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Access to Destinations researchers highlight policy 
implications at annual research conference

Speaker explains the psychology and mysteries of traf!c
Why does the other lane always seem 
to move faster? Best-selling author 
Tom Vanderbilt explained this and 
other mysteries of the road at the 20th 
Annual CTS Transportation Research 
Conference. In his luncheon pre-
sentation, titled “Objects In Mirror 
Are More Complicated Than They 
Appear,” Vanderbilt led the audience through 
an entertaining tour of the illusions and mis-
taken assumptions that shape traf!c—and 
at the same time, tell us a lot about human 
nature.

Vanderbilt is the author of Traf!c: Why 
We Drive the Way We Do (and What It Says 
About Us). (Traf!c was named one of 2008’s 
Most Notable Books by the New York Times 
and was chosen as one of the Top 10 Books 
of the Year by the Washington Post.)

Vanderbilt’s interest in transporta-
tion began during an epiphany in New 
Jersey, he said. Rather than obeying a 
“merge right” sign and joining a long 
line of vehicles as usual, he chose to 
merge late, incurring the wrath of fel-
low drivers. Feeling some guilt, he 
spent three years examining the science 

of merging as well as other traf!c dynamics. 
What he found was a complex web of psy-

chological, physical, and technical factors that 
explain how everyday traf!c really works. For 
example, Vanderbilt learned that merging late 
actually improves traf!c "ow over the conven-
tional merge and reduces queues. But drivers 
still merge early—“acting out a sense of per-
ceived courtesy or vigilante justice”—even if 
signs tell them not to, he said.

Another counterintuitive !nding, Vanderbilt 

Commissioner 
voices support for 
research

“There’s no 
doubt we need 
strong partner-
ships and strong 
research to cre-
ate 21st century 
solutions,” said 
Tom Sorel, 
commissioner of the Minnesota 
Department of Transportation 
(Mn/DOT), in remarks at the 
research conference luncheon. 

Sorel summarized key points 
of Mn/DOT’s strategic direc-
tions document (online at www 
.dot.state.mn.us/planning 
/stateplan/index.html), which 
outlines a vision for transporta-
tion in the state. The department 
is working to increase “congru-
ency” between those directions 
and its actions, he said.

The vision for Mn/DOT is to 
be a global leader with a world-
class transportation system, 
Sorel declared. The founda-
tion for this system is a strong 
research program. “I will be 
a strong supporter of that at 
Mn/DOT,” he said. 

He cited a number of recent 
accomplishments due in part 
to strong research, such as the 
Toward Zero Deaths program, 
the MnROAD test facility, and 
the Transportation Engineering 
Road Research Alliance 

“Why are we here?” is more 
than just an existential ques-
tion for David Levinson and 
Kevin Krizek, two researchers 
whose work probes the com-
plex interconnections between 
transportation and land use. 

Addressing the open-
ing plenary session of the 20th  Annual CTS 
Transportation Research Conference, Levinson 
pointed out that the audience of researchers, 
policymakers, and others had braved the morn-
ing rush hour in order to come together in a 
kind of “temporary city” because the confer-
ence offered access to a broad spectrum of 
transportation professionals. The concept of 
accessibility, he said, is key to understanding 
travel behavior and location decisions.

Levinson, the Richard P. Braun/CTS Chair 
in Transportation Studies and director of the 
Nexus transportation research group at the 

University of Minnesota, 
serves as co-leader of the 
Access to Destinations Study. 
For the past four years, the 
study’s multidisciplinary 
research team has investigated 
the evolution of transportation 
networks and land use pat-

terns across the Twin Cities region. CTS pro-
vides coordination and support for the study.  

Studies of transportation networks have 
traditionally focused on mobility—essentially, 
measuring travel speeds. But Access to 
Destinations argues for a different and more 
nuanced view of transportation—one that takes 
into account the destinations that travelers can 
reach in order to meet their daily needs. 

“The issue is what you can reach, not how 
fast you can go,” Levinson said. “Speed is a 
means, not an end.”

From the  perspective of access, Levinson 
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said, the fact that roads are crowded with 
travelers trying to reach a wide range of 
destinations can be seen as an indicator of 
economic success. 

“All of the great cities have conges-
tion,” he noted, but congestion can best be 
understood as an indicator of economic 
success; the fact that roads are crowded 
with people going about their daily busi-
ness shows that the city is providing 
what they need. Stagnant economies, by 
contrast, are largely free of congestion 
because there is little reason to travel. 

Creating access, Levinson explained, 
induces people to travel and participate in 
the economy. This activity leads to higher 
land values, which encourage developers 
to build housing and commercial proper-
ties, creating new destinations and higher 
levels of accessibility. As the cycle con-
tinues, greater numbers of travelers using 
the transport infrastructure are likely to 
produce congestion and increase the cost 
of travel—but revenue systems based on 
the amount of travel (such as gas taxes or 
road user fees) can take advantage of this 
situation to fund new infrastructure. 

Capturing value and using it to build 
new infrastructure that improves access 
is critical, Levinson said—if this is not 
done, the entire system begins to break 
down. Cities exist as long as they provide 
access to the things people care about. 
If people cannot access jobs, shops, and 
amenities—or if their preferences change 
over time—history shows that cities can 
stagnate or even disappear entirely.

In a modern context, quantifying chang-
es in access over time requires integrating 
many complex data sets, including the 

geography of roads and public transporta-
tion systems, records of land development 
and housing sales, employment statistics, 
and travel time estimates for thousands of 
origins and destinations via a variety of 
transport modes. 

Over the last four years, the research 
team, drawn from diverse disciplines 
including public policy, engineering, 
economics, and urban planning, has 
completed several related research tasks. 
Initial results are now taking shape. The 
ultimate goal, Levinson said, is a set of 
accessibility maps and models that will 
show changes in the context of land devel-
opment and transportation network growth 
and help policymakers plan for the future.  

All this attention to access begs the 
question of whether accessibility is 
increasing or decreasing in the Twin 
Cities region. The answer, according to 
Levinson, is “yes.” Urban growth has 
brought some areas greatly increased 
accessibility to destination types such as 
employment and shopping, while other 
areas have seemingly fallen behind, with 
their residents experiencing little improve-
ment or even declining accessibility 
levels. 

Findings like this have important policy 
implications for the region’s future. The 
question of whether the value of acces-
sibility can be used to !nance new infra-
structure is currently the subject of a 
University of Minnesota study of value 
capture techniques. Another important 
issue is setting goals for the future of the 
region. 

“We have a number of different alter-
native objectives, including equity and 

ef!ciency, and accessibility can play into 
all of them,” he concluded. 

Highway congestion may get the most 
attention in the press, but non-automotive 
travel modes—walking, cycling, and 
public transit—are critical to the overall 
picture of regional accessibility. Study 
co-leader Kevin Krizek of the University 
of Colorado (formerly with the Humphrey 
Institute of Public Affairs) discussed the 
importance of these modes and the inno-
vative techniques being used to analyze 
non-automotive travel. 

Krizek highlighted changes in acces-
sibility for cyclists and transit users in the 
suburban communities of Bloomington 
and St. Louis Park, as well as along 
the Hiawatha Corridor connecting 
Minneapolis to the southern suburbs; he 
also discussed pedestrian accessibility in 
the Macalester-Groveland neighborhood 
of St. Paul. He described the challenges 
faced by the research team, including 
determining realistic cycling speeds 
along different types of roads and esti-
mating transit travel times based on bus 
schedules. 

The most important contributions of 
the Access to Destinations Study, Krizek 
said, will be in helping to change percep-
tions about transportation planning and 
in creating new performance metrics that 
will help us understand the past and make 
informed choices about where we want to 
go in the future. CTS
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(TERRA). “I absolutely love TERRA,” he 
said, calling it an outstanding example of 
public-private partnerships.

Another success is the new I-35W 
bridge, which was instrumented with 
state-of-the-art technology. “It’s a phe-
nomenal example of the implementation 
of research,” he said. 

Largely due to federal stimulus dollars, 
the size of the department’s construction 
program is one of its largest ever, Sorel 
reported. Mn/DOT also fared “pretty 
well” in the legislative session, he said. 

Sorel also noted the department’s efforts 
to strengthen its public outreach and 
regain public trust. Mn/DOT’s new slo-
gan, he said, is this: “Your destination is 
our priority.” CTSDavid Levinson, Kevin Krizek, Curt Johnson, Mariia Zimmerman, Tim Henkel



Leaders discuss applications of Access to Destinations study !ndings
Following the presentations by 
David Levinson and Kevin Krizek 
(see page 1), a panel of transporta-
tion leaders discussed the implica-
tions of the Access to Destinations 
study and how its !ndings can be 
used in understanding and planning 
transportation and land use systems. 

Tim Henkel, division director of 
modal planning and program manage-
ment at Mn/DOT, placed the study in 
the context of state planning. During the 
development of its 2009–2028 strategic 
plan, Mn/DOT learned that the public 
strongly supports performance-based 
management. But it also discovered that 
performance-based needs for Twin Cities 
mobility are dif!cult to de!ne with the 
limited set of performance measures 
available today, and that regional and 
community improvement priorities, such 
as economic development and quality 
of life issues, are extremely dif!cult 
to quantify. “Highway delay is not the 
only measure of mobility,” Henkel said. 
“Transportation systems are too complex 
to use one measure to evaluate success.”

The Access study will help Mn/DOT 
address these needs, he said. First, the 
results provide clear understanding of the 
connection between land use and trans-
portation, which aids in the discussion and 
development of policies and strategies. 
Second, “this work is truly a valuable tool 
to analyze the historical changes in land 
use and transportation,” he said. Third, the 
study’s potential ability to look at “what 
if?” scenarios will make it “extremely 
useful” to identify mid-range and long-
range investments, he predicted. Finally, 
the work led to new data collection meth-
odologies for the various modes, which 
will allow the department to look across 
all modes to make investment decisions. 

As the study progresses toward 
application development, Henkel said, 
Mn/DOT is looking for answers to other 
questions. For example: How does acces-
sibility relate to other performance mea-
sures, such as duration and extent of con-
gestion? How would accessibility be used 
as a mobility measure for short trips, 
non-commuter trips, and non-motorized 
trips? And how would access be used as 
a mobility measure on a regional level, 
for regional and community improvement 
priorities and quality of life issues?

By incorporating !ndings from the 
Access study in policy discussions, 
Henkel concluded, “we can inform policy 
debate … and make the department a 
stronger policy body as well as invest-
ment decision-making body.” 

Curt Johnson, president of Citistates 
Group, said the Access study represents 
“a major potential reversal of a long-
standing American habit of asking the 
wrong question.” In their presentation, he 
said, Levinson and Krizek noted our “!x-
ation on congestion as the problem” and 
our focus on mobility, throughput, and 
velocity as an answer. “Mobility matters, 
of course,” he said. “But what [the study] 
is showing us is it is access that is criti-
cal. And our mistake of asking the wrong 
question is compounded by a persistently 
false diagnosis.”

Congestion isn’t a performance prob-
lem, Johnson asserted—it’s a design 
problem. A sellout concert is hailed as 
a success, while traf!c congestion is 
called a crisis. “But we don’t admit that 
we designed it this way,” he said. “We 
replaced the [grid street network] with 
long canyons of concrete…funneling 
traf!c in a pattern absolutely guaranteed 
to create congestion in any area success-
ful enough to have a lot of people with 
reasons to go places.”

As a result of that design, Johnson 
said, “we hand off to the next generation 
a system not only worn out, but designed 
for the historical aberration that was the 
last half of the 20th century.” 

What should we do about it? First, 
he advised, “recognize that most of the 
problem and answer lies in real estate, not 
roads. Land uses that improve access, and 
transportation strategies that are consistent 
with those land uses, are the way to make 
a difference.” Next, determine what condi-
tions make it possible for people to reach 
many places using many modes. Then, ask 
if those conditions are present today or 
if zoning codes render them illegal. And 

then, ask how those policies might 
be changed to allow access.

“We cannot do access,” Johnson 
concluded. “We get access if we 
get certain fundamentals right.”

Mariia Zimmerman, vice 
president for policy with 
Reconnecting America, said the 
Access study “has done a good 

job probing us to ask the fundamental 
questions” in anticipation of the federal 
surface transportation authorization bill. 
(U.S. Rep. Jim Oberstar released the 
House draft of the bill June 18.) 

Zimmerman recounted her work in 
recent months with Transportation for 
America (http://t4america.org), a broad 
coalition of 300 organizations from 
around the country that looked at how 
the next federal bill can be “fundamen-
tally different,” she said. In May it issued 
its “route to reform,” a report de!ning a 
national transportation vision. The report 
proposes that “we look at transportation 
not as an end,” she said, “but at its role 
in preserving and better connecting trans-
portation systems with issues of energy, 
security, and climate change, public 
health and safety, environmental protec-
tion, and more equitable and fair access.”

The report calls for national perfor-
mance targets, objectives, and goals. The 
transportation industry would then be 
asked to come up with different solutions 
based on different state and local needs, 
structures, and institutions, she said. 

The group also used the concept of 
access in recommending a new multimod-
al program directed at large metropolitan 
areas. It calls for such areas to create a 
blueprint for a set of transportation invest-
ments, management strategies (potentially 
including pricing), and land use strate-
gies to meet a set of national targets over 
the next 20 years. A companion program 
would address issues that states are best 
equipped to handle. “We did indeed take 
the notions of access and think how we 
could create a program,” she said.

CTS director and moderator Robert 
Johns, noting Transportation for 
America’s proposed “Metropolitan 
Access Program,” said he had “never 
seen a research program have so much 
potential in"uence over a federal policy 
before the research results are even 
done.” CTS

Tim Henkel Curt Johnson Mariia 
Zimmerman



200 Transportation and Safety Building, 511 Washington Avenue S.E., Minneapolis, MN 55455-0375

Aug. 30 –    ASCE 14th Conference on Cold Regions Engineering, 
Sept. 2  Duluth. See http://content.asce.org/conferences 

/coldregions2009.

Sept. 13–17     International Conference on Ecology & Transportation. 
Host: Mn/DOT. See www.icoet.net/ICOET2009.asp.

Sept. 21–23     Minnesota/Wisconsin Public Transit Conference,  
Duluth. See www.mpta-transit.org.

Sept. 28–29    AirTAP Fall Forum, Mankato. See www.airtap.umn.edu.

Oct. 7–8   Minnesota Fall Maintenance Expo, St. Cloud. See www 
.mnltap.umn.edu/Events. 

Oct. 25–27   2009 American Segmental Bridge Institute 21st Annual 
Convention, Minneapolis. See www.asbi-assoc.org 
/news/events.

Oct. 28–29   Toward Zero Deaths Conference, Duluth.  
See www.minnesotatzd.org. 

Dec. 2   Minnesota Association of Asphalt Paving Technologist’s 
Annual Asphalt Conference, Brooklyn Park. See http://
mn-aapt.org/. 

Apr. 27–28   21st Annual CTS Transportation Research Conference, 
RiverCentre, St. Paul. CTS

To publicize your event, call CTS at 612-626-1077, fax 612-625-6381, or e-mail . Visit the CTS Web site— 
www.cts.umn.edu—for more comprehensive event information. 
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said, relates to the urge to switch lanes in 
stop-and-go traf!c. Repeated lane chang-
ing saves little or no time (and increases 
crash risk), but drivers don’t perceive it 
that way. If a vehicle keeps the same over-
all relative pace as those in the next lane, 
it still spends more time being passed by 
cars than it does passing them. “We’re 
hard-wired to notice this,” he said. “We 
feel shortchanged.”

This awareness ties in to the psycho-
logical theory know as “loss aversion,” 
he continued. Experiments show that 
humans register losses more powerfully 
than gains. Once people have been given 
something—such as lane position—they 
are instantly more hesitant to give it up. 

Other primal behaviors—such as road 
rage—come out behind the wheel. People 
do things on the road they wouldn’t do 
at home or in line at the grocery store, 
he said, in part because of the anonymity 
afforded by their vehicle. “Being in a car 
can have a dehumanizing effect,” he said, 
because normal modes of communication, 
like eye contact and speech, are removed. 

Drivers also need to understand that 
the road is !lled with illusions, especially 
about their own abilities. The one-time 
nature of a traf!c encounter means that 
drivers receive little feedback about their 
performance, and “they’re not as good 
as they think they are,” Vanderbilt said. 
What’s more, they tend to blame others 

for near-misses. This is an on-road version 
of what psychologists call the “fundamen-
tal attribution error,” he said, in which 
people fault others for their actions (“idiot 
cell phone driver”) but attribute their own 
mistakes to circumstance.

Researchers have offered several ideas 
for providing feedback, Vanderbilt said. 
One, inspired by the “How’s my driving?” 
stickers on commercial trucks, would 
encourage people to call or Twitter in 
examples of unsafe or illegal driving (or 
reward good driving). Insurance premiums 
could be adjusted or licenses suspended. 
Alternatively, onboard technology (video 
camera and sensors) could monitor and 
record data for immediate feedback or 
later analysis. (One such system has been 
tested with teen drivers in Minnesota.) 

Vanderbilt shared a number of other 
surprising or counterintuitive facts. For 
example:

status vehicles.

wearing helmets than those without 
them. They also go by faster when 
there’s a bike lane with a white line.

cars drive more aggressively. 

con!dent crossing at the crosswalk. 
-

tain passes, can be safer than monoto-

nous highways because drivers react 
more cautiously.

-
tion to congestion because they make 
double the rate of trips than men for 
things like day care, soccer practice, 
and errands.

urban road signs and markings—and 
instead relying on eye contact and hand 
gestures—improves safety without 
increasing congestion.  
 “Traf!c is engineering, it is culture, 

it is physics,” Vanderbilt concluded. 
“It is a fascinating intersection of these 
disciplines.”

For more about Traf!c, see  
http://tomvanderbilt.com/traf!c. CTS

Materials from the research conference 
are available online, including:

-
tinations presentations and panel reac-
tion: www.cts.umn.edu/access-study 
/events.

other conference sessions: www.cts 
.umn.edu/Events/ResearchConf/index 
.html. CTS

Additional conference 
materials online


