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Traffic Counting Terminology

The basis for any traffic study is the number of vehicles, bicycles, and/or pedestrians passing

a particular spot over a set amount of time.

Traffic counts can be over a specific road
segment or through an intersection. Like
many specialties, traffic counting has

its own language and set of terms to
understand. We've tried to capture the
basic words, acronyms, and phrases you are
likely to hear and use in reference to traffic
counts.

General Counting Terms

+ Annual Average Daily Traffic Volume (AADT) -
Daily traffic volumes (the 24-hour sum of traffic
going in both directions combined) that have
been factored to represent “normal” conditions

and represents an average day of the whole year.

« Average Daily Traffic Volume (ADT) - The
unadjusted daily traffic volume (the 24-hour
sum of traffic going in both directions combined)
collected on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and/
or Thursdays of non-holiday weeks. The ADT
is typically the 24-hour average of 48 hours of
traffic data.

 Automatic Traffic Recorder (ATR) - A permanent
device, typically in the road pavement, that
captures traffic data automatically, 24 hours a

day and 7 days a week.
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Directional Distribution or Directional Split -
The split of traffic on a road in the two opposing
directions, usually expressed as a percentage,
such as 60 percent northbound and 40 percent

southbound.

Gap Acceptance - The amount of time a motorist
or pedestrian on a cross street, or a left turn on
the mainline, needs between conflicting mainline

vehicles to turn onto or cross the mainline.

Heavy Vehicles - Vehicles larger than a passenger
vehicle or delivery truck. Semi-tractor trailers

are generally considered heavy vehicles. On the
Federal Highway Administration’s 13-category
vehicle classification, heavy vehicles are

considered classes eight to 13.

Peak Hour = The sixty consecutive minutes with
the highest amount of vehicles going through
an intersection or along a road segment.
Intersections and roads typically have at least
a peak hour in the morning and another in the
evening corresponding to commuter driving

patterns.

Peak Hour Factor (PHF) — A measure of traffic
fluctuation within the peak hour, calculated by

dividing the hourly volume by four times the
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peak 15-minute flow. The lower the PHF, the more
peaking of traffic occurs during the busiest 15

minutes of the peak hour.

Seasonal Adjustment Factor (SAF) - A factor
applied to a traffic count to adjust and account
for traffic fluctuations between different days
and months, like weekday/weekend or month-
to-month. SAFs are most often used to translate

ADTs into AADTs.

Turning Movement Count (TMC) - A traffic count
of individual vehicles from each intersection
approach, tracked separately and tabulated by
movement (left, thru, right) and per time interval,
usually fifteen-minutes. Turning movement
counts are typically collected over 24- or

48-hours for our Traffic Impact Studies.

Vehicle Classification - The grouping
of vehicles into similar types based on
various characteristics. The Federal Highway

Administration recognizes 13 types of vehicles

Transportation guidelines as well as use
your common when collecting traffic
data: As with any field work, your and
your co-workers lives are more important
than any traffic count. Follow local

OSHA and Department of Transportation
guidelines as well as use your common
sense. Use reflective gear, cones, vehicle
lights, etc. to improve your visibility

to drivers. Avoid areas with sight
restrictions (sharp curves, steep grades).

Take the necessary time to be safe.
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Class 1
Motorcycles

Class 2
Passenger cars

Class 3
Four tire, single
unit

Class 4
Buses

Class 5
Two axle, six tire,
single unit

Class 6
Three axle, single
unit
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Class 7
Four or more
axle, single unit

Class 8
Four or less axle
single trailer

Class 9

5-Axle tractor
semitrailer

Class 10
Six or more axle,

single trailer

Class 1
Five or less axle,
multi-trailer

Class 12

Six axle,
multi-trailer

Class 13
Seven or more
axle,

multi-trailer

E;} LU

Source: Federal Highway Administration
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Common Counting
Study Types

« Classification Count — Capturing the number
of vehicles per FHWA classification scheme.
Information is typically recorded as part of a
road tube count. Classification studies can help
understand the characteristics of a corridor,
assisting with everything from signal timing to

roadway design.

Delay Study - Examination of delay caused by
traffic flow conditions (freeway back-ups) or
traffic control devices (signals). This information
is used to establish a Level of Service grade

(A to F, where LOS Ais no issues and free-

flow conditions and LOS F is congestion and
high delays) to help determine if a road or

intersection has acceptable operations.

« Gap Study - Determining the number and length
of gaps in traffic on the mainline in either one or
two directions. Gap studies identify how often a
driver on a side-street or conflicting pedestrian
has an opportunity to safely proceed across the

mainline.

« Manual Count - Any type of traffic count requiring
a physical presence on-site to witness and record
the information firsthand. Measures could be
recorded through pen and paper, laptop, or other

mobile methods.

Origin-Destination Study - Identifying the
specific routes of drivers through a designated
area. Most often used to identify cut-through
traffic in residential areas, these studies can also

help in corridor studies to understand the start
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and end points that serve most drivers.

Pedestrian/Bicycle Count - Count of pedestrian
or bicycles at a specific location or through a
specific area like an intersection. Pedestrian and
bicycle activities impact vehicle operations and

should be included in Traffic Impact Studies.

Queue Study - Typically defined under two
categories; at an intersection or other stop line
or on a freeway or other thoroughfare where
vehicles slow below general free-flow speeds.

In either case, the number of vehicles or length
of the back-up or car stacking is measured (in
feet or number of vehicles). Queue studies are
a standard metric to assess intersections, traffic

control, or roadway geometry.

Speed Count - Measurement of vehicle speeds,
which can be captured manually through radar or
road tube counters. Typical outputs include the
average speed, 85th percentile speed (speed at
which 85 percent of vehicles are at or below), and
10-mile pace (the consecutive range covering 10
miles per hour speeds that captures the highest
percentage of vehicles). These studies are often

used to set posted speed limits.

Vehicle Occupancy — Recording the number of
people in each vehicle, including the driver over
a period of time. Occupancy data can help assess
if different controls or operational changes are
necessary. Trends in occupancy can lead to High-
Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) facilities, rideshare, and

changes to bus stops/routes, to name a few.

« Video Count - Any type of traffic count obtained

by recording the information first and then
processing the video second, usually back in

an office or through a third party, to obtain the
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specific data. Spack Consulting uses COUNTCam

2 video technology for its traffic needs in
transportation studies. These types of counts
are safer with less time in the field for personnel

reducing the risk of incidents.

Counting Equipment

» Count Board - An electronic device that records
traffic data based on input from the user, such as
pressing certain buttons to represent a specific
turning movement from one direction. Count
boards typically need to connect to a computer
to download raw data into a software program
and provide organized traffic data. COUNTpad 2 is
an example of a count board.

- Video Recording System — A traffic video
recording device(s) used to capture movements
through a specific area, like an intersection.
Video recording systems reduce the cost of
obtaining traffic data by automating a portion of
the process, eliminating personnel standing in
an area capturing traffic data for several hours.
Video recording systems are set up on the side
of the road or intersection, eliminating the need
for personnel to complete work in the road. The
COUNTcam 2 is an example of a video recording
system that helps make the data collection

process safer and more efficient.

- Radar System — Devices that use microwave,
doppler radar, or other sensing technology to
record traffic volumes and speeds. Like video
recording systems, radar systems are also set up
on the side of road and eliminate the need to

complete work in the street.
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- Road Tube (Pneumatic Tube) Counter — A type of
traffic counter that uses one or two road tubes

stretched across a road or specific area that

captures traffic data as vehicles cross the tube(s).

As a vehicle crosses a road tube, a pulse of air is

sent along the tube back to the counter to record.

Road tube counters can capture volumes, speeds,
and classification. The wayCOUNT is an example

of a tube counter.

Counting Equipment

- 85th Percentile Speed - speed at which 85
percent of the vehicles are at or below. This

measurement is used to help set the posted

About Spack Solutions

speed limit.

- 95th Percentile Queue - the vehicle stacking

that is exceeded only five percent of the time. A
standard metric used in intersection and other

traffic analyses.

- Pace - the 10-mph speed range containing the
greatest percentage of vehicle speeds recorded.

Another metric used to help set the posted speed

limit.

Resources

- Minnesota Department of Transportation Traffic
Engineering Manual, Chapter 5
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