
  

Motorcycle Tire Safety 

Two of the most important and most often overlooked safety 

components on a motorcycle are the tires. The only points of 

contact between your bike’s tires and the road surface are 

known as the contact points (see figure 1). Contact patches 

create the traction which allows us to go, stop, and turn. In 

addition to providing us with the traction required for 

control, contact patches also send feedback (feel) that we 

need as drivers to safely operate our bikes.  

 

 Your car or truck also has contact points (see figure 2) but 

there would typically be four contact points rather than only 

two created by a motorcycle.                                                                  

                                                

Figure 1                        

Motorcycle tire contact patch 

(shown in lighter colors) is  a 

very small section in the 

center of the tread (1) 



                                                                                      

 

To visualize the contact patch of the tires on your 

motorcycle, lift the tire off the floor and wet a portion of the 

tread of the tire. Place a sheet of paper under the tire, rotate 

the damp area of the tire to the bottom, and slowly lower 

the tire until all of the motorcycle’s weight is off of the jack. 

It may help to have an assistant apply one of the bike’s 

brakes to keep the tire from rolling. Lift the bike again to 

reveal the contact patch of the tire on the paper. By doing 

this for the front as well as the rear tires, you will see that 

the contact patches are slightly different in width and 

diameter. Please note that this is the contact patch with the 

motorcycle in a vertical, static state. Contact patch will 

change with pressure and the dynamic forces of riding, 

especially when turning and braking (see figure 3). The load 

on the tire and the air pressure inside the tire determine the 

area of the contact patch. Yet another consideration is that 

pressure will change with temperature (more on that later). 

 Figure 2                    

Car/light truck tire contact 

patch covers entire width of 

tire’s tread (2) 



 

Estimating contact patch mathematically requires that we 

accept that only tire pressure and load on the tire dictate the 

contact patch size. Tire width does not come into play 

because if you were to double the width of a tire you would 

cut the length of the contact patch in half. 

      

        Contact patch area = load on tire/tire pressure 

 

Using my 2016 Road Glide Ultra with me as the single rider 

for example, the contact patch of my rear tire would be 

calculated using the following data: 

 Weight of motorcycle – 910 lbs 

 Weight of rider – 250 lbs 

 Factory recommended rear tire pressure – 40 psi 

A rough estimation of the load on one of the two tires would 

be to divide the total load in half . . . 

 Total load = 910 + 250 = 1160 lbs 

 Rear tire load = 1160 ÷ 2 = 580 lbs 

Inserting these results into our contact patch area formula, 

the contact patch area of the rear tire on my Road Glide 

would be: 

 Contact patch area = 580 ÷ 40 = 14.5 square inches 



Contact patch changes with the dynamics of riding. 

 

Contact patch is only one of a number of reasons that tire 

pressures need to be checked frequently (see figure 4). 

 

Technically, we should check pressures before each ride 

(TCLOC) for a number of reasons. In addition to altering the 

contact patch and increasing tire wear, underinflated tires 

build excessive heat which could lead to tire failure. 

Underinflation may also: adversely affect vehicle handling, 

increase fuel consumption, and allow fatigue cracking of the 

tire. Conversely, riding on tires with too much air makes tires 

Figure 3                        

Notice that 

contact patch 

area increases 

with lean angle 

(3) 

Figure 4                        

Correct inflation insures 

the optimum contact 

patch and safety 



more likely to be cut, punctured, or otherwise damaged by 

sudden impact.  

Tire and motorcycle manufacturers recommend that tire 

pressures be checked cold, at ambient temperature. As soon 

as we begin to ride, the tires begin to warm up due to the 

normal flexing and friction with the road. This warming 

causes the internal tire pressure to rise rapidly which would 

cause an inaccurate safety reading should you stop after 

riding to check the pressure. Recommended tire pressures 

may differ from front to rear, always check your owner’s 

manual for information (see figure 5).  

 

 

 

 

Another reason for regular tire pressure checks is caused by 

ambient temperature changes. The pressure in a pneumatic 

tire will change about 1 psi with every 10°F change in 

temperature. During the winter months this means that if 

you inflate your rear tire to 40 psi on a 70°F ambient day and 

your next ride occurs on a 40°F ambient day, that rear tire 

would now have dropped 3 psi, or 7 ½ percent of the 

recommended pressure.                                                          

Figure 5                                                           

Owner’s manual may indicate different 

pressures for front and rear tires (5) 



When checking tire pressure always use a good quality tire 

pressure gauge as cheaper gauges tend to be less accurate. 

Properly inflated tires will last longer than underinflated 

tires. 

Regular tire inspection should include tire pressures as well 

as a complete visual inspection of the tires for any unusual 

tread wear, bulges/cracks in the sidewalls, tread separation, 

exposed tread wear indicators, or objects sticking into the 

tire (see figure 6). Even though this will require the rotation 

and inspection of both front and rear tires, time spent 

performing a complete inspection before each ride may 

prevent anything from poor handling, to a simple flat tire or 

even a dreaded blowout.  

   

   

   

 

Figure 6              

Examples of 

Tires needing 

replacement 

(6) 



The Motorcycle Industry Council Tire Guide notes that some 

manufacturers recommend replacing a tire when 2/32” to 

3/32” tread remains. Should the tread wear indicators 

(sometimes referred to as “wear bars”) become level with 

the tires tread, only 1/32” of tread remains on that tire and 

the tire must be replaced (see figure 7). 

 

  

You can easily check the depth of tread on your tires using 

either a tread depth gauge or a penny (see figures 8 & 9). 

Measurements should be taken at several locations around 

the circumference of the tire. Holding a depth gauge with 

your thumb, ring finger and pinky, push the gauge’s stem 

Figure  7                                                                        

 Lower circles (on Dunlops) indicate wear bar location. Upper 

circles show wear bar in tread. Left image is a tire worn to 

minimum. Right image is a new tire.  



slightly out of the tube. Insert the stem tip into a tread 

groove and slide the tube and base down until they contact 

the tire. Without moving the stem, remove the gauge 

assembly and read the tread depth in inches or millimeters 

(as required for comparison to specifications) by rotating the 

assembly. Measure at multiple points around the tire. 

 

When using a penny, insert into tread grooves at multiple 

locations around the tire with Lincoln’s head aiming down 

into the tire. When you can see all of Abe’s hair, you have 

2/32 inch of tread depth remaining. 

                                   

Figure 8 

Using a tread depth gauge 

Figure 9 

A penny showing 2/32” 

tread at this point in the 

tire 



                                                                                                                                                        

Another tire consideration is age. To determine when the 

tires on your bike were manufactured, refer to the DOT 

(Department of Transportation) serial number on the 

sidewall of the tire. As shown in figure 10, the serial number 

begins with the letters “DOT” and ends with a four-digit date 

code. The four digits represent the week and year that the 

tire was produced. In the example below, date code “4510” 

indicates that the tire was produced in the 45th week of 2010. 

 

 

Should you encounter a tire 

having only three numerals in its date code, the tire was 

manufactured before 2000 and should be discarded. 

When considering new tires, the sidewall also contains a 

code indicating the tire size plus load and speed rating 

information (see figure 11). The motorcycle manufacturer 

publishes a recommended tire size as well as load and speed 

ratings for your bike in the owner’s manual (refer to figure 5 

under specified tire). Please refer to this information and 

install only tires which are sized and rated for your bike. For 

safety purposes, it is not recommended to “mix and match” 

Figure 10                                   

DOT serial number with last 4 

digits indicating manufacture date 

(8) 



tires of differing construction such as bias-ply with radial. The 

bottom line is that a motorcycle will only safely perform 

when it is shod with the recommended, correctly inflated 

tires. 

   

If you have other questions regarding tire application, the 

dealership has parts specialists that can assist in selecting the 

correct tire. The Keg has a tire & mount special running from 

Dec 16th through Jan 16th  which will save you over 90 bucks 

per tire! For information contact: 

 Powder Keg Harley Davidson at (513) 204-6962 or on the 

web at www.powderkeghd.com 

 

Nominal tread width (mm)  

Aspect Ratio (%)

Higher Speed 
index (W) 

Construction code (radial) 

Rim diameter  (in) 

Speed Index 

Load Index 

Figure 11                                                                                       

Tire information is on the sidewall of all motorcycle tires (8) 
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Ride Safe!Ride Safe!Ride Safe!Ride Safe!    
 

 

                                                                                           “Grumpy” 

Safety Officer HOG 4035 
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