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Speeding is one of the primary contributors to rural road crashes. Self-explaining theory
offers a solution to reduce speeding, which suggests that well-designed facility environ-
ments (i.e., road facilities and surrounding landscapes) can automatically guide drivers
to choose appropriate speeds on different road categories. This study proposes an
improved lightweight convolutional neural network (LW-CNN) that includes drivers’ visual
perception characteristics (i.e., depth perception and dynamic vision) to conduct the self-
explaining analysis of the facility environment on 2-lane rural roads. Data for this study are
gathered through naturalistic driving experiments on 2-lane rural roads across five Chinese
provinces. A total of 3,502 visual facility environment images, alongside their correspond-
ing operation speeds and speed limits, are collected. The improved LW-CNN exhibits high
accuracy and efficiency in predicting operation speeds with these visual facility environ-
ment images, achieving a train loss of 0.05% and a validation loss of 0.15%. The semantics
of facility environments affecting operation speeds are further identified by combining this
LW-CNN with the Gradient-weighted class activation mapping algorithm and the semantic
segmentation network. Then, six typical 2-lane rural road categories perceived by drivers
with different operation speeds and speeding probability are summarized using k-means
clustering. An objective and comprehensive analysis of each category’s semantic composi-
tion and depth features is conducted to evaluate their influence on drivers’ speeding prob-
ability and road category perception. The findings of this study can be directly applied to
optimize facility environments from drivers’ visual perception to decrease speeding-
related crashes.
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1. Introduction

Despite low population density and traffic volumes, crashes on rural roads remain both severe and frequent (Wu et al.,
2017). Speeding has been recognized as one of the primary contributors to rural road crashes, particularly those resulting in
injuries or fatalities (Radam et al., 2022; Job and Brodie, 2022). Thus, reducing the occurrence of speeding on rural roads is of
great importance and draws widespread concern (Yu et al., 2019).

There is increasing acknowledgment that the layout of facility environments (i.e., the road facilities and surrounding
landscapes) on rural roads has significant effects on drivers’ speed selection (Charlton and Starkey, 2017a). Drivers make
expectations towards road categories by perceiving facility environments and then adjust their driving speeds accordingly
(Charlton et al., 2010). If the perceived facility environments do not match the actual road category, it cannot play the role of
effectively guiding driving speeds, potentially leading to increased speeding probability and a heightened risk of crashes,
despite drivers’ efforts to prevent them.

The self-explaining theory indicates that the facility environment should automatically elicit operation speeds appropri-
ate for the corresponding road category (Theeuwes and Godthelp, 1995). It focuses on creating driver-adapted facility envi-
ronments using traffic signs, road markings, landscapes, and other semantics, to ensure clear road category perception
(Theeuwes, 2021). Since it came out, the self-explaining theory has rapidly gained popularity and has been applied to rural
roads (Ghorbani et al., 2023). For example, a study proposed recognizable road markings to emphasize the category of rural
roads, and the effectiveness of these markings was confirmed through the collected operation speeds on these roads
(Enzfelder, 2013). However, the current self-explaining road design is limited to specific facilities designated by designers,
and its effectiveness still remains entirely uncertain if considerable time and effort are not expended for evaluation (De
Brucker and Macharis, 2011). The underlying reason for this predicament might be the limited understanding of how facility
environments influence drivers’ road category perception on rural roads.

Identifying features of facility environments utilized by drivers for road category perception is the key to self-explaining
analysis and is crucial in creating self-explaining roads (Walker et al., 2013). Some studies have analyzed these features from
the aspects of psychological feelings. For example, based on participants’ ratings of various facility environment images, rural
roads were classified into three subjective categories: monotony, comfort, and demand, and some distinctive features that
differentiate these categories, such as road surface conditions, were identified (Walker et al., 2008). However, the results of
these studies are subjective and abstract, making it challenging to generalize universally applicable engineering principles
for self-explaining road design. Furthermore, some studies have focused on analyzing the impact of specific semantics on
road category perception. For instance, participants were shown facility environment images with semantics that could
potentially affect road category perception highlighted and asked to choose appropriate driving speeds (Theeuwes et al.,
2023). Then, the relationship between these semantics and driving speeds was analyzed, revealing that the presence of trees
and road markings could be key features influencing drivers’ road category perception. However, these studies lack a com-
prehensive consideration of the layout of facility environments. In addition, the current analysis of drivers’ road category
perception relies heavily on captured images and questionnaire surveys, which have significant differences with real-road
driving scenarios (Mdrtensson et al., 2018). Currently, there is a lack of an objective and comprehensive method to analyze
facility environment features used by drivers for road category perception based on their actual driving behavior.

Drivers’ road category perception is mainly a visual search process that integrates drivers’ appearance, depth, and
dynamic perception of facility environments (Sistu et al., 2019). Depth perception enables drivers to accurately assess the
distance of objects within the facility environment, thus facilitating a comprehensive and three-dimensional perception
of the facility environment (Choi et al., 2020). The same facility environment semantics at different visual depths can have
varying effects on drivers’ road category perception. For instance, the research of Pashkevich et al. (2018) demonstrated that
road markings with greater visual depth were more attention-grabbing and exhibited more effective driving behavior
inducement at open intersections. Additionally, drivers’ dynamic perception also plays a crucial role in their road category
perception. For example, drivers’ gaze areas were found to reduce as driving speeds increased, and traffic signs outside these
areas were difficult to notice (Zhang et al., 2010). Considering drivers’ visual perception characteristics is essential for a com-
prehensive understanding of the features influencing road category perception. However, current self-explaining research
only focuses on the appearance of facility environments, neglecting the significance of drivers’ depth perception and
dynamic visual characteristics.

Convolutional Neural Network (CNN), one of the most advanced deep learning techniques, is very effective in image
detection and classification (Saleem et al., 2019). Leveraging human-like visual processing mechanisms, CNN can accurately
emulate drivers’ visual perception during driving and efficiently analyze facility environment images, making it widely
employed in traffic-related fields, including traffic sign recognition, collision warning, and pedestrian detection (George,
2019). Compared to traditional manual data extraction methods, CNN enables swift processing of large-scale facility envi-
ronment images, automatic extraction of relevant features, and unveiling of potentially overlooked features (Comber
et al., 2020). CNN has been applied to the self-explaining analysis of facility environments on rural roads. For example, a
study by Qin et al. (2020) utilized CNN to analyze the impact of facility environment semantics on operation speeds and
identified key features, such as treetops and windows, which significantly decreased operation speeds on rural roads.
However, their study only considered the facility environment as a two-dimensional image, neglecting drivers’ depth per-
ception and dynamic visual characteristics. Furthermore, the CNN they employed exhibited a large parameter size, making
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it challenging to apply in engineering practice. With the advancement of computer technology, CNN has witnessed a series of
network structure improvements, such as the expansion of input channels and the introduction of lightweight feature
extraction modules, which may offer a potential solution to this problem (Wang and Neumann, 2018).

Given the above, the self-explaining theory provides a promising solution to reduce the probability of speeding, by using
facility environments to automatically guide drivers to choose appropriate speeds while driving on different road categories.
However, there is currently a lack of an objective, comprehensive, and efficient method to investigate how facility environ-
ments influence drivers’ road category perception and corresponding speed selection. In addition, existing self-explaining
research overlooks drivers’ visual perception characteristics. Thus, this study put forward an improved LW-CNN that consid-
ers drivers’ depth perception and dynamic visual characteristics to conduct the self-explaining analysis of facility environ-
ments on 2-lane rural roads. This improved LW-CNN is used to predict operation speeds by treating facility environment
images as input. Then, this improved LW-CNN is combined with the Gradient-weighted class activation mapping (Grad-
CAM) algorithm and a modified semantic segmentation network, in order to further investigate typical 2-lane rural road cat-
egories perceived by drivers and identify key features that affect speeding probability and road category perception. We
expect that this study can contribute to reducing speeding-related crashes by optimizing the facility environments.

2. Framework

The framework of this study is proposed in Fig. 1, which briefly illustrates the structure of the improved LW-CNN con-
sidering drivers’ visual perception characteristics, and its application in self-explaining analysis of the facility environment
on 2-lane rural roads.

Firstly, integrating the effective visual field extraction based on drivers’ dynamic visual characteristics and the depth esti-
mation based on drivers’ depth perception characteristics, an improved LW-CNN is proposed to predict the operation speed
of the facility environment. Then, the improved LW-CNN is combined with the Grad-CAM algorithm and a modified semantic
segmentation network to identify semantics influencing the operation speeds of various facility environments. The typical 2-
lane rural road categories perceived by drivers with different operation speeds and speeding probability are summarized
using the k-means clustering algorithm, and a comprehensive analysis of the semantic composition and depth features
within each category is carried out to evaluate their influence on drivers’ speeding probability and road category perception.

3. Methodology
3.1. Naturalistic driving experiment

Naturalistic driving experiments were conducted on 2-lane rural roads during sunny daytime in five Chinese provinces,
including Tibet, Anhui, Shandong, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang, covering a total distance exceeding 50,000 km. These roads
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Fig. 1. The improved LW-CNN for self-explaining analysis of the facility environment.
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contained diverse road facilities and surrounding landscapes, consisting of mountain roads, township roads, and other cat-
egories. A total of 42 experienced drivers (33 males and 9 females) participated in the experiments, with ages ranging from
23 to 50 years (mean = 32.9 years, standard deviation = 7.1 years). All participants had a minimum of three years of driving
experience and were familiar with the facility environments. The data collected from each driver included at least driving
data of 1,000 km.

The experiments utilized a dual-camera system, comprising GARMIN GDR35 and GARMIN GBC30 driving recorders, to
capture the facility environment perceived by drivers. These driving recorders were installed on the vehicle’s windshield
at the same height as the driver’s line of sight. In addition, a GPS locator and a triaxial acceleration sensor were employed
to obtain vehicle kinematic information. The data were collected at a sampling rate of 1 Hz. After careful screening to exclude
any presence of other road users (including vehicles, non-motor vehicles, pedestrians, and animals), and ensuring adequate
illumination and clearly defined speed limits, a total of 3502 valid data sets were obtained. Each data set included stereo
image pairs from the drivers’ visual point of view, drivers’ speeds, and the speed limit.

It should be noted that since this study mainly focuses on the relationship between facility environments and speeding,
speeding in this study is defined as operation speeds (i.e., the 85th percentile of all drivers’ speeds) exceeding the speed limit
(Hou et al., 2020), which indicates that most of the drivers were likely to go overspeed under this facility environment.

3.2. The improved LW-CNN considering drivers’ visual perception characteristics

3.2.1. Effective visual field extraction based on drivers’ dynamic visual characteristics

During the driving process, not all information in the facility environment can be successfully perceived by drivers. Based
on the previous research (Chen and Zheng, 2013), drivers’ effective visual field can be divided into two regions: the central
visual field and the peripheral visual field. The central visual field represents the area where drivers concentrate their gaze to
perceive detailed information about the facility environment, while the peripheral visual field is mainly used to perceive
background information about the facility environment. Drivers often neglect information outside the effective visual field.
As driving speed increases, drivers tend to focus their gaze on farther areas of the road, resulting in a narrower effective
visual field. Fig. 2 illustrates drivers’ effective visual field at different driving speeds. For more detailed information about
the effective visual field, please refer to our previous study (Chen et al., 2015).

3.2.2. Depth estimation based on drivers’ depth perception characteristics

Drivers gain a reliable and accurate perception of the depth of the facility environment by comparing and fusing sepa-
rated images obtained from left and right eyes (Fujita and Doi, 2016). In this study, considering drivers’ depth perception
characteristics, PSMNet (i.e., Pyramid Stereo Matching Network) is employed to estimate the depth of the facility environ-
ment with a stereo image pair containing left and right images.

PSMNet is a deep learning-based neural network designed for depth estimation (Chang and Chen, 2018). It consists of two
weight-sharing pipelines, each comprising a CNN for calculating feature maps, an SPP (Spatial Pyramid Pooling) module for
feature extraction, and a convolution layer for feature fusion. The left and right images of the facility environment are pro-
cessed in parallel to extract their respective features. These features are then utilized to construct a cost volume
(height x width x disparity x feature size) for reliable disparity estimation, and depth estimation is performed through reg-
ularization and regression on the cost volume using a 3D CNN. Fig. 3 illustrates the network structure of PSMNet. The depth
image of facility environments is essentially a grayscale image, where each pixel value represents an estimated depth rang-
ing from O to 255. Higher pixel values correspond to greater estimated depths. This study visualizes the grayscale image as
an RGB image transitioning from yellow to black for a clearer representation of depths. Closer proximity to yellow indicates a
smaller estimated depth, while closer proximity to black indicates a larger estimated depth. Compared to other depth esti-
mation algorithms, PSMNet exhibits advantages such as improved accuracy and shorter runtime (Kokko et al., 2023).
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Fig. 2. Drivers’ effective visual field at different driving speeds.
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This study trains PSMNet using the open-source KITTI dataset (Geiger et al., 2013), which includes real stereo image pairs
(1,392 x 512 pixels) and LiDAR point clouds obtained from diverse traffic scenarios through natural driving experiments. To
train PSMNet, a subset of 1,504 stereo image pairs is extracted from the KITTI dataset. These image pairs are split into train-
ing and validation sets following a ratio of 3:1. The smooth L1 loss function is adopted to train PSMNet, which is commonly
used due to its robustness and low sensitivity to outliers (Wang et al., 2020b). PSMNet is implemented using the PyTorch
deep learning framework (version 1.13.1). The batch size is set to 32 for training on NVIDIA GeForce RTX 2080TI GPU.
The initial learning rate is set to 0.001, considering its widely recognized ability to balance convergence speed and training
stability in depth estimation tasks (Chang and Chen, 2018). After training over 500 epochs, stable train and validation losses
are observed, indicating sufficient model convergence.

3.2.3. The structure of the improved LW-CNN

This study proposes an improved LW-CNN based on DeepLabV3 + to predict the operation speeds of facility environments
on 2-lane rural roads. Fig. 4 presents a comparison between the network structures of the original CNN and the improved
LW-CNN. The blue dashed boxes highlight the original network structure, while the red ones emphasize the structure of
the improved LW-CNN.

DeepLabV3 + is an advanced CNN proposed by the Google team in 2018 (Chen et al., 2018). As shown in Fig. 4, it adopts an
encoder-decoder structure. The encoder is responsible for feature extraction and consists of a deep convolutional neural net-
work with an enhanced Xception network and an Atrous Spatial Pyramid Pooling (ASPP) module. The decoder utilizes
upsampling and skip connections to recover the spatial resolution and combine low-level and high-level features for
improved prediction accuracy. DeepLabV3 + exhibits several advantages, including high precision, wide applicability, and
open-source availability, and it surpasses the most advanced machine learning algorithms in spatial information extraction
tasks (Shen et al., 2020). However, DeepLabV3 + still has some limitations. It possesses a large number of parameters that
requires significant computational resources and time during both training and inference processes, and its architecture
lacks the incorporation of drivers’ visual perception characteristics, potentially limiting its applicability in understanding
the facility environment (Wang et al., 2021).
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Therefore, as illustrated in Fig. 4, this study proposes the following three improvements to DeepLabV3+:

(1) The extraction of the effective visual field

To consider drivers’ dynamic visual characteristics, an image preprocessing step is introduced into the improved LW-CNN.
Specifically, a minimal bounding rectangle, proportionate to the original image, is extracted based on the drivers’ effective
visual field, and only this region is utilized as the input for the improved LW-CNN.

(2) The consideration of visual depth information

The original DeepLabV3 + model takes RGB images as input, which lacks consideration for visual depth information of
facility environments. In this study, RGB images are extended to be four-channel RGBD images with depth images. By incor-
porating drivers’ visual depth information as an additional channel in the input image, the improved LW-CNN could better
simulate humans’ visual information processing.

(3) The introduction of a lightweight feature extraction module

The feature extraction module of the original DeepLabV3 + model (i.e., Xception) is replaced with MobileNetV2.
Compared to Xception, MobileNetV2 has approximately one-sixth the number of parameters and about one-ninety-third
of the computational complexity (Chen et al., 2022). The introduction of MobileNetV2 facilitates the reduction of network
computational complexity, improves real-time computational efficiency, and expands the model’s applicability in practical
engineering scenarios (Harkat et al., 2021).

In this study, the improved LW-CNN is used to predict the operation speeds of facility environments based on data col-
lected from natural driving experiments. Drivers’ speed perception is not completely precise and is typically represented by
speed intervals (Zheng et al., 2018). Consistent with prior research, this study divides the operation speeds into 5 km/h inter-
vals (Sun et al., 2015). These data are split into training and validation sets with a ratio of 3:1. The model is developed using
the PyTorch deep learning framework (version 1.13.1). The categorical cross entropy (CCE) is chosen as the loss function.
Adam is selected as the network optimizer, with an initial learning rate of 0.001. The training process consists of 300 epochs,
and each batch size is set to 4. For evaluating the model’s performance, mean accuracy (Mean Acc) is used as the evaluation
metric.

3.3. Self-explaining analysis of the facility environment based on the improved LW-CNN

3.3.1. Identification of semantics influencing operation speeds

As shown in Fig. 5, the improved LW-CNN is combined with Grad-CAM and a modified semantic segmentation network to
identify facility environment semantics that have influences on operation speeds.

Grad-CAM is a technique proposed to understand and visualize the regions of an input image that contribute significantly
to CNN predictions (Selvaraju et al., 2017). By employing global average pooling, the technique assigns weights to features in
the rectified convolutional feature maps, highlighting the most influential regions in the decision-making process. These
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Fig. 5. Identification of semantics influencing operation speeds.
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important regions are visualized as heat maps, computed through the rectified linear unit (ReLU). A modified semantic seg-
mentation network is then utilized to semantically annotate these important regions. This network consists of three com-
ponents: feature extraction, feature fusion, and semantic segmentation. The object features from the facility environment
image are retained with the feature extraction module and these features are input into the feature pyramid network
(FPN) for feature fusion. Then, the semantic segmentation module identifies various semantics of the facility environment.
For further details on the semantic segmentation network, refer to our previous study (Chen et al., 2021).

Based on the above analysis, semantics influencing the operation speeds of the facility environment can be identified.
These semantics are classified into six categories: road surfaces, road markings (e.g., dividing lines, edge lines, etc.), traffic
signs, roadside protections, natural landscapes, and roadside buildings (e.g., residential areas, schools, etc.). The semantic
composition that influences the operation speed of each facility environment can be denoted by a vector
[Dsur, Dmar, bsign, bpro, bisep, buuia). Elements in the vector describe the six semantic categories’ presence, each of which takes a
value of 0 or 1. If a semantic category is identified as influencing operation speeds, the corresponding element is marked
as 1; otherwise, it is set to 0.

3.3.2. Analysis of drivers’ road category perception and their influencing features

The road categories perceived by drivers are analyzed using the k-means clustering algorithm. All facility environments
are classified based on their vectors [bsr, bmar, bsign, Dpro, bisep, bruia] to identify typical 2-lane rural road categories. K-means
clustering is a commonly used heuristic unsupervised machine learning algorithm for partitioning data sets, which is clear,
simple, and efficient (Forster et al., 2019). The Calinski-Harabasz index and the Silhouette coefficient are used to evaluate the
clustering performance. The Scikit-learn package in Python is used to perform and test K-means clustering and obtain the
class labels for each sample.

Then, this study employs statistical analysis to conduct further self-explaining analysis of facility environments across
different typical categories, focusing on analyzing the impact of semantic compositions and depth features on drivers’ speed-
ing probability and road category perception.

4. Results
4.1. Performance of the improved LW-CNN

The depth estimation results based on PSMNet are presented in Fig. 6. After 500 training epochs, both the train loss and
validation loss consistently decrease. The train loss reaches a low value of 0.35% (See Fig. 6(a)), while the validation loss
reduces to 4.05% (See Fig. 6(b)). These results demonstrate the model performs well in depth estimation.

Fig. 7 illustrates the evolution of the loss function of the improved LW-CNN during training for operation speed predic-
tion. The final model achieves a train loss of 0.05% and a validation loss of 0.15%, indicating its good fitting performance and
low prediction error.

To evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed improvements on CNN performance in predicting operation speeds, this
study compares the results of CNNs with different structures based on Mean Acc and parameter counts, as shown in
Fig. 8. These models are structured as follows: Model 1 utilizes MobileNetV2 for feature extraction, with a four-channel
RGBD input and effective visual field extraction; Model 2 employs MobileNetV2 for feature extraction, with a three-
channel RGB input and effective visual field extraction; Model 3 uses Xception for feature extraction, with a four-channel
RGBD input and effective visual field extraction; Model 4 utilizes MobileNetV2 for feature extraction, with a four-channel
RGBD input. All these models are trained and tested under the same experimental conditions.

The results demonstrate that incorporating the depth channel leads to an improved Mean Acc of the network. When using
the MobileNetV2 feature extraction module with effective visual field extraction, the transition from RGB (Model 2) to RGBD
(Model 1) input images results in an increase in Mean Acc from 90.82% to 92.43%, representing a gain of 1.61%.

In addition, the network that replaces the feature extraction module from Xception to MobileNetV2 demonstrates a sig-
nificant reduction in parameter counts, while experiencing only a slight decrease in Mean Acc. With RGBD input images and
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Fig. 6. Evolution of loss function in PSMNet.

7


move_f0030
move_f0035
move_f0040

W. Ren, B. Yu, Y. Chen et al. International Journal of Transportation Science and Technology xxx (xxXxx) Xxx

14 —~ 14
— X
® 1.2 = 1.2
=~ ?
@ 10 8 10
o
= 08 G 08
© 06 T 06
(= e

X T 04

0.4 g

0.2 0.2

50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400
Epochs Epochs
(a) Train loss (b) Validation loss

Fig. 7. Evolution of loss function of the improved LW-CNN.

Model1 | j e, i i Gkt e
121 Com
E i j HIRRY MobileNetv2 JiEes
: oy
|
Original i ' :
riginal images : . t1_51% :
' ' B H
1 : Decoder 1 Decoder
&z : ' o—§ - - : o f
- — ' ! 1 .
! g ! Feature extraction module Three-channel ! Feature extraction module
Effective visual : Four-channel : Mean Acc (%) Parameter counts Effective visual - ’RE? e Mean Acc (%) Parametsficolnts
| . ' ean Acc (7 1 il
field extraction L RoCDMages | (in ten thousands) field extraction (in ten thousands)
Depth estimation 92.43 706.94 90.82 530.20
Parameter counts Parameter counts
192.30% 116.04%
:F R : Original feature extraction module Model 4 EF | : Lightweight feature extraction module
! ! . Encoder ! ! : Encoder
' : Xception ' '
i i )
' : ¢ 1 { ' ' 3 1 {
: Dy - (| [ : :
| i ' i
1 ' ] ]
i i P i i aa ™™
' ' < 1 ' c
Vv =Wy v | [/ _Originalimages_ | |
E m ! Feature extraction module ! g ] Feature extraction module
' | 1 i
Effective visual | Four-channel | o,y | Parameter counts ! Four-channel | o, | Parameter counts
" : | RGBD images | AR () (in ten thousands) | RGBD images | DEEAER(E) (in ten thousands)
fieldextraction L----...7_... [EEEEEENES—————__——— | | @ tacaaeeataa.
Depth estimation 93.59 9175.75 Depth estimation 92.36 84197
J

Fig. 8. Performance comparison of CNN Models.

effective visual field extraction, compared to the Xception-based model (Model 3), the MobileNetV2-based model (Model 1)
exhibits a reduction in parameter counts by 92.3%.

Besides that, extracting the effective visual field can also significantly reduce the parameter counts, despite having limited
impact on the model’s Mean Acc. When using RGBD input images with the MobileNetV2 feature extraction module, the
model with effective visual field extraction (Model 2) reduces the parameter counts by 16.04% compared to the model with-
out effective visual field extraction (Model 4). Despite this reduction in parameters, both models exhibit almost identical
Mean Acc.

Therefore, the improved LW-CNN, employing the MobileNetV2 feature extraction module with RGBD four-channel input
images and effective visual field extraction (Model 1), achieves high prediction accuracy while maintaining a lightweight
design, making it the most effective model for predicting facility environment operation speeds.

4.2. Self-explaining analysis of the facility environment on 2-lane rural roads

4.2.1. Typical 2-lane rural road categories

In this study, all facility environments are classified with the k-means clustering algorithm to identify typical 2-lane rural
road categories. The number of clusters (K) is set from 2 to 10, and the Calinski-Harabasz indexes and the silhouette coef-
ficients under different K values are calculated. When 2-lane rural roads are divided into six categories (i.e., K = 6), the k-
means clustering exhibits the best performance with the highest Calinski-Harabasz index and a silhouette coefficient closest
to 1, as shown in Fig. 9.
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Fig. 10 illustrates the six typical 2-lane rural road categories, each encompassing the following components: 1) An exam-
ple image of the facility environment in this category; 2) A heat map, which shows regions affecting operation speeds of the
facility environment; 3) A depth image, which illustrates the depth distribution of the facility environment; 4) Semantic
composition, which summarizes occurrence probability of semantics influencing drivers’ road category perception in this
category in the form of a radar map; 5) Operation speed, depicting the operation speed probability distribution and the prob-
ability of exceeding speed limits (referred as speeding probability, SP) in this category.

These categories are arranged in descending order of SP, denoted as Category 1 to Category 6, and each is named based on
its semantic composition features:

(1) Category 1 (“Monotony”): This category includes only the road surface and a few natural surroundings. Drivers exhibit
high driving speeds, with a mean speed of 82.60 km/h and an SP of 82%.

(2) Category 2 (“Road marking guidance”): This category mainly comprises road markings, beside the road surface.
Drivers tend to travel at a mean speed of 76.5 km/h, with an SP of 66%.

(3) Category 3 (“Multi-facility: traffic sign and road marking”): In this category, in addition to the road surface, there are
traffic signs and road markings. Drivers in this category have an SP of 52%, and their mean speed is 67.36 km/h.

(4) Category 4 (“Multi-facility: road marking and roadside protection”): Beside the road surface, this category includes
roadside protections and road markings. Drivers exhibit a mean speed of 66.52 km/h, accompanied by an SP of 39%.

(5) Category 5 (“Rich roadside surrounding”): This category includes diverse roadside surroundings, including roadside
buildings and natural landscapes. Drivers in this category have an SP of 28%, and the mean speed is 62.63 km/h.

(6) Category 6 (“Multi-facility: traffic sign, roadside protection, and road marking”): This category encompasses various
facilities, including traffic signs, roadside protections, and road markings. Drivers exhibit the lowest SP (15%) and have
the lowest mean speed of 56.11 km/h.

To verify the significance of road category perception on operation speeds, the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) is
conducted on the operation speed samples under the six typical 2-lane rural road categories. ANOVA examines whether the
differences among groups exceed what can be attributed to chance or random error alone (Kim, 2017). All samples in each
category satisfy the required conditions for ANOVA analysis, with normal distributions and homoscedasticity guaranteed
(Levene’s Test, p > 0.05). The results of ANOVA show that road categories have a significant impact on operation speeds
(F(5,3,497) = 45.995, p < 0.001). After that, post hoc multiple comparisons are carried out using Tukey’s Honestly-
Significant Difference test. The results reveal p-values below 0.005 for all pairwise comparisons, indicating a significant dis-
tinction in the impacts of different typical 2-lane rural road categories on operation speeds (p < 0.005). Then, this study con-
ducts a further analysis of the semantic composition and depth features within each typical 2-lane rural road category, to
evaluate their influence on drivers’ road category perception.

4.2.2. Semantic composition analysis of different typical 2-lane rural road categories

Different typical 2-lane rural road categories have obvious variations in semantic composition and operation speeds. In all
typical 2-lane rural road categories (See Fig. 10(a) to (f)), road surface plays an important role in influencing operation
speeds. Existing research also confirms the significant impact of road surface characteristics such as road width or radius,
on drivers’ road category perception (Ambros et al., 2017). However, due to the limited surrounding land use and capital
investment capacity, the space for the improvement of road surfaces on 2-lane rural roads is usually constrained (Coakley
et al., 2016). Therefore, this study pays more attention to analyzing the effects of other semantics on drivers’ road category
perception. From Fig. 10 (a) to (f), it can be observed that as the impact of road surfaces on operation speeds decreases and
the influence of other semantics on operation speeds increases, the SP decreases. It suggests that road facilities and sur-
rounding landscapes contribute significantly to drivers’ more accurate perception of road categories.
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x 0.9
[0)) -—
o 300 ] & o8
e (&)
3 290 i i & )
= ! 3 o6 !
© | © 05 :
S 280 ! o0 )
T ; T 04 :
2 270 ; 2 03 )
c ) < !
£ = 02 !
5 260 i ) )
O ! 0.1 L
250 ! 0.0 1
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
K K
(a) Calinski-Harabasz index (b) Silhouette coefficient

Fig. 9. Results of the k-means clustering algorithm.
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Fig. 10. Six typical 2-lane rural road categories.

In monotonous roads (Category 1, see Fig. 10(a)), drivers often display significantly higher driving speeds, which are not
appropriate considering the low-quality conditions of 2-lane rural roads. Monotonous facility environments can decrease
driver attentiveness, resulting in severe speeding, which limits drivers’ ability to effectively respond to sudden risks on 2-

lane rural roads (Ma et al., 2018).

Road markings are the most common road facilities on 2-lane rural roads, providing visual guidance to drivers with lines
and symbols. Compared to monotonous roads (Category 1, see Fig. 10(a)), the presence of road markings (Category 2, see
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Fig. 10(b)) leads to a decrease of 6.1 km/h in the mean operation speed and a reduction of 16% in the SP. However, the SP
remains high (66%) in such facility environments. In comparison to three-dimensional road facilities, road markings are typ-
ically distributed along the road and continuously present, which may not sufficiently evoke drivers’ risk awareness (Babic¢
et al., 2022). Additionally, non-standard or unclear markings on 2-lane rural roads can further diminish their effectiveness in
speed control (Basati and Saeidijam, 2017). Therefore, it is crucial to ensure the standardized design and timely maintenance
of these road markings. Additionally, some innovative and eye-catching road markings have been proven to be more effec-
tive compared to traditional ones (Babic and Brijs, 2021).

The combination of various traffic facilities can provide a more effective approach to inducing safe driving behavior.
When road markings are combined with traffic signs (See Category 3, see Fig. 10(c)), the mean speed and SP decrease by
7.14 km/h and 14%, respectively, compared to Category 2 (See Fig. 10(b)). Traffic signs are symbolic information that delivers
precise instructions to drivers through shapes and text (Shinar and Vogelzang, 2013). The combination of traffic signs and
road markings balances visual guidance and precise instructions, allowing drivers to form unique road category perceptions.
However, their effectiveness appears limited on 2-lane rural roads, since drivers’ SP is still over 50% in Category 3.

Compared with traffic signs (Category 3, see Fig. 10(c)), when road markings are combined with roadside protections
(Category 4, see Fig. 10(d)), there is a decrease of 2.84 km/h and 13% in the mean speed and SP, respectively. Roadside pro-
tections serve not only as physical barriers to prevent vehicles from hazardous areas but also convey iconic meanings to dri-
vers (Bella, 2013). Roadside protections quickly trigger drivers’ risk awareness and convey iconic information related to
potential hazards, such as sharp curves, steep slopes, and cliffs. Many self-explaining studies have supported the effective-
ness of iconic information in creating self-explaining roads and advocated its use over symbolic information on 2-lane rural
roads (Theeuwes, 2021).

Rich roadside surroundings (Category 5, see Fig. 10(e)) can significantly influence drivers’ road category perception and
induce safe driving behavior. Surveys show that drivers subconsciously perceive roads surrounded by abundant roadside
buildings and natural landscapes as low-grade and reduce their driving speeds accordingly (Charlton and Starkey, 2017b).
Enriching roadside surroundings is a promising self-explaining road design approach, which can not only enhance the safety
performance of 2-lane rural roads but also foster the integration of transportation and tourism, thereby promoting rural
development (Shukurov et al., 2021).

When road markings, traffic signs, and roadside protections are combined (Category 6, see Fig. 10(f)), the SP and mean
speed are the lowest among all typical 2-lane rural road categories. The presence of multiple road facilities provides redun-
dant and complementary visual cues, making it easier for drivers to process and comprehend information related to road
conditions and potential hazards (Babic et al., 2020). Furthermore, the combination of road facilities promotes an orderly
facility environment, motivating drivers to comply with traffic regulations (Friday, 2012).

4.2.3. Depth feature analysis of different typical 2-lane rural road categories

This study further analyzes the depth features of various semantics that influence drivers’ road category perception on 2-
lane rural roads. Fig. 11 shows the depth distribution of each semantic in six typical 2-lane rural road categories. The depth of
each semantic is categorized based on pixel values in the grayscale image. Specifically, the range of 0 to 85 corresponds to
the “near scene”, 85 to 170 represents the “mid scene”, and 170 to 255 denotes the “far scene”.

Categories 1 to 6 demonstrate that the depth of road surfaces has a significant influence on drivers’ road category percep-
tion, with smaller depths leading to lower mean speeds and reduced SP. When drivers focus their vision on distant road sur-
faces, the surrounding road details become blurred, resulting in decreased perception of the actual road category. Drivers’
focus on road surfaces is largely determined by the facility environment. Research indicates that drivers tend to focus their
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Fig. 11. Depth features of six typical 2-lane rural road categories.
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vision on distant road surfaces when the information content of the facility environment is limited (Ma et al., 2020).
However, the presence of road facilities and roadside landscapes can enhance the information content of the facility envi-
ronment, leading drivers to pay more attention to nearby road surfaces and improving their road category perception ability.

Road lanes and roadside protections that influence drivers’ road category perception are primarily concentrated in the
mid scenes of facility environments. Objects within this scene are prominently positioned in the driver’s field of view, mak-
ing them more effective in visually guiding drivers (Zhou et al., 2023).

Traffic signs influencing drivers’ road category perception can be found in near, mid, and far scenes. Compared to other
road facilities, traffic signs are elevated above the road surface and are more visible (Doman et al., 2014). It is noteworthy
that the depth distributions of traffic signs and road surfaces exhibit some similarity. Consistent with Costa et al.’s
findings (2022), the perception depth of noticeable traffic signs is closely associated with the shapes of road surfaces.
Therefore, the placement of traffic signs should consider the road surface characteristics to effectively capture drivers’
attention.

Roadside buildings and natural landscapes exhibit similar depth features. In Categories 4, 5, and 6, drivers have a rela-
tively good perception of road categories and low SP, and these semantics are close to drivers and mainly found in the near
and mid scenes. However, in Categories 1, 2, and 3, drivers have relatively poor perception of road categories and high SP,
these semantics are mainly distributed in the mid and far scenes. Research indicates that distant roadside surroundings cre-
ate an open environment, promoting higher operation speeds (Antonson et al., 2014). Conversely, close roadside surround-
ings create a sense of an enclosed environment, leading drivers to perceive the road as narrow and limited, resulting in lower
operation speeds.

5. Discussion

An increasing number of scholars acknowledge that the “human-oriented” road facility environment design, which meets
drivers’ expectations, can effectively reduce drivers’ tendencies to speeding and consequently lead to an improvement in
road safety (Ren et al., 2024). Traditional road facility environment design typically follows a two-dimensional approach,
wherein the intricate three-dimensional spatial characteristics of facility environments are primarily decomposed into geo-
metric shapes, longitudinal sections, and cross-sections (Gao et al., 2022). This design method mostly emphasizes vehicle
factors, such as design speed and vehicle stability, while often overlooking human factors, especially the visual perception
characteristics of drivers (He et al., 2023; Li et al., 2023). However, it is crucial to recognize that most of the information dri-
vers obtain from their surroundings relies on visual perception (Yu et al., 2018). Ignoring drivers’ visual perception charac-
teristics may impact the ability of facility environments to enhance drivers’ safety awareness and guide driving speeds (Yu
et al., 2019). Road design based on drivers’ visual perception integrates the traditional two-dimensional design with the
three-dimensional road facility environments, ensuring the layout of roads aligns with drivers’ visual perception character-
istics and behavioral responses, facilitating drivers’ accurate road category perception (Wang et al., 2020a; Gao et al., 2024).
This study reveals six typical 2-lane rural road categories perceived by drivers and summarizes the impacts of diverse
semantic compositions and depth features on drivers’ road category perception, operation speeds, and speeding probability.
These findings can directly guide road design from drivers’ visual perception, contributing to a reduction in speeding prob-
ability and an enhancement of 2-lane rural road safety.

With the continuous advancement of computer technology, intelligent techniques have found widespread applications in
the evaluation and optimization of road facility environments, such as road surface damage detection using image process-
ing techniques and trajectory data-based identification of crash-prone locations (Tripodi et al., 2020). The complete automa-
tion of the road design process has become an inevitable trend (Tang et al., 2020). However, evaluating and optimizing
facility environments from drivers’ visual perception still demands significant human and material resources and remains
relatively inefficient (Vignali et al., 2021). The improved LW-CNN proposed in this study, characterized by its lightweight
nature and complemented by Grad-CAM and semantic segmentation techniques, demonstrates the ability to swiftly process
and automatically identify critical features within facility environment images. When deployed on mobile or embedded
devices, it enables cost-effective automated road risk assessment for 2-lane rural road facility environments from drivers’
visual perception.

There are some limitations to this study. The current study only applies to 2-lane rural roads. With the expansion of the
dataset, the improved LW-CNN and the self-explaining analysis will be expanded to urban roads, expressways, and various
other scenarios. Besides, the improved LW-CNN in this study only considers drivers’ depth perception and dynamic visual
characteristics. As computer technology and the understanding of human visual perception theories advance, more visual
perception characteristics will be integrated into the improved LW-CNN to enhance its environment understanding and fea-
ture extraction capabilities.

6. Conclusion
In order to reduce the likelihood of speeding on 2-lane rural roads, this study proposes an improved LW-CNN that con-
siders drivers’ visual perception characteristics and applies it to analyze drivers’ road category perception and its influencing

factors. By integrating important visual perception characteristics, including drivers’ depth perception and dynamic visual
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characteristics, the improved LW-CNN can rapidly process and automatically identify features from facility environment
images, and predict operation speeds accurately. Combined with Grad-CAM and semantic segmentation, semantics influenc-
ing the operation speed in each facility environment are extracted and visualized in the form of heat maps. After that, k-
means clustering is employed to analyze drivers’ road category perception on 2-lane rural roads. This study reveals six typ-
ical 2-lane rural road categories, each exhibiting significantly different operation speeds and speeding probability. Then, this
study conducts a comprehensive analysis of the semantic composition and depth features within each category to explore
their impact on drivers’ speeding probability and road category perception.

The analysis of semantic composition reveals the significant contribution of road facilities and surrounding landscapes to
drivers’ accurate perception of road categories and appropriate speed selection. Particularly noteworthy is the combination
of road markings, traffic signs, and roadside protections (Category 6), which demonstrates the lowest SP and operation speed
compared to all other facility environment categories. Additionally, rich roadside surroundings (Category 5) also have a nota-
ble positive influence on drivers’ road category perception. The depth feature analysis indicates that drivers’ perception of
road categories becomes more accurate as the depth of road surfaces decreases, resulting in a reduced probability of speed-
ing. The presence of road facilities and surrounding landscapes can direct drivers’ attention to nearby road surfaces, enhanc-
ing their road category perception ability. Semantics at specific depths can significantly influence drivers’ road category
perception. For example, road lanes and roadside protections in the mid scenes have a stronger impact compared to those
in the near and far scenes.

This study could contribute to the reduction of speeding probability by offering qualitative and quantitative guidance for
2-lane rural road design and promote the “self-explaining” function of 2-lane rural roads. In addition, the integration of dri-
vers’ visual perception characteristics into the LW-CNN enables rapid processing and automatic feature extraction from
large-scale facility environment images aligning with human-like visual information processing, which helps automated
road risk assessment and offers opportunities for advancing intelligent driving systems.
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