traffic, a vehicle shall not be driven in the
center lane except when overtaking and passing another vehicle
traveling in the same direction when such center lane is clear of traffic
within a safe distance, or in the preparation for making a left turn or
where such center lane is at the time allocated exclusively to traffic
moving in the same direction that the vehicle is proceeding and such
allocation is designated by official traffic-control device.

(3) Official traffic-control devices may be erected directing specified traffic
to use a designated lane or designating those lanes to be used by traffic
moving in a particular direction regardless of the center of the street and
drivers of vehicles shall obey the direction of every such device.

(4) Official traffic-control devices may be installed prohibiting the
changing of lanes on sections of streets, and drivers of vehicles shall
obey the directions of every such device.
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(e) Notwithstanding any other provisions of this section, when appropriate signs
have been posted, it shall be unlawful for any person to operate a motor vehicle over and
upon the inside lane, next to the median of any dual-lane highway at a speed less than the
posted speed limit when the operation of said motor vehicle over and upon said inside
lane shall impede the steady flow of traffic except when preparing for a left turn.
"Appropriate signs" as used herein shall be construed as including "Slower Traffic Keep
Right" or designations of similar import. (1937, c. 407, s. 108; 1965, c. 678, s. 2; 1973, c.
1330, s. 3; 1975, c. 593; 1985, c. 764, s. 25; 1985 (Reg. Sess., 1986), c. 852, s. 17;
2001-487, s. 11.)
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