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NATIONAL   COOPERATIVE   HIGHWAY   RESEARCH     PROGRAM 
 
Systematic, well-designed research provides the most effective 
approach to the solution of many problems facing highway ad-
ministrators and engineers. Often, highway problems are of local 
interest and can best be studied by highway departments individu-
ally or in cooperation with their state universities and others.  How-
ever, the accelerating growth of highway transportation develops 
increasingly complex problems of wide interest to highway au-
thorities. 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 coopera-
tion and support of the Federal Highway Administration, United 
States Department of Transportation. 
 The Transportation Research Board of the National Research 
Council was requested by the Association to administer the re-
search 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 
communication 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 iden-
tified 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. Re-
search 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 substitute for 
or duplicate other highway research programs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NOTE:  The Transportation Research Board of the National Acad-
emies, the National Research Council, the Federal Highway Admini-
stration, the American Association of State Highway and Transporta-
tion 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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tion Research Board with the approval of the Governing Board of the Na-
tional Research Council. Such approval reflects the Governing Board’s judg-
ment that the program concerned is of national importance and appropriate 
with respect to both the purposes and resources of the National Research 
Council. 
 The members of the technical committee selected to monitor this pro-
ject and to review this report were chosen for recognized scholarly com-
petence and with due consideration for the balance of disciplines appro-
priate to the project. The opinions and conclusions expressed or implied 
are those of the research agency that performed the research, and, while 
they have been accepted as appropriate by the technical committee, they 
are not necessarily those of the Transportation Research Board, the Na-
tional Research Council, the American Association of State Highway and 
Transportation Officials, or the Federal Highway Administration of the U.S. 
Department of Transportation. 
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 Highway administrators, engineers, and researchers often face problems for which in-
formation already exists, either in documented form or as undocumented experience and 
practice. This information may be fragmented, scattered, and unevaluated. As a conse-
quence, full knowledge of what has been learned about a problem may not be brought to 
bear on its solution. Costly research findings may go unused, valuable experience may be 
overlooked, and due consideration may not be given to recommended practices for solv-
ing or alleviating the problem. 
 There is information on nearly every subject of concern to highway administrators and 
engineers. Much of it derives from research or from the work of practitioners faced with 
problems in their day-to-day work. To provide a systematic means for assembling and 
evaluating such useful information and to make it available to the entire highway com-
munity, the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials—
through the mechanism of the National Cooperative Highway Research Program—
authorized the Transportation Research Board to undertake a continuing study. This 
study, NCHRP Project 20-5, “Synthesis of Information Related to Highway Problems,” 
searches out and synthesizes useful knowledge from all available sources and prepares 
concise, documented reports on specific topics. Reports from this endeavor constitute an 
NCHRP report series, Synthesis of Highway Practice. 
 The synthesis series reports on current knowledge and practice, in a compact format, 
without the detailed directions usually found in handbooks or design manuals. Each re-
port in the series provides a compendium of the best knowledge available on those meas-
ures found to be the most successful in resolving specific problems. 
   
 
 
 This report of the Transportation Research Board will be of interest to state depart-
ments of transportation (DOTs), as well as to other transportation professionals and the 
public who seek to leverage their work forces by outsourcing key activities. The report 
examines the current practices in outsourcing, what decisions are involved in deciding 
when to outsource, procuring and administering outsourced services, what are the most 
commonly outsourced activities, and determining the effectiveness of outsourcing. This 
report is an update of NCHRP Synthesis 246: Outsourcing of State Highway Facilities 
and Services, which provided a comprehensive look at the status of outsourcing as it ex-
isted in 1997, and the data compiled for this synthesis are compared with that of the ear-
lier synthesis, where appropriate.    
 The information for this effort was derived in part from a survey questionnaire distrib-
uted to all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Replies to the survey came from 38 
states and the District of Columbia. Information was also derived from a review of the 
relevant literature, which focused primarily on the engineering and design elements out-
sourced by state DOTs.    
  A panel of experts in the subject area guided the work of organizing and evaluating the 
collected data and reviewed the final synthesis report. A consultant was engaged to 
collect and synthesize the information and to write this report. Both the consultant and 
the members of the oversight panel are acknowledged on the title page. This synthesis is 
an immediately useful document that records the practices that were acceptable within the 
limitations of the knowledge available at the time of its preparation. As progress in re-
search and practice continues, new knowledge will be added to that now at hand. 
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SUMMARY The topic of outsourcing services by state departments of transportation (DOTs) is one of 

much interest and consideration. Capital programs in the states continue to grow at record 
levels thanks to the Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century and various state initia-
tives. Demands on state work forces have never been greater. Consequently, state DOTs are 
looking for ways to leverage their work forces by outsourcing key activities to deliver prod-
ucts and services to their customers. With limited resources and ever-increasing demands for 
services, the DOTs are endeavoring to optimize their outsourcing activities. In 1997, 
NCHRP Synthesis Report 246: Outsourcing of State Highway Facilities and Services was 
prepared to capture the nature of outsourcing at that time. This report is an update of that ef-
fort and represents the most current knowledge on the subject. 
 
 The literature review found many studies and analyses of outsourcing activities in the 
state DOTs. Some are concerned with policy issues and conclude that decisions to outsource 
are focused on staff constraints or the need for specialized skills or equipment. Other studies 
focus on the trend toward public–private partnerships and how some DOTs have addressed 
their transportation challenges by using such partnerships. There are many published studies 
and reports by auditors, state DOTs, third parties, and associations that have attempted to 
quantify the cost-effectiveness of outsourcing engineering services. Many methodologies are 
presented, but none appear to be the defining statement on whether or not the outsourcing of 
engineering services is cost-effective. The focus of the literature is primarily on the engi-
neering and design elements that are outsourced by state DOTs.  
 
 There was a strong response to the survey conducted as part of this study. From the data, 
it is clear that the level of outsourcing has grown in the 5 years since the publication of 
NCHRP Synthesis 246 and will grow, albeit at a slower pace, in the next 2 years. The most 
growth is occurring among the Design activities, although strong growth patterns are mani-
fested in Right-of-Way, Maintenance, Operations, and Planning activities.  
 
 One area of great interest is how DOTs make the decision to outsource. The report shows 
there are occasions when either the legislative or executive branches of state government 
mandate outsourcing directly, although more commonly they act to limit or reduce the num-
ber of state employees, resulting in a de facto mandate to outsource. In most cases, the deci-
sion to outsource is unique to the state DOT and the specific activity. In response to the sur-
vey questionnaire, the DOTs identified staff constraints and specialty skills and equipment 
as the principal factors influencing the decision to outsource, with cost-effectiveness seldom 
cited as a reason to outsource.  
 
 Substantial variations occur among the states and the activities outsourced when it comes 
to procuring these services. The type of contractor, method of procurement, and payment ba-
sis are all functions of the unique characteristics of the outsourced activity. 
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 Determining if the outsourcing is effective or successful depends on the goals and objec-
tives of the effort. If the schedule is of paramount importance, then a contractor that delivers 
on that schedule has been successful. In some cases, legal issues arise and a contractor that 
complies with such requirements is successful. If a project is complex and requires special 
skills or equipment, then a contractor that offers these and completes the project has been 
successful. Ultimately, effectiveness or success is defined by the agency outsourcing the ac-
tivity in question. 
 
 There is great commonality of attributes among activities within specific groups sampled. 
For example, those activities involving Design will exhibit many similarities, as will those 
concerned with Maintenance. The type of activity and the nature of the work drives how it 
will be outsourced. 
 
 Outsourcing services by state DOTs will continue to be an important component of their 
program delivery. Staff constraints and the need for specialty skills or equipment will fuel 
this growth for the foreseeable future. Correspondingly, states may continue to refine their 
processes to the benefit of their customers. 
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