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Systematic, well-designed research provides the most effective
approach to the solution of many problems facing highway
administrators and engineers. Often, highway problems are of local
interest and can best be studied by highway departments
individually or in cooperation with their state universities and
others. However, the accelerating growth of highway transportation
develops increasingly complex problems of wide interest to
highway authorities. These problems are best studied through a
coordinated program of cooperative research.

In recognition of these needs, the highway administrators of the
American Association of State Highway and Transportation
Officials initiated in 1962 an objective national highway research
program employing modern scientific techniques. This program is
supported on a continuing basis by funds from participating
member states of the Association and it receives the full cooperation
and support of the Federal Highway Administration, United States
Department of Transportation.

The Transportatlon Research Board of the National Research
Council was requested by the Association to administer the research
program because of the Board’s recognized objectivity and
understanding of modern research practices. The Board is uniquely
suited for this purpose as it maintains an extensive committee
structure from which authorities on any highway transportation
subject may be drawn; it possesses avenues of communications and
cooperation with federal, state and local governmental agencies,
universities, and industry; its relationship to the National Research
Council is' an insurance of objectivity; it maintains a full-time
research correlation staff of specialists in highway transportation
matters to bring the findings of research directly to those who are in
a position to use them.

The program is developed on the basis of research needs
identified by chief administrators of the highway and transportation
departments and by committees of AASHTO. Each year, specific
areas of research needs to be included in the program are proposed
to the National Research Council and the Board by the American
Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials.
Research projects to fulfill these needs are defined by the Board, and
qualified research agencies are selected from those that have
submitted proposals. Administration and surveillance of research
contracts are the responsibilities of the National Research Council
and the Transportation Research Board.

The needs for highway research are many, and the National
Cooperative Highway Research Program can make significant
contributions to the solution of highway transportation problems of
mutual concern to many responsible groups. The program,
however, is intended to complement rather than to substltute for or
duplicate other highway research programs.

Note: The Transportation Research Board, the National Research Council,
the Federal Highway Administration, the American Association of State
Highway and Transportation Officials, and the individual states participating in
the National Cooperative Highway Research Program do not endorse products
or manufacturers. Trade or manufacturers’ names appear herein solely
because they are considered essential to the object of this report.
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FOREWORD

By Staff
Transportation Research
Board

This report contains the results of research into communicating linkages between
transportation investments and economic performance. It is intended to provide trans-
portation organizations, planning practitioners, and transportation decision makers
with practical guidance for developing, considering, and explaining economic ration-
ales for transportation investment decisions. Presented as a communication guide, it
brings together market-research results and lessons learned from different regions of
the country on the levels of awareness—by stakeholders, decision makers, and the
public—of transportation’s contributions to economic performance. The guide pro-
vides approaches that will most effectively fulfill the needs of stakeholders, decision
makers, and the public for increased understanding of the economic implications of
transportation decisions. It should be especially valuable to state Departments of Trans-
portation (DOTs), Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs), and local transporta-
tion planners as well as other practitioners concerned with planning, programming, and
implementing multimodal transportation projects. The report will also be useful as an
educational resource into the concepts, approaches, and methods currently employed
for most effectively considering economic impacts in order to sustain effective trans-
portation planning consensus and timely project prioritization.

Recent federal transportation policy, as embodied in the Intermodal Surface Trans-
portation Efficiency Act of 1991 (ISTEA) and the Transportation Equity Act for the
21st Century (TEA-21), placed a high priority on consideration of economic perfor-
mance in transportation planning and decision making. This emphasis represents a shift
away from predetermined modal decisions toward broader consideration of tailored
multimodal solutions within the context of transportation performance expectations
and investment commitments. As such, this emphasis is intended to result in trans-
portation plans, programs, and decisions that are driven by the needs of the specific area
as opposed to the modal restrictions of the funding source or program. Given this
emphasis, transportation planning and development must be based on decisions that
reflect the unique needs and characteristics of the area, including the expectations of
economic contribution associated with transportation strategies.

The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials
(AASHTO), through its Special Committee on Economic Expansion and Development
and through its support of related NCHRP research, continues to develop a body of
knowledge on the relationships between transportation investments and economic per-
formance. There 1s little understanding, however, on how to communicate these rela-
tionships to decision makers and the general public. Moreover, there is little under-
standing of what linkage decision makers and the general public perceive between
transportation investments and economic performance. State DOTs and other trans-
portation agencies require assistance with improving the communication of the eco-
nomic rationales for transportation investments by soliciting and assessing stakeholder



inputs and by tailoring supporting information to the need. Without improved commu-
nication about the economic impacts of transportation, improvements may be delayed
or neglected or transportation resources may be lost to competing programs.

Under NCHRP Project 2-22, “Needs in Communicating the Economic Impacts of
Transportation Investment,” the research team lead by Hagler Bailly Services, Inc. of
Arlington, Virginia, used extensive market research to develop this guide to assist state
DOTs and other transportation agencies in more effectively and proactively communi-
cating—to decision makers and to the public—the important contributions transporta-
tion improvements can make to the economy and to economic performance.

This report is composed of two parts. Part I is the Communications Guide, which
is designed to provide transportation planners and policy makers guidance on strate-
gies for more effectively communicating the economic implications of transportation
decisions. The material presented in this Part is drawn directly from the market research
and analysis conducted during the project.

Part II contains the results from the market-research carried out under this study.
This section presents the cumulative findings from the study and traces the market
research plan that guided the research. Although there is some overlap with the Com-

. munications Guide, the focus and tone of the market-research results report are distinct
from those of Part I. ’

The reader is encouraged to focus on Part I or the market-research results depend-
ing on the intended use. The Communications Guide is more concise and action-
oriented, while the market-research results report provides a thorough account of the
multi-layered approach employed by the research team and the results that emanated
from that research.
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GUIDANCE FOR COMMUNICATING THE ECONOMIC IMPACTS
OF TRANSPORTATION INVESTMENTS

SUMMARY

NCHRP Project 2-22, “Needs in Communicating the Economic Impacts of Transportation Investment,”
aims to “assist state DOTs and other transportation agencies in improving the communication of the
economic rationales for transportation investments by soliciting and assessing stakeholder inputs and by
tailoring support information to the need.”’ The broad goal was to improve understanding—among
decision makers and the general public—about the linkages between transportation investments and
economic performance. A more specific objective was to develop a Communications Guide to “assist
state DOT's and other transportation agencies in more effectively and proactively communicating, to
decision makers and the public, transportation’s importance and contributions to the economy. »?

The Transportation Group of Hagler Bailly, Inc. (formerly Apogee Research, Inc.)’ and MORPACE
International, acting as the research agency (the research team), pursued a broad-based strategy toward
this goal, closely following the tasks identified by the NCHRP in the Research Project Statement. This
Final Report documents and presents the findings of a study of current needs among transportation
planning agencies in the communication of the economic impacts of transportation investment. A
literature review and extensive market research were conducted to explore linkages between
transportation investment and the economy, existing understanding of these linkages, and needs in the
communication of such linkages. Based on this research, recommendations have been offered to improve
the communication of the economic impacts of transportation investments.

Findings indicate that transportation stakeholders—primarily policy makers and business executives—
have a greater awareness of the strong impact transportation investments have on economic performance
than does the public at large. Public understanding, however, varies along several parameters, including
regional boundaries and socioeconomic factors, and can be further stratified by level of awareness of, and
concern for, economic issues.

Market research conducted under NCHRP Project 2-22 strongly suggests that messages on the economic
benefits of transportation investments are not always, in themselves, sufficient to create public support for
transportation investments, particularly when competing public priorities are involved. This research also
suggests that state and local transportation agencies can benefit from additional insight on public and
stakeholder preferences among alternate economic impact messages and from additional guidance on
communicating the impacts of transportation investments to their target audiences.

! NCHRP Research Project Statement for NCHRP Project 2-22, FY "97.
2.y
ibid.
3 Apogee Research, Inc. merged with Hagler Bailly, Inc. on December 1, 1997.

Hagler Bailly Services, Inc.
MORPACE International, Inc.



Part I: Communications Guide

PARTI. COMMUNICATIONS GUIDE

From the outset, the research to be conducted under NCHRP Project 2-22 was to have a
unique, “built-in” deliverable presenting the research team’s interpretation of the study’s
findings—the Communications Guide. The Communications Guide also represents the
research team’s recommendations for appraisal and application of the findings of NCHRP
Project 2-22.

INTRODUCTION

Guide Objectives

The objective of this Communications Guide (the Guide) is to help state and local
transportation agencies more effectively communicate—to decision makers and to the
public—the economic benefits of transportation investments. It is designed to be useful to
transportation planners and communications professionals across a full range of major
activities, from long-range planning and programming to more short-term project activities.
A primary aim of the Guide, in fact, is to stress the importance of phasing communications
into other agency activities, so that outreach and communications efforts are not add-ons to
planning, programming, and project implementation efforts, but integrated components of
those activities.

The Guide is intended primarily for transportation planners and communications
professionals, but should be useful to transportation policy makers as well. It is critical for
the reader to understand that the recommendations and guidance provided herein are
suggestive, rather than prescriptive. Although the market research conducted through
NCHRP Project 2-22 was far-reaching, it did not lend itself to an all-inclusive list of “do’s
and don’ts” for planners. Its recommendations are by design broadly applicable to the wide
array of transportation investment issues, without being prescriptive.

Communications Process Elements

While there is no simple blueprint for success in communicating the economic impacts of
transportation investments, the successful communication of economic impact messages
involves a set of five broad elements. Among these elements is a broad but indispensable
recommendation—that communications be “phased in” and sustained throughout the
development and implementation of transportation plans, programs, and projects. Figure 1
illustrates these elements. '

Hagler Bailly Services, Inc.
MORPACE International, Inc.

~




Part I: Communications Guide _ ,

Figure 1: Key Elements of a Successful Communications Strategy
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The Guide is structured around the Communications Strategy Elements illustrated above.
Each ensuing section describes the rationale for each recommended step, and includes
illustrative findings from the research conducted under the NCHRP Project 2-22 study,
“Needs in Communicating the Economic Impacts of Transportation Investments.”

The Guide is “action oriented” in that it provides transportation planners and
communications professionals with explicit recommendations for achieving the objective:
implementing strategies for more effectively and proactively communicating the economic
benefits of transportation investments. Throughout the Guide, the reader will find evidence
from the NCHRP Project 2-22 study providing guidance on how to conduct original market
research and how to translate research findings into effective strategies for communicating
with target audiences the economic impacts of transportation.

The complete results of NCHRP Project 2-22 are presented in Part II, Market Research
Results, which follows the Guide. Findings include the following research results:

1. Summary of Economic Linkages
2. Omnibus Survey
3. Executive Interviews
4. Follow-up Survey
5. Focus Groups
6. National Stated Preference Survey
7. Regional Stated Preference Field Tests
Hagler Bailly Services, Inc. 2

MORPACE International, Inc.
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ELEMENT 1: IDENTIFYING AND UNDERSTANDING THE AUDIENCE

The first element in successfully communicating economic impact messages is actually
comprised of two steps: the identification of the target audience and an assessment of that
audience’s understanding of relevant issues. The determination of the target audience is a
prerequisite to an effective communications program, while information on the degree to
which that audience understands and values the links between transportation and the
economy will equip transportation planners and communications professionals to make the
best choices among alternate messages and communications strategies. Together, these
elements are vital to crafting economic impact messages that will resonate with target
audiences.

Identify Target Audience

Identification must be based first on program, plan, or project goals. If, for example, an
agency’s goal is increased state funding for a local or regional priority, the target audience
will consist largely of state officials, particularly those legislators who control
appropriations. If, on the other hand, the aim is to ensure approval of a long-range
Transportation Improvement Plan (TIP), with its attendant public involvement requirements,
the target audience will include the general public, as well as interested community and
environmental groups. The most appropriate communications strategies for each of these
endeavors will vary, and it is important for planners and communications professionals alike
to recognize such distinctions at the outset of a communications effort.

Link Program/Project Goals to Appropriate Stakeholders

Transportation agencies cannot effectively communicate economic impact messages without
identifying the target audience. The critical path is to link program or project goals to
appropriate stakeholders. Only by taking this first step can planners and communications
professionals effectively focus resources on the right audience. Table 1 below illustrates how
a set of hypothetical programs or projects might be paired with a targeted group of
stakeholders (target audience).

Table 1: Target Audiénce Identification: Examples by Sample Program and Project

neighborhood groups
environmental groups
local/area businesses

state and federal policy makers
neighborhood groups
environmental groups

public at large

business leaders
neighborhood groups
environmental groups .

Hagler Bailly Services, Inc. 3
MORPACE International, Inc. :




Part I: Communications Guide
Explore Audience Understanding of Economic Linkages

Another initial step necessary before embarking on an effort to convey economic benefit
messages is the exploration of the target audience’s level of understanding of the linkages
between transportation investments and economic performance. Without such knowledge,
transportation planners and those charged with communications will be ill equipped to
convey persuasively messages focused on the economic impacts of transportation
investments.

Use Market Research to Gauge Audience Awareness

State and local officials need to employ market research tools to assess level of awareness
among target audience(s). Appropriate market research tools will vary, so planners and
communications professionals should choose research instruments based on target audience
characteristics. For instance, if the target audience is the public at large, mailed surveys or
public “town” meetings may be the most appropriate method of gaining the necessary
feedback.* For a more selective target audience—regional business executives, for
example—personal, on-site meetings or telephone interviews may be far more effective.

The instruments used by the NCHRP Project 2-22 research team help illustrate the benefits
of this approach. To reach business executives and federal and state policy makers, for
example, the research team initially planned to employ both executive interviews and focus
groups. It proved difficult, however, to attract top executives and elected officials to planned
focus groups, even when the sessions were scheduled to be brief (approximately 2 hours).
The team thus employed personal telephone interviews with the executives (executive
interviews), and used focus groups for a broad mix of policy makers, planners, and
representatives from business and community groups. Table 2 illustrates some of the market
research tools available to state and local transportation agencies for these purposes.

Table 2: Exploring Audience
Understanding: Sample Market Research Instruments

Sample Target Audience Potential Research Tool

d licy 1 executive interviews

executive interviews
focus groups

executive interviews

mailed survey
follow-up phone survey

The chief benefit of this multifaceted approach is a large, varied body of research findings,
which planners can use to broaden their understanding of audience awareness of the links
between transportation investments and economic development and productivity. Using a

¢ As will be discussed later in the Guide, participants in the focus groups conducted during the
NCHRP Project 2-22 study urged caution when using town meetings to explore public perceptions,
warning that attendance was often poor.

Hagler Bailly Services, Inc. _ 4
MORPACE International, Inc. -




Part I: Communications Guide

national survey for example, the NCHRP Project 2-22 research team was able to gauge both
public awareness of such linkages and the degree to which the public prioritizes economic
impact messages. Some useful study findings are highlighted below; complete findings are
included in Part II.

Public Awareness of the Economic Impacts of Transportation

The research team questioned respondents to a national survey’ regarding their perceptions
of the economic impacts of transportation. When asked how much of an impact people
believed the condition of roads and their capacity for carrying vehicles have on the economic
vitality of their region, a majority reported a belief that roads have a major impact. As shown
in Figure 2, the strongest beliefs are held in the West, where two thirds of the population
believes roads have a major impact on the economic vitality of their region.

Figure 2: Percent of Respondents Who Agree That Roads Have a Major Impact
on the Economic Vitality of a Region, by Geographic Area

100%

80% ¢t

65%

60% [ 55% 52% 53%

40%

20%

0%

Total Northeast Midwest South South West
Atlantic Central

The Influence of Economic Benefit Messages

The survey also questioned respondents regarding the effectiveness of economic benefit
messages in the context of a possible tax to fund the transportation improvements. These
findings go straight to the heart of one of the most important and chronic hurdles facing

transportation policy makers—gauging and developing support : S
for investments when the cost is explicit. The findings also Knowledge of increased
suggest an important avenue of market research for policy . economic benefits leads’

makers, planners, and communications professionals alike. \bout one-quarter of the
““population to increase

;. their willingness to paya
tax.::: : ‘

In the survey, an example was given: “If you knew that
improving highways can lower a company’s product
distribution costs, allow them to reduce inventories, and have
greater access to skilled labor while paying for itself within 3 years, would your willingness

3 Respondents for the survey, which was conducted by telephone, were recru1ted through the annual
“Omnibus Survey” conducted by MORPACE International.

Hagler Bailly Services, Inc. 5
MORPACE International, Inc.




Part I: Communications Guide
to pay a special tax for highway construction increase, decrease, or stay the same?”” Our
findings: across the country, the knowledge of increased economic benefits to area

companies would cause about one quarter of the population to increase their willingness to
pay a tax.

Interestingly, residents in the Northeast—the most likely to rate their road system as only
fair (one third)—are the least inclined to pay an additional tax (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: With Knowledge of the Economic Benefits of Highway Improvements,
Percent Willing to Pay a Highway Tax to Derive Benefits

100% r
80%
60%

S, b
40% 28% 31% 30%

27% 27%

20% r

0%

South South

Total Northeast Midwest X
Atlantic Central

West

This form of original market research also allows agencies to segment their target
audience(s) by classifying large groups—including the general public—by desired
characteristics.

Identifying Audience Segments

Developing an understanding of target audience
knowledge and preferences will enable state and local
transportation planners and communications professionals
to more effectively craft and deliver messages on the
economic benefits of transportation investments. When
the target audience is the public at large in particular,
market research aimed at 1dent1fy1ng sub-groups, or segments, can help agencies make the
e 4 most efficient use of communications resources. Such
research will also enable officials to tailor distinct
messages to alternate segments, enhancing the
effectiveness of the overall communications effort.

To illustrate the benefits of such an approach, the
research team held focus group discussions at the three
demonstration sites (Detroit, Michigan; Tampa,
Florida; and Seattle, Washington) to seek feedback
from stakeholders on the range of communications

Hagler Bailly Services, Inc. 6
MORPACE International, Inc.




Part I: Communications Guide

issues raised by NCHRP Project 2-22, including potential audience segmentation. Feedback
suggested that differences in preferences for both economic benefit messages and
messengers may exist based on the economic opinion or perception profiles of respondents,
and that these opinions are in turn dependent on the economic climate of various locales.
Following the focus groups, to test segmentation of national opinion by “clusters” of
economic opinion, the research team conducted national and regional surveys designed to
probe respondents’ opinions regarding the economy of their region.

Specifically, participants were asked to respond to the following questions, using a 10-point
scale (a ranking of 1 representing either a perception of weakness or low priority, a 10
representing perceived strength or high priority).

* How would you rate the economic vitality of your region: very weak to very
strong?

=  How important is it that your area stays economically competitive with other areas
with which it is compared?

=  How important is it that your region be competitive as a hub for international
trade?

= To what extent is a lack of good jobs a problem within your region?

= To what degree is traffic congestion a problem within your area?

* How would you rate the condition of the freeway and road system within your
area?

Using these questions, the research team was able to perform cluster analysis and determine
three more or less equal clusters of economic opinion, based on the profiles generated by
responses. It is worth noting that alternate questions could well have produced a similar
number of clusters, based on different characteristics—preferences among modes of
transportation, for example. In other words, market research can be specifically tailored to an
agency’s goals.

Brief descriptions of the identified clusters, each of which was found to account for
approximately one third of national households, are provided below:

* Economic Profile 1: View the economy as strong (a response of 7-10) and place
high importance on their region staying economically competitive (a response of 9-
10): This cluster was deemed “Economically Conscious”;

= Economic Profile 2: View the economy as strong (a response of 7-10) but place a
low priority on the importance of their region staying economically competitive
(response of less than 9): This cluster was deemed “Economically Indifferent”; and

= Economic Profile 3: View the area economy as relatively weak (response of less than
7): This cluster was deemed “Economically Affected.”

There was no differentiation among the three profile groups by ratings of traffic congestion
or the condition of roads and freeways. Additional findings from the survey are illustrative
of the insights that state and local transportation officials can derive from similar efforts.
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The Economically Conscious are more likely to reside in suburban or rural areas of the
country, rather than in urban cities. They are more likely to think that their region should
stay economically competitive as a hub for international trade; however, they are less likely
to say a lack of good jobs is a problem for their area.

The Economically Indifferent report that their regional economy is strong and that problems
with finding good jobs in their area are minimal. They are less likely to place importance on
the economic competitiveness of their region or on international trade. They are more likely
to be college educated and to be in higher income groups. They reside proportionally within
all population density areas.

The Economically Affected report that their local economy is relatively weak and that finding
good jobs in their area is at least somewhat of a problem. However, they are less likely to
place importance on their region being economically competitive with similar regions, or on
international trade. This profile group is more likely to reside in rural or urban areas and to
be among the lower income levels.

With insight on target audience knowledge and preferences such as the findings highlighted
here, state and local transportation planners and communications professionals can more
effectively craft and deliver messages on the economic benefits of transportation
investments. In Element 2, the Guide will describe how agencies can move from findings of
this sort into an exploration of audience preferences among alternate economic impact
messages. '

ELEMENT 2: CRAFTING THE MESSAGE

The second element in the communications process—crafting or developing appropriate
economic impact messages—should flow directly out of the first element—identifying and
understanding audience. Differences in level of understanding and concern are critical in
shaping a message; targeting specific audience segments and discerning the knowledge and
preferences of such segments will allow transportation agency officials to craft the most
effective economic impact messages. The first step following Element 1, then, is to further
develop the agency’s understanding of the target audience.

Explore Target Audience Preferences

As transportation policy makers and planners know, messages about the positive impacts of
transportation investments address just one of a broad group of issues prioritized by the
public. Similarly, messages about the economic impacts of transportation are just one type of
transportation-related message. Audiences will have preferences along each parameter, and
it is critical for transportation planners and communications professionals to address such
permutations. ‘

For some audiences, messages about the job-creation effects to be derived from an enhanced
system of highways may be effective, while, for other audiences, alternate concerns will be
more important. These competing priorities might be quality of