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One in Two Bikers Misjudge Braking Distance: But Which Way? 

 
 

In recent weeks I've been pointing out the need for accurate data in order to draw conclusions 

about the way that motorcycle training needs to move. But data needs interpreting. And that 

matters too, as we're about to see. Let's bring in an interesting piece of research doing the rounds 

at the moment. It's being reported with a rather alarming headline:  

"One in two motorcyclists misjudges their braking distance." 

The study comes from the German Institute for Two-Wheeler Safety, or IFZ and the basic 

experiment was quite simple. 

Fifty motorcyclists took part. Sitting on their motorcycle at a fixed point on a test track, the rider 

was asked to look ahead and identify where they thought they would come to a stop if they 

performed an emergency braking manoeuvre. 

A researcher then walked to the rider's chosen stopping point and put down a cone and the 

distance to the rider's predicted stopping point was measured. 
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With the cone removed, the rider performed an emergency stop so the researchers could then 

compare where the rider thought they would stop with where they actually stopped. More than 

200 braking runs at 50, 70 and 80 kilometres an hour were completed. 

That's how the data was collected. What did it show us? Take a look at this graph. It shows the 

results of the 70 km/h (43.5 mph) braking runs: 

1. The BLUE SQUARES represents the distance that the rider THOUGHT they needed to stop 

from 70 km/h. 

2. The RED CIRCLES represents the distance that the rider ACTUALLY NEEDED to stop from 

70 km/h. 

At first glance, it looks like a pretty random scattering, with some riders being pretty good and 

stopping in less than 20 metres, but with every rider stopping in under 30 metres.  

Then I looked a bit more closely and I spotted something a bit odd. If you run your eye along the 

bottom of the graph, where the shortest predictions and shortest stops are clustered, all five of the 

shortest distances are blue squares - predicted stopping distances.  

But if you look at the top of the graph, over the 30 metre line, you will also see blue squares - 

once again, the predicted stopping distances.  

This had me puzzled for a moment, until I remembered the claim that this "new research has 

found that around half of motorcyclists need more stopping distance than they initially expect" 

and remembered to ask a different question: 

"What are we NOT being told?"  

Let's answer THAT question. 

1. The "Half" Claim is Just Basic Math 

The headline sounds alarming, but it describes a natural mathematical distribution. If half needed 

more stopping distance, the remaining half must have either used less distance to stop than they 

needed, or stopped roughly where they expected.  

By choosing to report only on the half that guessed too low, the headline creates a false sense of 

universal danger. It completely omits the fact that the other half of the riders overestimated how 

much space they needed, which is a safe, cautious mindset. 



2. Physics vs. Human Imagination 

The graph reveals two completely different distributions: 

i. The Reality (Red Circles): This is governed by physics (tires, brakes, asphalt, and initial 

speed). Because physics has strict limits, the actual stops are tightly clustered between 16 and 28 

metres. 

ii. The Estimates (Blue Squares): This is governed by human perception and psychology, which 

are wildly inconsistent. Guesses range from an over-confident 13 metres to a lacking-confidence 

51 metres. 

3. The Shortest Guesses: Optimism Bias vs. Physics 

Look closely and you will notice that the riders who made the shortest guesses (under 18 metres) 

also tended to have some of the shortest actual stops (around 17–22 metres). But the important 

point is that these riders mostly UNDER-estimated their stopping distance. The blue square is 

often at the bottom of the line, the red circle at the top. 

This is a classic example of overconfidence - optimism bias or the illusion of control. These 

riders likely consider themselves highly skilled and their bikes and brakes. They think, "I have 

great reaction times, excellent brakes, and I can stop on a dime". While they actually were 

among the best stoppers in the entire group, they weren't as good as they thought; they still 

needed 4 to 9 metres more than they anticipated. In a real-world emergency, that gap is the 

difference between a close call and a collision. 

4. The Cautious Overestimators: The Power of a Safety Cushion 

You might think that being unable to estimate where you're going to stop and guessing that it 

would take a lot longer is a weakness. But rethink that - the over-estimators actually out-

performed their guess by stopping in less distance than they though, often by some distance. 

From a traffic safety perspective, outperforming your guess is a massive win.  

Take Participant #8. If they genuinely believe it will take them 51 metres to stop from 70 km/h, 

they are likely to leave big gap between themselves and the car ahead. When they do actually 

have to slam on the brakes, they then discover they can stop in just 24 meters. They have 

"outperformed" their guess by a staggering 27 meters. The other overestimators also outbraked 

their estimates. 

5. Unskilled Underestimators: The Dangerous Subset 

There's a third group; the low-skill underestimators. Look at Participants #2 and #3. They both 



guessed they would stop in 18 or 19 meters. In reality, they took nearly 28 meters to stop — 

almost the worst performances on the graph. These riders suffer from a double whammy; poor 

spatial awareness combined with poor braking technique. So do #18, #25, #35 and #43.  

Worst of the lot appears to be #39, who estimates stopping distance at around 6 metres and 

actually only manages an average braking performance, stopping at around 22 metres, more than 

three times further than the rider estimated.  

6. The 'Solid Sense' Cluster: The Pretty Close Group 

Around one-third of the riders sit within the final group, who estimated where they would stop to 

within a couple of metres either way, whilst also performing those stops with reasonable 

efficiency. While they didn't pull off the shortest stops, their mental expectations closely 

matched reality. 

7. Presenting the Same Data Another Way 

54% of the riders (27 out of 50) stopped in a shorter distance than they estimated. 

8. There's Data... and there's 'Framing' 

Framing is a psychological concept where the same piece of information is presented in a 

specific way to influence how people perceive it, feel about it, and react to it. 

Think of it as looking at a big painting through a small window. You can stand back and see the 

entire view, or you can stand closer and see only a potion of the painting. By changing position, 

you change what part of the painting you see... 

...and (as Tim Harford would point out) what you don't see.  

So why report "one in two motorcyclists misjudges their braking distance?" if that's just a 

portion of the bigger picture? 

One reason is that it attracts more attention that saying "half of all motorcyclists accurately 

predict or safely overestimate their braking distance" because human brains react more strongly 

to threats, losses, and negative news. And that generates reads, views and clicks.  

CONCLUSION: I do think there's something useful in the research. But I'm not entirely 

convinced that the results that the researchers extracted actually picked out were the most useful, 

at least, not for this particular part of the study. Only a small minority are in the true danger zone 



of drastically underestimating their stopping distance. In defensive driving, it does not matter if 

your mental math is perfectly accurate. What matters is that your error is on the side of caution.  

 

Visordown report: www.visordown.com/news/fema-research-suggests-
one-two-bikers-miscalculates-motorcycle-braking-distances 

Original report: https://www.ifz.de/grenzen-der-wahrnehmung-ifz-studie-
2025/ 
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