
The cetane number is the standard by which the quality of ignition of a diesel fuel is 

measured. As such, it is often thought of as the counterpart to the octane number of a 

gasoline dispenser. However, whereas an octane number is the measure of the gas’s 

ability to resist auto-ignition, the cetane number is more a measure of how long it will 

take for the fuel to ignite. 

Specifically, the number measures the delay in time from when the fuel is first injected 

and the beginning of its combustion, ignition or consumption. Generally speaking, a 

higher cetane fuel number indicates a shorter delay time between injection and 

combustion, thus indicating better quality. 

Stricter regulations on diesel fuels, with a view to improving fuel efficiency and 

decreasing harmful output into the atmosphere, have meant that refineries have had to 

work harder to adhere to the rules. For example, in the United States, the minimum 

required cetane number is 40. In the United Kingdom, the number is significantly higher, 

at 51. These standards vary from region to region. 

What does the Cetane Number Mean for You? 

As well as the regulatory restrictions, cetane numbers also have several practical 

effects that will be seen in your day-to-day use of diesel fuels. These include: 

• Improved starting time for the engine 

• Smoother and quieter running of the engine 

• Better fuel efficiency (i.e. more miles to the gallon, less money spent) 

• Less harmful outputs from the exhaust, improving environmental conditions 

• Less damage to the components of the engine and the battery 

• Faster distribution of lubricating liquids throughout the engine 

With all of these practical benefits, it is clear that a higher cetane number is desirable for 

all. 

How to Obtain a Higher Cetane Number 

A higher cetane number can be obtained in two ways. The first is achieved during the 

refining process, by hydrotreating the fuel. However, due to the scarcity and expense of 

hydrogen, this is not a favoured process. Furthermore, such a process generally results 



in a fuel with less British thermal units (BTUs, a measurement of energy), lower 

horsepower and a less economical fuel. 

The other way is through cetane-improving additives.  

 


