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Trailer Types: What You Need to Know in 2026
There are many trailer configurations in trucking, but mastering the most-utilized equipment gives you a strong
foundation. The goal is not to memorize every manufacturer specification. The goal is to understand what each trailer is
built to do, what freight it commonly handles, and what information you must collect before quoting a load.

Choosing the wrong equipment can create rejected loads, permit problems, unsafe loading conditions, added cost, or
missed appointments. Match the commodity, exact weight, exact dimensions, loading method, unloading method,
protection needs, and facility requirements to the correct trailer family.

2026 EQUIPMENT MINDSET

Know the freight first. Then match the equipment. Trailer dimensions and payloads vary by manufacturer,
carrier, tractor weight, axle configuration, state law, route, and permits.

Fast Equipment Match

Freight Need Start With

General palletized / boxed freight Dry Van

Temperature-controlled freight Reefer

Side / top loading or oversized freight Flatbed

Tall freight needing a lower deck Step Deck

Very tall / heavy equipment Double Drop or RGN

Extra-long freight Stretch Trailer

Protected freight with side access Curtain Side

Dry bulk commodities Hopper

Liquids / gases / food-grade bulk Tanker

Intermodal freight Container + Chassis
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1. Dry Van
ENCLOSED FREIGHT PROTECTION

Dry vans protect freight from weather and are the most common choice for general, non-temperature-controlled cargo. A
53-foot dry van is widely used across retail, manufacturing, distribution, and consumer-goods freight.

COMMON LENGTH TYPICAL WIDTH INTERIOR EXAMPLE

53 ft 102 in exterior ~52.5 ft long

BEST USED FOR
• Palletized consumer goods

• Paper, packaging, plastics, apparel and finished products

• Non-perishable food and beverage freight

• Freight that must remain enclosed and dry

WHAT TO WATCH
• Confirm interior height and rear-door opening.

• Ask whether freight is floor-loaded or palletized.

• Confirm dock, liftgate, residential, or limited-access requirements.

• Verify actual trailer dimensions before quoting oversized pieces.

PRACTICAL TIP

A dry van may be 53 feet long outside, but usable interior space and door dimensions are smaller. Quote
from usable inside dimensions, not the exterior box.
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2. Refrigerated Trailer (Reefer)
TEMPERATURE-CONTROLLED FREIGHT

A reefer is an insulated trailer with a refrigeration unit. It is used when the product must remain within a controlled
temperature range during transit. Insulation and the refrigeration unit reduce usable interior space compared with many dry
vans.

COMMON LENGTH INTERIOR WIDTH INTERIOR HEIGHT

53 ft Often ~97-100 in Often lower than dry van

BEST USED FOR
• Produce, meat, dairy and frozen foods

• Approved pharmaceutical or medical products

• Floral and nursery products

• Chocolate, beverages and other temperature-sensitive commodities

WHAT TO WATCH
• Get the required temperature in writing.

• Confirm continuous-run vs cycle settings when required.

• Ask whether a washout or food-grade trailer is required.

• Verify exact interior dimensions because reefer walls are thicker.

DO NOT ASSUME

A 53-foot reefer does not have the same usable interior dimensions as every 53-foot dry van. Always
confirm the carrier's actual trailer.
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3. Flatbed
OPEN DECK LOADING FLEXIBILITY

Flatbeds have no permanent roof or sides, making them ideal for freight loaded by crane, from the side, or from above.
They are heavily used for construction materials, steel, lumber, machinery, and industrial freight.

COMMON LENGTH STANDARD WIDTH TYPICAL DECK HEIGHT

48 or 53 ft 102 in ~58-62 in

BEST USED FOR
• Steel, lumber, pipe and building materials

• Machinery and fabricated products

• Crated equipment

• Freight that cannot be loaded through standard van doors

WHAT TO WATCH
• Confirm whether tarps are required.

• Measure freight height from the trailer deck.

• Verify securement method and tie-down points.

• Overwidth, overweight, or overlength freight may require permits.

DIMENSION RULE

For open-deck freight, total loaded height = trailer deck height + freight height. That combined
measurement determines clearance and possible permit needs.
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4. Step Deck (Single-Drop)
LOWER DECK FOR TALLER FREIGHT

A step deck has an upper deck over the tractor and a lower main deck behind it. The lower deck provides additional
vertical clearance compared with a standard flatbed.

COMMON LENGTH LOWER DECK DECK HEIGHT

48 or 53 ft Often ~37-43 ft Often ~38-42 in

BEST USED FOR
• Tall machinery

• Construction and industrial equipment

• Oversized crates

• Freight too tall for a standard flatbed but not requiring a lowboy/RGN

WHAT TO WATCH
• Know which part of the freight sits on each deck.

• Do not use overall trailer height as the freight-height limit.

• Confirm ramp needs if equipment must be driven on.

• Check permit requirements when loaded dimensions exceed legal limits.

WHY IT MATTERS

A lower deck can add roughly 1.5 to 2 feet of vertical clearance compared with a flatbed, depending on the
actual equipment.
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5. Double Drop & RGN / Lowboy
Double-drop and removable-gooseneck trailers are built for tall, heavy, and specialized equipment. Their main deck - often
called the well - sits very low to the road. An RGN adds a detachable front section so equipment can be driven onto the
deck.

DOUBLE-DROP PROFILE

MAIN DECK BEST FOR TYPICAL WELL

Very low Tall freight ~29 ft

RGN / LOWBOY PROFILE

MAIN ADVANTAGE TYPICAL USE KEY ISSUE

Drive-on loading Heavy equipment Permits + route

WHAT TO CONFIRM
• Exact machine make/model and operating weight

• Overall shipping dimensions, including attachments

• Whether equipment runs and can be driven onto the trailer

• Required axle count or specialized configuration

• Origin/destination access and ground clearance

• Oversize/overweight permits, escorts, and route restrictions

SPECIALIZED FREIGHT RULE

Never quote heavy-haul freight from a commodity name alone. Ask for exact dimensions, exact weight,
loading method, and equipment specifications.
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6. Stretch / Extendable Trailers
Stretch trailers extend to support unusually long freight that would overhang a standard deck. They are commonly used for
beams, long fabricated components, poles, structural steel, wind-energy components, and project cargo.

STRETCH FLATBED

STRETCH STEP DECK

STRETCH DOUBLE DROP

PRIMARY PURPOSE COMMON DECK KEY QUESTION

Extra length 45-80 ft* Loaded overall length

WHAT TO WATCH
• Extended deck length does not automatically equal legal travel length.

• Long freight may require flags, lights, permits, escorts, or route studies.

• Weight distribution changes as the trailer extends.

• Confirm turning radius and site access before dispatch.
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7. Curtain Side / Retractable-Cover Equipment
SIDE ACCESS WITH WEATHER PROTECTION

Curtain-side and retractable-cover equipment combine weather protection with much of the loading flexibility of
open-deck equipment. Depending on the design, curtains or sliding structures move away so freight can be accessed from
the side.

COMMON LENGTH TYPICAL WIDTH USABLE LENGTH

48 or 53 ft 102 in exterior Often ~52.5 ft on 53 ft units

BEST USED FOR
• Lumber and piping

• Metal products

• Building materials

• Windows, doors and packaged industrial freight

WHAT TO WATCH
• A curtain is not structural cargo securement.

• Verify the exact trailer style.

• Confirm internal clearances and loading direction.

• Ask whether the shipper needs a true van, open deck, or retractable-cover system.

DIMENSION REMINDER

Curtain-side systems vary. Verify the inside clear width, height, and opening dimensions with the carrier
before booking large freight.
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8. Hopper & Tanker
Hoppers and tankers are bulk-specialty trailers. The trailer itself is part of the loading and unloading system, so commodity
compatibility and facility requirements matter as much as basic dimensions.

HOPPER / GRAIN TRAILER

Hoppers commonly haul dry bulk products such as grain and certain aggregates. Product density, trailer volume, axle
weight, unloading system, and state weight rules affect the legal payload.

TANKER

Tank trailers move liquids, gases, food-grade bulk products, fuels, chemicals, and other specialized commodities. Tank
material, compartments, lining, pumps, hoses, prior cargo, wash requirements, and hazardous-material rules may all
matter.

IMPORTANT CORRECTION

Do not treat 80,000 lb as freight capacity. On the Interstate System, 80,000 lb is generally the federal gross
vehicle weight ceiling for the entire combination, subject to axle limits and the Bridge Formula. Actual
payload is lower and varies.
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9. Intermodal Containers & Chassis
An intermodal container is a standardized freight box designed to move between ship, rail, and truck without unloading the
cargo inside. On the highway, the container normally rides on a chassis rather than functioning as a conventional
semitrailer.

COMMON SIZES ALSO SEEN HIGH-CUBE

20 / 40 ft international 45 / 53 ft domestic Extra interior height

WHAT TO WATCH
• Container gross weight is not the same as legal highway payload.

• Confirm chassis availability and size.

• Verify port/rail appointments, interchange requirements, demurrage/detention rules, and free time.

• Heavy 20-foot containers can create axle-weight problems.

• FMCSA has specific securement requirements for intermodal containers.
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10. How to Choose the Right Trailer
Trailer selection starts with the freight, not the truck. A professional equipment decision should be based on the load's
physical characteristics and the way it must be handled.

THE 8 QUESTIONS

Before you quote, know: WHAT is it? HOW MUCH does it weigh? HOW BIG is it? HOW is it loaded?
HOW is it unloaded? DOES it need protection or temperature control? IS it legally standard-size? WHAT
does the facility require?

■ Commodity and product description confirmed

■ Exact total weight confirmed

■ Length, width, and height confirmed

■ Pallet/piece count confirmed

■ Stackability confirmed

■ Loading method confirmed

■ Unloading method confirmed

■ Temperature requirement confirmed

■ Tarp / cover / securement needs confirmed

■ Dock / liftgate / crane / ramp needs confirmed

■ Oversize or overweight risk reviewed

■ Site access and appointment requirements confirmed

2026 Legal & Safety Quick Reference
Width: Federal rules generally establish 102 inches as the commercial vehicle width limit on the National Network. Loads
or equipment exceeding legal width may require permits.

Height: There is no single federal vehicle-height limit. State limits commonly fall around 13 ft 6 in to 14 ft, so route and
state requirements must be verified.

Weight: On the Interstate System, federal standards generally include 20,000 lb on a single axle, 34,000 lb on a tandem
axle, and up to 80,000 lb gross vehicle weight subject to the Federal Bridge Formula and exceptions.

Cargo securement: FMCSA requires cargo to be firmly immobilized or secured. Commodity-specific rules apply to
several types of freight.

USE THIS GUIDE AS A STARTING POINT

Trailer specifications vary by manufacturer, carrier, axle configuration, and jurisdiction. Always verify the
actual trailer and applicable laws before committing a load.
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References & 2026 Source Notes

Original NR Swanks Source Material
NR Swanks Freight Brokerage LLC. Trailer Types eBook. The original guide supplied the trailer categories, baseline
equipment concepts, and the technical trailer diagrams used as the foundation for this redesigned edition.

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)
Federal Size Regulations for Commercial Motor Vehicles and federal truck size/weight materials. Used for National Network width,

Interstate weight, trailer-length, and vehicle-height context.

Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA)
Cargo Securement Rules. Used for current cargo-securement guidance and the reminder that general and commodity-specific

securement requirements apply to commercial freight.

Design Note
This revised edition intentionally uses only the technical trailer illustrations from the original Trailer Types eBook. Website photography,

black dry-van photography, and decorative truck imagery have been removed.

Reference date: August 17, 2026. State laws, carrier specifications, permits, equipment dimensions, payloads, and accessorial
requirements can vary. Verify load-specific requirements before dispatch.

Educational notice: This guide is for general freight training and is not a substitute for carrier specifications, permits, engineering review,
shipper instructions, regulations, or legal advice.



