
How to Read a Tire Sidewall 
	  
The tires on your car are its most important safety feature because they are 
the vehicle’s only contact with the road.  Choosing the right tire for your car 
is essential to keeping you and your family safe.  That’s why it is important 
to learn as much as possible about the tires you put on your car.  The 
sidewall of a tire can tell you almost everything you need to know, but many 
people don’t know how to decipher the information. This quick reference 
guide will help you to understand those numbers and letters.  
 
	  

	  
	  
	  
The sidewall of a tire tells you three important things: the tire specs, the 
Department of Transportation Safety Code, and the Uniform Tire Quality 
Grading Code.   
 
1. Tire Specs  
 
The tire specs are the fundamental characteristics of the tire. These include 
the type of vehicle the tire was made for and the size of the tire.  You’ll also 
find details on how much weight it’s designed to hold and the fastest speed 
it can maintain. 



	  

	  
	  
Tire Type: This letter indicates the type of vehicle the tire fits.  The majority 
of tires you come across are labeled “P," which means the tire is suited for a 
passenger car. Other types include LT (light truck), T (temporary spare), and 
ST (special trailers).   
 
Tire Width: This is the width across the widest point of the tire and is 
measured in millimeters.  The larger the number, the wider the tire will be.  
 
Aspect Ratio: The aspect ratio is the relationship of the tire’s sidewall 
height to its width.  In the figure above, the sidewall height is 65% of the 
width.  The lower the ratio, the wider the tire is in relation to its height. A 
lower ratio will give you improved steering response, which is why many 
high performance tires have a lower aspect ratio.  The shorter and stiffer 
sidewalls resist cornering forces better, but they also result in a rougher 
ride.   
 
Internal Construction or Radial:  The “R” indicates that the tire’s internal 
construction is radial.  Radial tires contain belts of steel fibers that go around 
the circumference of the tire.  This helps stabilize the tire and minimizes 
tread wear.  It also improves the flexibility of the tire sidewall, which results 
in better handling.  Another possible option is a Bias-Ply tire.  Their internal 
construction consists of fibers that run diagonally across the width of a tire, 
crisscross beneath the tread and sidewall. Due to their weight and less ease 
in rolling they tend to be less fuel efficient for highway use than Radial tires. 
Most tires on the road today have a radial construction.   
 
 
Wheel Diameter:  This number indicates the wheel size, in inches, that the 
tire will fit. In the example above, the tire would fit a wheel with a 17-inch 
diameter.   
 
Load Index:  This indicates how much weight the tire is certified to carry. 
The load index number on a tire is an assigned number, which corresponds 



with the load-carrying capacity of the tire. To determine the actual load 
capacity of the tire you must look up the assigned number on a load index 
chart.  The larger the number, the higher the load capacity.	  
 
In the example above, you would need to look up the assigned value (95) in 
the load index chart. Note that this number is per tire, which means you 
have to multiply the number by 4 to get the total load capacity for a 
complete set of tires. The load index is one of the most important numbers 
on your tire because you would not want your replacement tires to have a 
lower load index number than the originals.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Speed Rating: This is the maximum speed at which the tire is designed to 
run for an extended period of time.  To find the maximum speed for your 
tire, refer to the speed-rating chart.	  There are 14 different speed ratings.  
The “H” in the example above indicates that the tire can run safely at speeds 
of up to 130 mph for extended periods of time.  

Load Index LBS Load Index LBS
71 761 91 1356
72 783 92 1389
73 805 93 1433
74 827 94 1477
75 853 95 1521
76 882 96 1565
77 908 97 1609
78 937 98 1653
79 963 99 1709
80 992 100 1764
81 1019 101 1819
82 1047 102 1874
83 1074 103 1929
84 1102 104 1984
85 1135 105 2039
86 1168 106 2094
87 1201 107 2149
88 1235 108 2205
89 1279 109 2271
90 1323 110 2337



 

 
M+S: Some tires are custom-designed to meet a specific climate. A tire with 
the “M+S” symbol, which stands for mud & snow, is an all-season tire. All-
season tires are designed to provide year-round traction on wet and dry 
roads (including light snow).   
 
2. Department of Transportation Safety Code  
 
After going over the tire’s specs and determining it is the right type and size 
for your vehicle, check the tire’s DOT code.  This code indicates that the tire 
complies with all DOT safety standards. It provides information on the 
factory it was manufactured in as well as the tire’s date of production.   
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  

Rating Maximum Speed Vehicle Type 
L 75 mph Off-Road & Light Truck Tires
M 81 mph Temporary Spare Tire
N 87 mph Temporary Spare Tire
Q 99 mph Winter 4x4
R 106 mph Heavy Duty Light Truck
S 112 mph Family Sedans & Vans
T 118 mph Family Sedans & Vans
U 124 mph Sedans & Coupes
H 130 mph Sport Sedans & Coupes
V 149 mph Sport Cars
Z 149+ mph Sport Cars
W 168 mph Exotic Sport Cars
Y 186 mph Exotic Sport Cars



	  
The tire’s identification number can be found directly after the DOT insignia.  
The first two characters indicate the factory of manufacture (B9). The next 
two letters denotes the tire size code (YR). The next set of characters 
identifies the brand and other significant characteristics of the tire.  These 
are optional so they won’t be found on all tires.  The last four numbers give 
the date of production.  The first two indicate which of the 52 weeks the tire 
was produced.  The last two indicate the year the tire was manufactured.  In 
the example above, the tire was produced on the 50th week of 2008.  
 
 
3. Uniform Tire Quality Grading (UTQG) 
 
The Uniform Tire Quality Grading Standards were established by the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration to test tires following government 
prescribed testing methods.  Tires are graded on these three main 
components: 
	  

	  
	  
Treadwear:  This is the wear rate of the tire when tested under controlled 
conditions on a specified government test track. The tires are tested against 
the industry standard, which has a baseline grading of 100. So a treadwear 
rating of 200 would indicate that the tire has a predicted tread life that’s 
twice as long as the industry standard. A rating of 80 would mean that the 
predicted tread life is only 80 percent as long as the industry standard.  
 
Traction:  A tire’s traction grade represents its ability to stop on wet 
pavement as measured on a specified government track.  Traction grades, 
from highest to lowest, are AA, A, B and C.   
 
Temperature: Temperature grades represent a tire’s ability to withstand 
heat at high speeds under controlled indoor test conditions. Possible 
temperature grades, from highest to lowest, are A, B and C.  Any tire rated 
below C is considered unacceptable.	  


