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Background 
Technology-driven transportation innovation is increasingly creating solutions relevant to communities 
and filling gaps in existing transportation infrastructure and services. The field is growing exponentially, 
allowing for better public engagement, more comprehensive data analysis, transportation efficiencies, 
increased ridership and improved passenger experience. The recent Brookings report, "The Rise of 
Innovation Districts," cites transit and technology as key drivers of innovation.1 Using technology, city 
leaders and transportation agencies are supporting new services and ideas, and community members 
are increasingly contributing to the conversation through mobile devices. This rapid evolution in 
mobility is aided both by small technology startups and giant powerhouses like Google. More than ever 
before, technology creates an urgent need for smart, agile planning to keep up with changes and 
harness the potential for innovation, and ensure that all community members benefit.  

The purpose of this memo is to examine the state of practice of technology innovation in transportation, 
and present areas of importance for philanthropic involvement. Technology itself cannot solve a city’s 
transportation and equity problems, but strategic application of technological solutions can set the 
stage.2 This memo is part of a year-long “Transportation Transformation Project” undertaken by MZ 
Strategies in coordination with The Funders’ Network for Smart Growth and Livable Communities (TFN) 
and funded by the Ford, Surdna and Rockefeller Foundations, and TransitCenter. The project seeks to 
accelerate transportation-related reforms in regions through improved understanding of the key 
ingredients that comprise the “Pathway to Reform.” 

Between April - October, 2014, the MZ Strategies team (lead by Patricia Happ) conducted interviews 
with a number of leading transportation technology experts from the public, private and non-profit 
sector to better understand how they were using technology to push for transportation-related reforms; 
what concerns they faced or saw on the horizon; and where they felt that advocates and philanthropy 
could engage more deeply. This memo summarizes the key findings from these interviews and provides 
a preliminary snapshot of the current state of the field. The Transportation Transformation project does 
not have a strong focus on technology, but it was an issue that continued to rise in talking with those 
working on locally-focused and market-based reforms. It is an area ripe for discussion and more 
research.  

The Role of Philanthropy and Areas of Opportunity and Need 
Philanthropy provides a crucial link in supporting transportation innovation by supporting openness and 
leveling the playing field between private sector companies, government agencies, third party software 

1 Katz, Bruce and Wagner, Julie. The Rise of Innovation Districts. 2014. 
http://www.brookings.edu/about/programs/metro/innovation-districts 
2 Young, Darryl. Summit Foundation. Telephone interview 12 August 2014. 

                                                           



developers and members of the community. In the following discussion of key transportation 
technology issues and trends in the public and private sector, items are organized based upon where 
philanthropic involvement can have the greatest impact to foster greater transportation innovation. 

Tech Priorities for Philanthropic Engagement  

1) Build the Field: Transportation technologies are exploding on the market place and being tested by 
public agencies across the country. Censors including phones and cameras are gathering millions of 
data points every minute, and big data companies are mining this information to build solutions and 
make a profit. No longer are we satisfied with yearly census travel counts when instantaneous travel 
data and transportation services are available on smart phones. Advocates and public agencies are 
feeling excited, apprehensive and a bit overwhelmed.  
 
Philanthropy can play a critically important role to support efforts to share information on best 
practices, successful new technologies and their application to successful reform efforts, strategies to 
ensure public benefits are achieved through private sector applications or public-private partnership. 
Funding convenings, peer network and capacity building, research, and pilots are all areas where 
philanthropic support can help to build the field and hopefully sift through some of the “tech 
innovation” noise to identify cost-effective, equitable and adoptable solutions. 
 

2) Focus on Equity: While technology in the public and private sector can assist with transportation 
innovation, equity remains an area needing additional attention. Technological solutions are 
increasingly based on sensors and feedback from smart phones, yet low income residents and the 
elderly have significantly lower smart phone ownership rates than the rest of the population.3 This 
means that their input and issues may not be counted. Moreover, technology provides a means for 
public input for people who cannot provide input through public meetings, and many disadvantaged 
groups lack adequate access to or training in the use of computer or smart phone technology.  

Online public engagement is a growing area in innovative technologies for transportation 
innovation. Organizations like Open Plans and Mindmixer provide online outreach tools and mobile 
apps for community members to participate in the planning process remotely. Along with public 
input, these tools can measure efficacy of investments and reach populations who may not have 
time or resources to attend public meetings.  

3) Another area of equity concern is whether app-based car hire services promote or reduce hailing 
discrimination and redlining. The jury is still out as to whether these services like Uber and Lyft are 
actually expanding access or redlining poor communities4. Philanthropy can play an important role 
in fostering equitable technology-led transportation innovation and ensuring that all community 
members benefit. 

3 Smith, Aaron. “Smartphone Ownership 2013” Pew Research Internet Project. 5 June 2013. 
http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/06/05/smartphone-ownership-2013/ 
4 Townsend, Dr. Anthony. Data & Society Research Institute, NYU Rudin Center for Transportation. Telephone 
Interview 29 October 2014. 
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Philanthropy should focus on technology that allows input and participation from all residents, not 
just those who live in certain neighborhoods, or  can afford the latest or most expensive tools. 
Philanthropy could help community organizing groups to build their capacity to use these emerging 
technologies in the advocacy and outreach work they undertake.5  

4) Back Blogs, Social Media, and Community Connections: Blogs, social media, and online 
communications play a crucial role in spring boarding communication of new ideas in the 
transportation field.  Philanthropy is essential in supporting and disseminating information about 
demonstration projects to produce wider acceptance of ideas.6 For example, community groups 
across the country built low-cost temporary protected bike lanes and blogged and about them.7 This 
Green Lanes project was designed to create broader experience and acceptance of protected bike 
lanes across the country, and social media extended the reach to additional audiences. Philanthropic 
support was instrumental to creating Streetsblog – a powerful information and advocacy tool for 
both national and local transportation reform advocates. It has helped to increase understanding of 
complex policy initiatives, spotlight best practices, and support advocacy around projects and 
legislation. It is a terrific example of how social media, communications and blogging can impact and 
connect the transportation reform community.  

Another great local example is Mobility Lab -- an innovative organization dedicated to 
transportation demand management, and transit as an economic driver for the community. Funded 
by Arlington County and the State of Virginia, Mobility lab utilizes 80 bloggers and writers, as well as 
events like the monthly "Transportation Techies" group that comes together to showcase walk, bike, 
and transit apps and data visualization8. These hacker meetings form networking connections 
between disparate groups, which is an important ingredient for innovation.9  A final example also 
taken from the National Capital Region is Bacon’s Rebellion – a conservative blogger who has been 
supported by regional advocacy groups such as the Piedmont Environmental Council to provide 
more nuanced and targeted perspectives on regional smart growth issues. Given the region’s 
“purple” political profile, advocates observed that to have an influence on state and regional policy 
makers they needed to ensure that their message was not seen as only belonging to one party or 
ideology. In turn, Bacon’s Rebellion has been a critical voice for reaching suburban and conservative 
voters.  

Continued and expanded philanthropic support for communication efforts utilizing new technologies 
and mediums is a priority and yields important tangible and intangible results. Transportation is a 
very complex and wonky subject. Supporting those who can make it understandable, engaging and 
trigger broader media attention benefits the entire reform effort and also is of value to those 
working within specific communities or specific issues. The challenge of successfully (& succinctly) 

5 Young, Darryl. Summit Foundation. Telephone interview 12 August 2014. 
6 Young, Darryl. Summit Foundation. Telephone interview 12 August 2014. 
7Anderson, Michael. “The Summer of Demos: One-Way Protected Bike Lanes Sweep Across America.” 14 August 
2014.  http://www.peopleforbikes.org/blog/entry/the-summer-of-demos-one-day-protected-bike-lanes-sweep-
across-america 
8 Fairchild, Tom. Mobility Lab. Telephone interview 19 May 2014. 
9 ibid 
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crafting transportation reform messages that resonate with the public and media is a top priority 
expressed by many interviewed for this project.  

5) Promote Common Data Standards: Many cities have proprietary or individual standards for data, 
including valuable parking and traffic information. Creating common standards opens up the field 
for economies of scale in app creation.10 With common standards, mobile applications created for 
one region can be easily implemented in other cities or modes.  
 
This may be a policy area for non-profit organizations working on shared use mobility where 
philanthropic support can help to develop the field and create standards that could be implemented 
by private and public sector agencies across the US. 
 

6) Encourage Open data: Public access to open data, or information made available for other 
organizations' use, benefits both the city and its residents. Most regional and city agencies have 
open data for at least some of their transit organizations. Open data tracking sites like City-Go-
Round run by Walk Score are finding that agencies are increasingly releasing open data, and the 
space is evolving rapidly.11 Google Transit is now changing the trip-planning landscape by providing 
integrated services spanning both modes and regions. Google Transit promotes open data by 
providing free trip-planning via Google Maps for jurisdictions with open data. Google also recently 
acquired Waze, the traffic app that tracks drivers' speed and location through phone pings and 
shares data feeds with local governments12.  The burgeoning movement of "data philanthropy," 
whereby private companies like mobile phone companies share data with public sector 
organizations, could also help cities better understand travel patterns and transportation needs13. 
 
Releasing open data spurs third party vendors and hackers to build useful mobile transit apps at no 
cost to the city.14 For example, Capital Bikeshare’s open data is used by coders to create mobile 
apps to help riders by showing which stations have open bicycles or docks, and for bike share 
operators there are data visualization tools to help understand the most popular routes to plan for 
rebalancing efforts to ensure efficient service. Real-time transit tracking using open data has even 
been shown to attract new transit riders, and increasing satisfaction of existing transit users. A study 
of Chicago’s Bus Tracker App showed that the real-time bus tracking service actually increased 
transit mode share for its bus system. 15  Another study showed that transit apps that provide arrival 
times improve rider satisfaction and perception of public transportation.16   
 

10 Young, Darryl. Summit Foundation. Telephone interview 12 August 2014. 
11 Lerner, Matt. Walkscore. Telephone interview 5 May 2014. 
12 Olsen, Parmy. "Why Google's Waze Is Trading User Data With Local Governments" Forbes. 7 July 2014. 
13 Kirkpatrick, Robert. "A New Type of Philanthropy: Donating Data." 2013. http://blogs.hbr.org/2013/03/a-new-
type-of-philanthropy-don/ 
14 Jaffe, Eric. "Do Real-Time Updates Increase Transit Ridership?" 6 March 
2012  http://www.citylab.com/commute/2012/03/do-real-time-updates-increase-transit-ridership/1413/ 
15 Jaffe, Eric. "Do Real-Time Updates Increase Transit Ridership?" 6 March 
2012  http://www.citylab.com/commute/2012/03/do-real-time-updates-increase-transit-ridership/1413/ 
16 Jaffe, Eric. “3 Big-Time Benefits of Real-Time Transit Data.”15 August 2014. 
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Open data advocacy  may be something that philanthropy can support its grantees who are doing 
transportation-reform advocacy to include in their work with government to ensure that it is not 
overlooked. Philanthropy can also be supportive of sharing these emerging best practices and 
helping to make the linkage between open data, market innovation and public benefits including 
improved transparency and accountability.  
 

7) Fix Procurement: Government procurement stifles innovation by limiting technology contract 
awards to large, well-funded companies.17 Many cities have proprietary technology systems and 
procurement processes designed for large, multi-year projects. However, if governments change the 
way they buy technology to allow small entrepreneurs to compete, they could create an 
environment for demonstration projects and newcomers like small software firms to innovate, fail 
and eventually succeed. The recent work by LAANE and its Jobs to Move America campaign is a 
great example of this, and perhaps can be a model for thinking about how to tap into other 
transportation-related procurements beyond transit. Likewise, procurement could foster greater  
innovation if government presented the problem and allowed vendors the freedom to invent 
solutions to transportation problems18. Companies like CityMart assist cities with "problem-based 
procurement," or challenges designed to foster innovation. 
 
Philanthropy is learning about procurement innovation through its support of the LAANE campaign, 
and it may find that continued engagement in this arena can yield significant results. 

 
8) Embrace the Sharing Economy: Allowing use of excess capacity through use of the internet, called 

the Peer Economy or Collaborative Consumption, is growing exponentially. People are increasingly 
comfortable with sharing cars, houses, or possessions using peer-to-peer rating or review systems to 
build trust. In the transportation sharing arena, companies like RelayRides allow car owners to 
borrow cars from neighbors, and carpooling apps like Carma facilitate shared car space. The Sharing 
Economy can promote transit use by allowing residents to forgo car ownership, saves money and 
helps the environment by making use of excess capacity.19  

 
Philanthropy funded several non-profit bike and car share programs in cities like Buffalo, Oakland, 
Chicago and the Twin Cities. As the private market continues to expand, and companies like 
Enterprise are purchasing many of these smaller it would be instructive to see what market gaps 
may be created or accelerated, and whether or not this is an area that philanthropy should re-
engage.  
 

Tech Issues to Keep on the Radar 

17 Hebbert, Frank. Open Plans.org. Telephone Interview 21 May 2014. 
18 Townsend, Dr. Anthony. Data & Society Research Institute, NYU Rudin Center for Transportation. Telephone 
Interview 29 October 2014. 
19 Chase, Robin. Veniam Works, Founder of Zipcar. Telephone Interview 11 August 2014. 
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Free and Open Internet: Access to fast, reliable, affordable broadband is crucial to innovation, and 
philanthropy can play a role in leveling the playing field for civic transportation startups. Net neutrality is 
a concept whereby all data on the internet is treated equally and available to all users regardless of their 
ability to pay.20 Startups and innovators often operate on shoestring budgets and depend in open, 
inexpensive internet access. This accessible internet is currently in flux because in April 2014, the FCC 
proposed a two-tiered service model to create a system whereby internet service providers could 
charge more or prioritize access to web sites depending on their ability to pay. Allowing internet 
providers to prioritize content for profit favors the status quo, or well-funded and established 
companies. Innovation is stifled when small, innovative startups operating on shoestring budgets don’t 
have reliable, fast access to the internet. According to Zipcar Founder Robin Chase, the car share 
company could have never been founded if the two-tiered model was in place.21   

Promoting net neutrality can help cities support new startups and technologies, but is not seen as a 
priority issue to recommend for funder engagement (beyond those foundations who may already have 
an interest in data issues).  

Open Source: Open source software reduces development costs and lowers barriers to entry by allowing 
developers to build solutions without regard for hurdles involved with intellectual property rights. 
Companies like Red Hat and Open Street Maps provide open source software for any developer to 
create applications. This stimulates innovation because it reduces development cost and legal 
complications for small companies and individuals to build solutions. Using open source software, civic 
innovators can build solutions for problems they see in their own cities.  

These are interesting issues that do not require philanthropic involvement, but as foundations are 
supporting non-profit organizations who working to develop innovative software applications they 
should ensure that these tools are developed in an open source framework so that they can more readily, 
and affordability, be adapted and utilized by other regions.  

Public-private Innovation:  By providing tools for public agencies, private sector innovation is 
revolutionizing traditional travel behavior and transportation information such as traffic count analysis. 
Companies like Google and Strava are using their strengths for civic applications. While traditional traffic 
counting determines activity levels at a specific time and location, smart phone sensors can track entire 
routes and timing. The popular social fitness app Strava recently began selling bicycling data to cities for 
planning purposes. Thus far, planners have used the data to analyze bicycle facility usage and cycling 
behavior before and after installation of bike lanes, and even stop times at intersections.22 The datasets 
are owned by Strava, and not available as open data.  

App-based Car hire services: While their regulation, legality, and insurance issues are debated by states 
and cities, mobile app-based car hire services like Uber and Lyft are building a user base in cities around 
the world. Private transportation innovation like car hire can bridge gaps in the traditional public 
transportation network, potentially supporting transit by replacing or supplementing car ownership.23  

20 http://www.ocf.berkeley.edu/~raylin/whatisnetneutrality.htm 
21 Chase, Robin. Veniam Works, Founder of Zipcar. Telephone Interview 11 August 2014. 
22 Riordan, Brian. Strava. Telephone Interview 11 July 2014. 
23 Pasternack, Alex, and Mahfouda, David. “What Ridesharing Really is.” 26 June 2014 
http://www.nycacre.com/news/What%20Ridesharing%20Really%20Is 
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App-based car hire services use technology to bypass traditional taxi commission oversight by allowing 
riders and drivers to rate one another. According to former DC Planning Department official Karina 
Ricks, the DC taxi industry has resisted innovation for 25 years, and Uber "embraced technology, 
customer service, and introduced a service the city really needs." 24 Currently, companies are building 
policy and legislative support on a patchwork city-by-city or state-by-state basis, and there is 
opportunity to create a broader more consistent legal framework. Planners need to understand the 
effect of these services on public transit, and create avenues for mutual reinforcement. Uber and Lyft 
are present or planned in most of MZ Strategies' Emerging Innovation Regions.25   

Autonomous Vehicles: Autonomous vehicles will profoundly change transportation, creating efficiencies 
in ride sharing but potentially create traffic jams of unoccupied vehicles and promoting sprawl.26 
Although the technology and infrastructure are still being developed, cities need to be preemptively 
looking at the effects of new transportation innovations on congestion and the environment. Without a 
need for a driver, vehicles do not have to park between trips. For example, an autonomous vehicle could 
drop its rider at a meeting, then continuously circle the block until the rider is ready for the next 
destination. Driverless vehicles could also promote automobile use for short trips that would otherwise 
be taken on foot or bicycle, and induce sprawl because self-driving cars with internet connectivity would 
make long commutes efficient and palatable. Conversely, shared autonomous vehicles (SAVs) have the 
potential to create ridesharing efficiencies and reduce automobile use. SAVs could provide affordable 
ridesharing for areas not served by transit. To address the impact on planning, cities and philanthropy 
need to research policies for pricing unoccupied vehicles, and for addressing potential land use, 
commuting and employment shifts.27 

 

 

24 Ricks, Karina. Nelson Nygaard. Telephone Interview 25 June 2014. 
25 Attempts were made on several occasions to interview technology and policy experts at Uber and Google, and 
no response was received. 
26 Chase, Robin. “Will a World of Driverless Cars Be Heaven or Hell?” Atlantic CityLab. 3 April 2014. 
http://www.citylab.com/commute/2014/04/will-world-driverless-cars-be-heaven-or-hell/8784/ 
27 Chase, Robin. Veniam Works, Founder of Zipcar. Telephone Interview 11 August 2014. 
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