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Hello, there!
Thank you for downloading the September 2026 Signal Report from DAT iQ

This report's rate histories and forecasts are derived from DAT iQ market data and proprietary forecasting models. Multiple machine learning algorithms, along with 

traditional time-series models, are used to analyze historical contract rate data from hundreds of leading shippers and other external macroeconomic variables. Detailed 

dry van, reefer, flatbed, and intermodal forecasts are available only for DAT iQ Benchmark Partners.
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State of the Market : September 2026  

The current cycle continues to tighten, with contract and spot rates up ~15% and ~25% year over year, respectively. Over the last month, spot rates 

have cooled off significantly with negative month-over-month changes, while contract rates continue to climb. Unlike the last three cycles, this one 
is based on a supply shortage driven mainly by government regulations. Let’s call it the Re-Credentialing Cycle until we come up with a better name.  

At the recent DAT Shipper Summit, Principal Analyst Dean Croke outlined the government policies that have fundamentally and i rreversibly restructured the 
trucking industry. A combination of enforcement, statutes, and court rulings have removed a significant number of existing drivers and slowed down the 
training process for future drivers. Unlike previous market downturns, where capacity is temporarily reduced by drivers parking their trucks until rates 
improved, these policy-driven exits are permanent and irrevocable. 

Dean outlined the six regulatory streams: immigration status restrictions, language proficiency requirements, drug testing protocols, training standards, ELD 
enforcement, and cross-border cabotage restrictions. Disqualified drivers cannot simply wait out the downturn. Statutes cannot be undone by executive action. 
Court-upheld rules remain in place indefinitely. And database entries follow drivers for life. This is essentially a one-way door with no mechanism for reversal.

The cumulative effect is profound. Non-domiciled CDL revocations, effective March 2026, have already forced 61% of audited high-risk carriers to cease 
operations immediately. English language proficiency tests have removed over 62,000 drivers from service or revoked their CDLs. The Drug and Alcohol 
Clearinghouse shows 235,000 violations with a 69% non-return rate. The CDL training pipeline has lost approximately 10,000 schools, with hundreds more 
recently removed. ELD provider decertification has eliminated 127 vendors, including 51 this year alone. Cross-border cabotage enforcement has revoked 
nearly 3,200 visas. Essentially, the government is removing drivers faster than the pipeline can replace them. It is permanently reshaping the workforce.

But, as Dean explained at the summit, this is a net good thing for the industry. The driver pool has been cleaned up and made safer while the “CDL Mills” have 
been shut down. New drivers will enter the workforce, and carriers are adjusting their pay and benefit packages accordingly. ATRI recently reported that carrier 
benefit packages have increased by over 6% year over year.  

Bottom line for shippers: The market will continue to tighten, and rates will rise due to the reduction in available drivers. The skyrocketing price of diesel 
($6.285 this week!) is also stressing transportation budgets. The typical fuel surcharge is approaching a dollar a mile! The high price of fuel will also lead to 
smaller carriers exiting the market – further reducing capacity.  Buckle up!  



Signal Report | September 2026 4

-30%
-25%
-20%
-15%
-10%
-5%
0%
5%
10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
40%
45%
50%
55%
60%
65%
70%
75%
80%
85%
90%
95%
100%
105%
110%
115%
120%
125%
130%
135%
140%
145%
150%

$0.00

$0.10

$0.20

$0.30

$0.40

$0.50

$0.60

$0.70

$0.80

$0.90

$1.00

$1.10

$1.20

$1.30

$1.40

$1.50

$1.60

$1.70

$1.80

$1.90

$2.00

$2.10

$2.20

$2.30

$2.40

$2.50

$2.60

$2.70

$2.80

$2.90

$3.00

Ja
n

-1
3

A
p

r-
13

Ju
l-1

3

O
ct

-1
3

Ja
n

-1
4

A
p

r-
14

Ju
l-1

4

O
ct

-1
4

Ja
n

-1
5

A
p

r-
15

Ju
l-1

5

O
ct

-1
5

Ja
n

-1
6

A
p

r-
16

Ju
l-1

6

O
ct

-1
6

Ja
n

-1
7

A
p

r-
17

Ju
l-1

7

O
ct

-1
7

Ja
n

-1
8

A
p

r-
18

Ju
l-1

8

O
ct

-1
8

Ja
n

-1
9

A
p

r-
19

Ju
l-1

9

O
ct

-1
9

Ja
n

-2
0

A
p

r-
20

Ju
l-2

0

O
ct

-2
0

Ja
n

-2
1

A
p

r-
21

Ju
l-2

1

O
ct

-2
1

Ja
n

-2
2

A
p

r-
22

Ju
l-2

2

O
ct

-2
2

Ja
n

-2
3

A
p

r-
23

Ju
l-2

3

O
ct

-2
3

Ja
n

-2
4

A
p

r-
24

Ju
l-2

4

O
ct

-2
4

Ja
n

-2
5

A
p

r-
25

Ju
l-2

5

O
ct

-2
5

Ja
n

-2
6

A
p

r-
26

Ju
l-2

6

O
ct

-2
6

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 (
SP

R
 &

 Y
o

Y)

R
at

e 
Pe

r 
M

ile
 (

R
P

M
)

Long Haul Dry Van - Spot vs. Contract
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Long Haul Temperature Control- Spot vs. Contract
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Long Haul Flatbed - Spot vs. Contract
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Rate History & Forecasts
The following pages include historical values for the Spot Premium 
Ratio (SPR), New Rate Differential (NRD), and Contract Rate Index 
(CRI) in the U.S. for the dry van, reefer, flatbed, and intermodal 
markets. Twelve-month forecasts for each market are also included.   
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Spot Premium Ratio

The Spot Premium Ratio (SPR) captures the 
pressure that spot rates are placing on contract 
rates and provides early signs of changes in 
contract rates. Positive SPR values signal a 
tightening market while a negative SPR indicates a 
softening market.

The SPR is calculated as the Average Spot Rate 
Cost per Mile divided by the Average Contract Rate 
Cost per Mile. It is shown as a percentage 
above/below the Contract Rate Cost per Mile.

Rate Metrics Defined

New Rate Differential

The New Rate Differential (NRD) measures the 
change in the contract market by comparing rates 
entering the market (i.e., first rates) to those 
exiting (i.e., replaced rates). A positive NRD signals 
a tightening market, while a negative NRD suggests 
the market is softening.

The NRD is calculated as the Average First Rate 
Cost per Mile divided by the Average Replaced 
Rate Cost per Mile. It is shown as a percentage 
above/below the Replaced Cost per Mile.

Contract Rate Index

The Contract Rate Index (CRI) is the market 
position of all current active contract rates relative 
to the market in Jan. 2016. 

For example, a CRI of 10% means that the overall 
truckload market is 10% higher than that of Jan. 
2016. Comparing market position rather than an 
average cost per load removes biases in the 
network.

SPR NRD CRI



Signal Report | September 2026 9

Market Update:
Dry Van 
• Contract rates increased 7¢/mile while spot 

dropped an amazing 11¢/mile.

• The Spot Premium Ratio (SPR) dropped over 7 
points to 3.2%, the lowest it has been since 
December 2025.  

• The New Rate Differential (NRD) continued its 

rise to 16.2%. It is definitely still a seller’s 
market. 

• The Contract Rate Index increased slightly to 
26.1%, back to where it had been in February 

2023.

• The dry van market has been hot since 2025 
Q4 and continues to heat up. There are no 
signs of it abating any time in 2026.

• The drop in the SPR is due equally to contract 

rates rising and spot rates falling. It is unclear if 
this is heading to an equilibrium or a pause 
until spot increases again.     

*CRI:  all current active contract rates relative to the market in Jan. 2016 – Using 
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• Contract rates increased 6¢/mile in August 

while spot rates dropped by 4¢/mile, 
repeating last month’s changes.

• This caused the Spot Premium Ratio to 
continue to drop to 1.6%.   

• The New Rate Differential increased to 11.8% 

but note that this metric is highly volatile and 
takes three months to settle down.

• The Temp Control Contract Rate Index 
increased to 28.8%.  

• Like dry van, the temp-control market is 

tightening. With contract rates rising and spot 
rates falling, the SPR continues to approach 
parity. The rising NRD indicates that it will 

remain a seller’s market throughout 2026.     

*CRI:  all current active contract rates relative to the market in Jan. 2016

Market Update:
Temp-Control
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Market Update:
Flatbed
• Flatbed Contract rates rose 8¢/mile while 

spot, on the other hand, stayed flat, the 
opposite of last month.  

• This caused the Spot Premium Ratio to 
decrease further to 0.7%.  

• The New Rate Differential increased slightly 

to 14.7%.  

• The Contract Rate Index stayed level at the 
elevated rate of 29.5%.

• The widespread construction of data centers 
and energy facilities is most likely behind the 

contract rate increase. 

*CRI:  all current active contract rates relative to the market in Jan. 2016
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• The New Rate Differential has increased to 

7.4% this month, stabilizing from last month’s 
jump. 

• This resulted in the Contract Rate Index 
increasing to 17.4%.    

• We expect some of this movement is due to 

larger shippers shifting freight to intermodal 
as they face higher fuel costs and rising 
truckload rates.  

*CRI:  all current active contract rates relative to the market in Jan. 2016

Market Update:
Intermodal
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Appendix
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Historical & 
Forecast Data 
By Mode

• The Contract Rate Index, 
New Rate Differential, 
and Spot Premium Ratio, 
as well as the national 
long-haul averages of 
contract and spot rates 
are shown for all four 
markets. 

• The last two years of 
historical data are 
shown for legibility.  
Older data is available 
on request.  

• The contract and spot 
rate forecasts are shown 
in italics for all four 
modes.   

This year-over-year percentage is the expected future change from July 2026 to July 2027 based on our forecasts.  
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Industry Market Review: 
Consumer Package Goods – Dry Van

Industry Market Performance Charts 

• The contract linehaul rate per mile segmented by 
industry and mode (Dry Van).

• Each industry is compared to the overall contract Dry 
Van market to highlight differences.  

Shipment  Spot Volume Charts 

• The percentage of spot versus contract shipments 
using the DAT spot definition. 

• The Spot Premium Ratio (SPR) is also shown for each 
industry.  

• While all industries have a higher percentage of 
volume moving via spot rates post-pandemic 
compared to pre-pandemic – it varies significantly 
between industries.  
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Industry Market Review:
Food & Beverage – Dry Van and Temp-Control
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Industry Market Review:
Retail and Paper/Packaging – Dry Van
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Industry Market Review: 
Industrial – Dry Van
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This Signal Report is intended solely for informational purposes. All the data, figures, graphics, tables, analysis, conclusions, predictions and recommendations contained in this report are subject to change 
because of the addition, deletion, or modification of data in current and/or future reports. DAT Freight & Analytics employs good faith efforts to verify and validate data quality; however, the company cannot 
guarantee the accuracy or completeness of the information as data may or may not be free from deficiencies due to factors beyond the company’s reasonable control. DAT Freight & Analytics expressly 
disclaims any and all liability arising from the contents of the Signal report, errors therein, or omissions therefrom.

Certain information contained in this report may be considered a “forward-looking statement.” Actual results may differ materially and adversely from those expressed in any forward-looking 
statements. Recipients are cautioned not to place undue reliance on these forward-looking statements, which speak only as of the date of this document. The company assumes no obligation to update any 
such forward-looking statements as a result of events or new information after the date hereof, nor make any representations or warranties that events or actual results will occur as described in the forward-
looking statements. Recipient agrees to release, indemnify and hold harmless DAT Freight & Analytics, its directors and officers, employees, successors and assigns from any and all claims, causes of actions, and 
liability arising from use of the report, or any information contained therein. 

Questions? Contact us at shippersuccessteam@dat.com.

mailto:shippersuccessteam@dat.com
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About DAT iQ Benchmark

As part of the DAT suite of freight analytics services, DAT iQ Benchmark provides unparalleled 
visibility into contract and spot transportation rates for transportation professionals negotiating 
prices, assessing procurement strategies, or seeking insights on true market conditions.

Across all DAT iQ solutions, we analyze over $150B in actual annual shipment transactional data to provide accurate and actionable information to 
transportation buyers — data which considers the characteristics of the freight (e.g., inbound vs. outbound, asset vs. broker, direct vs. multi-stop, 
etc.), not just averages on lanes.

Specific solutions are available for Shippers and Brokers/3PLs. Interested? Send an email to shippersuccessteam@dat.com for more information

mailto:shippersuccessteam@dat.com
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