The Transportation
Research Board at 90

Everyone Loves It, but No One Can Explain Why

THOMAS B. DEEN
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The author, in his role as
Executive Director,
conducts a meeting at
the TRB office, circa 1990.
In the 28 years before
and in the 16 years after
his term, he has
contributed to the work
of many technical and
policy study committees.

t was 1980. TRB was 60 years old. I was 52 and

president of a medium-sized transportation

planning and engineering firm with offices in

several cities in the United States and abroad.
My position gave me the opportunity to work on
some big projects in interesting places, I was paid
well, and life was good. Yet I was considering quit-
ting to become executive director of the Transporta-
tion Research Board (TRB)—although that would
mean a pay cut.

The decision was difficult and took more than
three months of pondering and consultation with fam-
ily and close friends. Although difficult, the decision
turned out to be one of the best I have ever made.

Understanding TRB

The consultations with family and friends, however,
raised problems. I couldn’t talk to many of my fellow
transportation professionals because of the sensitiv-

ity of my position. If people in my company had an
inkling that I was considering leaving, my leadership
would have been impaired and morale would have
been damaged.

But when I turned to friends outside transporta-
tion and talked about TRB, I found it impossible to
explain what TRB was. [ was almost frantic for advice
about a career-changing decision. But that advice
was mostly unavailable, because the only people 1
could consult could not understand why I would
accept reduced compensation to run an organiza-
tion I could not explain.

The conversation would proceed as follows: 1
would explain that TRB was not a profit-making
company or a government agency but a not-for-profit
organization. “Was it a foundation, or a think tank,
or a college, a church, or something like that?” “No.”
“Was it a hospital or something like the Boy Scouts
or the Red Cross?” “No.” “Did it lobby?” “No.” TRB
was not like anything else, and trying to draw analo-
gies to something familiar did not work.

Essential Node

Part of the problem was that I did not understand
TRB either. I was introduced to TRB in 1956, when
my entire class at the Yale University Bureau of High-
way Traffic came to the annual meeting in a bus. I
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At a commemoration of
the Interstate Highway
System’s 50th anniversary
in 2006, TRB Executive
Director Robert E.
Skinner, Jr., holds up a
program for the 1956

TRB Annual Meeting—
the first Annual Meeting
that the author
attended.
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was dazzled by the transportation luminaries of the
day addressing matters ranging from engineering to
finance. That was the largest meeting 1 had
attended—1,200 people in all—and I was impressed.

In the 24 years since that first meeting, I had
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participated in various TRB activities; had several of
my papers published—one had received a best paper
award; made many presentations; and chaired a com-
mittee or two. But I knew that TRB did other things
that were less familiar to me—somehow it was part of
the National Academy of Sciences (NAS); the National
Academy of Engineering (NAE) also was a partner, but
I had no idea what that meant—or what the National
Research Council (NRC) was, and how it fit in.

All T knew was that TRB was a prestigious orga-
nization, that I was willing to serve on its commit-
tees without compensation, and that I felt good about
it. TRB was good for networking; it provided oppor-
tunities to learn about aspects of transportation that
were less familiar to me—for example, about other
modes and how they were organized, financed,
planned, and built. I got to know about competing
firms, about the jobs they were winning, and about
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their people—some of whom I might need to hire or

team with on a future project.

TRB was a place to find out about new opportu-
nities for our firm. It was an essential node for busi-
ness networking. But beyond that, I did not
understand TRB at all.

Institutional Mystery
When I decided to make the move to TRB, this prob-
lem did not end. I had to explain my decision. My
parents—both college graduates—never could figure
it out. I overheard my mother telling one of her
friends that “Tom had taken a new job in Washing-
ton, directing traffic.” She is still healthy today at
104—and still has no idea what TRB is, despite my
14 years as Executive Director.

Even TRB's name appears designed to obfuscate,
not elucidate. A “board” conjures images of 20 peo-
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A few of the early Highway Research Bulletins and
Highway Research Records—the precursors to the
Transportation Research Record: Journal of the
Transportation Research Board—that included
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Through the better part g \ F 7] ple sitting at a polished table making institutional
of the 20th century and n L AR e R i 1 policies, appointing executives, and establishing
into .ﬂ.‘ne 2_1 st o ’ 3 budgets—but that does not describe TRB. TRB is an
participation in TRB institutional mystery. It is a small jewel in the midst
continues to grow and . i .
make essential of huge private companies, government agencies,
contributions to advance 2 i Yoy c. L L and universities. TRB exerts an influence dispropor-
transportation research 1! S e 2 tionate to its size and authority—although it has no
and its applications. 42/ , = b i authority.

)/ X ' In writing about TRB at earlier anniversaries—the
25th, the 50th, and 75th—my predecessors struggled
with the mind-numbing and eye-glazing exercise of
explaining what TRB does and how it is organized.
The effort necessarily involves a word salad of unfa-
miliar acronyms—for example: TRB manages several
CRPs, the IDEA program, and SHRP 2, and is a divi-
sion of NRC, which is overseen by NAS, NAE, and
IOM.! To duck that task, I have assembled a time line
(see pages 8-9), so that I can address instead what it
is that distinguishes TRB from other organizations
and what makes TRB so useful.

! CRPs: Cooperative Research Programs; IDEA: Innovations

Deserving Exploratory Analysis; SHRP 2: second Strategic
Highway Research Program; IOM: Institute of Medicine.

Significant Policy Studies

Informing Decision Makers
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Surviving the Cycles

As TRB celebrates its 90th anniversary, many U.S.
institutions are suffering from real or perceived short-
comings. Our nation and the world are undergoing
the most severe economic contraction since the
Great Depression. We are trying to find our way out
of two wars on the other side of the globe.

Most citizens still believe in our system of free-
market capitalism, but its recent, unbridled excesses
seem to cause great suffering as it lurches from boom
to bust in never-ending cycles. Government seems
unable to stem these swings and sometimes appears
to be the captive of corporations and special interests,
while increasing public debt to record and probably
unsustainable levels.

The lobbying industry flourishes even as the
economy struggles, and Congress often seems para-
lyzed by the tidal waves of money from K Street to
Capitol Hill. Our schools are unable to educate our
young, and our health care system costs more and
does less than the systems in other countries. Polls
show that confidence in our institutions is at an all-
time low, with no clear path to reform.

Despite the public’s skepticism about institutions,
TRB seems to grow and to maintain the confidence
of its sponsors and of its larger constituency, and the
transportation industry continues to find new issues
and problems for TRB to address. I often have mar-
veled how in 1920 a few leaders organized a tiny
unit, complex in its setting, that has survived the
Great Depression, World War 11, the Cold War, sev-
eral smaller wars, and many cycles of boom and bust,
and has grown through it all.

Yet TRB manufactures no products, cannot levy
taxes, and depends on the voluntary participation
and contributions of organizations and individuals.
Despite its name, TRB performs little or no research
on its own. Its methods are often slow and ponder-
ous, and it sometimes seems bound by arcane rules
and strictures imposed by its overseers, who seem
more interested in its processes than in the substance
of its work.

Origin and Mission
TRB’s uniqueness reflects its origin and mission. Orga-
nized in response to a need identified by state and
federal highway agencies, the Board provided a mech-
anism for the exchange of information and research
results about highway technology when the states
were setting out on the unprecedented task of design-
ing and constructing a national highway system.
TRB has relied on and benefited from a special
partnership with the states and the federal govern-
ment. The organization fulfilled its original mission
beyond anything its founders could have imagined,

and it has added services over the years, including
research management and policy studies.

I often have wondered why other economic sec-
tors or other countries have not formed TRB-like
organizations. For example, education and health
care, like transportation, are large in scope, highly
decentralized, depend on the effective collaboration
of federal, state, and local government, and are vital
to the national welfare. They also are composed of
public and private interests.
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FIGURE 1 TRB Annual Meeting attendance,
1922-2010.
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FIGURE 2 TRB budgeted expenditures,
1961-2011.
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FIGURE 3 Number of TRB committee members,
1969-2009.

A delegation of Iraqi
transportation
professionals attended
the TRB Annual Meeting
in 2008, and were
greeted by former U.S.
Secretary of
Transportation Norman
Y. Mineta (fourth from
left) and 2008 Executive
Committee Chair Debra
Miller (fifth from right).
Annual Meeting
attendance from
overseas continues to
increase.
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A meeting of the first
Strategic Highway
Research Program (SHRP)
task force in 1986
(above). The success of
SHRP led to the
establishment of a
second program, SHRP 2,
in 2006 (right), a
partnership with the
federal government and
states.

More than once, representatives from both of
these sectors visited with me at TRB—they had heard
of TRB’s vital work for transportation and sought to
organize an Education Research Board or a Health
Care Research Board modeled after TRB. The

attempts have not been successful. Perhaps the

appearance of a newcomer would threaten too many
organizations in health and in education; or perhaps
creating and funding a complicated organization of
any kind today is too difficult.

Foreign countries also have attempted to emulate
and organize TRB-like entities for their transporta-
tion sectors. Foreign experts increasingly attend
TRB’s annual meeting and participate in sessions and
projects, as the global economy and the issues of
energy, climate change, and transportation cross over
national borders.

Milestones and Statistics
The time line illustrates TRB’s trajectory over the




past 90 years, with emphasis on the 15 years since
the 75th anniversary. Selected milestones include the
1920 creation of the National Advisory Board on
Highway Research, which later morphed into TRB.
Space precludes listing many other significant events,
but the organization repeatedly responded as needs
arose and technology provided innovative ways to
serve transportation.

New committees, new modes, new programs, new
publications, computers, and the Internet make their
appearances. These changes have accelerated, as tran-
sit, railroads, aviation, highway freight, and marine
transportation, along with crosscutting concerns—
such as the environment, energy conservation, safety,
electronics, and a range of economic issues—have
increased in importance for TRB, without diminishing
its traditional service to highway infrastructure.

Annual Meeting attendance, budgeted expendi-
tures, and numbers of committee members show
these trends in statistical terms (Figures 1-3, page
11). TRBs annual meeting is one of the largest in
Washington, D.C., with attendance exceeding
10,000 in recent years, after steady growth through

good times and bad. Similar growth can be seen in
TRB’s budget and in the numbers of people serving
on committees.

Spending more money in troubled times is not
necessarily a virtue but indicates that agencies large
and small, public and private, are relying on TRB to
accomplish necessary work. Annual Meeting ses-
sions and workshops have increased by 100 percent
in the past 15 years, the numbers of presentations
have increased by 114 percent, and the numbers of
papers overseen in peer review have increased by

For the first time in 2008,
commercial businesses
sponsored exhibit booths
at the Annual Meeting.
This exhibit from
Cardinal Systems, LLC,
featured an interactive
demonstration.




All of the past four U.S.
Transportation Secretaries have
participated in one or more TRB
Annual Meetings—(top row
from left) Rodney E. Slater
(1997-2001), Norman Y. Mineta
(2001-2006), (bottom row from
left) Mary E. Peters (2006-2009),
and Ray LaHood (2009-present).

154 percent—yet TRB has never made growth an
explicit goal. The Board has responded to sponsor
needs for comprehensive coverage of transportation
issues, which have expanded over the years.

Launches and Mainstays

These growth statistics are the result of expansion
into the full range of transportation modes, as well
as an expansion of the services and programs pro-
vided by TRB. Two decades ago, TRB launched its
series of policy studies, which draw conclusions
and make recommendations on timely and some-
times contentious issues.

Many of the studies are conducted at the request
of Congress or the federal government. One rec-
ommended the establishment of the first Strategic
Highway Research Program (SHRP), now com-
pleted. SHRP was highly regarded as a successful

approach to highway innovation, and Congress fol-
lowed it up with SHRP 2, currently in progress. The
Innovations Deserving Exploratory Analysis or
IDEA program started under SHRP and has
expanded beyond roads to include bridges, rail,
transit, and motor carrier transportation.

New cooperative research programs similarly
have expanded beyond roads to conduct practical
research for transit, airports, hazardous materials,
freight transportation, and most recently, rail trans-
portation. These contract research programs have
accounted for much of TRB’s budget growth.

After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks,
transportation security gained new emphasis. The
Internet has provided new modes of outreach,
including an expanded website, the Transportation
Research E-Newsletter, a webinar series, a Twitter
page, and the online Transportation Research Infor-
mation Services.

In 2008, commercial firms were invited to pre-
sent exhibits at the Annual Meeting; with sponsor
exhibits, the number of booths reached 200 in
2010. Meanwhile, the more traditional publications
programs also have grown—published titles have
increased by 124 percent in the past 13 years.

Information and Trust

What is it about TRB that has allowed it to flourish
for an extended period, regardless of the external
circumstances, when few fully understand it, and




many other institutions are suffering? In an infor-
mation age, professional success depends on know-
ing the latest about technology, about which methods
work and which do not, and about current trends in
funding, regulation, and legislation; success also
depends on meeting other professionals who are
working on the same problems.

TRB’s Annual Meeting has become essential for
keeping up in a fast-changing world. Until recently,
most DOT modal administrators and the Secretary of
Transportation rarely appeared at TRB Annual Meet-
ings, but now it is rare that they don’t. Also partici-
Ppating are many state transportation directors and a
rising array of private executives. Any entity that
wants to display a technology, a new program, a reg-
ulation, or other initiative finds the Annual Meeting
the only place to gain exposure to nearly everyone in
the field.

But the Annual Meeting is more a symptom of
TRBS success than a cause. The one quality that most
explains TRB success is trust. TRB treats the issues—
large or small, complicated or simple, controversial or
benign—with balance, fairness, and competence.

Competing Interests

Transportation is full of competing financial and pol-
icy interests. Truck companies compete with rail-
roads and with each other and contend with the
states about load limits and taxes. Airlines compete
with each other and challenge airport authorities
over landing fees and taxes. River traffic competes
with railroads and pipelines and struggles with gov-
ernment over user charges for dredging and naviga-
tion. Asphalt competes with concrete for pavements,
and steel competes with concrete for bridges. The
federal government often pressures the states over
the distribution and uses of federal gas tax revenues
and the imposition of standards. The public interest
in safety often seems at odds with the profit interests
of transportation providers.

These competing interests are unending and must
be resolved in the marketplace, by regulation, or
through legislation. Policy makers need unbiased
information, and practitioners need to know the
results of tests, research, or others’ experience to
make informed decisions about technical issues.

Ensuring Objectivity

Such an environment needs a clearinghouse to accu-
mulate research and studies; to distinguish facts from
opinion; and to distill, discuss, and share knowledge
from investigations, under the peer review of unbi-
ased experts. Objective, fact-based analysis is needed
to inform the debate over complex issues of trans-
portation policy. TRB provides this—nearly every-

thing TRB does is guided by a committee of the best
experts on the particular subject at hand.

Francis B. Francois, former Executive Director of
the American Association of State Highway and
Transportation Officials, has noted, “If TRB didn’t
exist, then we would have to invent it.” But could TRB
be invented today, given the current institutional envi-
ronment and prevailing attitudes? Many transporta-
tion organizations would feel threatened. But TRB
was blessed with founders who had vision and
insight, who organized it before many of the trade
associations and professional societies arose, and who
established a place for TRB, independent of all.

To ensure that TRB's selection of experts for com-
mittees does not favor financial sponsors or staff bias,
it was embedded in an organization that has nothing
to do with transportation—NRC, which serves NAS,
NAE, and the Institute of Medicine. The elected
members of these three honorific organizations
include many of the nation’s most distinguished sci-
entists, engineers, and health care experts.

Under the charter granted by Congress to NAS in
1863, the institution provides advice on scientific
and technical matters to the federal government and
other institutions. TRB has benefited enormously
from the independence, reputation, and standards of
its parent institution, an unusual nonprofit, non-
governmental organization. NRC must approve—
directly or indirectly—every TRB committee to
ensure that it is competent and fair.

This alphabet soup, however, reflects a complex
organizational structure that is difficult to explain
and sometimes cumbersome to operate. But without
this structure, TRB would lose its way, and its
reduced credibility would soon have a negative
impact on its effectiveness and support.

“Pull Illinois Out
of the Mud”

President Wilson has directed the Council
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readjustment of industry — including the
Employment of Labor
After we Win the War

You Can Help by
Voting “YES”

‘on the $60,000,000 State
Hard Road Bond Issue

on the little ballot at the

Election November 5th, 1918
Failure to vote is a vote against it

Tinois Highway lmymvemem Association

s, Pres., Hotel LaSalle, Chicago

s

S3INVYEIT YMO| 40 ALISYIAINA ‘LNIWLYVIQ SNOILDITIOD TvIDIdS :3DVIN|

il

A 1918 poster from the
Illinois Highway
Improvement Association
exhorts residents to vote
for a bond to improve
state highways. The
Federal-Aid Road Act of
1916 apportioned federal
road funds to states
based on a formula of
size, population, and
number of mail delivery
routes.

Approaching Milestones
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A Good Roads
Convention in Grand
Rapids, Michigan, in
1915. Similar conventions
were held across the
country in the early years
of federal transportation
activities under the
Office of Road Inquiry,
started in 1893.

Although few fully understand this complex little
jewel, and even fewer can explain it, the thousands of
people who participate in some facet of TRB sense
that it has credibility, deals with complex issues that
affect our society, and is therefore worthwhile. This
sense grows during times when the credibility of many
other institutions is suffering in the public esteem.

No Cause for Complacency

Yet for all this, TRB must guard against complacency.
The robust image depicted in the foregoing para-
graphs may suggest a metaphorical roaring lion, but
a delicate flower is a more accurate likeness. A flower
can bloom and flourish, yet remain fragile. TRB’s
future could be fragile.

PHOTO: LIBRARY OF CoNGREss PRINTS AND FHDTOGRAPHS D\VISION

Throughout TRB’ 90 years, the federal-state part-
nership in our nation’s transportation has been impor-
tant and robust. The states, the federal government,
and TRB have maintained a three-way partnership.
The states and the federal government view TRB as a
tool for facilitating research and disseminating tech-
nical information in a decentralized environment.

The founding of TRB only 5 years after the first
Federal-Aid Road Act—which required the estab-
lishment of highway departments in each state—was
no coincidence. Over the years, federal legislation
initiated the Interstate Highway System, aid to tran-
sit, airport assistance, research programs, Amtrak,
environmental legislation, safety initiatives, and
countless other regulations and requirements.

The Airport Cooperative Research Program

Celebrating Five Years of Serving Airports

MICHAEL R.

SALAMONE




State interests in transportation also have
expanded and often have required cooperative
federal-state actions. Highway and rail vehicle man-
ufacturers, universities, aviation interests, railroads,
environmental organizations, trade associations, and
consultants found TRB the place to network. TRB
established its niche in the information age.

Today, many question the federal role in trans-
portation, and the long-running cooperative trans-
portation consensus appears to be unraveling.
Congress has struggled to agree on reauthorizing
surface transportation and aviation funding. Failure
to enact the legislation would not doom TRB to
extinction but may threaten its long-term viability.

The decentralized nature of transportation and
transportation organizations creates a tendency to
underfund research. Yet research and technical inno-
vation have remained the most consistent and long-
running federal transportation activities since the
establishment of the Office of Road Inquiry in 1893.
A reduction of the federal role in transportation
could change the institutional environment and
would cloud TRB’ future.

Sustaining the Partnership

Even without a change in the federal role, TRB
has no guarantee of continuing success. The expan-
sion into multiple modes and interdisciplinary
activities could reduce its viability if its respon-
siveness to individual modes and the interests of
particular constituencies diminishes. TRB cannot
be everything to everybodys; its vitality stems from
its strong bonds to the states and the federal
government. TRB’s leadership must maintain its
reputation for independence, service, and respon-
siveness to the real problems that its constituency
is experiencing.

Transportation problems that require research
solutions will not disappear. Transportation will
need to resolve the issues between ever-improving
technology, environmental issues, financial inter-
ests, and safety concerns. TRB’s niche is at the
intersection of these forces. If future transportation
legislation sustains the collaborative relationship
between federal, state, and private interests, then
TRB can continue to serve and thrive for another

90 years.
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