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Your Guide To Semi-Trailer Dimensions 

This is the most definitive guide to common trailer dimensions found in the United States. We suggest 
that you save or print this document for future reference. It was custom written to help you choose the 
right trailer size every time you need to move a truckload shipment.  

The Basics 

A trailer is limited in size according to federal law. The U.S. Department of Transportation regulates the 
vehicles when they are operating on interstate highways. There are hundreds of size combinations and 
even several state exceptions to the federal laws.  

However, today, 99% of dry and refrigerated trailers come in 2 main sizes. Flatbed trailers come in about 
a half-dozen combinations.  

Dry Vans and Refrigerated (Reefer) Trailers 

A dry van and a refrigerated trailer are basically offered in the same overall outside dimensions. The 
main difference between a dry van and a reefer is the cooling unit and the internal air chutes in the 
reefer.  

 

Trailers will be either 48’ long or 53’ long. Today, about 80% of dry trailers and 60% of reefers are 53’ 
long. Most manufacturers do not make 48’ trailers anymore and only make the larger 53’ version.  
Eventually, all trailers will be 53’ long as the older 48’ trailers are fully replaced with the larger size. The 
basic inside dimensions of a 53’ dry van trailer are shown below. For delicate loads you may want to ask 
for “pad wrap”. However, be aware that these trailers are less common and will cost more. You do NOT 
need pad wrap (and thus you will save money) if you palletize / box your load correctly and carefully.   
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Some newer “high cube” trailers (referring to the inside cubic footage loading capacity of a trailer) have 
a trailer width of 102 inches (the average today is 100 inches) with the smallest being 96 inches.  

When calculating you trailer needs order the most COMMONLY available trailer if your load will fit. 
The most commonly available is a standard 48’ long, 96 inch wide (inside dimension) trailer or larger. 
If you happen to get a larger trailer it is a bonus – but if the 48’ long, 96 inch wide trailer works (for 
both dry and reefer loads) it will be your lowest cost option every time.  

Flatbed Trailers 

Flatbed trailers come in many more flavors and sizes. The picture below will give you a comprehensive 
guide to the most common types. Flatbed loads are often referred to as “specialized transport” because 
of the required expertise needed. The more specialized (and rare) the trailer you need then the higher 
the cost. In the image blow, the most common flatbed trailer is at the top and the least common (the 
more specialized – and thus more costly) is at the bottom.  

If you have a load that is either over-sized or over-weight you may need to arrange for special state and 
federal transportation permits and hire flagmen (also known as a pilot) to accompany your load. Our 
staff will determine if you need special permits for your load and make the necessary arrangements.  

 


