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Abstract — The hydraulic braking system is the single most widely used 

means of bringing a road vehicle to a controlled stop, and an understanding 

of how it works is fundamental to automotive and mechanical engineering 

education. This paper presents a structured review of hydraulic braking 

systems intended for engineering diploma and undergraduate readers who are 

encountering the subject for the first time. The discussion begins with the 

historical development of braking technology and proceeds through the fluid-

mechanics fundamentals — chiefly Pascal's Law — that make hydraulic 

force transmission possible. The major components of a typical automotive 

hydraulic brake circuit are described individually, followed by a step-by-step 

explanation of how the system works when a driver presses the brake pedal 

and how pressure is distributed around the hydraulic circuit. The paper 

classifies hydraulic braking systems by brake type (disc and drum) and by 

circuit layout (single and dual circuit), and it sets out the principal advantages 

and disadvantages of hydraulic operation relative to purely mechanical and 

pneumatic alternatives. Maintenance practice, common failure modes, and 

troubleshooting logic are covered in practical detail, and recent technological 

developments — including anti-lock braking, electronic brake-force distribution, and early brake-by-wire concepts — 

are reviewed. The paper closes with a discussion of environmental and safety considerations and the likely future 

direction of braking technology. Throughout, the aim has been to keep the explanation accessible and self-contained 

while preserving technical accuracy suitable for engineering coursework and project reference. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Every vehicle that moves must also be able to stop, and the mechanism responsible for that controlled stop is the braking 

system. In the simplest terms, a brake is a device that converts the kinetic energy of a moving vehicle into heat energy 

through friction, and in doing so reduces the speed of the vehicle or brings it to rest. While this basic function has 

remained unchanged since the earliest wheeled vehicles, the method by which the driver's effort on the brake pedal is 

carried to the wheels has evolved considerably, moving from simple mechanical linkages to the hydraulic systems that 

dominate passenger vehicles today. 

A braking system, viewed broadly, has three jobs to do. First, it must take a relatively small force applied by the driver's 

foot and multiply it into a much larger clamping force at each wheel. Second, it must deliver that force to all wheels in 

a proportion that keeps the vehicle stable rather than pulling to one side. Third, it must do this reliably and safely across 

a wide range of conditions — wet roads, hot brakes after a long descent, or a sudden emergency stop. Different 

transmission methods have been used historically, including mechanical linkages of rods and levers, cable-operated 

systems, hydraulic systems using a pressurised liquid, pneumatic systems using compressed air, and, in modern vehicles, 

electronically controlled systems that supplement or, in some prototypes, replace the hydraulic circuit altogether. 

Among these, the hydraulic braking system has become the standard fitment for almost every passenger car, motorcycle 

front brake, and light commercial vehicle produced today. Its dominance is not accidental: hydraulic transmission of 

force offers mechanical simplicity, even force distribution, and reliable force multiplication that is difficult to match 

with purely mechanical linkages, particularly once a vehicle has more than one axle to brake. 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Basic Block Layout of a Hydraulic Braking System, from Pedal Input to Wheel Output 

Figure 1 summarises the layout examined in this paper. A mechanical input at the brake pedal is converted into hydraulic 

pressure at the master cylinder; that pressure is carried through brake lines and hoses to a wheel cylinder or caliper at 

each wheel; and the hydraulic force is finally converted back into a mechanical clamping force that presses a friction 

material against a rotating disc or drum, producing the friction that slows the vehicle. 

The objective of this paper is to provide a complete, self-contained explanation of hydraulic braking systems suitable 

for students studying automotive or mechanical engineering for the first time, with technical terms explained briefly 

wherever they are introduced. The paper covers, in sequence, the history of hydraulic brakes, the fluid mechanics 
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principles behind them, their components, working principle and circuit operation, major system types, advantages and 

disadvantages, applications, maintenance and troubleshooting, recent technological developments, a comparison with 

mechanical and pneumatic alternatives, environmental and safety considerations, and the likely future direction of the 

technology. 

2. HISTORY AND EVOLUTION OF HYDRAULIC BRAKING SYSTEMS 

The earliest motor cars relied on braking arrangements borrowed directly from horse-drawn carriages: a lever or pedal 

connected by rods or steel cables to brake shoes that rubbed against the wheel rim or a drum. These mechanical linkage 

systems were simple, but suffered from a fundamental weakness. As more wheels were added to the braking circuit, it 

became progressively harder to apply equal braking force to every wheel. Cables stretched with age and temperature, 

joints wore unevenly, and a driver could easily end up with brakes that pulled hard to one side, an unsafe and 

unpredictable characteristic. 

The solution came from an unexpected direction — industrial hydraulics, where fluid-filled cylinders had already been 

used for decades to multiply force in machine tools and presses. Around the time of the First World War, the American 

engineer Malcolm Loughead (whose family name was later respelled Lockheed) is widely credited with developing a 

practical hydraulic brake system for automobiles, patenting the concept in the late 1910s. The system used a fluid-filled 

master cylinder at the pedal to push brake fluid through tubing to a small cylinder at each wheel, where fluid pressure 

pushed brake shoes outward against a drum. Because the same fluid pressure reached every wheel cylinder 

simultaneously and equally, the persistent problem of uneven mechanical linkages was largely solved at a stroke. 

The Duesenberg Model A, introduced in the early 1920s, is generally recognised as the first production car fitted with 

four-wheel hydraulic brakes, and other manufacturers adopted the technology through the following two decades. Early 

hydraulic systems were single-circuit designs, meaning the entire system depended on one fluid path from the master 

cylinder to all four wheels; a single leak anywhere could cause complete loss of braking, a serious safety limitation. This 

concern led, over subsequent decades, to the dual-circuit (tandem) master cylinder, which divides the system into two 

independent circuits so a failure in one still leaves a working, if reduced, brake at the remaining wheels. Government 

regulations from the 1960s onward made dual-circuit systems mandatory for new passenger cars. 

The mid-twentieth century also saw disc brakes, which had existed in patent form since the early 1900s, become practical 

for everyday use, first appearing on production car front wheels in the 1950s and 1960s. Because disc brakes dissipate 

heat more effectively than drum brakes, they proved better suited to the front axle, which carries a larger share of braking 

duty due to weight transfer under deceleration. From the 1970s onward, electronics began to be layered on top of the 

hydraulic circuit rather than replacing it: anti-lock braking systems (ABS), adopted widely through the 1980s and 1990s, 

use electronically controlled valves to modulate pressure at each wheel individually, preventing wheel lock-up. This 

integration of electronic control with a hydraulic backbone continues today, with electronic brake-force distribution, 

brake assist, and electronic stability control all building on the same fundamental circuit that Loughead's early system 

established a century ago. 
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3. BASIC PRINCIPLES OF HYDRAULICS 

Before the working of a hydraulic brake can be understood, it is necessary to understand a small number of basic 

principles from fluid mechanics that make hydraulic force transmission possible in the first place. These principles are 

not difficult, but they are easy to overlook precisely because the fluid inside a brake system is hidden from view inside 

pipes and cylinders. 

3.1 Fluid Properties and Hydraulic Transmission 

A hydraulic system works by using a liquid, rather than a solid linkage, to carry force from one point to another. This is 

possible because liquids are, for practical purposes, incompressible: unlike a gas, a liquid's volume does not change 

appreciably even when it is placed under high pressure. This property is essential to brake operation. If the brake fluid 

could be compressed like air, then pressing the brake pedal would simply squeeze the fluid into a smaller volume rather 

than transmitting force to the wheels, producing a soft, spongy pedal with delayed and uncertain braking response. 

The fluid used in automotive hydraulic brakes is a specially formulated brake fluid rather than ordinary oil or water. It 

must remain stable across a wide temperature range, since fluid near the wheel cylinder or caliper can become very hot 

during hard braking, and it must resist boiling because any fluid that boils forms compressible vapour bubbles that ruin 

the system's incompressibility, causing a dangerous spongy pedal known as vapour lock. Brake fluids are graded by 

standards bodies as DOT 3, DOT 4, and DOT 5.1 (DOT refers to the U.S. Department of Transportation), each with a 

minimum boiling point requirement. Most such fluids are also hygroscopic, absorbing moisture from the atmosphere 

over time; since absorbed water lowers the boiling point, brake fluid is recommended for periodic replacement even 

when the system shows no faults, a point returned to in the maintenance section. 

3.2 Pascal's Law and its Role in Braking 

The physical principle that allows a hydraulic brake to multiply the driver's pedal force into a much larger clamping 

force at the wheel is Pascal's Law, named after the French scientist Blaise Pascal, who described the behaviour of 

pressure in an enclosed fluid in the seventeenth century. Pascal's Law states that pressure applied to an enclosed, 

incompressible fluid is transmitted equally and undiminished to every point of the fluid and to the walls of its container, 

regardless of the container's shape. Pressure, here, is simply force divided by the area over which that force acts. 

P = F / A 

The practical consequence of Pascal's Law for a braking system is illustrated in Figure 2. If a small force F₁ is applied 

to a piston of small cross-sectional area A₁, it creates a pressure P inside the enclosed fluid. Because that same pressure 

acts on a second piston of a much larger area A₂ elsewhere in the same fluid system, the force produced at that second 

piston, F₂, is correspondingly larger. 
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Fig. 2: Illustration of Pascal's Law — Force Multiplication Between a Small and a Large Piston 

P = F₁ / A₁ = F₂ / A₂ ⇒ F₂ = F₁ × (A₂ / A₁) 

In a real brake system, the small piston corresponds to the master cylinder piston, moved by the driver's foot through the 

pedal and pushrod, while the large piston corresponds to the wheel cylinder or caliper pistons at each wheel. Because 

these pistons are typically larger in area than the master cylinder piston, a modest force from the driver's leg is converted 

into a substantially larger clamping force at each wheel. This multiplication is not free, however: since fluid volume is 

conserved, the smaller master cylinder piston must travel a proportionally larger distance, which is why pedal travel, not 

just pedal effort, matters in hydraulic brake design. 

4. COMPONENTS OF A HYDRAULIC BRAKING SYSTEM 

A complete automotive hydraulic braking system is made up of a chain of individual components, each performing a 

distinct mechanical function, connected together by fluid-filled lines. Figure 3 shows how these components are typically 

arranged in a modern passenger car with a front-disc, rear-drum layout and a dual-circuit master cylinder. 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Layout of Components in a Complete Hydraulic Braking System (Plan View) 
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The brake pedal is the point of driver input; it acts as a lever that multiplies the driver's foot force slightly before passing 

it, through a pushrod, to the master cylinder. The pushrod is the mechanical link connecting the pedal to the piston inside 

the master cylinder, converting the pedal's rotational motion into the linear motion needed to push the master cylinder 

piston forward. 

The master cylinder is the heart of the hydraulic system. It houses one or more pistons inside a precisely machined 

cylindrical bore, together with rubber sealing cups that prevent fluid from leaking past the piston. Mounted above or 

alongside it is the fluid reservoir, a plastic or metal tank that holds a supply of brake fluid and keeps the system topped 

up as pads and shoes wear over the life of the vehicle. Almost all modern master cylinders are of the tandem, or dual-

circuit, type: two pistons are arranged in series inside a single bore, each feeding its own independent circuit, so a leak 

in one does not cause complete loss of braking. 

From the master cylinder, brake fluid travels through brake lines and hoses. Brake lines are rigid, double-walled steel 

tubes carrying fluid along the fixed body and chassis, while short flexible rubber or braided hoses connect these to the 

suspension and wheel assembly, which move and turn with steering — a movement rigid pipe cannot accommodate. 

Many vehicles also include a proportioning valve in the circuit, which limits pressure sent to the rear brakes relative to 

the front during hard braking, compensating for forward weight transfer and helping prevent premature rear-wheel lock-

up. 

At each wheel, hydraulic pressure is converted back into mechanical force by a wheel cylinder, for drum brakes, or a 

caliper, for disc brakes. A wheel cylinder contains small pistons that push curved brake shoes outward against a rotating 

drum. A caliper, by contrast, contains pistons that squeeze flat brake pads against both faces of a rotating disc, or rotor. 

In both cases, the friction material — shoe lining or pad — is bonded to a metal backing, contacts the rotating drum or 

disc, and is consumed gradually, requiring periodic replacement. Return springs, fitted to shoes and caliper seals, pull 

the friction material away once pressure is released, preventing dragging contact that would waste fuel and wear linings 

prematurely. 

Table 1: Principal Components of a Hydraulic Braking System and Their Functions 

Component 

 

Location 

 

Primary Function 

 

Brake pedal 

 

Driver's foot-well 

 

Receives driver input force and provides initial lever 

multiplication 

 

Pushrod 

 

Between pedal and master 

cylinder 

 

Transfers pedal motion into linear piston movement 

 

Master cylinder Engine bay, firewall-mounted Converts mechanical force into hydraulic pressure 
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Fluid reservoir 

 

Atop or beside master cylinder 

 

Stores and supplies brake fluid; accommodates wear 

 

Brake lines / hoses 

 

Chassis, body, suspension 

 

Carry pressurised fluid to each wheel 

 

Proportioning valve 

 

In rear circuit, near master 

cylinder 

 

Limits rear brake pressure to prevent early lock-up 

 

Wheel cylinder 

 

Inside drum brake assembly 

 

Pushes brake shoes outward against the drum 

 

Caliper 

 

Straddling the brake disc 

 

Squeezes brake pads against the rotating disc 

 

Brake pad / shoe 

 

Against caliper / inside drum 

 

Friction material that contacts drum or disc 

 

Return spring 

 

Drum brake shoes, caliper 

seals 

 

Retracts friction material when pressure is released 

 

5. WORKING PRINCIPLE AND HYDRAULIC CIRCUIT OPERATION 

5.1 Working Principle 

The working of the master cylinder is best understood by comparing its two operating states, shown in Figure 4. In the 

released state, the piston sits at the back of its bore, held there by a return spring, and a small compensating port connects 

the pressurised side of the cylinder to the low-pressure reservoir. This port lets fluid flow freely between reservoir and 

working chamber when the brake is not applied, allowing the system to accommodate small volume changes from 

temperature-driven expansion or contraction without building unwanted pressure. 
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Fig. 4: Master Cylinder Cross-Section — Released State and Applied State 

When the driver presses the brake pedal, the pushrod drives the piston forward. Within the first few millimetres of travel, 

the piston's leading seal (the primary cup) moves past the compensating port and seals it off from the reservoir. From 

this point on, further piston movement can no longer push fluid back to the reservoir; instead it compresses the trapped 

fluid ahead of it, and because that fluid is effectively incompressible, its pressure rises rapidly in direct relation to how 

hard the piston is pushed. This pressurised fluid is transmitted through the brake lines to the wheel cylinders or calipers, 

as described by Pascal's Law in Section 3.2. 

5.2 Hydraulic Circuit Operation 

Figure 5 traces the complete sequence of events, from the driver's foot to the vehicle coming to rest and the system 

resetting. The sequence begins the instant the pedal is pressed and ends only once the pedal is released and fluid has 

returned to its resting position in the reservoir. 

 

 

 

Fig. 5: Step-by-Step Flow of Hydraulic Circuit Operation During a Braking Event 

A point worth emphasising is the near-instantaneous nature of hydraulic transmission. Because brake fluid is essentially 

incompressible and fills the circuit with no air gaps, pressure changes at the master cylinder appear almost immediately 

at every wheel cylinder or caliper, regardless of the distance between them. This is why hydraulic brakes give such a 

direct, predictable pedal feel compared with older mechanical linkage systems, where slack and friction in rods and 

cables introduced delay between driver input and the braking force actually delivered. 
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6. TYPES OF HYDRAULIC BRAKING SYSTEMS 

Hydraulic braking systems can be classified in two independent ways: by the type of friction brake used at the wheel 

(disc or drum), and by the layout of the hydraulic circuit that connects the master cylinder to the wheels (single-circuit 

or dual-circuit). Almost all modern vehicles use some combination of these types suited to their size, weight, and 

intended use. 

6.1 Disc Brake Systems 

In a disc brake, a flat metal disc, or rotor, is bolted to the wheel hub and rotates with the wheel. A caliper straddles the 

edge of this disc and contains hydraulic pistons that, when pressurised, push friction pads against both faces of the 

spinning disc. Disc brakes are largely self-adjusting, since the pads remain close to the disc at all times, and they resist 

brake fade — a temporary loss of braking effectiveness from overheating — better than drums, because the open design 

lets heat escape into the surrounding air far more readily. 

6.2 Drum Brake Systems 

In a drum brake, a hollow cylindrical drum is bolted to the wheel hub and rotates around a fixed backing plate. Inside, a 

pair of curved brake shoes are pushed outward by a wheel cylinder so their outer lining presses against the drum's inner 

surface. Drum brakes benefit from a self-energising effect, where drum rotation itself drags the leading shoe more firmly 

into contact, producing strong braking force from a small hydraulic input; they are also cheaper to manufacture and well 

suited to a rear axle's smaller, more consistent loads. Their main disadvantage, discussed below, is poorer heat 

dissipation, since the enclosed drum traps heat rather than releasing it. 

 

 

 

Fig. 6: Comparative Schematic of a Disc Brake Assembly and a Drum Brake Assembly 

6.3 Single-Circuit and Dual-Circuit Systems 

The earliest hydraulic layouts used a single circuit, where one master cylinder piston fed all four wheels through one 

undivided network of pipes. This arrangement has an obvious weakness: a single leak anywhere — a corroded pipe, 

failed hose, or worn seal — can drain the entire system and leave the vehicle with no hydraulic brakes. Virtually all 

vehicles today instead use a dual-circuit, or tandem, master cylinder, with two pistons arranged one behind the other in 

the same bore, each pressurising its own independent set of lines. The two circuits may use a front-rear split, where one 

circuit serves both front brakes and the other both rear brakes, or a diagonal split, where each circuit serves one front 
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wheel and the diagonally opposite rear wheel. Either way, a failure in one circuit leaves the other fully functional, 

allowing the vehicle to stop, albeit with reduced force and, depending on the split, some pulling to one side. 

Table 2: Comparison of Disc and Drum Brake Types 

Parameter 

 

Disc Brake 

 

Drum Brake 

 

Heat dissipation 

 

Very good (open to air) 

 

Poor to moderate (enclosed) 

 

Self-adjustment 

 

Automatic, pads stay near disc 

 

Requires periodic manual/automatic 

adjuster 

 

Self-energising effect 

 

Absent 

 

Present (aids braking force) 

 

Typical location 

 

Front axle (often both axles) 

 

Rear axle of many passenger cars 

 

Manufacturing cost 

 

Higher 

 

Lower 

 

Wet-weather performance 

 

Recovers quickly (self-cleaning) 

 

Slower to recover (water trapped inside) 

 

7. ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES 

7.1 Advantages 

Hydraulic braking systems offer several advantages that explain their near-universal adoption in passenger vehicles. 

Equal pressure distribution is perhaps the most important: because Pascal's Law guarantees that fluid pressure acts 

equally in all directions, every wheel connected to a given circuit receives essentially identical braking pressure, without 

the uneven wear and adjustment problems that plagued mechanical linkage systems. Force multiplication is achieved 

simply by choosing different piston areas at the master cylinder and at each wheel, without the need for complicated 

levers or gear trains. The hydraulic layout is also mechanically simple and compact, since flexible tubing can be routed 

around a vehicle's chassis far more easily than rigid mechanical rods, and it offers a fast and direct response, since 

pressure changes propagate through the incompressible fluid almost instantaneously. 
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7.2 Disadvantages 

Despite these strengths, hydraulic systems have some limitations. They are entirely dependent on the fluid remaining 

free of air and moisture: any air trapped in the lines compresses under pressure and produces a soft, spongy pedal, while 

excess moisture in old fluid can boil at high temperatures and cause a loss of braking known as vapour lock. Leaks are 

a genuine safety concern, since a damaged pipe, hose, or seal can gradually or suddenly reduce braking effectiveness, 

which is precisely why dual-circuit systems are now mandatory. Hydraulic fluid is also mildly corrosive to vehicle 

paintwork and must be handled and disposed of carefully, and the entire system requires periodic bleeding and fluid 

replacement as part of routine maintenance, adding a recurring cost that a simpler mechanical system would not need. 

Table 3: Summary of Advantages and Disadvantages of Hydraulic Braking Systems 

Advantages 

 

Disadvantages 

 

Equal pressure and force at every wheel 

 

Vulnerable to air entrapment causing spongy pedal 

 

Simple, flexible routing of lines and hoses 

 

Fluid can absorb moisture and boil (vapour lock) 

 

Fast, near-instantaneous response 

 

Leaks reduce or eliminate braking at affected wheels 

 

Effective force multiplication via piston area 

 

Brake fluid is corrosive to paint and some plastics 

 

Compact compared to mechanical linkages 

 

Requires periodic bleeding and fluid replacement 

 

8. APPLICATIONS OF HYDRAULIC BRAKING SYSTEMS 

Hydraulic braking systems are found across a wide range of vehicles and machinery beyond the ordinary passenger car. 

In two-wheelers, hydraulic disc brakes are now standard on the front wheel of most motorcycles and a growing number 

of scooters and premium bicycles, chosen for strong, consistent stopping power in a lightweight package. Light 

commercial vehicles and small trucks generally use the same front-disc, rear-drum arrangement common to passenger 

cars, often supplemented by a vacuum or hydraulic brake booster to cope with higher vehicle weights. 

Larger commercial vehicles and heavy trucks often combine hydraulic principles with compressed air in an air-over-

hydraulic system, where compressed air provides the primary force while a hydraulic sub-circuit performs the final force 

multiplication at the wheel. Beyond road vehicles, related hydraulic principles are used in aircraft landing gear brakes, 
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where reliable stopping force is essential during landing roll-out, and in industrial machines such as cranes, forklifts, 

and presses, valued for the same force multiplication and even distribution that make hydraulics attractive in road 

vehicles. 

9. MAINTENANCE, TROUBLESHOOTING AND COMMON FAILURES 

9.1 Maintenance and Troubleshooting 

Because a hydraulic brake circuit relies on a sealed, air-free fluid path, routine maintenance centres on preserving that 

seal and periodically renewing the fluid. Brake fluid should be checked regularly for reservoir level and, on a schedule 

recommended by the manufacturer, replaced entirely, since even clean-looking fluid gradually absorbs moisture and 

loses its resistance to boiling. Pads, shoes, discs, and drums wear gradually and must be inspected and replaced before 

reaching an unsafe thickness. Bleeding the brakes — pushing fluid through the system while trapped air is released 

through a bleed valve at each wheel — is required whenever air has entered the circuit, for instance after a hose has been 

disconnected for repair. 

When a soft pedal, pulling sensation, or unusual noise appears, a logical step-by-step troubleshooting process isolates 

the cause quickly rather than replacing parts by guesswork. Figure 8 outlines a simplified flow for one of the most 

common complaints, a spongy pedal, moving from checking trapped air, to fluid level and external leaks, and finally to 

internal seals if no external cause is found. 

 

 

Fig. 8: Simplified Troubleshooting Flowchart for a Soft or Spongy Brake Pedal 
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Table 4: Typical Preventive Maintenance Schedule for a Hydraulic Braking System 

Maintenance Task 

 

Recommended Interval 

 

Purpose 

 

Visual check of fluid level 

 

Every fuel fill-up / monthly 

 

Detect low fluid indicating leak or wear 

 

Brake pad / shoe thickness 

check 

 

Every 10,000 – 15,000 km 

 

Ensure adequate friction material remains 

 

Brake fluid replacement 

 

Every 2 years or per 

manufacturer 

 

Remove absorbed moisture, restore boiling 

point 

 

Hose and line inspection 

 

Every 10,000 – 15,000 km 

 

Detect cracking, bulging, corrosion, leaks 

 

Brake bleeding 

 

After any air entry / 2 years 

 

Remove trapped air, restore firm pedal feel 

 

Disc / drum inspection 

 

Every 15,000 – 20,000 km 

 

Check for scoring, thickness, and warping 

 

9.2 Common Failures and Their Causes 

A number of failure modes recur often enough to be worth summarising directly. A spongy pedal is most often caused 

by air trapped in the lines, but can also result from a swollen rubber hose or from moisture-contaminated fluid boiling 

near a hot caliper. Fluid leaks can occur at pipe fittings, perished hoses, or worn internal seals, and should be treated 

seriously since they directly reduce the fluid available to stop the vehicle. A pulling sensation under braking usually 

indicates uneven force between left and right wheels, caused by a stuck caliper piston, a contaminated pad on one side, 

or uneven rear-drum adjustment. Brake fade, a temporary reduction in braking power during prolonged hard braking, 

generally results from excessive heat, either boiling fluid or friction material losing effectiveness, and is more common 

in drum brakes than the better-ventilated disc brake, as discussed in Section 6. 
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Table 5: Common Failures, Likely Causes, and Recommended Remedies 

Symptom 

 

Likely Cause 

 

Recommended Remedy 

 

Spongy / soft pedal 

 

Air in lines; swollen hose; boiling 

fluid 

 

Bleed system; replace hose; replace fluid 

 

Fluid leak visible 

 

Worn seal; perished hose; loose fitting 

 

Replace seal / hose; tighten or replace 

fitting 

 

Pulling to one side 

 

Stuck caliper; uneven shoe 

adjustment 

 

Free / replace caliper; readjust or replace 

shoes 

 

Brake fade on long descent 

 

Overheated fluid or friction material 

 

Allow cooling; use engine braking; 

upgrade fluid grade 

 

Squealing or grinding 

noise 

 

Worn-out pads/shoes; glazed lining; 

debris 

 

Replace friction material; clean and inspect 

drum/disc 

 

Hard, high-effort pedal 

 

Faulty brake booster; blocked line 

 

Inspect / replace booster; clear or replace 

blocked line 

 

10. RECENT TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENTS 

While the hydraulic circuit described in this paper has changed little in principle since its early twentieth-century origins, 

a series of electronic technologies have been layered on top of it over the past four decades, considerably improving 

safety without discarding the reliable hydraulic core. The best known is the anti-lock braking system (ABS), which uses 

a wheel speed sensor at each wheel and an electronic control unit (ECU) to detect the onset of wheel lock-up during 

hard braking. When lock-up is detected, the ECU commands a hydraulic modulator between the master cylinder and the 

wheel brakes to rapidly reduce, hold, and reapply pressure many times per second, letting the tyre keep rotating and 

maintain grip even under maximum braking effort. 
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Fig. 9: Anti-Lock Braking System (ABS) Integrated with a Conventional Hydraulic Circuit 

Building on the same sensing hardware, electronic brake-force distribution (EBD) automatically adjusts the pressure 

balance between front and rear circuits according to vehicle load and weight transfer, improving on the fixed mechanical 

proportioning valve of Section 4. Brake assist systems recognise the rapid pedal application of a panic stop and briefly 

boost pressure beyond what the driver's foot alone would generate. Electronic stability control (ESC) goes further, 

braking an individual wheel even without pedal input to correct a vehicle beginning to skid or spin. More recently, 

hybrid and electric vehicles have introduced regenerative braking, running the electric motor in reverse as a generator 

to recover energy; since this cannot stop the vehicle alone, it must be blended smoothly with the hydraulic circuit through 

sophisticated electro-hydraulic control units. 

11. COMPARISON WITH MECHANICAL AND PNEUMATIC BRAKING SYSTEMS 

It is useful to place the hydraulic braking system alongside its two principal alternatives — purely mechanical linkage 

brakes and pneumatic (compressed air) brakes — to appreciate why hydraulic operation is the default choice for 

passenger vehicles while pneumatic systems remain preferred for heavy commercial vehicles. 

A mechanical linkage system, still used for a vehicle's parking brake, transmits force through rods, levers, and cables. It 

is simple and does not depend on fluid, making it attractive as a backup, but it suffers from friction losses and flexing 

that make it poorly suited to distributing force evenly across multiple wheels, as discussed in Section 2. A pneumatic 

system uses compressed air rather than liquid, favoured in heavy trucks and buses because air can be generated and 

stored cheaply in large volume and can supply very high forces; however, air is compressible, making pneumatic systems 

inherently slower to respond and less precise in modulation than a hydraulic system, since some initial pedal effort 

simply compresses the air rather than immediately building usable pressure. 
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Fig. 7: Illustrative Qualitative Comparison of Mechanical, Hydraulic, and Pneumatic Braking Characteristics 

Figure 7 summarises this comparison qualitatively across characteristics important to brake design: response speed, 

force multiplication, maintenance simplicity, cost effectiveness, and modulation precision. Hydraulic systems rate 

highly for response speed, force multiplication, and modulation precision, explaining their dominance in passenger cars; 

mechanical systems rate well only for maintenance simplicity and cost, explaining their continued use in parking brakes; 

and pneumatic systems occupy a middle ground, offering strong force multiplication suited to heavy vehicles at the cost 

of somewhat slower response. 

Table 6: Comparison of Mechanical, Hydraulic, and Pneumatic Braking Systems 

Parameter 

 

Mechanical 

 

Hydraulic 

 

Pneumatic 

 

Transmission medium 

 

Rods / cables 

 

Incompressible liquid 

 

Compressed air 

 

Response speed 

 

Moderate (linkage slack) 

 

Fast (near-instant) 

 

Slower (air 

compressibility) 

 

Force multiplication 

 

Limited by lever ratio 

 

High, via piston areas 

 

High, via large air 

chambers 

 

Typical application 

 

Parking brakes 

 

Cars, motorcycles, light 

trucks 

 

Heavy trucks, buses, 

trailers 
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Maintenance 

 

Simple, low cost 

 

Moderate (fluid, seals) 

 

Moderate (air dryers, 

valves) 

 

Failure behaviour 

 

Gradual (wear, stretch) 

 

Sudden if leak occurs 

 

Gradual (leak 

detectable by ear) 

 

12. ENVIRONMENTAL AND SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS 

Hydraulic braking systems raise environmental and safety considerations that engineers and regulators must account for. 

Brake fluid is toxic and mildly corrosive; it must never be discharged into drains or soil during servicing and should be 

disposed of through approved hazardous-fluid recycling channels. Friction material historically contained asbestos, now 

banned in most jurisdictions due to its severe health hazard when inhaled; modern materials use semi-metallic, ceramic, 

or organic formulations instead, though brake dust still contributes to vehicle-related particulate emissions, an issue 

receiving increasing regulatory attention. 

From a safety standpoint, the dual-circuit requirement of Section 6.3 remains the single most important design safeguard, 

ensuring a single point of failure cannot cause complete loss of braking. Regular fluid moisture testing is recommended, 

since moisture-contaminated fluid is a leading cause of brake fade under sustained heavy use, such as a long mountain 

descent. Regulatory standards, such as the U.S. Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standard for hydraulic brake systems and 

international brake-fluid specifications from bodies such as the International Organization for Standardization, set 

minimum requirements for stopping distance, fluid boiling point, and redundancy that manufacturers must meet before 

a vehicle can be sold. 

13. FUTURE SCOPE 

Several trends are likely to shape the next generation of hydraulic braking technology without displacing the hydraulic 

principle itself in the near term. Brake-by-wire systems, where the driver's pedal is read electronically rather than 

mechanically linked to the master cylinder, are already appearing in early production and prototype form; such systems 

typically retain a hydraulic or electro-hydraulic actuator at each wheel, with the electronic layer replacing only the pedal-

to-actuator connection, and generally keep a mechanical or hydraulic backup circuit for redundancy, as illustrated in 

Figure 10. 
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Fig. 10: Conventional Hydraulic Linkage Compared with an Emerging Brake-by-Wire Concept 

The growth of electric and autonomous vehicles is expected to accelerate this trend, since both benefit from a braking 

system a computer can command with precision: electric vehicles need close coordination between regenerative and 

hydraulic braking to maximise energy recovery, while autonomous vehicles need a system that can be commanded 

directly and verified to respond correctly. Predictive maintenance is another likely development, with sensors monitoring 

pad wear, fluid moisture, and disc temperature continuously and alerting the driver before a component approaches an 

unsafe condition. Lighter materials, such as carbon-ceramic discs and aluminium calipers, are gradually moving from 

motorsport into the wider market as costs fall. Across all these developments, the core hydraulic principle described in 

this paper — an incompressible fluid transmitting pressure equally to every wheel, as Pascal described more than three 

centuries ago — is likely to remain part of the braking system for the foreseeable future. 

14. CONCLUSION 

This paper has traced the hydraulic braking system from its historical origins in early twentieth-century automobile 

design through the fluid mechanics principles that make it work, its components, operating sequence, major variants, 

and the maintenance practices and technological developments surrounding it today. Several conclusions emerge from 

this review. 

First, the hydraulic braking system's continued dominance rests on a single physical principle — Pascal's Law — which 

guarantees equal pressure distribution through an incompressible fluid and thereby solves the uneven force distribution 

problem that limited earlier mechanical linkages, a clear illustration of how a simple physical law, correctly applied, 

produces a robust engineering solution. Second, the system's reliability depends heavily on maintaining a sealed, air-

free, moisture-free fluid circuit; most common faults discussed in Section 9 trace back to a breakdown of one of these 

conditions, underscoring why routine, schedule-based maintenance of fluid and seals is a core safety requirement rather 

than a discretionary luxury. Third, rather than being displaced by newer technology, the hydraulic circuit has proved a 

durable platform onto which successive generations of electronic control — ABS, EBD, brake assist, electronic stability 

control, and now regenerative braking coordination — have been added, suggesting that hydraulic braking will remain 

relevant even as vehicles become more electronically sophisticated and, eventually, more autonomous. 

For an engineering student, the hydraulic braking system offers a clear, self-contained example of how a fundamental 

physical principle translates directly into a piece of everyday engineering that almost everyone relies on daily. It is hoped 
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that this paper has presented that translation clearly enough to serve as a solid foundation for further study of automotive 

systems, vehicle dynamics, or fluid mechanics more broadly. 
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