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OVERALL PURPOSE:

Past research has documented the importance of communicating with commuters regarding both planning for construction projects and the actual construction of the project.  The synergistic power of multiple projects that are happening in the immediate future in Northern Virginia makes effective communications an imperative.  This research is designed to understand the role and most effective use of the newly developed transportation and traffic communications tool – 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia – for communicating with commuters during this construction and helping them to navigate through Northern Virginia most effectively during this period of major construction.
OBJECTIVES OF RESEARCH:
· Explore how commuters in Northern Virginia currently view upcoming construction projects, including:
· The extent of their awareness
· The type of information they have about the projects
· How they anticipate the projects might impact their commutes
· Identify and understand the type of information they will need to best navigate through the area during construction
· Identify where they expect to find that information

· Understand where they currently obtain commute information

· Understand why they use these sources
· Understand what they like and dislike about these sources

· Understand their willingness to utilize 511 – the Web site and telephone – for this information
· Identify the conditions under which they would use 511 for construction/ traffic information

· Identify and understand what information they would expect to find at 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia
· Understand the extent to which commuters expect to find information for multiple construction projects at the same source
· Identify what appeals to them about this idea
· Understand what they do not like about this idea
· Understand the extent to which they would use an internet site (especially 511) as a portal to construction information
· Identify and understand how they intuitively define or categorize information about construction projects that impact their commute
· Understand how easy or difficult it is for commuters to use (online) 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia, including their response to the organization of the Web site, the intuitive nature of its organization, its functionality, and ease of use of instructions
METHODOLOGY:

	Mode of Data Collection
	Focus groups and one-on-one interviews

	Completed Interviews
	2 focus groups and 8 one-on-one interviews

	Survey Population
	A precise “screener” was used for recruiting respondents.  It was designed to ensure that only “qualified” respondents were included in the research and to ensure that respondents included a “mix” of:

· Routes traveled on regular commutes

· Age

· Gender

· Occupation

· Education

· Income

· Race/ethnicity

	Survey Instrument
	Discussion guide, Interview guide

	Criteria for Participation
	· Had to commute regularly to work during peak hours

· Had to commute in at least one of the areas that will be impacted by construction
· Could drive alone on commute or use an alternate mode of transportation such as carpool, vanpool, or transit – or some combination of modes


SELECTED KEY FINDINGS:

Managing the Daily Commute
· Northern Virginia commuters plan their commutes – at least to the extent that they “check” travel and traffic conditions prior to their departure.

· Commuters in Northern Virginia actively seek ways to improve their commutes or to find ways that manage the time or stress of their commutes.  
· Commuters in Northern Virginia often recognize and express concern about the stress and strain of their commutes.   
· Northern Virginia commuters rely on various sources of information about travel and commuting options and conditions.  However, their frame of reference is for the immediate timeframe rather than long term conditions.  

· Of particular importance to commuters is real time information.  A criticism of the sources of information that commuters currently use for their daily commutes, especially the radio, is the lack of up-to-date, current information.

· Consistent with quantitative research, WTOP appears to be a source of traffic and travel information that commuters use regularly.  Respondents also mentioned listening to the Washington, DC, area traffic channel on XM or satellite radio.  Morning television traffic reports are also important sources of information for commuters.

· Respondents mentioned that they would like information about alternate routes – but they seldom seemed to receive this information.  In addition to just knowing that there is an accident or incident, the information is made more valuable if alternate route information is provided.

· Information about the “cause” of accidents or incidents would also be useful.  
Response to 511
· Only a few respondents in the research had heard of 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia, and even fewer had used it.  

· Adoption of 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia would not occur automatically.  Commuters would “test” or try it.  If it proves helpful and trustworthy, they would use it.  If it is not helpful or trustworthy – or not better than other sources they use – commuters would likely reject and criticize 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia.

· Using 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia on a regular basis would need to be developed as and made part of a commute “habit” to be most valuable.  Commuters are more likely to use the service when leaving work rather than leaving their house in the morning.

· Regular commute routes in Northern Virginia include more than just Virginia. Commuters often travel regularly to Washington, DC, and Maryland.  511 Virginia/511 Northern Virginia should include travel and traffic information about these nearby localities. 
· The ultimate benefit of 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia is the time it could potentially save commuters.  
· SOVers and ridesharers seem to have different needs in terms of transportation, travel and commuter information.  Ridesharers may have less daily need for 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia.  SOVers, on the other hand, need daily information about traffic and travel conditions – sometimes even several times a day.
Construction Projects and Need for Construction Information
· Research respondents struggled to recall specific road construction projects, both ongoing projects and new or planned projects.   While most seemed to have heard of the Dulles Corridor Metrorail Project, they knew few specific details and seemed not to know when construction would begin.
· Commuters anticipate that travel and traffic information will become even more important to them during times of construction.  They anticipate the need for two different types of information during times of construction:  information that has a direct impact on their daily commute and overall information about a specific construction project as a whole.   

· Commuters want and would use information about construction that impacts their daily commute, such as lane closures.  

· In addition to information about how construction would impact their commute on a specific day and time, commuters also express a need for information about the project overall, particularly in regard to the outcome of the project.
Successfully Communicating Construction Information

· Including construction information on 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia seems like a “natural” fit to commuters – for both major and smaller construction projects.  
· Preconceived ideas or perceptions of what is or should be included on 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia are fairly low. Commuters must be “educated” about what information they can find at the Web site – including construction information.

· Commuters envision two Web sites for communicating construction information.  In this regard, the differentiation commuters make between information about the impact of construction on their daily commute and general information about the overall construction project is important.  511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia would be used for information that impacts the daily commute, such as lane closures, real-time updates, traffic delays – and construction information.  A Web site for a specific construction project would provide overall project information, such as history of the project, design of the project, expected outcomes, and so forth.  While both sites would provide important information, commuters do not want the information that impacts their daily commutes to be “bogged down” by other types of construction information. Construction information should be easy to access and quick to load.  The construction information that impacts their daily commutes such things as:
· Lane closures

· Traffic delays

· Alternate routes

· Estimated travel times 
· Construction activities

· An attractive option for commuters is to be able to “customize” the information that they receive or access via 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia to focus specifically on how a construction project would impact their commute.  Receiving information – through emails or text messages or on their “My 511 Control Room” – is an efficient and easy solution.

· Commuters are so convinced that construction information should be a part of 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia that they believe it is a glaring omission from the current configuration of the Web site.
Searching on the Internet

· There appears to be no one source or internet site that provides all the information that commuters need to manage their commutes nor one source that they currently think of for construction information.  Additionally, there is not one word or phrase that commuters would use consistently to search for construction information that relates to their commute.  

· Similarly, a variety of different words, phrases and names would guide “searches” for construction information and updates, including Northern Virginia Construction Planning, Fairfax County Road Development, Fairfax County Urban Planning, urban planning, construction, and so forth.

· Commuters are particularly receptive to receiving construction information via online traffic cameras.
· Commuters express a preference for various means of communication.  Some prefer accessing information online.  Others mention their reliance on their cell phone.  Still others express a dependence on their Blackberry.

511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia Web Site Usability Issues

· Respondents expressed a certain amount of frustration regarding the slowness of the site, particularly in regard to the loading of the cameras.  Not all of the functions on the site are intuitive, and commuters are not willing to spend more than a few minutes trying to figure out the functions on their own before moving on and announcing that the 511 Web site does not work properly.
· The “Select A Region” function is confusing to users.  They do not even recognize that they need to set it.  When they cannot get the information they need because they have not selected Northern Virginia, they become frustrated and critical of the Web site.  
· “Road Conditions” is an important function for Northern Virginia commuters.  They expect it to provide precise information and “up-to-the-minute” updates.  Some commuters would find the label “Traffic Conditions” more helpful than “Road Conditions.”   
· The “Trip Planning” section fares well against other sites that commuters are familiar with.  But, there are opportunities to improve the function.  In particular, the lack of clear instructions regarding how to input trip information is quite confusing.  Commuters are often uncertain regarding how to use this function and sometimes abandon it out of frustration.  
· Respondents struggled with the Traffic Cameras portion of the site.  They tended to want to click the cameras instead of mousing over.  This often locked the screen.  Also, Northern Virginia commuters have high expectations of the quality of imagery available from the Traffic Cameras.  The pictures on 511 were too small and often not aimed most efficiently.  Additionally, respondents experienced some difficulties getting the Traffic Cameras to the precise location they wanted.

· “My 511 Control” is an appealing function of 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia because it gives commuters the opportunity to personalize or customize the information they receive.  But, with its current configuration, “My 511 Control Room” is difficult to use and prevents commuters from taking advantage of the benefits it offers.  
· Northern Virginia commuters appreciate having weather information on the same site as traffic and like the simplicity of the “Weather” section.  However, they would benefit from more detailed and in-depth weather information than is currently available on 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia.  
· Commuters appreciate having “emergency” information on 511 Virginia and 511 Northern Virginia, such as the hurricane information on the demonstration site.  Due to its placement and small size, respondents often did not notice this information.  
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