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In the modern era of competitive motorsports, the margin between victory and mid-pack obscurity is often 

measured in milliseconds. While the intuition of a skilled driver remains an invaluable asset, the transition from 

subjective feedback to objective, empirical evidence is what defines the professionalization of amateur and lower-

level professional racing. The use of race car data analysis, popularized by seminal works such as Bob Knox's A 

Practical Guide to Race Car Data Analysis, has democratized the ability to diagnose vehicle behavior and driver

technique through the lens of physics and digital signal processing.

The Fundamental Framework of Data Acquisition

A Data Acquisition System (DAS) functions as the central nervous system of a race car. It captures high-frequency 

signals from various sensors, converts them from analog to digital formats, and logs them for post-session review. 

For the independent racer or the aspiring data engineer, the primary objective is to transform raw data points into 

actionable intelligence regarding car health, chassis handling, and driver performance.

The Hierarchy of Data Channels

To effectively analyze a race car, one must understand the hierarchy of data channels. These are typically

categorized into primary (raw) channels and calculated (math) channels. Primary channels are those measured

directly by sensors, while math channels use logical expressions to derive new insights.

•  Engine Speed (RPM): Essential for monitoring engine health, gear shift points, and power band utilization.

•  Wheel Speed: Often derived from GPS or hall-effect sensors on the hubs; critical for calculating slip ratios.

•  Throttle Position (TPS): A direct indicator of driver intent and engine response.

•  Steering Angle: Measured via a rotary potentiometer to determine cornering radius and driver aggressiveness.

•  Longitudinal and Lateral G: Measured by accelerometers to quantify braking, acceleration, and cornering 

forces.

Core Concepts in Kinematic Analysis

Effective data analysis requires a solid grounding in vehicle dynamics. The interaction between the tire contact 

patch and the track surface is the ultimate determinant of speed. By analyzing Longitudinal G (acceleration/

braking) and Lateral G (cornering), an engineer can construct a G-G Diagram, also known as a friction circle.

The Friction Circle and Combined Loading

The friction circle represents the total grip potential of the tires. At any given moment, a tire has a finite amount of 

grip that can be used for either longitudinal or lateral force, or a combination of both. In A Practical Guide to Race 

Car Data Analysis, the focus is often on identifying where the driver is underutilizing this circle. If the data points

do not reach the outer edges of the circle during transitions (trail braking or corner exit), the driver is leaving

performance on the table.

Mathematical Models for Cornering Radius

Calculating the cornering radius is a vital step in determining whether a driver is taking the optimal line. The formula



for radius (R) using velocity (v) and lateral acceleration (a) is:

R = v² / a

By plotting the radius against the track distance, an engineer can see if the driver is maintaining a consistent arc or 

if they are making mid-corner corrections, which usually indicates an handling imbalance or a driver-induced 

error.

Technical Workflow: Calibrating and Processing Data

Before analysis can begin, the data must be clean and accurate. Raw sensor data is often "noisy" due to engine 

vibrations and track surface irregularities. This necessitates the application of data smoothing and filtering.

Signal Filtering and Smoothing

Filtering techniques, such as the Moving Average or the Low-Pass Filter, are used to remove high-frequency noise 

from signals like throttle position or steering angle. However, excessive smoothing can introduce phase shift,

where the data appears to happen later than it actually did. A senior technical approach involves balancing the filter

frequency to ensure the signal is legible without losing the transient response of the car.



Sensor Type Typical Sampling Rate 
(Hz)

Primary Use Case Common Noise Sources

GPS Lat/Long 10 - 25 Hz Track Mapping / Speed Signal Obstruction (Trees/
Buildings)

Accelerometers 50 - 100 Hz Chassis Dynamics Engine Vibration / Kerb 
Strikes

Suspension Travel 200 - 500 Hz Aero / Dampening High-frequency road chatter

Engine RPM 20 - 50 Hz Shift Points Electrical Interference (EMI)

Brake Pressure 50 - 100 Hz Braking Technique Hydraulic Pulsation

Sensor Calibration and Offsets

Accurate analysis is impossible without proper sensor calibration. For instance, a steering angle sensor must be 

zeroed when the wheels are perfectly straight. If a car suffers a mechanical alignment shift during a race, the data 

engineer must apply an offset in the software to normalize the data before making any setup conclusions.

Diagnosing Handling Issues: Setup vs. Driver

One of the most complex tasks for a data engineer is distinguishing between a mechanical setup issue (e.g., too 

much roll stiffness) and a driver-induced issue (e.g., turning in too aggressively). Bob Knox emphasizes the 

importance of overlays—comparing multiple laps to find inconsistencies.

Identifying Understeer and Oversteer in Data

Understeer and oversteer can be identified by comparing the Steering Angle to the Lateral G. If the driver is 

increasing the steering input but the lateral G-force remains flat or decreases, the front tires have reached their limit

—a clear sign of understeer. Conversely, if a sudden spike in steering correction (counter-steering) is seen 

alongside a drop in lateral G and a change in yaw rate, the car is experiencing oversteer.

The Role of Longitudinal G in Brake Analysis

Longitudinal G-force traces provide a window into the driver's braking technique. A professional driver will typically

show a "square" braking trace: a rapid rise to peak pressure, a period of sustained threshold braking, and a smooth

taper (trail braking) as they transition into the corner. An amateur might show a "sawtooth" pattern, indicating

inconsistent pedal pressure and a lack of confidence in the car's stability.

Implementation Guide: A Step-by-Step Lap Analysis

1.  Segmenting the Track: Divide the track into sectors (Straight, Braking Zone, Corner Entry, Apex, Exit). This 

allows for split reports that highlight where time is being gained or lost.

2.  Reviewing Speed Overlays: Compare the speed trace of the fastest lap against a reference lap. Look for 

"area under the curve." A higher speed through a corner exit often results in a massive time gain across the 

subsequent straight.

3.  Analyzing Throttle Application: Check if the driver is "hesitating" on the throttle. A stepped throttle application 

usually indicates the car is unstable on exit, requiring a setup change to improve rear traction.

4.  Evaluating Gear Selection: Use RPM and Speed traces to ensure the engine is kept within its optimal power 



band. Sometimes, a higher gear results in fewer shifts and a more stable platform, even if it feels slower to the 

driver.

Case Studies and Practical Problem Solving

Case Study 1: The "Slow" Corner Exit

Scenario: A driver complains the car lacks power on the exit of a critical 2nd-gear corner. Data Findings: The 

throttle trace shows the driver is at 100% throttle, but the RPM is rising slowly. However, the Lateral G trace shows 

the car is still at 1.2G, suggesting the tires are struggling to provide both lateral and longitudinal grip. Solution:

Instead of looking for more engine power, the engineer adjusts the rear damping to allow better weight transfer, or

the driver is coached to widen the corner entry to decrease the steering angle at the point of throttle application.

Case Study 2: Unstable Under Braking

Scenario: The car feels nervous and "darty" when the driver hits the brakes at the end of the main straight. Data 

Findings: The Longitudinal G trace shows a jagged decline, and the Steering Angle shows micro-corrections 

during the straight-line braking phase. Solution:The data suggests the rear of the car is unweighting too quickly.

Increasing the front compression damping or adjusting the brake bias forward stabilizes the chassis, allowing the

driver to brake later and harder.

Advanced Data Tools: Beyond the Basics

As users progress beyond the fundamental lessons of A Practical Guide to Race Car Data Analysis, they may 

encounter more advanced tools such as Histograms and Math Channels.

Suspension Histograms

Suspension potentiometers allow for the creation of histograms that show the percentage of time a damper spends

at various velocities (measured in mm/s). A well-tuned suspension will show a "bell curve" distribution. If the curve

is skewed too far toward high velocities, the car is likely bottoming out or hitting the bump stops too frequently.

Delta-T (Time Slip)

The Delta-T channel is perhaps the most powerful tool for a driver. It provides a real-time (or post-process) 

comparison of the current lap versus the best lap. It tells the analyst exactly whereon the track the time difference

is occurring, allowing for laser-focused improvements in specific corners rather than generic "drive faster" advice.

Summary and Broader Implications

The integration of data analysis into the racing workflow marks the transition from amateurism to engineering

excellence. By utilizing the principles of sensor calibration, kinematic analysis, and objective comparison, racers

can bypass the "guesswork" of traditional tuning. The data does not lie; it provides a transparent view of the

interaction between the driver, the machine, and the track environment.

As technology continues to evolve, the barrier to entry for sophisticated data systems continues to drop. Smart-

phone based GPS loggers now provide data that was once the exclusive domain of Formula 1 teams in the 1990s.

However, the hardware is only as good as the analyst using it. Following the structured, practical approach outlined

in technical guides like those by Bob Knox ensures that the deluge of data is distilled into the most important metric

of all: a lower lap time and a more reliable racing vehicle.

Ultimately, the goal of race car data analysis is to foster a cycle of continuous improvement. Each session provides



data that informs the next setup change, which in turn provides new data, creating a feedback loop that maximizes

both the mechanical potential of the car and the biological potential of the driver. In the high-stakes world of

motorsport, those who master the data are those who consistently find themselves at the front of the grid.
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