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A Converging Crisis in Regional Planning
Metropolitan regions across the globe face a
widening gap between what their transpor-
tation plans are expected to accomplish and
what available resources can realistically
deliver. Regions adopt ambitious goals for
mobility, transit ridership, climate, hous-
ing, road congestion, accessibility, equity,
safety, and economic development, even as
infrastructure costs skyrocket, operating
deficits mount, and public budgets contract.
The usual response is to begin with a
collection of proposed projects, evaluate
them individually, assemble them into a re-
gional program, and then decide what can
fit within expected financial constraints.
While this process can produce a fiscally
constrained plan, it is not designed to an-
swer a different and more difficult question:

what combination of infrastructure, ser-
vices, and land-use relationships would ac-
tually achieve the region's adopted out-
comes, and how can those results then be
produced with limited resources?

Chief executives and regional planning
boards therefore need a process that can
help their organizations solve this problem
rather than simply manage the gap between
aspirations and available funding. Ad-
vanced Urban Visioning (AUV) is a struc-
tured learning process for discovering how
to produce the desired outcomes, how to ap-
ply these insights to sharpen the alignment
between current plans and those outcomes,
and how to embrace a strategic approach
that adapts to changing financial conditions
without compromising desired goals.
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AUV provides a structured, outcome-driven learning process
through which a region's own planners, engineers, executives,
consultants, public officials, and stakeholders can learn how to

achieve more with existing planning.

Advanced Urban Visioning does not de-
liver a pre-conceived transportation plan,
produce localized route maps, or favor any
particular modal technology. Nor does it
aim to substitute an outside plan for a re-
gion’s current plan. AUV provides a struc-
tured, outcome-driven learning process
through which a region's own planners, en-
gineers, executives, consultants, public offi-
cials, and stakeholders can learn how to
achieve more with existing planning. The
advisor's role is to facilitate that learning
process and bring together forms of analysis
that are usually handled in separate profes-
sional silos; the enduring product is
stronger institutional capability, not de-
pendence on an outside visionary.

There are several core elements of the
AUV process:

¢ Refining regional travel models;

¢ Focusing on transit’s competitive po-

sition;

e Working backwards from desired

outcomes; and

e Aligning current plans with those

outcomes.
The first of these is critical: ensuring that
the models we use to measure the perfor-
mance of proposed projects actually meas-
ure the very attributes that lead to competi-
tive advantage—and the new ridership that
results.

Understanding the Limitations

of Legacy Evaluation Tools

Traditional transportation system model-
ing possesses an inherent limitation: it is
structurally not designed to accurately pro-
ject the systemic breakthroughs made pos-
sible by market-informed service innova-
tions. Most regional transportation models
don’t reward an optimal transit plan, nor do

they penalize plans that fall short on im-
portant attributes that aren't actually meas-
ured, because they:

e Miss many key drivers of modal
choice;

e Don't identify, characterize, locate,
and target different market seg-
ments;

e Often don’t actually measure what
others may believe they measure,
such as actual walking distances;

e Aren’t designed to account for com-
petitive position, competitive ad-
vantage, network effects, or strategic
intent;

e Don't distinguish adequately be-
tween the different ends of a trip or
use superior transit travel times
(when produced) to rebalance trip
allocation; and

e May require “calibration” adjust-
ments so large that they can equal all
other measures combined in terms
of their impact on projected rid-
ership.

This is not a fault of modeling nor of the
dedicated and highly intelligent profession-
als who maintain and operate these com-
plex tools. It reflects how and why most re-
gional models were built: primarily to esti-
mate traffic loads and then forecast the rid-
ership effects of incremental changes to ex-
isting transportation systems, not to iden-
tify how transit networks should or could be
designed to maximize modal shift. The
point here isn’t to critique transportation
models; AUV's concern is more practical—
understand what the tools can and cannot
see before asking them to evaluate break-
through strategies.

AUV gives modeling teams a structured
opportunity to explore how their analytical
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tools respond to service configurations sub-
stantially different from those used in de-
veloping and validating them. The team
helps identify which questions existing
tools can answer confidently, where supple-
mentary analysis would be useful, and
which refinements would be most useful to
their authorizing environment.

The Seven-Stage

Learning Framework

AUV is a strategic process built around
three complementary strategies for achiev-
ing more with limited resources:

1. Work backward from desired outcomes—and
benchmark the plan against its potential. Deter-
mine what combination of connectivity, ac-
cess, travel time, customer experience, and
integration with existing and potential land
uses is required to produce the outcomes

Why Save Time?

The Advanced Urban Visioning methodology focuses considera-
ble attention on the role time plays in a transit system, and on
developing systematic approaches to reducing that time. The im-
portance of this is best illustrated by looking at examples from
both the operating cost side of the ledger and the revenue side.

For transit systems, time is money. Even small reductions in
operating time can add up to big savings. As an illustrative ex-
ample, a transit agency may spend $180/hour or more to oper-
ate a single bus—-$3/minute. A five-minute reduction in a one-
hour route can free up $15 on every run, which can allow for
tighter scheduling, higher productivity, or budgetary savings.
Over the course of many runs on multiple routes, these savings
can be significant. An infrastructure investment that reduces
travel time by 5 minutes on a heavily used corridor (say, a bus
each direction every 5 minutes) can free operating resources
valued at over $1.5 million every year (12 buses/hour in each di-
rection over 15 hours/day saving 5 minutes each over the
course of 280 operating days/year at $3/minute). This kind of
an investment may elude project evaluation criteria if it doesn’t
appear to generate a lot of new ridership, but its value to the
network is what is important here.

For riders, time is more than money—it’s a slice of their life.
Every 5-minute reduction in a person’s one-way commute saves
that person a full work week of time every year (10 minutes/day
times 5 days/week times 48 work weeks/year = 40 hours). In
other words, 5 = 40. That not only hands back a very important
block of time to commuters, the shorter trip is likely to attract
more riders—and generate more revenue as a result. Reducing
travel time isn’t just about the bottom line—it’'s a demonstration
of respect for the public.

the region seeks. Use an optimized system
as a performance benchmark—not as a
competing plan, but to understand what
transit could potentially accomplish and
where opportunities exist to increase the
performance of the region’s existing plan.

2. Ensure that transit investments advance the
long-term vision and produce immediate value.
Structure and sequence investments so that
even relatively small increments can pro-
duce measurable benefits when they open,
while increasing the value of what has al-
ready been built and creating better oppor-
tunities for what comes next.

3. Deploy capital investments to reduce operating
costs. Identify opportunities to use infra-
structure to engineer time out of the system,
reducing the resources required to provide
service and allowing scarce operating dol-
lars to support more frequent, extensive,
and useful service.

The AUV methodology systematically
implements these three strategies through a
rigorous, seven-stage organizational learn-
ing process. Each stage represents a clean
statement of the specific learning that takes
place, establishing a clear line of inquiry
where each step answers a question that the
subsequent stage cannot address until the
previous one has been resolved:

Stage 1: Learn where transit is competitive,
where it is not, and what your analytical instru-
ments can and cannot see.

What do we already
know, even if we don’t
know it yet?

ESSENTIALLY:

The process begins by benchmarking
transit’s competitive position against driv-
ing across the region. Transit System Effec-
tiveness (TSE) mapping identifies where
transit is competitive, where it is not, and
the magnitude and geography of those dif-
ferences. At the same time, planners collab-
oratively stress-test their existing analytical
instruments using deliberately constructed
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How might an optimized
transit shape the role of
other modes?

5 6 7
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instruments see? What to design more our budget? transportation system?
might they miss? effective transit
strategies?

dummy networks and interactive simula-
tions to determine what those instruments
can and cannot recognize. Together, these
exercises establish both the performance
baseline AUV seeks to improve and the
strengths and limitations of the tools the re-
gion currently relies upon to understand
that performance and rank projects.

Stage 2: Learn how the transportation market
actually works.

What can we learn
ESSENTIALLY:  from existing and
potential riders?

The organization then undertakes deep
market research to learn how travelers ac-
tually make transportation choices. The
purpose is not simply to measure attitudes
toward transit or sort people by conven-
tional demographics. It is to:

e Identify actionable market seg-
ments;

e Understand where those segments
are located and their trip-making
patterns; and

e Determine which combinations of
travel time, access, frequency, relia-
bility, transfers, comfort, safety, cus-
tomer experience, and other attrib-
utes create or destroy end-user value
for each segment.

Qualitative research helps discover attrib-
utes and motivations the planning process

may not yet be measuring; quantitative re-
search then tests their importance and sup-
ports predictive choice models. Regional ac-
tors help shape and interpret this work so
that the resulting market knowledge be-
comes shared organizational knowledge ra-
ther than an outside consultant's conclu-
sion.

Stage 3: Learn how to use upgraded analytical
tools to design more effective transit strategies.

How can we put this
new knowledge into
practice?

ESSENTIALLY:

The empirical insights discovered through
market research are incorporated into the
regional travel model and related explora-
tory tools so that they can recognize more of
what the organization has learned actually
drives transportation choice. Market seg-
mentation, segment-specific choice behav-
ior, origin/destination distinctions, cus-
tomer-experience factors, and more precise
measurement of station access can be incor-
porated where appropriate. The purpose is
not model improvement for its own sake. It
is to give planners a more capable design
environment in which they can explore how
changes in project design, network struc-
ture, and service attributes alter transit's
competitive position and affect different
market segments.
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Figure 1. Exploratory
Design Simulation Inter-
face. AUV employs tools

like this to help plan-

ners, both within agen-
cies and within the
broader consulting eco-
systems, use market re-
search findings to un-
derstand market reac-
tions to different transit
configurations for a
wide range of

identified trip patterns.

Stage 4: Learn how to achieve the outcome
(before asking what it costs).

What outcomes are

ESSENTIALLY: .
actually achievable?

Now that planners have modeling and sim-
ulation tools that can better evaluate mar-
ket response to an expanded set of options,
they can explore a range of network config-
urations and scales to identify which com-
binations of connectivity, access, and ser-
vice performance offer the greatest gains.
These findings help align existing projects
and identify additional investments capable
of delivering those benefits within realistic
capital and operating budgets.

This is a critical departure from conven-
tional planning practice. If the adopted pol-
icy objective is, for example, doubling
transit mode share, planners first need to
learn what combination of travel time, ac-
cess, connectivity, service patterns, station
locations, customer experience, and land-
use relationships is actually capable of pro-
ducing that result. An unconstrained design
exercise is therefore used as an idealized
competitive benchmark—not as a compet-
ing regional plan or a proposal to build an
unaffordable system. It separates two ques-
tions that are too often conflated: what
causes the desired outcome, and how can

those causal attributes be reproduced
within realistic resource constraints? The
benchmark then helps regional actors see
which elements of their current strategy al-
ready perform strongly, where the largest
gaps remain, and what opportunities could
move the plan progressively closer to opti-
mal performance within any budgetary en-
vironment.

Stage 5: Learn how to produce that outcome ef-
ficiently.

How can we improve
the value and reduce

the costs of potential

solutions?

ESSENTIALLY:

Only after the causal architecture of an ef-
fective system is understood do mode, tech-
nology, right-of-way, capital cost, and other
resource constraints become dominant de-
sign questions. AUV value engineering does
not begin by asking which projects should
survive a budget cut or be "dumbed
down"—it must ask which service and net-
work attributes are essential to producing
the desired outcomes, and how remaining
gaps can be closed at lower capital and op-
erating cost without losing those perfor-
mance-producing characteristics.
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Project Staging Strategies

Agencies that want to build
out robust rail networks fre-
quently run into a familiar
roadblock: the lack of suffi-
cient revenue to build out the
system. As a result, many re-
gions scale back on or “dumb
down” key aspects of their
projects to be able to “build
something.” This results in
second best infrastructure—it
doesn’t produce the desired
results, yet still uses up all
available resources.

Curitiba, Brazil, offers a great
lesson in staging strategies.
Their regional plan called for
five metro lines radiating out
from the downtown core, but
their budget was too limited to
build more than one short seg-
ment at a time. They wanted
their subway plan to anchor in-
tensive residential develop-
ment and couldn’t afford to
wait many decades for that to
happen.
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What did they do? They repli-
cated their ideal subway net-
work on the surface using spe-
cialty buses running in dedi-
cated busways and serving
stations designed to speed up
passenger boarding. An over-
lay express network further
slashed travel times for users.
The result? A full network of
high grade services, an
astounding increase in the
share of residents commuting
by transit, and the luxury to
now consider metro projects
where the additional capacity

The design process creates a structured
opportunity for collaboration among public
agencies and municipalities to identify and
exploit capital synergies with utilities, bicy-
cle and pedestrian infrastructure, public
space, public parklands, and existing real
estate projects. By working across tradi-
tional jurisdictional silos, partners can co-
develop infrastructure that multiplies the fi-
nancial return on project investments and
improves shared regional outcomes.

Stage 6: Learn how an optimized transit system
can take some of the pressure off the rest of the
regional infrastructure plan.

How does better
transit change traffic
patterns?

ESSENTIALLY:

The sixth stage evaluates the downstream
systemic impacts of a high-performing al-
ternative network. Once transit, bicycle,
and pedestrian networks have been opti-
mized around identified end-user value, the
region can re-examine the remaining travel
market. Rather than treating roadway pro-
jects as fixed baselines, this stage analyzes

is warranted.

how structural mode-shift dynamically re-
directs automotive demand. This “cascad-
ing” evaluation gives a strongly empirical
basis for reassessing infrastructure priori-
ties across the rest of the regional network.

Stage 7: Learn how the system should evolve.

How can we
maximize the value
of each incremental
improvement?

ESSENTIALLY:

The final stage asks how the system can
evolve while producing value at every
step. Staging does not simply mean di-
viding a large final plan into affordable
chronological packages. AUV asks how
small each useful increment can be-
come while still producing immediate
improvements in travel time, connec-
tivity, customer experience, ridership,
or operating cost. Segments can be se-
lected and designed so that existing or
interim services use them as soon as
they open, and later connectors multi-
ply the usefulness of investments al-
ready in place. The result is an
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Figure 2: Atlanta: The
emergence of a high-
value transit network.

As one of the earlier ap-
plications of Advanced
Urban Visioning, the At-
lanta business commu-
nity commissioned the
author to lead an effort
to produce an “aspira-
tional” transit plan. Ex-
tensive technical analy-
sis projected that the
new plan would nearly
double the effectiveness
of transit investments
compared to the existing
long-range plan.

Source: Cumberland CID,
Metro Atlanta Chamber of
Commerce, and Perimeter
CID, Atlanta’s Transit Fu-
ture: Market Research Re-
sults.

evolutionary roadmap in which each
investment works on opening day and
improves the value and feasibility of
what comes next.

Evidence from Earlier Applications
Advanced Urban Visioning grew out of sev-
eral decades of work across functions that
are usually handled separately: consumer
and market research, travel-demand mod-
eling, network and service design, operating
economics, land-use and station-area plan-
ning, implementation strategy, and organi-
zational learning. The examples below are
not offered as transit prescriptions. They
show how different pieces of the learning
process produced different strategies in dif-
ferent metropolitan settings.

The 13-County Metro Atlanta Transit Strategy.
When a comprehensive regional optimiza-
tion study was commissioned for the At-
lanta metropolitan area, the project was
modeled explicitly on how a private

business would approach a new product
launch: understand the customer first and
design accordingly. The business commu-
nity commissioned comprehensive con-
sumer research through Harris Interactive
to perform qualitative and quantitative seg-
mentation, while URS Corporation exe-
cuted the engineering and planning tracks.

The market findings and network analysis
led to a 280-mile prioritized network of
high-velocity, level-boarding busways oper-
ating on grade-separated freeway express
lanes and serving 18 of 19 regional activity
centers. The analysis documented a greater
than 75% increase in regional commute rid-
ership and a 12% reduction in traffic delays
while substantially reducing both capital
outlays and system operating costs, produc-
ing a nearly 2:1 improvement in ridership
per capital dollar invested. The significance
for AUV is not the plan itself, but the se-
quence: understand the customer, identify
the attributes that create value, and then
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explore regional system architectures capa-
ble of delivering them.

The Bay Area Regional Express Transit (ReX) Archi-
tecture. The ReX framework, developed at
the invitation of San Francisco's Metropoli-
tan Transportation Commission (MTC), il-
lustrates a different path through the same
learning process. Its architecture emerged
from intensive study of regional destina-
tions and residential concentrations, the
opportunities created by the express-lane
infrastructure then under consideration,
and the locations where regional Hubs
could connect most effectively with nearby
demand generators and existing transit
centers. ReX then established a deliberately
simple competitive benchmark: locate a set
of regional Hubs and link them so that
transit travel among these Hubs could offer
a sustainable travel-time advantage over
driving between Hubs, particularly at peak
periods.

The network was developed outward
from that competitive-position objective.
Hub locations, express links, connecting
services, and access to major destinations

were treated as parts of one architecture
whose value depended on the performance
of the whole. ReX therefore illustrates de-
sign as inquiry and benchmarking rather
than prescription: a clearly stated outcome
used to reveal what a high-performing re-
gional network might require and to pro-
vide a reference against which existing and
proposed investments can be understood.

Inverting the Planning Priority: Optimizing
Regional Infrastructure Investments
Advanced Urban Visioning has implications
beyond transit planning. Once a region has
learned what optimized transit, bicycle, and
pedestrian systems can accomplish, those
findings change the assumptions used to
plan the rest of the transportation system—
and can contribute significantly to munici-
pal land-use planning.

The methodological change is straight-
forward: reverse the conventional order and
priority of modal planning. Rather than
treating forecast roadway demand as a fixed
baseline and then fitting transit, bicycle,
and pedestrian improvements around it,
first give those modes a serious opportunity

Figure 3: The Bay Area ReX
network: creating sustaina-
ble competitive advantage.
The ReX “regional express”
network plan was devel-
oped by the author at the in-
vitation of San Francisco’s
Metropolitan Transportation
Commission. It proposed a
core network that could
compete effectively with
driving, then built off this
network with direct, non-
stop connections to most
principal destinations to
make the broader region
more accessible to most
residents.
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to perform by optimizing them around end-
user value and regional outcomes. Then re-
assess roadway needs using the travel pat-
terns that result.

Where the optimized transit plan pro-
duces substantial mode shift, some highway
or road projects may require less capacity, a
different design, be postponed, or may no
longer be justified; elsewhere, the analysis
may confirm that roadway investment re-
mains necessary. In this way, learning
about transit and other alternatives in-
forms—rather than merely reacts to—road
and highway planning.

Simultaneously, this multi-modal in-
version provides a powerful diagnostic for
regional growth. By identifying Strategic In-
vestment Zones (SIZs)—areas where the op-
timized network creates significant, identi-
fiable value—the process isolates locations
where improvements in connectivity and
travel time naturally support more inten-
sive real estate development. Channeled
into these synchronized zones, new devel-
opment maximizes infrastructure output
per dollar spent, even further strengthening
the regional plan as an engine for coordi-
nated land use. Most critically, a portion of
this generated value can be captured and
utilized directly by the region to help fund
capital projects and offset ongoing operat-
ing costs, establishing a path toward long-
term fiscal resilience.

Institutional, Political,

and Stakeholder Alignment

Regional planning takes place in a frag-
mented authorizing environment. Elected
officials, governments, agency staff, opera-
tors, consultants, advocates, and communi-
ties legitimately approach the regional plan
with different priorities. A major value of
AUV is that it gives these participants a
shared learning process and a common set
of outcome-focused evidence.

Market research, transit-to-auto com-
petitiveness maps, and exploratory design
tools make consequential relationships vis-
ible to participants. Instead of requiring
stakeholders to accept an outside expert's
preferred solution, AUV gives them

common evidence with which to ask what is
and is not advancing the region toward its
adopted outcomes.

This can change the character of re-
gional decision-making. Discussion can be
amplified beyond competition among indi-
vidual modes and projects and toward
shared questions: Where is transit compet-
itive? Where is it not? What creates value
for different travelers? Which investments
improve the performance of the network as
a whole? Which combinations of invest-
ments best advance the outcomes the re-
gion has already adopted?

For board members, mayors, and other
elected leaders, this shared evidence can
clarify what different investment choices
would accomplish for their communities:

e Where service could become more

useful;

e Where congestion could be reduced;

e Where infrastructure could support

development; and

e Which benefits could be delivered

sooner.
It also provides a stronger basis for explain-
ing investment priorities to constituents
and evaluating how individual projects con-
tribute to regional goals. The process in-
forms these judgments while leaving the de-
cisions with the responsible public bodies.

The AUV process converts market re-
search findings into planning, evaluation,
and learning tools. It ties planning to out-
comes using visual tools that focus the at-
tention of decision-makers and stakehold-
ers on achieving those outcomes. By broad-
ening the focus beyond modes and projects,
AUV can help ensure that the political dis-
cussion can build on an objective, shared
understanding of what makes a transit sys-
tem effective—and why, if it achieves its
goals, it might even qualify as a greater re-
gional funding priority.

The collaborative framing also matters
institutionally. AUV treats model limita-
tions, market uncertainties, and challenges
embedded in existing plans as discoveries
in a modernization process rather than as
evidence of institutional shortcomings. It
seeks to leave behind an organization that
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enduring product is institutional capability,
not dependence on outside “experts.”

This highlights the utility of Advanced
Urban Visioning to Planning Directors
across agencies and governments. AUV
strengthens the analytical foundation of the

Figure 4: Regional
Transit-to-Automobile
Competitiveness Map.
Mapping the absolute

transit-to-auto travel
time ratios serves as an
active diagnostic tool. It
identifies both the im-
mense regional opportu-
nities and market re-
sponse that current
planning processes
miss, illustrating the
need to expand on leg-
acy modeling to develop
more competitive ap-
proaches to system ef-
fectiveness.
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established planning process. It helps plan-
ning teams identify combinations of invest-
ments that better advance adopted goals,
document the reasons for those choices,
and develop useful implementation se-
quences under financial constraints. It
strengthens the authority of planning. It
does not oppose currently adopted priori-
ties. It helps planners identify additional
opportunities to reduce operating costs and
increase ridership systematically, and sug-
gests how those opportunities can be incor-
porated into existing plans.

Beginning the Process:

A Strategic Diagnostic Engagement

A region does not need to commit at the
outset to a complete multiyear AUV pro-
cess. A practical first engagement is a fo-
cused Strategic Diagnostic Assessment de-
signed to establish whether the methodol-
ogy can add enough value to justify pro-
ceeding. The assessment would bring to-
gether executive leadership, modelers,
planners, operators, and selected outside
participants to examine a limited set of con-
sequential questions.

The scope would be developed jointly
around the region’s most pressing planning
questions, upcoming decisions, and availa-
ble staff capacity. Beyond system-wide
analysis, it can also focus on a limited geog-
raphy, a set of proposed investments, or a
particular challenge involving ridership,
operating costs, or network performance.

The initial work would map current
transit-to-auto competitiveness, construct
carefully chosen dummy networks, stress-
test relevant model components, examine
operating-cost assumptions, and use ex-
ploratory simulations to make model be-
havior visible. The immediate deliverable
would not be a competing plan; it would be
a shared diagnostic: what the existing tools
reveal, where additional evidence is needed,
which questions merit market research, and
what improvements to the analytical frame-
work could materially change the region's
ability to evaluate its existing plan and fu-
ture strategies.

The assessment would also identify po-
tentially consequential opportunities re-
vealed by the initial work, the additional ev-
idence needed to evaluate them, and recom-
mended next steps. Executive leadership
and the board would thereby gain a con-
crete basis for deciding whether—and
where—further exploration would be
worthwhile.

If the diagnostic demonstrates real
value, the region can then proceed to deeper
market research, analytical improvement,
and the subsequent learning processes. The
first engagement therefore follows the same
principle as AUV itself: learn first, then de-
cide. The advisor brings the cross-discipli-
nary framework and experience needed to
guide the process; the region's own partici-
pants develop the knowledge, evaluate the
implications, and ultimately own the strate-
gies that emerge. W

Want to know more?

Please contact us at:
infoQurbanvisioning.com

www.urbanvisioning.com



