
The Highway Capacity Manual: A
Comprehensive Guide to Traffic Engineering
The Highway Capacity Manual (HCM) is a trusted and influential resource in the
field of traffic engineering. It provides guidelines and methodologies for assessing
the capacity, level of service, and performance of various types of highways and
transportation systems. This extensive manual serves as a cornerstone for
transportation professionals involved in the planning, design, and management of
transportation facilities.

What Is the Highway Capacity Manual?

The Highway Capacity Manual is a publication developed by the Transportation
Research Board (TRB) in the United States. It offers comprehensive information
and practical tools to evaluate the operational and safety characteristics of
highways and traffic systems. This manual serves as a crucial reference for traffic
engineers, transportation planners, and analysts around the world.
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Key Features of the Highway Capacity Manual

The Highway Capacity Manual encompasses a wide range of topics, providing
detailed analyses and procedures for assessing highway capacities, traffic flow,
and level of service. Some of the key features of the manual include:

Capacity Analysis: The manual outlines methodologies to assess the
maximum number of vehicles a given facility can accommodate within a
defined time period.

Traffic Flow Theory: It delves into the fundamental principles of traffic flow
theory, exploring factors that influence traffic behavior and characteristics.

Level of Service Evaluation: The manual defines different levels of service
and provides tools to evaluate the quality of traffic operations on roadways.

Intersection Analysis: It offers guidance on analyzing the performance of
traffic intersections and understanding the impacts of various intersection
designs.

Travel Time Reliability: The manual provides techniques to evaluate the
reliability of travel times on highways, assisting in the identification of
congestion-prone areas.

Multimodal Analysis: It addresses transportation systems involving various
modes of travel, including pedestrians, cyclists, and public transportation.

How Is the Highway Capacity Manual Used?

The Highway Capacity Manual serves as a fundamental tool for transportation
professionals in various ways:
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1. Project Planning and Design: Engineers and planners utilize the manual to
predict and assess the impact of proposed projects on traffic performance. It
aids in determining the number of lanes, signal timings, or geometric designs
required.

2. Transportation Operations: Traffic managers and practitioners refer to the
manual to optimize signal timing, manage traffic congestion, and improve
overall operational efficiency.

3. Policy Development: Policymakers and government agencies rely on the
manual for evidence-based decision-making related to traffic management,
efficiency, and safety.

4. Research and Development: The HCM serves as a foundation for ongoing
research and development in the field of traffic engineering and
transportation planning.

The Evolution and Updates of the Highway Capacity Manual

The Highway Capacity Manual has undergone several revisions since its initial
publication in 1950. The TRB regularly updates the manual to incorporate new
research findings, technological advancements, and changes in transportation
practices.

The most recent edition, the Highway Capacity Manual 6th Edition (HCM 6),was
published in 2016. It introduced significant updates, including the integration of
modern data collection and analysis techniques, revised methodologies, and
expanded coverage of multimodal analysis.

The Highway Capacity Manual continues to play a vital role in the field of traffic
engineering. Its comprehensive guidelines and methodologies provide



transportation professionals with the necessary tools to analyze and optimize the
performance of highways and transportation systems.

As the world continues to face increased traffic congestion and the need for
efficient transportation, the Highway Capacity Manual remains valuable in
planning, designing, and managing transportation facilities to ultimately enhance
mobility and improve the overall travel experience.
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Since 1950, the Highway Capacity Manual has been a standard used in the
planning, design, analysis, and operation of virtually any highway traffic facility in
the United States. It has also been widely used around the globe and has
inspired the development of similar manuals in other countries. This book is
Volume II of a series on the conceptual and research origins of the methodologies
found in the Highway Capacity Manual. It focuses on the most complex points in
a traffic system: signalized and unsignalized intersections, and the concepts and
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methodologies developed over the years to model their operations. It also
includes an overview of the fundamental concepts of capacity and level of
service, particularly as applied to intersections. The historical roots of the manual
and its contents are important to understanding current methodologies, and
improving them in the future. As such, this book is a valuable resource for current
and future users of the Highway Capacity Manual, as well as researchers and
developers involved in advancing the state-of-the-art in the field.
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