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Overview

▶ Trillions spent on transportation infrastructure, from major interstates to 
local paving

▶ Unlike some other aspects of public life, everyone is touched by 
transportation

▶ And therefore, everyone has an opinion



The project process

▶ Planning and construction process is well understood by experts, but public 
opinion is less understood by technical staff

▶ Public input more important today, and easier to express opinions with social 
media

▶ Not getting it right can derail a project, especially in urban areas

▶ Understanding (and controlling) the public needs to be part of projects 
from the inception, otherwise may spend lots of money and have to halt or 
major change up down the road

▶ Conversely, getting the community involved positively, and making it seem as 
if they’re the ones pushing for the project, can be very beneficial



How the public can influence a project

▶ Call the legislator

▶ Commission or Board meetings

▶ Press strategy

▶ Viral or social media

▶ Word of mouth

▶ Direct action



Considering the public at every stage of 
the project

Agency

▶ Identifying a transportation need

▶ Agency driven or public discontent?

▶ Listen to and communicate to the 
public

▶ Defend the process

▶ Putting out fires

▶ Post-construction messaging

Planning/engineering firm

▶ Needs to do homework

▶ Should be in the proposal

▶ Must understand public in designing 
alternatives

▶ Check in to gauge temperature

▶ Anticipate problems

▶ Selling the project is part of the 
project



The research process

▶ Studying communities where construction will occur

▶ What data are out there?

▶ Electoral data

▶ Market research

▶ Survey data (quantitative)

▶ Community meetings and focus groups (qualitative)

▶ General types of research for public affairs

▶ Seeing what community wants

▶ Testing alternatives

▶ Selling a completed project



Public affairs + construction process

Pre-planning

• Research 
community

• Gauge public 
opinion of 
current 
conditions

• Study 
analogs

Planning

• Rigorous 
community 
planning 
process

• Test 
alternatives 
if applicable

• Make sure 
messaging is 
understood 
by staff

Construction

• Message 
work 
positively

• Reinforce 
main reasons 
for 
construction

• Stay in touch

Post-construct
ion

• Sell project 
to 
community

• No longer 
about 
alternatives

• Accentuate 
success



Electoral data

Fix Muni 11/10

Transportation Bond 11/14



Polling and survey data

▶ Community or regional poll to test general attitudes

▶ Strength of opinion – who cares enough to be active

▶ Polling to test project alternatives

▶ Polling to test a community’s, um, price

▶ Field surveys to target specific Project Area users

▶ Conjoint studies to test values

▶ Post-project testing (for future use)



Other data sources

▶ Census data on commutes and transportation, 
often to the block group level

▶ Statewide social science surveys (often 
academic)

▶ Third-party market research and data appends

▶ Voter registration data – not all adults but a 
good overview

▶ City-specific databases (i.e., Transbase)

▶ Demographic/pop modelling datasets



Case study 1 – Using data to sell 
streetscape improvements
▶ Large 2014 study of economic effects of 

SFMTA streetscape improvements

▶ Retail tax data, vacancy data, business 
registration data

▶ Showed improvements do no harm, and 
help in most cases

▶ This needs to be used in selling current and 
future projects to offset local merchants 
where street improvements are necessary



Case study 2 – Child transportation

▶ The city is considering how to make 
school transportation easier

▶ And how to get cars off the road

▶ Researching scope of the issue and 
alternatives

▶ Examining shuttles and carpools

▶ Large implications for traffic with an eye 
towards the future (driverless shuttles?)



Case study 3 – Geary BRT

▶ Over a decade-long saga in bringing BRT 
to the most traveled bus line in the US

▶ Countless surveys, meetings, forums

▶ Despite support from the 
neighborhoods, a few loud naysayers 
held undue sway

▶ Public support was never correctly 
leveraged

▶ Recent survey to test messaging, NOT 
alternatives
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Agenda

• Public participation

• When and why

• Constraints and challenges

• Planning and implementation

• Measure success

• Using the results



Who is EnviroIssues?

We engage the
public and  

decision-makers  
in conversations  

that define our  
communities



What is public  
participation?

Involving those  
impacted in the  
decision-making  

process



When should you  involve 
the community?

Early and often

Planning Design Construction

Public involvement



When should you involve
the community?

TOO LATE



Why should you do it?
Build trust  

Improves outcome  
Cost effective  

Accountability



Fremont Siphon  
Replacement Project



What are the challenges
and constraints?

Takes time  
Costs money

May not hear what  
you want to hear



How should you  
implement public  

participation?
Conduct stakeholder  
research



How should you  
implement public  

participation?
Set goals and objectives



How should you  
implement public  

participation?
Identify tailored approac h





How should you  
implement public  

participation?
Follow the plan – adapt as needed



How do you know if it
works?

• Evaluate

• Measures of success:  
quality and quantity

• Check back with  
community

• Compare results to  
objectives



What do you do with
the results?

• Improve the 
process

• Make changes that  
reflect input or  
explain why input  
cannot be used

• Report back
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