
Historically, engineering
considerations such as
increasing the flow of cars
have dictated the design of
our transportation systems.
While a focus on standard-
ization and safety has had

benefits, the accompany-
ing rigid design standards
for roads and top-down
decision making processes
have tied the hands of
transportation agencies in
addressing other consider-

ations —
whether it is
safety of
pedestrians,
the impact
on the nat-
ural envi-
ronment, or
consistency
with the
design of
the local
community. 

The results
are plain to
see. Arterial
streets have
become
dividing
lines in
communi-
ties. With
public tran-

sit inaccessible in many
areas, residents — espe-
cially young and elderly —
are unable to travel safely
anywhere without a car.
Aesthetic and scenic con-
cerns are sacrificed for car-
centric design, and com-
mon streetscapes have no
relation to the surround-
ing community. Residents
fight necessary transporta-
tion improvements
because their concerns
about the local environ-
ment and development
patterns are not being
addressed. Design stan-
dards, pursued in the
name of public safety, are
jeopardizing the public by
creating un-walkable and
transit-deficient communi-
ties. In addition, the lack
of connections at the
neighborhood level pool
traffic onto arterials, lead-
ing to greater traffic con-
gestion, pollution, and
frustration by drivers.
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Background

Designers constantly strive to make things better – more functional, efficient, attractive, con-

venient, and cost-effective, among other aims. As their imaginations become reality, our

everyday lives evolve, including how we move about. In recent decades, transportation design

innovations have resulted in new systems for collecting tolls, timing traffic lights, and improving

automotive fuel efficiency. Yet road design has been remarkably consistent over the past 50 years.

This Issue Brief highlights how to improve transportation design.

A major arterial for Chicago-area drivers, Lake Shore Drive

(facing north) provides access to the lake, museums, and

Chicago neighborhoods but does not meet typical design

standards.

Contact information.....

Peter Skosey

VP of External Relations

312.863.6004 

312.922.5619 (fax)

pskosey@metroplanning.org

www.metroplanning.org



Transportation • Issue Brief PG 2

Transportation projects
around the nation, as well
as in the Chicago region,
have increasingly become
the focal points of orga-
nized community action.
This is something that
reflects not only a growing
local-level dissatisfaction
with the standard tenets of
transportation design —
wider, faster, and straighter
— but also an increased
regional interest in the
relationship between trans-
portation decisions and
urban or suburban devel-
opment patterns. 

Due in part to this dissatis-
faction, those responsible
for creating and maintain-
ing transportation infra-
structure are embracing a
new project philosophy to
ensure that transportation
projects are “context sensi-
tive.” This movement rec-
ognizes that the value of a
transit line or road goes
beyond the individual dri-
ver. Rather, transportation
facilities have significant
economic, environmental,
and community impacts
that deserve consideration
early on in the decision-
making process.

In Illinois, the passage in
2004 of Public Act 093-
0545 requires the Ill. Dept.
of Transportation (IDOT)
to include broader consid-
erations in its project deci-
sion-making. IDOT has
developed a set of policies
for how “context sensitive
solutions” can be achieved
through a fresh approach

that connects transporta-
tion project planning to
land use goals in Illinois.
It promises change that
will serve citizens and local
communities far better
through flexibility and
improved design. 

What are Context
Sensitive Solutions?
The Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA)
defines context sensitive
solutions as a “collabora-
tive, interdisciplinary
approach that involves all
stakeholders to develop a
transportation facility that
fits the physical setting;
preserves scenic, aesthetic,
historic and environmental
resources; and maintains
safety and mobility.”2 

Achieving context sensitivi-
ty in transportation pro-
jects is not a new idea, and
has been promoted by the
federal government for
many years. Many trace the
roots of context-sensitivity
back to the National
Environmental Protection
Act (NEPA) of 1969, legis-
lation that continues to
have a significant impact
on how transportation pro-
jects interact with their
surrounding environ-
ments.3

Beginning with the
Intermodal Surface
Transportation Efficiency
Act (ISTEA) in 1991, and
continuing in subsequent
transportation legislation,
context sensitive design
has been more directly

addressed at the federal
level. These bills relaxed
broad engineering and
design rules for federally
funded projects, and
allowed states to create
their own rules for trans-
portation design both on
and off of the national
highway system.

Additionally, in the late
1990s, FHWA begin to
advocate that greater
weight be given to natural,
environmental, pedestrian,
and scenic considerations
throughout the project
development process.4

Professional organizations
such as the American
Association of State and
Highway Transportation
Officials (AASHTO) began
creating standards for
accommodating bicycle
and pedestrian traffic.
Meanwhile, the federal
Transportation
Enhancements program
set aside money for pro-
jects that addressed bicy-
cle, pedestrian, scenic, or
historical preservation
concerns.5

As the federal government
began allowing flexibility
within design standards
and helping provide the
technical and financial
resources for more context
sensitive design, many
state DOTs have instituted
more flexible design stan-
dards. They have placed a
priority on how a truly
“context sensitive” design
must be the result of a
process where the needs of

CONTEXT SENSITIVE

DESIGN

Context sensitive

design asks questions

first about the need

and purpose of the

transportation project,

and then equally

addresses safety,

mobility, and the

preservation of

scenic, aesthetic, his-

toric, environmental,

and other community

values.1
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the surrounding commu-
nity are consulted early on.
The term “context sensi-
tive solutions” (CSS) was
coined with the recogni-
tion that an inclusive
process, which satisfies
local communities, is as
much part of the goal as
the final design.6

Context sensitivity brings
together many perspec-

tives. For some, CSS is a
method that accommo-
dates multiple modes of
travel (motorists, cyclists,
pedestrians, transit vehi-
cles). For others, CSS is
about addressing how
transportation corridors
shape land use patterns.
For yet others, CSS is a
public involvement strate-
gy that moves beyond pub-
lic relations and finds
meaningful ways for citi-
zens to give input on all
phases of a transportation
project. 

A successful CSS process
should consider all of
these factors and more,
making sure to balance
them with the safety,
mobility, and accessibility
needs that transportation
projects traditionally serve.
This entails a shift in
approach: from the
myopic “curb-to-curb” con-
sideration of a project, to
an “outside-in” approach,

where the context is con-
sidered from the begin-
ning and drives the result-
ing design. 

State DOT initiatives
The relaxation of federal
rules regarding the nation-
al highway system opened
up new flexibility for states
in their design guidelines,
and prodded them to con-
sider a balanced set of
environmental, communi-
ty, and transportation
needs. Starting in the mid-
1990s, a number of states
have taken the lead in
developing CSS policies.

• Connecticut: The
Connecticut Dept. of
Transportation has pro-
moted context sensitive
design through statewide
awareness training, train-
ing courses for its man-
agers, and development
of an ongoing training
course for engineers
through collaboration
with the University of
Connecticut's Engineer-
ing Department.

• Minnesota: CSS became
part of the state’s ongo-
ing effort to involve the
public in every stage of
transportation decision-
making.7

• New York State: The
DOT matched context-
sensitivity with their
statewide Environmental
Initiative, to make the
environmental review
process more effective,
and provide environmen-

This entails a shift in

approach: from the

myopic “curb-to-curb”

consideration of a

project, to an “outside-

in” approach, where

the context is consid-

ered from the begin-

ning and drives the

resulting design. 

Benefits of Context
Sensitive Solutions 

Projects respect their place.
Understanding the context of a pro-
ject early on can reap many bene-
fits, including: protecting environ-
mental assets, enhancing the attrac-
tiveness of a community, and build-
ing community support.

CSS is cost-efficient. A true CSS
process encourages appropriate
expenditures of resources at appro-
priate times and offers the most
cost-effective approach because it
addresses the problems before they
become costly mistakes. This avoids
the “rework” cycle evident in so
many large transportation projects,
when projects need to be
redesigned because they did not fit
well the first time.

CSS is more people friendly. It is
responsive to the neighborhood
need rather than imposing top-
down rules.

CSS creates partnerships
between the community and
design experts. CSS sets the stage
for positive interaction between the
community and IDOT (or trans-
portation providers), making sure
that the technical design compo-
nents address the public’s needs
and forming partnerships that facili-
tate implementation.

CSS has lasting results. Adding
CSS to the design process will
result in more pleasing, publicly
supported transportation project
and design excellence.
Incorporating its tenets through con-
struction and maintenance ensures
continuing public approval.

During the recent Lake Shore Drive reconstruction, IDOT upgraded

bridges and underpasses that provide access to the lakefront and parks,

making the design more people-friendly.
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tal enhancements such as
streetscaping, plantings,
and bikeways as part of
transportation projects. 

• Maryland: The Maryland
Dept. of Transportation
State Highway
Administration has devel-
oped a “Thinking
Beyond the Pavement”
strategic plan to guide
implementation, con-
ducted charrettes to
identify project develop-
ment process strengths,

designed a project evalu-
ation instrument, and
established teams to
review and implement
project improvement
strategies. 

• Washington: The DOT is
focusing its commitment
to context sensitivity
around a community
partnership initiative
called “Vibrant
Communities.”8

During the 1990s, the
FHWA and AASHTO
began working with select-
ed state DOTs on a pilot
project to create flexible
design criteria that inte-
grate safety, environmen-
tal, scenic, historic, com-
munity, and preservation
concerns. In Maryland,
Connecticut, Kentucky,
Minnesota, Utah, and a
growing number of other
states, agencies have come
to recognize that respect-
ing context sensitivity is a
key part of fulfilling their
missions. 

Although some state and
federal transportation
agencies have led the way
in developing CSS policy,
the practice of being “con-
text sensitive” routinely
happens at the local level.
The potential for CSS is
especially important for
county or municipal gov-
ernments, who have the
ability to directly coordi-
nate their transportation
investments with other
land use and planning ini-
tiatives. 

A recently published
review of best practices9

from these early adopters
shows there have been
shared experiences across
states. One key lesson is
that CSS cannot work as a
project add-on — it must
be an integral part of the
agency’s project-delivery
process. 

There are three key
aspects that CSS should
deliver: 

1. Effective decision mak-
ing and implementa-
tion; 

2. Outcomes that reflect
community values and
are sensitive to environ-
mental resources; and 

3. Solutions that are safe
and financially feasible.

CSS in Illinois
Most of these concepts are
not entirely new for IDOT,
but the agency has not
applied a consistent
method for accomplishing
context sensitivity in all of
its projects. Without a real
commitment to CSS, local
opposition to new and
expanded transportation

projects tends to surface
early on.  If CSS is to be
successful throughout the
state, IDOT’s priorities
need to be aligned with a
regional vision and long-
range plan.  During the
early stage of planning,
IDOT must balance local
planning objectives with
system-level needs.

Opposition can also arise
to a particular project
once initial designs have
been revealed. This hap-
pens when the right stake-
holders are not involved
from the beginning of the
planning and design
process, when viable, com-
munity-inspired alterna-
tives are not considered,
and when local issues are
not addressed. Sometimes
— due to public and legal
challenges — projects are
delayed for years at a great
cost or even abandoned
without the existing trans-
portation need ever being
met. 

New state CSS legislation
requires IDOT to be more
flexible in the design of
projects and encourage
community input in its
transportation decision-
making process. Once the
state develops a CSS policy,
implementation will be
dependent upon strong
commitment and leader-
ship throughout state gov-
ernment, and most impor-
tantly, fundamental
changes to the way IDOT
has traditionally done
roadway planning. It will

Founded in 1934, the

Metropolitan Planning Council

(MPC) is a nonprofit, nonparti-

san group of business and civic

leaders committed to serving

the public interest through the

promotion and implementation

of sensible planning and devel-

opment policies necessary for

a world-class Chicago region.

MPC conducts policy analysis,

outreach and advocacy in part-

nership with public officials

and community leaders to

improve equity of opportunity

and quality of life throughout

metropolitan Chicago.

CSS cannot work as a

project add-on — it

must be an integral

part of the agency’s

project-delivery

process.
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require a stronger empha-
sis on the stakeholder, pro-
ject  process, design flexi-
bility, and institutional
commitment.

Three Steps for
Successful CSS
Implementation
Step 1: Involve the com-
munity when project plan-
ning begins 
It is critical to analyze the
planning and design
process. For CSS to work,
the community’s involve-
ment in and knowledge of
IDOT’s project must begin
early when needs are
being defined, continue
through the end of project
construction, and include
feedback on results. The
process needs to be con-
ducted in partnership with
local officials and commu-
nity leaders, and projects
should be consistent with
the goals identified
through local planning
efforts. The process also
needs to be guided by mul-
tidisciplinary teams that
can address the many
aspects and impacts of a

transportation project,
from engineering and
landscape architecture, to
public involvement, transit
considerations, and envi-
ronmental stewardship.

Proper community involve-
ment and consideration of
social, economic, and envi-
ronmental impacts will
help ensure that a trans-
portation project is safer
and more efficient for
users, but also in harmony
with the surroundings. In
addition, effective public
involvement fosters a sense
of ownership from citizens.
At the same time, it is
important to remember
that well-thought out com-
munity involvement
processes will not necessar-
ily please everyone. It is
about moving beyond the
top-down public relations
efforts and implementing
an effective, clear and
open decision-making
process that works through
competing needs and
arrives at a consensus solu-
tion. 

Step 2: Encourage multi-
modal, environmentally
sensitive designs
The design guidelines at
IDOT must encourage
innovative solutions to
transportation needs. This
involves a less rigid adher-
ence, when warranted, to
some of the “age-old rules”
of transportation design,
which may not be appro-
priate in local situations, as
well as recognition that
major transportation pro-
jects offer opportunities
for broader community
improvement. 

Roadway design guide-
lines, such AASHTO‘s
Green Book, offer a set of
geometric ranges for pro-
jects, respecting the fact
that different projects will
have different priorities.
Typically, transportation
designers gravitate toward
the higher, more conserva-
tive end of these ranges. 

One example is the design
speed of a road, or the
speed at which a driver
can safely travel. Using
such aspects as a road’s
straightness and lane
width, it is recommended
practice to require mini-
mum design speeds that
are higher than the posted
speed limit.  These
requirements dictate spe-
cific design elements
regardless of context (e.g.,
a pedestrian-oriented main
street). Because operating
speeds will tend to con-
form to design speed, a
high percentage of drivers

The public is demanding
Context Sensitive Solutions

The CSS approach has gained
popularity for a number of practi-
cal reasons. 

Increasing public discontent.
Over the past few decades, public
opposition to roadway construction
projects has grown dramatically,
leading to many projects being
delayed or abandoned altogether.
At the same time, citizens have
demanded an increasing amount of
government accountability.

Growing objection to the rigidity
of design standards. Interest
groups and public officials have
recognized that existing standards
value engineering considerations
over broader community goals,
and make it difficult for states and
localities to make even minor
changes to their transportation
facilities.

CSS support from FHWA. Support
from the federal government for
CSS includes publishing “best prac-
tice” guides, sponsoring
training/conferences, and includ-
ing context sensitivity and public
participation in drafting federal
transportation legislation.

Shift in transportation, public
focus. As the focus of transporta-
tion systems — especially highways
— has shifted away from creating
new infrastructure to maintaining
and upgrading the existing system,
public attention has also shifted to
how to enhance the existing sys-
tem. Local projects are also often
under more pressure today to incor-
porate pedestrian, bicycle, and
mass transit synergy into the trans-
portation landscape. 

The renovated intersection at Lake Shore Drive and 55th Street now

features an underpass for pedestrian and cyclists to access the lake-

front.



Considering community
needs early on in trans-
portation projects increases
the probability that innova-
tive design elements will
add amenities for the local
community. A great exam-
ple of this is the recent
Lake Shore Drive recon-
struction work on
Chicago’s South Side, a
collaborative project of
IDOT, the City of Chicago,
and the Chicago Park
District. 

In 1965, IDOT planned
what was for them a typical
project: making the Drive
wider, straighter, and faster

to accommodate increased
demand. In the process,
many of the natural fea-
tures of the lakefront parks
were sacrificed, and the
residential communities’
access to the lake was
severely limited. Public
opposition was loud and
forced the agency to scrap
initial plans. The end result
was a project that took
much more time and creat-
ed a persistent distrust of
IDOT by the community. 

In 2000, IDOT was again
leading a major upgrade to
this section of the state
highway.  But instead of

just focusing on increasing
roadway capacity, the
agency placed a preference
on improving its opera-
tional efficiency. By part-
nering with community
groups, IDOT was able to
address lingering problems
that residents had recog-
nized for years: not enough
pedestrian and bicycle
access points to the lake,
and poor integration of the
road with its natural setting
along the lakefront park
system.

In addition to improving
operational efficiency and
public safety, IDOT

upgraded the bridges and
underpasses that provide
access to the lakefront and
parks, and added more nat-
ural landscaping to let the
highway “blend in” better
with its surroundings. In
the end, the project was a
tremendous success — for
the community, because its
ideas were incorporated
into the process, and for
IDOT, because the public
embraced the reconstruc-
tion as a physical enhance-
ment to their community. 

exceeding the speed limit
would suggest a higher
speed limit, which would
suggest a higher future
design speed, and so on.10

IDOT now has an opportu-
nity to review its design
guidelines in light of such
conflicts, and determine
when exceptions should be
allowed. These guidelines
may not be particularly
inappropriate for roadways
through residential neigh-
borhoods, where students
may be prevented from
walking to school due to
poorly designed paved
roads.

IDOT must also find ways
to encourage innovative
design concepts that make
projects more environmen-
tally sensitive, address
multi-modal concerns, and
enhance the assets of a
community. Many states

have programs that man-
date or encourage natural
landscaping and conserva-
tion in rural or scenic set-
tings. There are design
guides on bicycle and
pedestrian access, as well
as methods for traffic
calming in Main Street
and neighborhood set-
tings. Such programs and
guidelines can go a long
way toward encouraging a
fresh approach to design
rules.

Step 3:  Statewide imple-
mentation of policies that
enforce CSS
While IDOT has taken the
first steps toward develop-
ing a statewide CSS policy,
including demonstrating
this concept in various
projects around the state,
a long-term commitment
to CSS will require a philo-
sophical change in road-
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The Lake Shore Drive reconstruction work on Chicago’s South Side is a

prime example of applying context sensitive design principles.

South Lake Shore Drive: Community input drives design changes
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Scenic, environmental, and community considerations were recognized

as important when planning consultants designed Peck Road in Kane

County, with more intense development allowed to the east.

A prime example of innov-
ative local transportation
design has been achieved
by Kane County’s work on
the Peck Road corridor, a
north-south rural road west
of St. Charles, Geneva, and
Batavia. By 1990, the pat-
tern of growth approach-
ing the Peck Road corri-
dor, just over a mile to the
west of Randall Road,
seemed destined to turn it
from a two-lane, rural road
into another sprawling
arterial. At the time, the
county designated Peck
Road as a highway, with the
idea that it would become
a main north-south route.
The land directly east of
the road, formerly agricul-
tural, was mostly slated for
development. 

Scenic, environmental, and
community considerations
were recognized as impor-

tant. Rather than simply
sending a road-widening
project to engineers, the
county hired a planning
consultant to study the
existing corridor. The
result was a set of recom-
mendations that empha-
sized preserving the rural
and scenic nature of the
areas west of Peck Road,
which included existing
open space, the Mill Creek
watershed, and a number
of historic farmsteads. 

The study was well received
by county and municipal
officials, which shifted the
focus to thinking about
how the county could have
a road that functioned bet-
ter but still preserved some
of the area’s rural and
scenic attributes. 

According to Phil Bus,
Kane County development

director, the key was com-
pleting the plan — which
suggested preserving open
space, creating a dedicated
bicycle path, and monitor-
ing the ways that develop-
ment interacted with the
road — and then getting
support from the adjacent
municipalities. In particu-
lar, the City of Geneva
embraced the plan, and
made a decision to stop the
growth of its city bound-
aries at Peck Road, leaving
the areas to the west rural.
Likewise, Kane County’s
Comprehensive Land Use
Strategy map shows Peck
Road as a dividing line
between the “urban areas”
to the east and the “critical
growth areas” to the west,
with preserved open space
tracts, especially along Mill
Creek. 

Another key recommenda-
tion was having houses that
faced the road — with dri-
veways — rather than the
typical subdivision develop-
ment that turns its back to
the road. “Our purpose was
to have a road that could
carry more traffic,” he
explained, “but with houses
that front it rather than
backyard stockade fences.”

These, and other recom-
mendations, went against
many of the “rules” of
highway design, and faced
resistance from some trans-
portation professionals.
Bus said that successfully
accomplishing a different
design along Peck Road —
one that did not follow the
traditional rules of expand-
ing to meet demand — has
changed the outlook of
some of those engineers.  

Peck Road Corridor in Kane County: Considering an entire corridor’s transportation and land use

way design within all gov-
ernment agencies and at
all levels within IDOT. This
commitment must include
internal policies that
ensure context sensitivity is
incorporated into all pro-
jects, and a set of perfor-
mance measures — for
staff as well as projects —
to assess the ability of pro-
ject managers to deliver
design solutions that satisfy
the needs of communities
and to evaluate progress.

In following IDOT’s lead,
regional, county, and local
level transportation infra-

structure planning should
also adhere to CSS poli-
cies. This signifies the
importance of a truly con-
nected transportation sys-
tem and better coordinat-
ed transportation and land
use plans.  

The Illinois State Toll
Highway Authority’s long-
range plan, Open Roads for
a Faster Future (2004), lists
the establishment of corri-
dor planning councils as
one of its five major goals,
citing the need to
“strengthen the partner-
ship between the Tollway



and communities it serves
… [and] improve mobility
for communities served by
the Tollway through a
revamped interchange pol-
icy, intermodalism and
context-sensitive improve-
ments such as sound walls
and bike paths.” The forth-
coming extension of
Interstate 355 is an oppor-
tunity to put CSS into
practice by giving all
involved parties an oppor-
tunity to be a part of the
planning, design, and
implementation of this
project, as well as ensuring
that it will meet the need
of the community and fits
within the context of its
surroundings. 

And, it is not just IDOT or
the Toll Authority that can
make a difference.  Local
planning for interconnect-
ed streets, mixed uses,
community-wide pedestri-
an and bicycle plans, and
transit-friendly develop-

ment are absolutely crucial
in creating the context in
which transportation pro-
jects are designed.
Transportation design can
become far more people
friendly, just as so many
other consumer products
have improved their
design.
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