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Background and Objectives

In April 2009, Spitfire Strategies engaged Edge Research to conduct message testing research in support of Transportation for America’s campaign to transform U.S. transportation policy to meet the needs and challenges of the 21st Century.  This research builds upon preliminary message development research conducted in the fall of 2008.

The purpose of the research was to understand what motivates Americans to become involved in decisions regarding their transportation options, and ultimately to identify a set of messages that could be used to engage the public to become active in the debate around how government transportation money is spent.  To do that we conducted eight focus groups, 2 each in the following metropolitan areas: Baltimore, Maryland; Nashville, Tennessee; Chicago, Illinois and Minneapolis, Minnesota.  Each group was composed of men and women who fit a “community leader” profile:

· Registered to vote;

· Working as a manager, director or small business owner from a diverse cross-section of business and government; 

· Engaged in community service projects;

· Follow what is going on in current events and community affairs.

In each group respondents came from across the metropolitan area and represented a range of age, gender, ethnicity, education level and income.

In each discussion group we covered the following topics:

· Views on the state of the current transportation system;

· Evaluation of the existing transportation infrastructure and how community needs are represented;

· Understanding of transportation planning and policy (who is in charge);

· Awareness of government investments for transportation and perceptions surrounding how this money will be spent;

· Motivational factors regarding citizen involvement in transportation policy;

· Resonance of various messages to engage the public to become involved in transportation decision making;

· Reactions to T4 materials – brochure (Baltimore and Nashville only); website mockup (Chicago and Minneapolis only).

NOTE TO READER:  Due to the small, non-random nature of the sample and respondent self-selection, focus groups must be considered in a qualitative frame of reference.  The findings reported here cannot be considered to represent the views of the larger public; rather they serve to give direction and insight. 

Key Findings

General Attitudes toward Transportation Issues in the Area

What’s Working, What’s Not: When asked what comes to mind when they consider transportation in their area, respondents in all locations were much quicker to fill in the list of what is NOT working than to come up with a list of what is working well.  Top pain points are:

· Congestion;

· Crowded and inefficient interchanges;

· Inadequate public transportation (with the exception of Chicago);

· Poor traffic flow (badly timed lights, inadequate intervention for traffic direction during rush hour)

· Lack of sidewalks (Nashville and suburban areas of Chicago and Minneapolis (Edina));
· Inadequate and unsafe bike lanes and paths to facilitate commuting (okay for recreation only).
· Seemingly constant road repairs (although there is greater tolerance for this in cold weather climates like Chicago and Minneapolis);

· Price increases on public transportation but service not improving;

· High cost of parking in downtown areas.

When they think about what is working well, they tend to focus on the road construction that has resulted in bypasses and ways to get around the metro area that keep them away from major interchange congestion.  In Baltimore they talked about the multiple ways in and out of the city and in Nashville they mentioned the 440 bypass that was recently completed.  
“There’s a fair number of ingress/egress points in the city compared to other places where there’s one road in and one road out. You’ve got 95, 295, you’ve got lots of different roads – ways in and out.” (Baltimore)
“I think a lot of good things have happened in the past five to ten years to the interstates.  Now you can run out 40 East and it is six lanes wide, you can run 65 North. They’ve really added a lot of lanes.  The Briley Parkway thing.  It just seems like they go a little further all the time out. I guess it’s probably been at least ten years, time flies for me, but the 440 Bypass has been a great thing to keep from having to shoot all the way into town when you want to cut across.” (Nashville)

Chicagoans have seen significant improvements from recent transportation projects and initiatives, leaving them more satisfied with transportation as a whole compared to other cities.  While they have a major hang-up with road repairs, they are satisfied with recent expansion and repaving projects.  For the first time in over a decade they feel the Dan Ryan is finally flowing, and construction efforts on the Edens Expressway have greatly improved congestion problems.  Additionally, while they feel the state of the elevated and subway rail infrastructure is outdated, recent updates to the trains, stations and platforms do not go unnoticed.  

“I have to say some of the Els they’ve redone the stops. They’re redoing all of those and they’re really quite nice. I was impressed that they’re spending a lot of money to redo all those.” (Chicago)

In the Edina and the greater Minneapolis respondents tend to feel that road planning and construction has not only not kept up, the construction has not seemed to alleviate the bottlenecks.  In general respondents agree that during non-rush hour times, traffic flows and they probably have more lanes on highways than are needed but during rush hour, the same bottlenecks and jams seem to happen regardless of any new construction.

In all cities, respondents discussed toll-lanes, high-occupancy vehicle lanes and other methods to move traffic on freeways.  Generally speaking, they don’t think highly of these approaches.  Most see them as taking away a lane in the busiest times, but not changing their own or others need to commute singly.

“The express lane system versus the local lane system…I don’t find a big difference.” (Chicago)
“I think overall from a business-leader perspective they did a bad job 50 years ago.  There was nothing here 50 years ago.  They say a solution is we’re going to put these HOV lanes on 394 and 35W coming into the city so you get a multiple-car lane but the other two lanes are stopped.  So there’s nobody in the HOV lane.  So why would you take one-third of two-thirds of the road just for not very much traffic?  It’s poor planning on the overall perspective from a long time ago.” (Minneapolis)
In all locations, respondents have developed work-arounds to deal with their transportation needs.  Cities like Nashville and Baltimore are conducive to taking surface streets and back roads when freeways and major thoroughfares are congested.  Chicagoans generally feel like they have options when it comes to transportation since the bus and rail network is so extensive.  While not without problems, respondents tend to feel that the city is working to keep transportation flowing.  In the greater Minneapolis area many respondents had adjusted where they live and where they work when the commute got to be too much. 
Priorities:  Transportation appears to have slipped down on the list of priorities since we conducted the groups last fall prior to the financial crisis and the deepening recession. While it is pain point, many respondents feel we have many other problems to address and they are not sure where the money would come from to expand public transit.  This is particularly true in Baltimore with the severe crime and education concerns.

In Nashville respondents see local governments making significant cutbacks (including cutting the public transportation subsidy for government workers), which causes them to question how high a priority transportation is for local leaders.  This is true in Chicago and the Minneapolis area as well.  Chicagoans are cynical and joke that whether or not it is a priority depends on if it is an election year.  In both Midwestern cities, there is a strong sense that the transportation system is political and there is corruption surrounding the rewarding of contracts.  Embedded in this is the perception that whatever priority leaders place on transportation will serve their interests before the community’s.
Finally they recognize that with lower gas prices many have gone back to their old ways.  “When it is not rush-hour, it really is not bad driving,” said one Edina respondents to the agreement of any.  “You just try to avoid those times.” One Nashville respondent summed it well saying, “When it comes to transportation, we are content but not satisfied.”

In terms of where transportation sits as a priority, Chicago was an interesting outlier from the other locations in three respects.  First, it has an extensive public transportation system and respondents are very aware that almost no other city compares.  They appreciate what they have, faults and all.  Second, Chicago is a candidate city for the Olympics and should they win the bid, they know there will be substantial investments made in transportation.  Finally they had a big divide between people who live and work in the city and people who live in the suburbs and work in the city (or other suburbs):

Those who live in the city are pretty well served by the system feel it works for them personally, and so they don’t want to shell out money for something they consider to be a “minor irritant”.

“I’m fine where it’s at because I’m not willing to pay the costs.” (Chicago)

In the suburbs where the transportation options aren’t as far reaching and there is more dependence on cars, there is a greater sense of urgency to expand the transportation system, particularly suburban bus lines and rail that would connect the various suburbs (North-Northwest and South-Southwest) to one another.  

“I believe it’s a high priority for me. Like I said, I believe that there are Metra trains that are pretty much accessible, like where you can drive your car and park and then take the Metra into the city and leave your car there, yes, but what about the buses to get to the Metra?  I also live in the suburbs and I had a car problem and currently in the household we only have one. My husband works and I go to work at the same time, it conflicts and there’s no other way for me to get to work. There’s no bus. In the city, like you said, you can walk out your front door and you probably have seven different options just to get to point A. Because I lived in the city for a long time where I was able to walk to the nearest corner and take the bus and go back, and then when you don’t have that it’s a huge, huge impact on your life. It’s important.” (Chicago)
Public Transportation:  Respondents in all groups were quick to mention public transportation as a key to resolving transportation pain points.  However, the various locations cities had some different views about the current state of public transportation in their area.

In Baltimore respondents are aware of multiple mass transit options and they include the commuter rail to DC as part of this (MARC and Amtrak) since so many people have to periodically travel to DC or to surrounding Maryland counties.  But, with the exception of these regional lines, they are largely dissatisfied with their options.  Public transportation is viewed as both unsafe and largely inadequate to get you where you need to go.  The system has suffered highly publicized incidents of violent crime in the last year and there is no interest in using public transportation outside of certain daylight hours.  In addition, respondents want more security present before they would really want to ride. Some are aware of plans to expand the metro subway; others did not know about this.

Specific issues with existing public transportation in Baltimore included:

· Crime and safety;

· Slowness of the light rail line (they called it “the snail rail”);

· Limited scope of the metro subway (only travels east to west); 

· Inadequate bus system (cannot get across town; takes too many transfers to get from point A to point B, costing more time than sitting in traffic would.

In Nashville, many think that the only public transportation is the bus system.  Only about half in each group were aware of the rail line which had limited reach (again, to the stadium) and only a couple were aware of any plans to expand the rail line.  While people do not complain about public transportation being crime-ridden (as they do in Baltimore and we heard in Cleveland last year); they also tend to view it as less desirable.  Some in the groups take it because they “have to” because they do not have a car.  Others say they might take it if they could do their commute more directly (i.e., no transfers).  Only a couple of respondents take public transportation and see it as an improvement over a driving commute (same amount of time, less headache, can read instead of sitting in traffic; etc).  For most though, public transportation represents less freedom, less convenience and less luxury than driving.

When it comes to public transportation in Nashville, the bus is where it is at.  Respondents strongly feel the bus routes should be expanded and this will result in more improvement more quickly than long terms plans to have a rail system.  They view a rail as desirable, but achieving a working system with needed reach feels like a long-term, expensive, massive undertaking which will go on for years before the first station opens.  
Overall, Chicagoans are satisfied with their public transportation options in comparison to other cities, and feel like they have a comprehensive system that can get them anywhere they need to go in the city.


“I’m okay with transportation.  Yes, I wish the potholes would be better, but if my car is broken down I can jump on the train.  If it’s not, I can get on the bus.  There’s many ways to get around.” (Chicago)

Despite their complacency, most Chicagoans can agree on the problems that do exist within public transportation.  Among the various gripes, some of the more prominent issues were:

· Fare hikes but no service improvements – the city often threatens to shut down service unless they see the money by a certain date; 

· Rail infrastructure is outdated and dirty – the system is over 100 years old and needs updating.  Respondents described the physical condition of many stations as “war zones” in dire need of improvement.  They do feel if the 2016 Olympics are held in Chicago, these infrastructure changes will become a priority;

· Parking – with the privatization of parking meters, it now costs upwards of $3.50 to park downtown for an hour.  Driving downtown doesn’t feel like an option for some because it’s just too expensive to park.

People living in the suburbs really want to see public transportation expanded beyond the downtown area.  They see transportation geared towards getting in and around downtown, but there is no system connecting the suburban areas that have grown up around.  Some wonder whether an all-inclusive public transportation system connecting city and suburbs is even feasible.

“If you live out in some of these suburban areas it’s much, much more difficult, you almost have to have a car.  I guess the Chicagoland area is so big that not everything can be covered.” (Chicago)

Edina/Minneapolis area residents were among the least supportive of expanding public transportation.  The light rail was seen as the pet project of former Governor Ventura and since his departure there has not been any talk about further expansion.  People seem to ride it for fun as opposed to commuting (the stops are airport, Mall of America and the stadium).  There are some highways where people would like to see rail lines put in the median in order to bring people from the suburbs into the Metro center.   But when they talk about rail lines in other neighborhoods they mention that business and communities are against them because they believe these (ground level) rail lines will further snarl traffic.  As well, they will change the face of the neighborhood.  Respondents have sympathy for communities that do not want expanded rail. That said, most respondents in Minneapolis agree that they need to move toward alternatives to roads and cars and that means further developing a variety of transportation options.
The Light Rail is brand new, we just have one [line] so far.  The rest are planned supposedly but there are no branches to it yet.  So it is literally…it takes a half hour to go from one end to the other.” (Minneapolis)
“They’ve been talking about [expanding the rail] for probably five years.  It’s called the Central Corridor and my understanding is that it will be between downtown Minneapolis and downtown St. Paul of sorts.  University is a strip between those two cities.  University is a very congested street all the way on both sides. A lot of business owners are fighting it, there’s huge opposition because it will be at street level and force parking off the street. The congestion.” (Minneapolis)
Who is in Charge?  No matter what city, there is the sense that many hands are in the pot when it comes to transportation money and how it is spent.  Respondents tend to feel there is a lack of coordination between local counties, the state and the federal government.  They understand that building roads is lucrative in terms of jobs and in Nashville they talked specifically about the road-builders being a powerful lobby.  

They are less clear on who or what agencies play exactly what role and so there are some disconnects in the messaging when asks are directed at Congress or at the Mayor or Governor.   They do not necessarily associate the Mayor with determining where federal transportation dollars will be spent, but they can associate the Mayor as being an advocate for public transportation.  There is a need to clearly (and succinctly) explain why a certain individual or agency is the right one to contact as part of a call to action on transportation spending priorities.
“I’m curious about the “ask the mayor to use money coming from Washington” point here.  Is that the person we should be talking to?” (Baltimore)

In Chicago there is a similar a lack of understanding when it comes to who is driving transportation decision-making but a great deal more cynicism.  Some feel the majority of decisions are being made on the local level; they cite the RTA and CTA as influential in terms of decision making, but ultimately nothing gets spent in Chicago without Mayor Daley’s approval.  Others recognize a constant struggle for money and power between Chicago and the state, with Springfield having the upper hand.  Most do not see the federal government having a role in decisions being made for Chicago.

“Politicians in DC can look at facts and figures and have an idea, but when you have the local reps and the congressmen and senators that are living the life, have relationships with people in the community or whatnot, you’re going to get a better picture of what needs to be prioritized in terms of your spending…it’s affecting the people of Illinois more than anything, not anybody on the federal level.” (Chicago)

There is a strong sense among Chicagoans that transportation decisions being made on the local level are riddled with corruption.  They feel it’s a crooked game where the construction contracts are being awarded based on political alliances.  Their distrust and skepticism of local government make them wary that their voice could be effectual in terms of real transportation change.  Instead, a call to the local alderman about potholes or CTA service seems to be their best bet for getting anything done.

“I’m only jaded by the politicians and what they do to rip off the – they should be representing. We have representative government but what you’re seeing is there’s a lot of crooked stuff going on with the transportation here in Chicago. I mean you have to take that into account.” (Chicago)

“I think the alderman is effective at a local level, so I think it almost takes pressure from the constituency at a really, really local level to get things moving…If you call your alderman if you live in the city you are more likely to get a pothole or something like that fixed.” (Chicago)
In the Minneapolis area there was sense of disgust with politicians when it comes to transportation.  They feel there is little integrated planning and while they understand that smaller outlying counties don’t want to cede money to the Metro area, they also feel that road and rail plans are made in a vacuum with little thought to how it all links up.  The memory of the bridge collapse is still devastating and while they are grateful that it sparked an earnest assessment of the safety of all bridges, it shook confidence.  As well, Amy Klobuchar, who failed to return home to the state in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy, is seen as having no credibility on transportation.  Absent a second senator, these Minnesotans felt unsure how to reach out at the federal level on this issue.  Interestingly, only one person was aware that Congressman Jim Oberstar is Chairman of the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure.  Even when the groups learned this, it did not particularly spark their desire to advocate more strongly about transportation issues.

It is important to remember that this lack of trust in both federal and local officials exists on almost every issue.  Alienation and distrust of government is part of today’s political culture, especially when talking about government spending.  However, you will never win everyone and currently the amount of money at stake and the fact that there are strings attached to how it can be spent over the next five years are the main ways to raise the urgency of this issue.  In contrast at least to the financial bail-out money, most respondents see this money as a real investment in the country if it is not misspent.  

At the same time, there is some opportunity in their lack of confidence in elected officials.  In many of the groups, respondents felt that over time government had not planned wisely or considered transportation when pushing growth and development.

“Well, administrations change every four years with a new council and a new mayor and then priorities change.  Whereas this mayor may have transportation high on his agenda a new mayor may come and move that priority way down.  So the changes in administration affect how the money is spent and what the priority is.” (Nashville) 
“There’s a lot of battles, too.  Nobody agrees and so there’s constant fighting.  I think it starts with the legislature, democrats and republicans battling over the budget.  I think that’s where it starts and then at the agencies they get criticized a lot because they seem to do stupid things.  I think it’s a whole combination.” (Minneapolis)
“I think we’ve had also just tremendous amount of growth in the suburbs.  I don’t think anybody planned how you would take care of the population.  I think in other cities they would probably call us bedroom communities.  I think about the expansion in Savage or even Prairie.  The question was where are these people going to work?  I don't think there are very many industries out there but I don’t think anybody took that into consideration.  In Apple Valley, I don’t think people, when they first started moving down there, thought we’ll commute into the cities or we’ll commute to the airport because a lot of them work for Northwest.  But I don't think anybody thought beyond that point.  So public transportation has been an afterthought.” (Minneapolis)
Respondents want to see some smart planning and regional cooperation when it comes to transportation issues.  This was one transportation priority they could all agree on and one that could be incorporated into Transportation for America’s solutions and asks of elected officials.

The Money Thing:  In all groups, we raised the question about economic stimulus money for transportation and asked what respondents knew or had heard about that money.   Across the board there is a sense that stimulus money has already been handed out and the decisions have been made.  Interestingly, most respondents also had the sense that none of the money had come to their city.  In Baltimore people talked about all the money going to “shovel-ready projects” and to the more powerful inside-the-beltway counties of Montgomery and Prince Georges.  In other locations they did not use the term “shovel-ready” but did know the stimulus projects were short order (18 month) and had to be ready to go.  For that reason they concluded as well that public transportation would not be funded out of stimulus money because there are no “ready-to-go” plans to build rail systems and the like.
“If we’re talking about what’s happening right now I feel that any decision made about how to spend the stimulus package transportation dollars have already been made.  We’re just trying to make money to put into the economy.  I don’t think there’s a need to email anybody or write somebody.  If I honestly felt people were giving legitimate open thought to how to develop a transportation system then I would be willing to email or to have input.” (Nashville)

“They’ve got a ton of money coming from the stimulus.  I’ve also heard there is money set aside for the train systems but it’s going to cities other than Nashville because cities other than Nashville have expansion or improvement plans.  They’re ready to go, just give us the money and we can do it.  Nashville doesn’t have a plan.” (Nashville)
“My understanding is that it’s supposed to be for projects that are ready to go ASAP. The money is to stimulate the economy, to get people working as well as to fix the – it’s a two-for-one. From my understanding, they’re trying to focus on getting people to work and getting them in without a problem, so it’s not for things down the road.” (Baltimore)
In Chicago again, there was particular cynicism about federal money.  There is awareness of federal funds coming in, but respondents are “in the dark” as to how those funds are being spent.  

“We all hear about the TARP funds. We hear that money is coming in but…I have no idea where it’s going.” (Chicago)

“They gave some to CTA, I think, the state just to cover their bill for this last year I think.  But our mayor wouldn’t say what the money was going to.” (Chicago)

Regardless of the lack of knowledge as to how federal funds are being spent, there is the pervasive belief that once the money hits the local level, political interests will dictate how it is allocated.

“I think when it’s budgeted for a state, I think there’s specific allotments for specific things, RTA, Metra, CTA, but again I think the counties, the boards, they determine where they specific breakdown of those monies are. That’s where the crookedness comes in.” (Chicago)
It became very clear after the Baltimore round that just talking about the need to address transportation issues or expanding public transportation in the absence of the funds to do it seems like a pipe-dream situation that lacks urgency.  They wish it were so but there are a lot of other spending priorities and they feel like we are already spending so much to deal with the financial crisis and recession.  As a result we spent time upfront before the message testing to explain the money situation.  This was critical to helping respondents understand why they would be asked to do something now.  

We want to talk with you about two U.S. government transportation investments:

· First, the economic recovery law Congress passed earlier this year sent state and local leaders millions of federal dollars for transportation here in (city) and all over (state). They are making decisions about how to invest it right now. (Used in Nashville only)
· Second, Congress is getting ready to debate a long-term transportation bill that will decide how hundreds of billions of federal dollars will be spent over the next five or more years. Those decisions will be made in the next few months. (Used in Nashville, Chicago and Minneapolis area).
Interestingly, the larger transportation bill was more motivational to respondents.  Part of this is the money.  We heard in Baltimore that the amount of money available to Maryland from the stimulus did not seem like enough to really address transportation needs– it only seemed like enough to repair roads.  Second, respondents in both Nashville and Baltimore thought the stimulus spending decisions were a done deal.  So there seemed to be more opportunity for change (because of size of the pot) and more opportunity to influence (because of timing of decision) with the federal transportation bill.

That said there is a strong negative reaction among some when asked to think about additional federal government spending.  As mentioned, they feel like we are spending a lot of money on a lot of things and the transportation system (however problematic) is something most have found a way to live to with.  This is a potential downside to mentioning the money, but there does not seem to be a clear way around it given that the large amount of money in the Federal bill and the timing (decisions that will impact the next five years) are attention-getting.

Messages to Motivate:  The first round of groups in Baltimore rejected the messages we tried to test.  They resisted the messages asking people to contact Congress versus local officials, again pointing towards the confusion surrounding “who decides.”  Additionally, several of the messages were simply so long the group either would not read them or could not follow the plot.

The messages were re-vamped for Nashville and we were able to get much more insight.  Below we summarize the Nashville feedback.

· Congress is poised to spend hundreds of billions of dollars on transportation projects that will determine how Americans get where they want to go. If you are like many we have talked to, you have a lot to say to Washington about what you want – safe bike trails, fast light rail, buses that serve every neighborhood not just some, and roads that are in top-notch shape. We have a once-in-a-generation opportunity. If you want more convenient, less expensive, safer, cleaner and healthier transportation options, now is the time to write a letter to Senator Alexander.

· Respondents were turned off by the first line because they felt it took them out of the picture.  “Congress is poised to spend” seemed like a done deal to many – “how do you stop Congress from spending?” some wondered.  The opportunity needs to be described in a way that makes people feel that they can plug into this decision.

· Respondents like the vision of the future presented in the argument, particularly lines like “rail and buses that serve every neighborhood and not just some.” 

· Turn-offs were “roads that are in ‘top-notch’ shape,” for sounding folksy (fake) and emphasizing the wrong priority.  They want a road system that is ahead of the curve (instead of playing catch-up) and repairs that last.

· Respondents were polarized about “once in a generation opportunity” – some really liked this, for others it seemed too dramatic.  Clearly the messages need to have an urgency component to them, but this phrase needs more testing.

· Finally, the ask was a big disconnect.  The message is forward focused, but the ask of “writing a letter to Senator Alexander” seemed dated and worse, that it would not have any impact.

· Nashville is a great place to live with a good quality of life. And smart decisions about using federal transportation funding can help us keep it that way. We need real road repairs to make driving safer and more convenient. We also need economical choices besides driving, like better bus service or a light rail system, and healthier options like safe bike and walking trails. Ask the governor to use federal funds on transportation investments that keep Nashville a great place to live, raise a family and retire.

· Some respondents liked the positive approach to the first line of the message but felt that the rest of it did not link with “quality of life.”  The message is more abstract as opposed to linking choices in transportation spending to their day-to-day to lives.  This is a good opportunity message to explore, but needs to be much more focused on “what transportation means to me.”

· Families and businesses have to be able to make smart decisions about the best way to get around town. Sometimes driving isn’t the best option. With insurance, parking, repair, and gas prices that can jump any time, driving can be expensive, and some seniors no longer feel safe behind the wheel. Decisions being made in Washington right now will determine Nashville’s future transportation options. By telling government what we want, we can ensure that all Nashville residents have the freedom to choose their own best way to get around town. Write a letter to Senator Alexander today.
· This message was most likely to get ranked at the bottom for being motivational.  Again the line “decisions being made in Washington” took the power out of their hands and they didn’t feel that “telling government what we want” would make much difference.  

· The litany of expenses related to cars was a turn off and the line about seniors seemed like a throw-away – respondents could not see the connection.

· Finally the family and business focus was not compelling and arguments against driving did not seem relate to businesses.  They were picturing a small business person who needs to drive to deliver a service (plumbers, electricians, etc).

· There is an opportunity to bring large employers in as a catalyst for action.  In both Baltimore and Nashville, there are large employers (Johns Hopkins and Vanderbilt) that have major issues with employees being able to get to work using public transportation and parking issues with employees who drive.  A large employer argument could work but would probably need to be locally specific.

· With the recession hitting Tennessee hard, we need government leaders who have their eye on the future. But the last time government really took a fresh look at how to meet America’s transportation needs was in 1956. To stay competitive, Nashville needs modern transportation options: roads that are in top-notch shape; improved public transportation; and walking and biking trails – options that reduce pollution and fight climate change, promote healthier living, and allow people to get around quickly, safely and efficiently. If we push government for real reform, Nashville won’t have to settle for yesterday’s transportation options in tomorrow’s economy.

· There were mixed reactions to this message.  Respondents like the idea of contrasting yesterday and the future, but felt that the message lacked focus.  They want to see a call to “rethink” the transportation system.

· For some the date, 1956, did not work to convey how old the plan is and they felt that “over 50 years” would have been stronger language.

· Some pushed back on including pollution, climate change, healthier living, etc. in the message.  They see those as good things, but they don’t necessarily see them as the primary reasons for why we should expand public transportation.  These items were more likely to be seen as a happy bonus, than a reason for change.

· They like stronger language like “push government for real reform.”  Some suggested adding accountability language to that.

· Finally, they like the theme of “not settling for yesterday’s transportation in tomorrow’s economy.”

· Of every federal transportation dollar, about 80¢ goes to highways; 17¢ goes for public transportation, and just 1¢ for walking and biking trails. No wonder families are stuck if they can’t drive or can’t afford to drive – what’s amazing is that even with all that money, the roads are still always under repair. This year, Congress will decide how funds will be distributed in the future, and it’s our chance make a difference. Write Senator Corker, urging him to prioritize road repairs that last, improved public transportation, and safe trails for biking and walking. We can invest federal transportation dollars in getting our roads in top-notch shape and delivering the total transportation system Nashville needs.

· This message has some traction, but it needs to more clearly make the case that the ratio for spending is out of whack.  Given how many more roads there are than transit systems; people need to understand how this spending ratio by the feds is dictating the options they have at home.  

· Respondents were able to deduce that just a slight shift in the division of the pie would open up hundreds of millions for transit, walking and biking; but this argument needs to be explicit.  

· Again, the ask of writing a letter is a disconnect.

· Last, many responded very well to “total transportation system Nashville needs” – this seemed inclusive and to strike the right balance between roads, expanded existing options and building new systems.

· Federal stimulus funding should be used to create jobs today that strengthen our community for tomorrow. Repairing Nashville’s roads and bridges, expanding public transportation, and installing sidewalks and bike paths create more jobs than building new roads, and they offer a better range of transportation options for families and businesses. Transportation repairs and reforms are shovel-ready investments that give Nashville a better chance to emerge from the recession ready to compete in the modern economy.

· This argument was based on feedback from the Baltimore groups which suggested that linking transportation to the economy could have some traction since the group viewed transportation as a second tier priority.  The message had some traction in Nashville but respondents suggested contrasting the temporary jobs that come from road-building to the longer term jobs that public transportation creates as well as how it could act a draw for larger employers.

Finally after reviewing all the messages respondents in general felt that we did not convey the urgency of needing to act now or what the benefits to the individual would be (more abstract and community focused).  We did not necessarily tap into their self-interest enough to bring them into the debate.
Based on feedback obtained in Nashville, the messages were revamped once again for Chicago and Minneapolis and repackaged into a more realistic delivery format – such as a poster or editorial.  Below we summarize the feedback.  NOTE:  The messages were customized for each location.

DEPENDABLE
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This message elicited divided reactions.  Some found it the least motivational, others found it the most.  In general, the second paragraph outlining the problem worked well and resonated with respondents.  However, the solutions seemed vague and unrealistic.  
Specific aspects of this message that did NOT work well included:

· “Chicagoans need transportation they can depend on.” Some felt strongly that the notion of dependability was a joke; they cannot depend on what local decision makers are telling them, so how can they depend on decisions being made in regards to transportation?  “Tell government Chicagoans need transportation they can depend on” seemed too general and vague to many.

· “XX’s leaders will make big decisions this year that will determine the kind of transportation options you’ll have next year.” The idea that elected officials will actually make decisions this year that will result in transportation options by next year was unconvincing and some felt a little angry about these leaders having this authority.
· The solutions bullet points – “Repairs that last” was received with cynicism considering the state of the roads – “you’d think they’d have some engineers working on some material that does last by now.” Public transportation to every neighborhood just seemed unrealistic.  There was also a lot of confusion surrounding “walkable neighborhoods.” Respondents did not know what this meant – “I’ve never found a neighborhood that was unwalkable.  There’s just neighborhoods I won’t walk in.” They understood the language of “walkable neighborhoods” this to be a crime and personal safety issue, not a transportation concern.
· In the Minneapolis area, they felt that public transportation as a solution was over-emphasized.  They are strongly in touch with the rural character of their state and the harsh weather as reasons why roads and cars must fit into the picture.  “Rail and buses that provide safe, efficient service…I crossed that off.  “We’re never going to have service to every neighborhood.”  Said another, “I think just the word “rail” pushes people’s buttons around here because we’ve had such fights about it.”
· The picture of the bus seems old and antiquated to respondents; not something that represents the “wave of the future” in transportation.
· Respondents liked the idea of a website where they could go and have a proactive voice, but they would like to see the website brought to the beginning of the message.  Many felt by sticking it at the end, it got buried by the wordiness of the rest of the message.
· Respondents were confused about who Transportation for America was and how T4A would convey the community’s ideas to those people in power.  Who T4A is and their role in sponsoring this message needs to be transparent.
MODERN AND URGENT
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This message had some traction with respondents in all the groups.  Most notably, the statement “It’s been 50 years since government really looked at our transportation needs” spoke to many respondents.  They liked the notion of pushing for change (it puts them into the picture as opposed to decisions “being made” far away)in this message and the fact that it’s been 50 years since we created a vision for transportation was believable and attention getting.  Most feel it would be more forceful to clarify that this is talking about the money from federal government, and not just government in general.  As well, some felt that the call should be to re-envision our transportation system for the future—not just reform what we have or move forward with piecemeal fixes.

Should the editorial be used in Chicago, there are some critical fixes:

· Respondents did not respond well to the idea that Chicago has a 1950s transportation system.  In comparison to other major cities, they feel like they have a pretty good system.
· No one was motivated by the idea that “Mayor Daley is leading the charge.”  This just conjured up perceptions of Chicago’s corrupt political infrastructure and turned everyone off.
PRIORITIES 
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This is one of the better liked messages and formats.  While respondents thought it was too wordy, they responded very well to the problem/solution images.  The high tech look of the train drew people in and provided an effective contrast to the congested highway that many could relate to.

· In addition, the 80 cent spending ratio is a compelling statistic that gets them thinking.  The message could more strongly make the case that a small shift in that spending would result in hundreds of millions for alternative transportation.

· A caution is that some feel a disconnect between federal spending statistics and what’s happening in their own community – they feel they are contributing a significant amount to Chicago’s public transportation system and where does the money go.  “These statistics are a national average, I mean we’re talking about Illinois.”
· Many found the statement “It doesn’t have to be that way.  You can have a transportation system that does a much better job of meeting XX’s needs” to be very motivational as an effective call to action and the possibility for change.  However, the tailoring of this message towards an individual city’s needs and was met with criticism when pairing it with federal investment funds for the state’s transportation system, “Illinois is a bigger place than Chicago.” The city’s priorities need to be distinguished from the rest of the state.
· Again, respondents liked the idea of the website – a platform where they could get involved, but some said they would be unlikely to read through the whole message to get to the website.
QUALITY-PILL
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This message overall was not very motivating to either group in Chicago, although some in Minnesota quite liked it.  While some were very motivated by the idea of going website and contributing one idea for relieving your transportation headache, others thought this “smacked of spam.” 
Some specific issues were:

Some felt this message stabbed at a couple of very specific situations, and would not reach out to everyone.  “The top line right away it’s talking about driving, so I might stop reading it right after that…it does not connect with my situation].” 

The idea of “low hassle transportation” sounded negative and unbelievable to many.  They also felt the repetition of this phrase was overbearing.
· Most agreed that in a flyer format or as a website, this would be too wordy and text intensive and they’d be unlikely to read it.  

· Again, people need to know who Transportation for America is off the bat; “who are these people? What authority do they have?”
Message Take-Aways:  While there was no single “winner” there were elements of all of the messages that worked.   In terms of public-facing communications, respondents like the poster-formats of Quality Pill and Dependable – although they would like a more bulleted format.  The editorial format was least likely to be read, but respondents thought it raised important points about how federal spending impacts transportation options in their communities and many thought the 50 year message was powerful.   “Modern and Urgent” had the most elements that worked – the juxtaposed images; a train that looked futuristic, the 80 cents spend statistic, etc.  Again, respondents thought it was too wordy.  The ability to learn more and take action was strong on all the messages tested.  Missing from all was a succinct explanation of who Transportation for America is and how taking action with them will make a difference this time.  

Finally the solutions presented were seen as too simplistic – they would like a bit more detail.  The relative emphasis of roads, mass transit and walking and biking should be sensitive to the climate of the area and the balance between rural, urban and suburban populations.  Because the phrase “walkable neighborhoods” was interpreted as a crime and physical safety issue, you need to clarify your intent -- sidewalks that connect suburban housing developments to shopping areas, so walking can be an option.  Regarding roads, it is not enough to talk about road repairs (especially since colder climates reject that road repairs can “last).  You will need to talk about planning for traffic flow and creating by-passes that move people more efficiently.

Slogan Testing:  None of the slogans we tested had much traction using the rubric of “if you saw this on a poster, would you be drawn in to read more?”  The contrast between yesterday and the future (“Don’t settle for yesterday’s transportation in tomorrow’s economy”) had the most traction as a theme, but respondents did not care for the execution.  “Better transportation options for better lives” had some support, but many felt that it did not mean anything.

Brochure:  The T4A brochure received negative reviews.  Respondents in Baltimore were extremely negative toward it and to the coalition.  Nashville respondents were more responsive to the coalition, but still felt the brochure failed to convey the issue, the solution, the role of the public or an effective call to action.  Criticisms include:

· Too crowded and wordy – people did not know where to look first or how to go about determining what the brochure was about;

· The pictures were distracting; dominating the page but failing to clearly convey their meaning;  the visuals were there without specifically supporting the text;

· The bullets on the bottom 2nd page generally got good reactions, but people felt they should be made bigger and brought to the forefront.  Many did not even read them;

· The Seven-point plan competed with the bullets resulting in many not reading either all the way through;

· Some felt the most important information was “buried” on the back of the brochure—who the coalition is, the problem and the solution and what they wanted people to do.

Based on the feedback of the groups, if the Coalition plans to use this brochure with the public, they should consider completely re-designing it.
MyCommuteSucks.org: Before showing respondents the mockup of the MyCommuteSucks.org website, we asked them what they thought about the concept of a website where they could go to  vent their frustrations about transportation issues and have a proactive voice about what choices they would like to see in their community.  Respondents liked the idea of openly engaging in issues they are passionate about and indicated that they could be open to this kind of website, but it would have to be more extensive than simply a blog where people are airing their grievances.  They would want an interactive site where they would have a clear idea of how the information was being used and presented.

“I think it would need to culminate into something that’s bigger than just that blog post, though, because you have people griping about stuff and that lasts for a month maybe, but then what does it amount to…something a little bit more demonstrative.” (Chicago)

“I’d like to know what they’ll do. Like what’s the purpose in this. I find it kind of useless. Just airing the environment, that’s great, but what are they going to do with the information? Are they going to combine it? Are they going to present it to the federal government? Where’s it going to go?” (Chicago)
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Initial reactions after reviewing the homepage mockup were extremely negative.  The overall impression of the site was that it was inappropriately angry (“Spread the Rage”), juvenile (“My Commute Sucks!”) and lacked focus.  The lack of a privacy policy made respondents uneasy, as this is something they have come to expect from all websites now-a-days and they did not like the idea of signing the petition if they had to unsubscribe later.  To many it wasn’t clear exactly what the petition was for.  The overarching sentiment after viewing the homepage was that they wouldn’t feel comfortable participating in a site with such a negative tone and extreme language.  They did not believe it would get the attention of elected leaders either.
“What’s its point really? It’s negative.  There’s no real message.” (Chicago)

“I think it is hard to take it seriously when it says my commute sucks. It gets your attention but it’s sort of like is this legit. I don’t think I’d sign my name to something like this.” (Chicago)
“I think it’s just going into the emotions and getting people to just complain versus really thinking constructively, logically, about what we can do about it.  I don’t want to read a bunch of people whining.”  (Minneapolis area)
If somebody wants me to sign a petition they better tell me who they are.  I’d like to find out who this “us” is at the bottom. Join us. (Minneapolis area)
The response to the Learn More webpage was just as unfavorable.  They felt the tone was very negative and focused more on where to point the blame than taking action.  They strongly felt the page was too wordy and text heavy.  By the time people are getting to this page of a website, they are ready to be proactive, so the page should be paired down to key bullet points and the words “stop reading and do something” should be brought to the forefront.

“Taking action is the most important part, not spending 95% of the document pointing fingers at people.” (Chicago)

“I thought it was negative all the way up until the bottom bold print, stop reading and do something. If I tap learn more, that’s what I want to do and then when this comes up, like I’ve already been over there, like something got my attention to get here, I know that congress is spending the money. By this time, I’m so ready to do something. Just what this says, I’m ready to stop reading and do something.” (Chicago)

While the overall response to MyCommuteSucks.org was negative, respondents were motivated to contribute to dynamic forum site given the right elements.  The following features were especially exciting to respondents when considering the composition of this website:

· Portals for their own city where respondents can vote on issues germane to the local community and see how others have voted;

· Updates on bills as they move through Congress, and links to email senators and representatives with priorities;

· Explicit information about how much money is at stake for their city and state and what are transportation options under consideration;

· Breakdowns of the federal money that’s been allocated to Illinois over the past 5 years and how it’s been spent.

Actions:  As mentioned, respondents felt that calls to action around writing letters to congressional representatives, mayors and governors felt antiquated and somewhat fruitless.  They have little confidence that this action matters, especially in the era of online activism.  They wanted to see calls to action that included:

· Emailing;

· Phone (though not everyone would);

· Going to a website to cast a vote for their transportation vision;

· Going on a politician’s Facebook page to see their position and giving a rating, etc.;

· Some were interested in texting and Twittering.

In sum, they want facilitated action (make it easy) that feels more immediate and modern (to go in line with asking the politicians to be forward thinking about the transportation of the future).

Implications

Transportation, like politics, is local.  Details that resonated on one location did not work across the board.  Therefore, you will need to have overarching talking points create a sense of urgency and touch on the broader needs and goals for transportation; but fill them in with details and messengers that are more locally and regionally explicit.  Below we present the communications guidelines and message implications that emerge from the research.

· Transportation is an issue in its own right that touches people personally and affects their quality of life.  The vision of the current system as inconvenient and aggravating with its traffic jams and inadequate and unsafe public transportation systems is all you need to touch a nerve.  It does not need to be dressed up in public health or environmental messages – if anything those are a distraction.

· That said, in these tough economic times, transportation is not a top tier issue. To fix it means raising and spending additional money that could go to housing, health care, economic development, education, etc.  So, people need to quickly understand why they should care about this now.  The amount of money in the transportation act and the lasting impact that it will have on how transportation money can be spent lifts heads.

· You must present a vision for the future that acknowledges the need for safe and efficient roadways and bridges, bus and rail and biking and walking.  The relative emphasis on these things can vary from location to location (do not talk about biking in walking in places where the winters are harsh and last 6 months; recognize that rural states need safe and efficient roads, etc) but the vision needs to include all three.

· Drawing from the previous round of research as well the feedback from these more recent groups, the goals of transportation you should touch on are getting people where they need to go quickly, safely and efficiently.  When talking about government spending you should raise the issue of accountability in the sense that spending decisions must reflect the needs of our communities.

· Tie the transportation vision to making an investment in the future.  Respondents want to envision a transportation system that will meet the needs of the future.  Visuals and images should support this forward-looking feeling.  It is not believable in many areas that they can have light rail “tomorrow.”  But they do support thoughtful, integrated planning to get it started.

· Think differently about accountability – it is not about anger at politicians in this case.  It is a three-pronged demand that focused on community needs:

· Developing comprehensive and integrated transportation plans that will help us meet our needs in the future; 

· Delivering transportation options that actually move people where they need to go (bus lines that come to your community, rail stops where you live and work and not just the stadium, etc); and 

· Giving people a seat at the table so the decisions are not make by mysterious and unknown government agencies and the outcomes meet their needs.

· In that vein, consider expanding your solutions to include a demand that counties must work together to develop an integrated plan for transportation.

· Be clear about the ask.  Tell leaders what you want so you can hold them accountable. 

· Facilitate the ask.  Respondents love the idea of going to a website and voting or selecting options for their community.  They also liked the idea of following the progress of the bill and being able to email elected officials at critical junctures.  They want to see what money would be available for their communities.

· Keep it short.  Problem.  Why acting now is important.  Call to action.

· Explain who the Coalition is and why taking action with them will enable a person’s voice to be heard.  They need to know why to act and why to take that action with you.
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