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Abstract 
Passenger car equivalent (PCE) is an important factor which is used to convert traffic volumes 
containing proportions of heavy good vehicles (HGVs) to a unify measure containing only passen-
ger cars units (PCU). This paper uses large data base of real traffic raw data extracted from loop 
detector before being aggregated to estimate PCEs. These detectors are located on the M25 and the 
M42 motorway sites in the United Kingdom. The selected sites represent basic freeway segments 
as they are far away from the influence of entrance (on ramp) and exit (off ramp) sections. The 
data are filtered properly so as to estimate passenger car equivalents (PCEs) using lagging head-
way method for close following situations at different speed ranges. The results suggest that for 
the same location, the equivalency factors are varies significantly based traffic speed. However, it 
is proved that such variation with traffic speed is influenced by the differences in lengths be-
tween HGVs and cars. Regression models have also been developed linking the PCEs with traffic 
speed. 
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1. Introduction 
Passenger car equivalent (PCE) is an important factor which is used to convert traffic volumes containing pro-
portions of heavy good vehicles (HGVs) to a unify measure containing only passenger cars units (PCUs). Such 
conversion is important for traffic studies since the description of traffic parameters such as capacity and speed 
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is greatly influenced by the traffic mix proportions. For example, the capacity of a given section in units of 
veh/hr is significantly vary with different proportion of HGVs while the use of capacity in units of pcu/hr pro-
vides clear idea about the actual capacity regardless the HGVs proportion [1].  

In general, the presence of HGVs in traffic stream has a negative impact on a highway capacity for many rea-
sons associated with HGVs length and HGVs acceleration/deceleration and maneuvering abilities [2]. The effect 
of HGVs length is represented by increasing headways and hence reduces capacity. In addition, HGVs have 
lower acceleration/deceleration abilities and increase HGVs negative impact at lower speeds and at upgrade sec-
tions. Therefore, the typical PCE values should be higher than a single passenger car.  

Many methods are described in previous literature to estimate PCE [3]. The main of these methods includes 
the constant capacity ratio method [4], the equal-density method [5] and [6], queue discharge method [7], and 
the lagging headway method [8].  

According to [9], the constant capacity method is relevant to traffic simulation models. The PCE is estimated 
based on some trials and the selected value should provide constant capacity in (pcu/hr) for different HGVs per-
centages. Equal density method estimates PCE based on speed difference between flow rates containing only 
passenger cars and flow rates containing HGVs [10]. Similarly, queue discharge method compares the discharge 
flow rates at congested situations in the case of mixed traffic with the case of traffic containing only passenger 
cars [7].  

Lagging headway method [3] estimates the PCE as the ratio between lagging headway when the following 
vehicle is HGV to the lagging headway when the following vehicle is a small car based on Equation (1). The il-
lustration of these two lagging headways is presented in Figure 1 which also shows other parameters used in the 
paper including the following headway and the following distance. The following headway represents the time, 
in seconds, from the rear of the leading vehicle to the front of the following vehicle whereas the following dis-
tance measures the clear spacing, in meters, between any two successive vehicles. It should be noted here that 
the lagging headway differs from the well-known time headway as the latter represents the time, in seconds, 
from the front of the leading vehicle to the front of the following one. 

t

c

h
PCE

h
=                                        (1) 

where: 
th  is the average lagging time headway maintained by HGV.  
ch  is the average lagging time headway maintained by small car. 

Al-Kaisy et al. [7] applied the queue discharge method and found that the PCE was about 2.36 at basic free-
way segment with no longitudinal grade. Sarraj [11] estimated PCE at signalized intersection in Gaza using 
video recordings data and found that PCE was about 2.3 for heavy trucks. The highway capacity manual [1] 
suggested that PCEs varied based on type of terrains and length of the grads. The recommended PCE value was 
1.5 for level terrain segments. Subhi [12] estimated PCE at signalized intersection in Iraq and found a value of 
about 2.0. Giuffrè, et al. [13] applied Aimsum micro-simulation model and stated that PCEs were increasing 
with increasing of traffic flow rates. Yeung, et al. [14] applied the headway method in situations where HGVs 
were imposed by speed limits of about 60 - 70 km/hr. There finding is that the PCE was about 1.53 and 2.75 for 
light goods and heavy goods vehicles, respectively.  

So far, some studies focus only on discharge flow conditions while others focus on moderate traffic. The ef-
fect of traffic speed on PCEs has got little attention. In addition, the effect of selected lane on PCEs was not 
examined. This paper uses large data base of real traffic data taken from loop detector on the M42 and the M25 
motorway sites in the United Kingdom to estimate PCEs at different traffic conditions. The effect of driving lane 
is also considered. The source of the electronic data used and its size (more than 4 million cases of successive 
vehicles) make it more reliable than other sources of data used in previous literature.  

2. Methodology 
As described above, this paper uses real raw traffic data taken from loop detector on the M42 and the M25 mo-
torway sites in the United Kingdom to estimate PCEs. This section describes the data and method used to filter 
and analyze the available data. 
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Figure 1. Illustration of lagging headway, clear spacing, and following headway. 

2.1. Description of the Data 
The data represents a full 14 days of individual vehicles raw data, extracted from inductance loop detectors on 
sections from the M42 between Junctions 5 - 6 and the M25 between Junctions 15 - 16. The M25 and the M42 
have four lanes and three lanes per direction, respectively. According to the UK regulations, HGVs are banned 
from using the offside lane for motorways with 3 or more lanes. Speed, headway and length for each vehicle 
reaching the detector for each specific lane, were presented in the data. In total, the data represents more than 4 
million leader/follower cases. This source of data, with such size, may be regarded to be more reliable than the 
data used in other literatures. 

2.2. Method of Estimating PCE 
As described above, there are many methods to estimate PCE. Among these methods, lagging headway method 
is selected in this research because it is believed that the time headway (as previously explained in Figure 1 
above) is the most critical microscopic term related to the flow rate as well as the capacity of a section. In addi-
tion, the lagging headway parameter is the only one that could directly represents the effect of the vehicle types 
through including its length. The PCE is estimated using Equation (1) above after estimating the lagging head-
way according to the following vehicles’ types. The lagging headway is estimated by converting the available 
time headway (h, front to front) to the following headway based on speed of the following vehicle (SF) and 
length of the leading vehicle (LL) using Equation (2). The following headway is then used in estimation the lag-
ging headway based on Equation (3) using speed (SF) and length of the following vehicle (LF).  

Following headway L

F

Lh
S

= −                                (2) 

Lagging headway Following headway F

F

L
S

= +                         (3) 

2.3. Defining the Types of Vehicles 
The types of vehicles are not readily obtained from the data provided (i.e. Cars or HGVs). Therefore, and for the 
purpose of this study, it is important to define the type of each vehicle based on its length. Similar procedure to 
that adopted by [15] when they used a 6.6 m vehicle length to distinguish between cars and HGVs. Any vehicle 
has a length less than 6.6 m is regards as a small car (i.e. pcu) while any longer vehicle is regarded as HGV.  

2.4. Procedure of Filtering the Data  
In order to estimate the PCE, it is required to focus only on close following situations [16]. Previous research 
works stated that close following situations could be identified by selecting suitable following headway (from 
rear of the leading vehicle to the front of the leading vehicle, see Figure 1). A value of 2 seconds is used which 
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is similar to that suggested by [2] and [17]. In addition a value of 1.5 m/s (5.4 km/hr) was selected as the maxi-
mum relative speed difference between the leading and the following vehicles. This value was suggested by [18] 
and [19] to represent the maximum speed difference at steady state conditions (car following regime).  

In order to analyze such large sample of data which represents more than 4 million pairs of leader/follower, a 
computer program using FORTRAN was written for this purpose. At first, the data were filtered to be separated 
on lane bases. The separated data have then been analyzed further to filter the data using the above described 
methodology. The speeds were grouped for every 10km/hr in order to show the effect of traffic condition on 
PCEs.  

2.5. Size of the Analyzed Sample 
While the initial data represents over 4 million cases, Table 1 represents the size of the remaining sample after 
filtering the raw data based on the methodology described above. In total, the remaining sample after the filter-
ing process was 679,574 close following cases.  

3. Results and Discussion 
As discussed above, the UK regulations do not allow for HGVs to use the offside lane for motorways with 3 or 
more lanes. Therefore, in all most, no HGVs data were available for the fourth lane of the M25 (4-lane motor-
way) and the third lane of the M42 (3-lane motorway). 

For the M25 where the HGVs are more concentrated in lane 1 and 2 and banned from use of lane 4, the results 
of the data analysis are shown in Figure 2. The figure shows the PCEs for lanes 1, 2 and 3 and for speed range 
from 15 to 100 km/hr. In general, the figure shows that the PCEs for HGVs in lane 1 and lane 2 are identical 
which are significantly higher than PCEs for HGVs in lane 3. The figure suggests that the PCEs are decreasing 
with increasing of traffic speed. This is due to a fact that the PCEs are influenced by length of HGVs and there-
fore the effect of this length is decreasing with increasing of speed.  

The results in Figure 2 for lanes 1 and 2 suggest that the PCE is about 1.8 at queue discharge conditions 
(when average speed is about 20 km/hr or less). For congested speed of less than 50 km/hr, the PCE is about 1.5. 
For higher speeds the PCEs were between 1.3 and 1.4. The latter values are lower than PCE of 1.5 which is 
recommended by the Highway Capacity Manual [1].  

To represent the effect of HGVs length of PCEs, Figure 3 shows imaginary case when the lengths of HGVs 
and cars are assumed to be similar while the other parts in the data are still real. The Figure suggests that the 
PCEs are more or less equal to 1 regardless the average speed value. This provides the evidence that the varia-
tion in PCEs with traffic speed is only related to the differences in lengths between HGVs and cars.  

Further investigation to explain why the PCEs for HGVs in lane 3 were lower than HGVs values in lanes 1 
and 2 suggested that the reason is related to the differences of HGVs lengths used these lanes. It is found that the 
average length of HGVs length in lane 3 is about two meters less than average HGVs lengths in lanes 1 and 2 
for the same motorway (M25). The HGVs lengths were 13.1 m in lane 1, 12.8 m for HGVs in lane 2, and 11.0 in 
lane 3. It seems that HGVs with high length did not use the third lane of the M25 less frequently since such lane 
might regard as one of the fast lanes. 

For the M42, where HGVs were more concentrated in lane 1 and banned from use of lane 3, the results of the 
data analysis are shown in Figure 4. The figure shows the PCEs for lanes 1 and 2 for speed range from 15 to 
100 km/hr. The results in Figure 4 have similar trends to those results presented in Figure 2 for the M25. The 
PCEs for HGVs in lane 1 are significantly higher than PCEs for HGVs in lane 2 for reasons related to the dif-
ferences in the lengths of HGVs use lanes 1 and 2. The average lengths of HGVs used lane 2 was about 1m less 
than HGVs lengths used lane 1. 

The results for lane 1 of the M42 were similar to those for lanes 1 and 2 for the M25 since HGVs lengths were 
approximately similar. This is could be explained through presenting in Figure 5 which shows PCEs for these 
lanes. 

The results presented from the M25 and the M42 could be transferred to more useful regression models link-
ing the PCEs with traffic speeds (km/hr). These models with their coefficients of determinations (r2) are shown 
in Table 2. The r2 coefficients suggest strong relationship between traffic speed and PCEs. It should be noted 
here that these suggested models for these motorways are applicable for speed ranges up to 100 km/hr. The 
model developed for lanes 1 & 2 on the M25 is suggested to be similar to that for lane 1 on the M42.  
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Table 1. Analyzed sample size (veh) after data filtering process. 

Motorway M42 M25 

Headway Type hc ht hc ht 

No. of Headways 161,593 63,749 367,954 86,278 

Sub Total 225,342 454,232 

Total 679,574 

 
Table 2. The developed regression model for PCEs. 

Motorway Lane Model r2 

M25 
1 & 2 PCE = 0.00009Speed2 − 0.0162Speed + 2.0 0.97 

3 PCE = 0.0001Speed2 − 0.016Speed + 1.835 0.96 

M42 
1 PCE = 0.00009Speed2 − 0.0162Speed + 1.992 0.96 

2 PCE = 0.00006Speed2 − 0.0118Speed + 1.783 0.975 

 

 
Figure 2. PCEs based on the M25 data. 

 

 
Figure 3. Imaginary case for PCEs when lengths of HGVs are equal to length of cars. 
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Figure 4. PCEs based on the M42 data. 

 

 
Figure 5. PCEs for lanes 1 and 2 of the M25 and for lane 1 of the M42. 

4. Conclusions 
This paper used large data base of real traffic raw data extracted from loop detector before being aggregated to 
estimate PCEs. These detectors were located on the M25 and the M42 motorway sites in the United Kingdom. 
The selected sites represented basic freeway segments as they were far away from the influence of merge and 
diverged section. The data provided the microscopic information for millions of cases of individual vehicles. 
The data were filtered properly so as to estimate PCEs, using lagging headway method, for close following situ-
ations at different speed ranges.  

The results suggested that for the same location, the equivalency factors were varies significantly based traffic 
speed. However, it was proved that such variation with traffic speed was influenced by the differences in lengths 
between HGVs and cars. In addition, the obtained PCEs values, at congested situations, were higher than that 
recommended by the highway capacity manual and slightly lowered values at normal traffic conditions. Some 
variations in PCEs values were found on lane bases, however, further investigations suggested that such varia-
tion was only related to the differences in HGVs lengths used the available lanes. Regression models had also 
been developed linking the PCEs with traffic speed for speeds up to 100 km/hr. 

The ongoing research work will try to model PCEs values through considering only the effective parameters 
based on the findings of the current work. 
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