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1102.01 General Overview 

Context refers to the environmental, economic, and social features that influence livability and 
travel characteristics. Context characteristics provide insight for the designer into the activities, 
functions, and performance that can be either reinforced or discouraged by the roadway design. 
For the purposes of transportation planning and design, WSDOT divides context into two 
categories: land use context and transportation context.  

Ideally, a corridor sketch plan is how WSDOT and its partners capture information about both 
transportation and land use context. If not, gather and process context information as soon as 
practicable in the project development process. Land use and transportation contexts have an 
existing (current) and future (vision) condition. In some cases, existing and future contexts 
and/or land use and transportation contexts will align; while in other cases, there will be 
differences that need to be reconciled through planning and design efforts.  

Land use context describes the built, natural or resource lands immediately adjacent to and 
surrounding a facility. Existing land use context is found through structured observation and 
recording of existing conditions. Future land use context is documented as part of a community 
vision that describes how a local agency and/or community envisions land uses will develop over 
time (see 1102.05(2)).Transportation context is a description of the facility function, type, and 
how the facility is used in terms of modes and type of trips being made. Future transportation 
context is represented by a regionally oriented corridor vision (see 1102.05(1)). 

Context and need identification (see Chapter 1101) are the foundation for practical design at 
WSDOT, and design controls (see Chapter 1103) are boundaries for alternative formulation (see 
Chapter 1104). Context identification guides the selection of design controls, and can directly or 
indirectly effect the relevance of certain design elements (see Chapter 1105) and their 
dimensions (see Chapter 1106). The performance attributed to design elements and their 
dimensions can change depending on context.  Use contributing factors analysis (see Chapter 
1101), informed by context, to determine which design elements will have the greatest impact 
on the performance categories under evaluation. See also the guidance document Effects of 
Different Design Elements on Performance  http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm 
for general information that may assist with identification of potential geometric contributing 
factors. 

  

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm
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This chapter provides: 
• Procedures for project teams to gather information.  
• Procedures for project teams to use when engaging subject matter experts in a land 

use context identification. 
• General information regarding the context characteristics that can influence the 

selection of design controls.  
• Transportation contexts and suggestions for specific design control selections 

associated with those contexts.  

1102.02 Context Identification Procedures 

Context identification should occur as early as possible and preferably prior to the design phase. 
However, context identification should occur no later than the need identification step in the 
design process (see Chapter 1101). Context characteristics can contribute to a performance 
need under evaluation, or help identify misaligned design controls with respect to either the 
land use or transportation context. Making a determination about whether to design for an 
existing, future or transitional context is required, and will likely affect the types of alternatives 
formulated and evaluated (see Chapter 1104). Exhibit 1102-1 shows an overall procedure for 
context identification and the following subsections provide process step recommendations for 
determining components of the overall procedure. 

Exhibit 1102-1 Context Identification Procedures 
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1102.02(1) Land Use Context Identification Procedures 

Land use identification is typically carried out by, or in close collaboration with, WSDOT region 
planning staff and local planners, and not independently by project design teams. The level of 
engagement and who to engage will depend on the availability of existing information and the 
complexity of the land uses found within or in close proximity to the project limits. Where an 
existing vision is not provided or is insufficient in detail to inform decisions about design controls 
or alternatives selection, community and stakeholder planning exercises may be useful in 
informing both the future land use and transportation context.  

The following sources are commonly used to establish land use context: 

• The Corridor Sketch Database (see 1102.03(4)) 

• Maps and data depicting existing land uses: natural, built and resource lands 

• Planning documents (comprehensive plans, corridor plans, sub-area plans, etc.) 

• Aerial images and zoning information 

• Engagement with local and regional agency planning staff 

The type of information sought through the above sources includes: 

• Land uses (see 1102.04(1)) occurring within and in close proximity to the project limits 

• The general form (site design – see 1102.04(1)(a)) of the built environment 

• How the type and form of land uses may vary or transition along a segment 

• Regional and local land use goals 

• Contextual needs (see Chapter 1101) 

• Freight oriented or dependent land uses (see 1102.03(1)) 

• Resource lands and their associated activities and functions 

• Lands important to the natural environment (see 1102.02(3)(a)) 

• Existing land use characteristics that affect travel and transportation design choices 
(see 1102.04(1)(a)). 

• Future (or community vision) land use characteristics that affect travel and 
transportation design choices (see 1102.05(2)) 

1102.02(2) Transportation Context Identification Procedures 

Transportation context is comprised of two components in most situations: local and regional 
travel. Determining the regional and local functions occurring on an existing facility supports 
performance trade-off decisions and helps in determining how to weight performance trade-offs 
later in alternative evaluation (see Chapter 1104). As with land use, transportation context 
identification relies on close collaboration with WSDOT and local agency planning staff. 
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The following sources are commonly used to establish land use context: 

• The Corridor Sketch Database (see 1102.03(4)) 

• Maps and GIS data depicting the transportation function or characteristics of the 
existing transportation network 

• Transportation and land use plans (Washington Transportation Plan, bicycle plan, 
transit plans, pedestrian plans, comprehensive plans, limited and managed access 
plans, etc) that provides information about the transportation function or 
characteristics of the future transportation network. 

• WSDOT Freight Office (see 1102.03(1)) 

• Engagement with local and/or transit agency bike, pedestrian and transit planners and 
coordinators 

The type of information sought through the above steps includes: 

• Average trip length, if possible. 

• Intermodal connections (Transfer stations, bus stops, ferry terminals, park and ride 
lots, etc.) 

• Aerial images and existing transportation networks 

• Type (local or regional) of trips being made and average trip length, when possible 

• Existing access connection/approach densities, planned WSDOT access control, and 
planned local agency access needs 

• Existing intersection and street network density 

• Local travel mode specific networks 

• Freight and Goods Transportation System (FGTS) classification (see 1102.03(1) and 
 http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Freight/FGTS/default.htm.) 

• Regional and local transportation goals  

• Contextual needs  (See Chapter 1101) 

• Existing transportation characteristics that affect travel and design choices 

• Future (and/or corridor vision) transportation characteristics that affect travel and 
design choices 

1102.02(3) Engagement, Collaboration, Recommendations, and Decisions 

Ultimately, planning and design efforts both seek to achieve a transportation facility which 
supports the combined transportation and land use context. The challenge is finding alignment 
between these two context environments, either for the near-term or future condition. Assist 
alignment of contexts by employing design elements (see Chapter 1105) in alternatives (see also 
1102.05). Many planning efforts, such as the Washington Transportation Plan (1102.03(2)) and 
comprehensive plans (1102.03(3)) are intended to help align transportation facilities with their 
context environments, and should be reviewed during the context identification procedural 
steps (1102.02(1) and 1102.02(2)). Confirm or adjust findings from the procedural steps by 
learning from prior documented outreach efforts and using community engagement and (see 
Chapter 1100 and 1102.02(3)(b)). 

Use a consent-based process (see Chapter 1100), such as a Multiagency, Interdisciplinary and 
Stakeholder (MAISA) Team to determine whether the existing, transitional, or future context will 

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Freight/FGTS/default.htm
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be used in design. In some cases, the local agency’s plans to transition land uses over time are 
not fully funded or planned out. In other cases, the baseline need for the project refers to an 
immediate situation, and is closely related to the existing context conditions. When these 
situations exist, it may be appropriate to make an early decision to design for the existing 
context, and focus community engagement on the existing context and contextual needs rather 
than expending time on a future context. 

1102.02(3)(a) Environmental Context and Needs 

Discuss the resource lands, built environment, and natural environment with the Region 
Environmental Office. Environmental constraints are essential components of the project 
context, are to be included in the Basis of Design under Section 2 as contextual performance 
needs (see Chapter 1101). Translate what is known about the environmental conditions or 
constraints that affect the project using information in the Environmental Review Summary, 
existing data, agency goals, local policies into contextual needs. Use this information to inform 
community engagement activities (1102.02(3)(b)). 

Consideration of both the natural and human environment is required by the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) for projects with a Federal Nexus and by the State 
Environmental Policy Act (SEPA). Disclosure of the potential environmental impacts of a project 
prior to alternative selection is required to ensure that transportation decision makers have 
adequately and appropriately considered the consequences. The environmental documentation 
process and requirements are described in the Environmental Manual and supporting web 
pages ( http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Environment/sitemap.htm). A preliminary estimate of the 
potential impacts begins in Scoping. Documentation of actual impacts is conducted during 
design and may be iterative as design options to avoid, minimize and mitigate impacts are 
developed. Environmental permitting addresses unavoidable impacts, including mitigation and 
best management practices. 

1102.02(3)(b) Community Engagement and Context Identification 

Engage the public with the findings from the context identification procedural steps, including 
information about both existing and future conditions, and provide an opportunity for feedback. 
Consult the region planning office and review WSDOT’s Community Engagement 
( www.wsdot.wa.gov/planning/) when planning and conducting community engagement 
activities and document efforts as described in Chapter 1100.  

Describe what is currently understood about the context, and engage the community in 
exercises that will assist in learning more about the existing context and community vision. Most 
of the initial efforts are intended to fill in gaps about the project teams understanding of the 
existing context, for completing need identification (see Chapter 1101). 

Comprehensive planning efforts have a legal requirement for engaging and receiving comments 
from the public, so what is known about the future context should be familiar to the 
community. However, the future context can also be vague, dominated by overarching policy 
goals that need to be further interpreted and refined to be useful to designers. In some cases, 
comprehensive plans will suggest no change from the existing context identification, a 
determination which should addressed and confirmed by the project during community 
engagement. In some cases it will be necessary to establish a local community vision 
(1102.05(2)) to supplement existing sources of information about future context. Some key 
outputs from this engagement effort are: 

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Publications/Manuals/M31-11.htm
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Environment/sitemap.htm
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/planning/
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• Validation of the existing and future contexts identified 

• Identification of contextual needs (for both the existing and future context, as 
appropriate(1102.02(3)) 

• Confirmation of the multimodal network surrounding the project location 

1102.02(3)(c) Context Decisions 

Provide for consent-based outcomes when determining the land use and transportation context 
for the project (see Chapter 1100). When designing for a future context, mitigate uncertainty 
about the future condition by employing design elements and treatments to the alternatives to 
align context visions, improving detail in the forecast model, or by working with the local agency 
to incorporate revisions to land use plans (policies, codes, zoning changes, planned projects 
within the STIP, etc.) in order to improve confidence in the performance of the outcome. Based 
on the project’s ability or capacity to mitigate it may be reasonable to choose to design closer to 
the existing context to improve certainty. On Projects of Division Interest (PoDi) and projects on 
Interstate highways, decisions about context may involve additional approvals (see Chapter 
300). 

The decision for what context to design is closely related to design year selection (see Chapter 
1103). Decisions about context and design year are documented on the Basis of Design (see 
Chapter 1100). 

1102.03 Common Context Information Sources 

There are many information sources that planning professionals rely on and will be utilized 
throughout the context identification phase. Headquarters, regional and local planners have a 
wide variety of data collection practices, database tools and information resources that are 
valuable for context identification. Coordination and engagement with planning practitioners is 
expected, however, the following subsections include a few resources commonly encountered 
and are relevant to guide a design product. 

1102.03(1) Freight and Goods Transportation System 

The Freight and Goods Transportation System (FGTS) has a specific classification that can further 
inform an understanding of context and the selection of modal design controls. This 
classification is based on the average annual gross tonnage carried. Roadways are classified into 
five categories: 

• T-1 – More than 10 million tons per year 

• T-2 – 4 million to 10 million tons per year 

• T-3 – 300,000 to 4 million tons per year 

• T-4 – 100,000 to 300,000 tons per year 

• T-5 – At least 20,000 tons in 60 days 
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The WSDOT Freight Map ( http://wwwi.wsdot.wa.gov/freight/) provides FGTS classes. It also 
provides preliminary information about how freight and land use interactions, including 
connector freight corridors and the location of specific freight oriented land uses. Understand 
whether freight vehicles are making turning movements at the nodes along a segment, or 
whether the majority of freight vehicles are passing through a segment (see Chapter 1103, 
Intersection Design Vehicle). The freight map also provides information regarding existing 
mobility performance of the FGTS. 

1102.03(2) Washington Transportation Plan 

The Washington Transportation Plan (WTP) provides guidance for the development, 
maintenance, and operation of a comprehensive and balanced multimodal transportation 
system. The overall direction of the WTP, prepared pursuant to RCW 47.06, is provided by the 
Washington State Transportation Commission. The WTP covers all major transportation modes 
and includes: 

• Meeting federal requirements. 

• Critical factors affecting transportation. 

• Important issues concerning each mode and strategies to solve problems or improve 
function. 

• Plans for development and integration of the various modes of transportation. 

• Major improvements in facilities and services to meet transportation needs. 

• Financial resources required to implement recommendations. 

Additional information about the WTP can be found here:  http://www.wstc.wa.gov/wtp/. 

1102.03(2)(a) State Highway System Plan 

The State Highway System Plan (HSP) is the highway component of the WTP. The HSP defines 
service objectives, action strategies, and costs to plan for, maintain, operate, preserve, and 
improve the state highway system for a duration of 20 years. The HSP is updated every two 
years, in coordination with local plan updates, to reflect completed work and changing 
transportation needs, policies, and revenues. 

Additional information about the HSP can be found here: 
 http://wsdot.wa.gov/planning/HSP 

1102.03(3) Growth Management Act and Comprehensive Plans 

Enacted in March 1990, the state’s Growth Management Act (RCW 36.70A) requires cities and 
counties that meet certain population or growth-rate thresholds to adopt comprehensive plans. 
Jurisdictions that are required to or choose to plan under the GMA must also adopt and enforce 
ordinances that implement the policies adopted in the comprehensive plans. Under the GMA, 
comprehensive plans carry the force of law and require full public participation in their 
development. 

A comprehensive plan is a series of coordinated policy statements and formal plans that direct 
growth and articulate how a community will be developed in the future. They include elements 
that address housing, utilities, capital facilities, economic development, land use, and 

http://wwwi.wsdot.wa.gov/freight/
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=47.06
http://www.wstc.wa.gov/wtp/
http://wsdot.wa.gov/planning/HSP
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=36.70A
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transportation. GMA planning requires that the transportation element be consistent with and 
support the land use elements in comprehensive plans. 

Continuous coordination and open discussion during the development of local comprehensive 
plans are key to developing valid plans that direct the growth of a community. Representatives 
from neighboring jurisdictions, special purpose districts, WSDOT, and others with an interest in 
future development must be involved at the beginning and throughout the planning process. 
This is to ensure comprehensive plans are consistent with all other state and local plans. 

Local comprehensive plans are important to WSDOT because they influence how state facilities 
not classified as transportation facilities of statewide significance should be addressed, how 
state highways will be impacted by local land use, and how access requirements will be met or 
maintained. 

WSDOT seeks to work in partnership with local governments as they develop comprehensive 
plans to help create a balance between mobility and access needs, while emphasizing design 
components that improve or maintain community livability. It is also WSDOT’s responsibility to 
review and comment on local comprehensive plans and amendments. 

1102.03(4) Corridor Sketch Database 

Much of the information needs discussed in 1102.02 may be accessed through WSDOT’s 
Corridor Sketch Database. Corridor Sketches have or will be created for identified state highway 
corridor segments (contact region planning office for more information). The corridor sketches 
provide a means to catalog information related to planning, operations, modal influences, and 
past community engagement activities, among many other informational assets. If information 
is not available or needs to be generated for a specific corridor segment, contact the region 
planning office. 

The outcome of applying practical design procedures may produce changes or more current 
information relevant to the corridor sketches. Include and update region planning office when 
applying practical design procedures. Provide a copy of the Basis of Design (BOD) and the 
community engagement documentation package (see Chapter 1100) to the region planning 
office. 

1102.03(4)(a) Corridor Sketch Planning 

The corridor sketch database has the capacity to not only capture and catalogue existing 
information, but also may contain some resolution for context identification that may have 
occurred prior to the design phase. There may be information related to how a local agency 
plans to alter context overtime, completed community engagement efforts, contextual needs 
(see Chapter 1101), strategies (see Chapter 1100) for the location, and many other types of 
information. 

1102.04 Context Types, Relationships and Key Characteristics 

Land use and transportation contexts are interrelated, and when aligned they create the optimal 
conditions to address the needs of those who use or are affected by the transportation facility. 
In general, the more urban a location, the more complex and challenging it can be to determine 
interrelationships and achieve a balance in performance. The following subsections discuss key 
characteristics and their impact on design control selection (see Chapter 1103). 
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1102.04(1) Land Use Types 

Land use is correlated to the types of activities and functions that occur within an area (including 
environmental functions). The eight land use contexts presented in Chapter II-1 of 
Understanding Flexibility in Design – Washington are a starting point for the work described in 
this chapter, and are: 
• Urban Centers 
• Urban Corridors 
• Suburban Corridors 
• Industrial and Manufacturing 
• Rural Town Centers 
• Rural Corridors 
• Residential Areas 
• Transitional Areas 

Indications for modal and speed compatibility are identified in Understanding Flexibility in 
Design – Washington. Additional speed compatibility is derived from access and intersection 
spacing within different contexts (see Chapter 540). 

Other land use context descriptions or categorization systems may be used for context 
identification (for additional information see the guidance document Context Identification  
 http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm.) 

Once the land use is described, evaluate the key characteristics, activities, functions, and 
contextual performance needs. Land use contexts are often complex, involve region planning 
subject matter experts and local agency partners responsible for jurisdiction of the land use in 
context identification. 

1102.04(1)(a) Key Land Use Characteristics 

Exhibit 1102-2 lists key characteristics found in recent research that can affect transportation 
design decisions. The following subsections provide some addition information related to 
characteristics shown within Exhibit 1102-2. 

1102.04(1)(a)(1) Land Use Centeredness 

Centeredness is a land use characteristic that describes the density of employment and 
residences within a particular area. High employment and residential densities indicate the 
need to prioritize pedestrian, bicycle, and transit modes in addition to characteristics 
identified in Chapter 1103. 

1102.04(1)(a)(2) Site Design 

Site design refers to the configuration and form of the built environment. Site design can 
affect the perception and behavior of design users traversing an environment, and is an 
indicator of the type of context. Site design directly affects the accessibility and economic 
vitality of a location. These performance categories are addressed differently between 
modes and land uses. For additional general information regarding site design 
characteristics, see Understanding Flexibility in Design – Washington, Division II. 

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/research/reports/600/638.1.htm
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/research/reports/600/638.1.htm
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/research/reports/600/638.1.htm
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/research/reports/600/638.1.htm
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Activity centers are specific site features in the land use. They include public or private land 
uses developed for recreational or community gathering purposes. Schools, parks, malls, 
gymnasiums, and senior/community centers, and main streets can also be described as 
activity centers. The presence of an activity center increases the likelihood of intermodal 
activity. Even if the activity center is not directly adjacent to the transportation facility being 
evaluated, it can still have a significant influence on travel and access characteristics of that 
facility. 
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Exhibit 1102-2 Key Land Use Characteristics 

Characteristic Design Control Type of Impact 

Residential 
Density 

Modal 
Compatibility 

Higher residential densities indicate an environment that is likely more 
compatible with transit, bicycle and pedestrian mode choices. 

Employment 
Density 

Modal 
Compatibility 

Higher employment densities alone indicate an environment that is likely more 
compatible with transit services. 

Centeredness Modal 
Compatibility 

The combination of residential and employment density. High degree of 
centeredness is likely to generate shorter and more frequent trips and 
compatibility with transit, bicycle and pedestrian modes. 

Site Design – 
Building Scale 

Modal 
Compatibility 

 

Design Speed 

The building height-to-width ratio can effects behavior and perception of modal 
users. The scale of the environment can impact modal compatibility. 

The behavior of drivers is altered in confining environments and will affect the 
design speed selection. Open environments are more likely to correlate with 
intermediate or high operating speeds. Sometimes, this condition is 
inconsistent with needs; see Chapter 1103 for speed management guidance.  

Site Design – 
Setbacks 

Modal 
Compatibility 
 
Design Speed 
 

Building setbacks affect how destinations are accessed and can impact modal 
compatibility. A built environment with close setbacks is more compatible with 
the pedestrian mode, and can affect decisions about parking and freight 
delivery vehicle design. Confined environments with close setbacks also tend to 
be more compatible with low design speeds. 

Site Design – 
Block Lengths 
(related to 
network 
connectivity 
and density) 

Modal 
Compatibility 
 

Design Speed 
 
 

Access Control 

Short block lengths are more compatible with the pedestrian and bike modes. 
Shorter block lengths within a network grid present a variety of routing options 
and choices, generally resulting in shorter trip lengths. 

Short block lengths (200 to 600 feet spacing) also create more nodes and 
complexity within the environment, and tend to be more compatible with low 
design speeds. 

Access control will respond to the block lengths for managed access facilities in 
terms of intersection spacing (see Chapter 540). 

Site Design – 
Streetside/ 
Roadside 

Modal 
Compatibility 
 

Design Speed 
 
 

The presence of streetside zones and its configuration can affect modal 
compatibility. Larger streetside zones environments indicate a higher 
compatibility with pedestrian and transit modes. 

Whether there is a streetside or roadside (see Chapter 1230) may indicate a 
consideration for design speed. Streetside and its design features can 
demonstrate a higher compatibility with low speeds. Where the presence of a 
roadside environment may be more compatible with intermediate and high 
motor vehicle speeds.  

Site Design – 
Proximity to 
Activity Centers 

Modal 
Compatibility 
 
Design Speed 

The number, type, and distance to the various activity centers can affect the 
modal compatibility. An increase in the number and decrease in distance to 
these valued destinations can indicate a higher compatibility with either the 
transit, bicycle, and pedestrian modes. The type of activity centers can indicate 
potential vulnerable users and influence decisions regarding design speed 
selection. 
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1102.04(2) Transportation Context Types  

The transportation context is defined by the regional and local trip functions served for a given 
segment. State highways serve multiple purposes, and may have greater significance to local, 
regional, or statewide performance needs, depending on numerous characteristics. The six 
transportation contexts presented in the guidance document – Context Identification (see 
 http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm) are a starting point for the work described 
in this chapter, and are: 

• Interstate 

• Freeway 

• Expressway 

• Arterial 

• Collector 

• Local 

Most of the primary transportation contexts listed above are familiar terms used in the state 
and federal functional classification systems. However, the characteristics used to define 
functional classification differ, and are not to be used for the purposes of context identification 
described in this chapter. Additional information regarding the six primary contexts, including 
variations on these contexts for more specificity and suggestions for modal and speed 
compatibility is provided for in the guidance document – Context Identification.  

1102.04(2)(a) Key Transportation Context Characteristics 

Exhibit 1102-3 lists key characteristics found in recent research that can affect transportation 
design decisions. The following subsections provide some addition information related to 
characteristics shown within Exhibit 1102-3. 

  

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm
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Exhibit 1102-3 Key Transportation Characteristics 

Characteristic Design 
Control Type of Impact 

Network 
Connectivity 

Modal 
Compatibility 
 

Design Speed 
 
 

Access Control 

The more connected the multimodal network (the higher the intersection and 
network densities) the more compatible the environment is for transit, 
pedestrian and bicycle modes. 

The more closely spaced intersections are, the larger the impact on potential 
operating speeds and ultimately what is reasonable for design speeds. The 
denser and closely spaced intersections lower the design speed. 

The spacing of access connections/approaches and intersections will impact 
access control selection (see chapters 530, 540, and 1103). 

Proximity to 
Transit 
Stops/Centers 

Modal 
Compatibility 
 
 
 
 

Design Speed 
 

Close proximity to transit stop and transfer stations, the more likelihood there 
is for compatibility with transit, pedestrian and bicycle modes. Depending on 
the orientation of the transit stops with residential and employment land uses, 
it could affect the design speed selection of a state route to increase the 
mobility and safety performance of the pedestrian and bicycle modes crossing 
or traveling along the route to access the transit stop. 

If the state route is also the transit route, then there is a high compatibility 
with transit, pedestrian and bicycle modes and low speeds. 
 

Established 
Limited Access 
(Full, Partial 
and sometimes 
Modified) 

Modal 
Compatibility 
(Full limited 
access) 

Design Speed 
 

Established full and partial limited access routes are usually maintained for the 
near exclusive function of regional trips, and are more compatible with 
motorized vehicle modes (passenger cars, freight and transit modes). These 
locations are compatible with high speeds, although urban and routinely 
congested corridors may use dynamic speed limits to adjust operating 
condition by time of day. 

Established modified limited access locations have simply locked in the existing 
access controls, and may require use of other characteristics to determine 
compatibility with design controls. 

If a location is planned for limited access, verify the limited access plan is 
consistent with the future land use and transportation contexts, and document 
on the Basis of Design. 

Established 
Bike Routes 

Modal 
Compatibility 

State routes that are also designated as bike routes will have increase 
compatibility with the bicycle mode. Depending on land use context and travel 
function of the transportation facility, design speed choices will vary. 

Access 
Connections / 
Approaches 
(number and 
type) 

Design Speed The higher the number and frequency of access connections/approaches, the 
more compatible the location is with lower speeds (see chapters 530 and 540 
for the recommended speeds associated with the type of access control) 
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1102.04(2)(a)(1) Network Connectivity 

Network connectivity describes how the various multimodal facilities within a given area 
interconnect. Network connectivity is associated with the land use characteristic of block 
lengths, but is a broader view incorporating the blocks surrounding facility and how modal 
travel interconnects. The data metrics, street network density, intersection density and 
proximity to transit stops, can be used to describe the network connectivity as a larger 
performance measure within a given area, however, in the absence of these metrics 
intersection spacing can be used. 

Most urban places, depending on when development originally occurred (see guidance 
document Context Identification  http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm  for 
more information), have a well-established grid system that enables multiple routing 
options for all users. This can shorten trip lengths between primary commute destinations 
and provide more viable travel mode options. The presence of a grid system will benefit 
both the non-motorized and transit transportation modes, as well as local land use 
accessibility performance. 

Grid systems also allow motorized vehicular traffic to be dispersed across the larger 
network, rather than forcing all traffic to converge along a single roadway segment. The 
spacing of block lengths within a grid system can directly affect the mobility performance for 
the pedestrian and bicyclist modes. However, short block lengths may also impede regional 
mobility performance depending on intersection control types (see Chapter 1300) and 
orientation of the primary regional routes. Discuss the performance trade-offs to best 
balance the combined modal performance outcomes most compatible with the context 
identified. 

Exhibit 1102-4 shows a well-defined grid system with relatively high network connectivity, 
and a poorly developed network grid that requires users to converge toward a single 
roadway segment. A well-defined grid system is likely more compatible with transit, 
pedestrian and bicycle modes and low motor vehicle speeds. When transit, pedestrian or 
bicycle modes are not present or planned on the facility under design, it is important to 
recognize their high compatibility for mobility and safety performance crossing the design 
facility. Also note that some cities are recognizing the benefits and adaptability of more 
traditional urban design and may be planning to convert the existing network into a grid, 
take this into consideration when deciding to design for a transitional or future context, 
because it may impact the modal priority, design speed and access control selections. 

1102.04(2)(a)(2) Established Limited Access Facilities 

Access control selection, while a transportation decision, greatly effects how the land use 
can be developed. Many state highway segments predate land use development expansion, 
but limited access control was not established to preserve original regional travel function. 
Highway segments where limited access has not already been established, but is planned, 
may be at risk of unaligned transportation and land use contexts. For many routes, the plan 
for limited access was set by Washington State Transportation Commission resolutions in 
the 1970’s. In addition, permitted access connections over time may have changed the 
access and intersection spacing altering the current managed access classification (see 
Chapter 540). These are factors to consider when selecting design speed and access control 
(see Chapter 1103). 

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Design/Support.htm
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Established full or partial limited access facilities create a significant context characteristic 
compatible with high design speeds and motorized vehicle travel modes. Established 
modified limited access facilities can vary in access and intersection spacing and need to be 
evaluated for compatibility with design speed and travel modes (see Chapter 530 for more 
information on limited access control). 

Exhibit 1102-4 Network Connectivity Comparison 

 
 City of Davenport, WA – Well-established local network connectivity  

 
 City of Orchards, WA – Poorly established local network connectivity 
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1102.05 Future Context Identification and Context Transition 

Identify the existing and future environments for both land use and transportation contexts. Use 
this information as a consideration for design year, modal priority, design speed and access 
control selections (see Chapter 1103), and to determine the contextual performance needs that 
will apply to decision-making during alternative formulation and evaluation (see chapters 1101 
and 1104). Corridor and community visions may not always align, even if the visions are well 
defined and established, and may need to be balanced through an understanding of acceptable 
performance trade-offs and use of countermeasure or other treatments. When designing for a 
future context that differs from the existing context, provide for a transition of design features 
compatible with both existing and future contexts considerations. In some cases, consider 
employing streetside design elements and speed management treatments (see Chapter 1103) to 
mitigate for the current absence of future site design features in order to achieve desired 
geometric design outcomes to help support the land use context transition. 

The relative merits of project alternatives are measured in comparison to the corridor and 
community visions, when designing for the future context. When the land use and 
transportation contexts are not aligned, there is a sustainability risk for the alternatives and 
possibly unintended performance outcomes.. 

1102.05(1) Corridor Vision 

The corridor vision is the future transportation context from a regional perspective. A corridor 
vision is not focused on the specific details of a smaller project segment within the corridor, but 
considers interconnections to multiple jurisdictions and regional highway contextual 
performance needs. However, the regional contextual needs and location-based contextual 
needs resulting from a community vision (see 1102.02(1)) are useful in performance trade-offs 
analysis that supports alternative formulation and evaluation (see Chapter 1104). 

Many initial corridor visions have been developed and are represented within the corridor 
sketch database (see 1102.02(2)). Work with the regional planning office, MPO’s, RTPO’s and 
local agencies to confirm the shared understanding of existing corridor vision. Collaborate with 
partners to engage the community about the corridor vision (this can occur separately or 
combined with community visioning exercises, if conducted).  

1102.05(2) Community Vision 

The community vision describes the future land use and may contain aspects about the 
transportation context. Establishing the vision helps build consensus and leads to enhanced 
project decision-making. Determine the community plan in sufficient detail such that the design 
process can reasonably proceed with the formulation and evaluation of alternatives based on 
contextual needs (see Chapter 1101) identified by a community plan. Use WSDOT and local 
agency partnerships to conduct community planning exercises can improve an understanding of 
how to optimize operation of the existing system, and how to implement operational, off-
system and demand management strategies by maximizing the shared network and funding 
needed for implementation.  

Funding limitations may constrain the ability to construct the ultimate vision. Partners should 
discuss and plan for interim phasing solutions to address fiscal constraints, ultimately adapting 
the vision incrementally and over time. The resulting partnership funding plans will assist with 
phasing the ultimate vision, and can use lower-cost retrofit design options such as striping new 
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“curb” locations inward (See Chapter 1230 for additional discussion on retrofit options). Discuss 
and develop an understanding of shared maintenance responsibilities with partners, especially 
when phased and/or retrofit design options (see Chapter 301) are considered in alternative 
formulation (see Chapter 1104). 

Comprehensive, subarea, and neighborhood plans as well as local complete streets policies are 
examples of documents that will provide value in determining the vision. Depending on the 
route and focus of these plans, the detail of provided information may vary. It is important to 
understand the complete network, where multimodal emphasis areas may be including 
intermodal connections and designated routes to those connections. There could be specific 
route visioning or, at a minimum, broader visioning statements for the local agency as a whole 
found within various planning documents. Note that information in these plans and policies will 
also contribute to establishing the future transportation context (see 1102.05(1)). 

For some projects, the community’s vision for the street segment may not have been 
established by prior planning activities or through legislative action. Where this is the case and 
when the future context is being considered for design, a community vision may be identified 
before or during the design phase of project development with the community. Work the 
regional local programs office and/or planning office, and consider the following steps 
(summarized from How can Cities and Counties Plan for all Transportation Modes? 
 http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/planning/community/GMA.htm) when working to establish a 
vision: 

1. Invite Partners – Include both jurisdictional agencies and stakeholders 

2. Adopt Goals – Develop goals regarding the complete multimodal network 

3. Select Performance Metrics – Choose metrics that balance the goals and help guide 
investment decisions, these will be used as baseline or contextual needs depending on 
the nature of the project (see Chapter 1101) 

4. Map Existing Infrastructure and Collect Data 

5. Identify strategies 

1102.06 Additional Context Considerations 

A number of other context characteristics exist that can influence the selection of design 
controls The following list of characteristics provide explicit information to consider when 
selecting subsequent design controls: 

• Main Streets:  Specific highway segments that serve the aesthetic, social, economic, 
and environmental values in a larger community setting in addition to transportation. 

• Additional Freight Considerations:  Specific highway and local segments may have 
special freight needs that are indications of the type of context.  

• Right of Way:  The available or reasonably obtainable width of publicly owned space. 

• Emergency Service Centers and Routes:  The presences of emergency services and 
their identified routes may create a special modal compatibility along the state route or 
at nodes. 

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/planning/community/GMA.htm
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• Jurisdictional Responsibilities:  When a state route passes through a city, WSDOT 
typically holds jurisdictional authority on the traveled way, between and including the 
curbs. The local agency holds jurisdictional authority over the streetside, from the back 
of curb outward (including between curbed median areas). See chapters 1230 and 
1600 for more information. 

1102.06(1) State Highway Main Streets 

State highways that also function as city streets are challenged to provide important local 
functions while balencing the appropriate regional mobility performance. State highway main 
streets are a specific variation of state highways that function as city streets. State highway main 
streets are common within rural town centers, but are also found in suburban and urban 
settings. A main street segment is typically several blocks in length but not more than a mile, 
and often referred to as the “heart” of a community emphasizing livability performance. State 
Highway Main Streets are typically a social and retail center of a community. These locations 
have a high compatibility with the pedestrian mode, and target a 25 mph speed. 

1102.06(2) Additional Freight Considerations 

Routes that routinely carry over-height and/or overweight (OHOW) vehicles, and where the 
transport of hazardous materials is permitted, may need additional geometric design 
considerations not only at intersections, but along segments. Identification of these specific user 
groups may affect design element and dimensioning choices later in design (see chapters 1105 
and 1106) to meet modal performance needs. Identify routes used to transport OHOW and 
hazardous materials and identify these vehicles as specific design users (see Chapter 1103), and 
coordinate with HQ Freight Office to determine the performance needs for these user types. 

Freight accessibility to the land use it serves is a complex activity to consider within the 
geometric cross section (see Chapter 1230). This is of particular importance in urban centers, 
suburban commercial, rural commercial and rural town center land uses. Loading and unloading 
freight deliveries can occur differently depending on the type of truck. Work with business and 
freight carriers to ascertain loading and unloading needs, if possible.  Whether a delivery vehicle 
loads from the side or back can alter the configuration or size of the loading zone and placement 
of streetside features. 

1102.06(3) Right of Way 

Right of way can be a significant concern in designing the facility and in the selection and sizing 
of design elements. Generally, right of way becomes much more of a controlling factor within 
urban- and suburban-type land use contexts, where either space constraints, community 
impacts, or the cost of land acquisition and access rights is prohibitive. Consider the interaction 
between geometric design elements and design speeds, and how selection between either can 
influence performance outcomes relative to the cost of right of way acquisition.  

Avoiding acquisition of right of way generally provides a benefit to both the cost and schedule of 
alternatives. Provide a right of way width sufficient to accommodate roadway elements and 
appurtenances for the proposed alternative. Consider the needs of maintenance and 
construction activities. See Chapter 510 for more information on right of way considerations and 
Chapter 301 for additional maintenance considerations. 
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1102.06(4) Emergency Service Centers and Routes 

Hospitals, fire stations and other emergency services have unique needs to provide timely 
services to their customers. Coordinate with EMS providers on all projects. Identify current 
routes and critical service needs and analyze the impacts or benefits. If necessary, work with 
EMS providers to determine contextual needs and explore additional improvements that will 
maintain or enhance the service times or other contextual performance needs. 

1102.07 Documentation 

Capture decisions made within the Basis of Design (BOD) in Section 2 to document decision-
making and conclusions associated with context identification. 

1102.08 References 

1102.08(1) Federal/State Directives, Laws, and Codes 

23 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 450, Subpart B, Statewide Transportation Planning 

23 CFR 450, Subpart C, Metropolitan Transportation Planning and Programming 

23 United States Code (USC) 134, Metropolitan Planning 

23 USC 135, Statewide Planning 

Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 35.58.2795, Public transportation systems – Six-year transit 
plans 

RCW 35.77.010(2) and RCW 36.81.121(2), Perpetual advanced six-year plans for coordinated 
transportation program expenditures – Nonmotorized transportation – Railroad right-of-way 

RCW 36.70A, Growth management – Planning by selected counties and cities 

RCW 43.21C, State environmental policy 

RCW 47.05, Priority programming for highway development 

RCW 47.06, Statewide transportation planning 

RCW 47.06B, Coordinating special needs transportation 

Secretary’s Executive Order 1028 – Context Sensitive Solutions 

Secretary’s Executive Order 1090 – Moving Washington Forward: Practical Solutions 

Secretary’s Executive Order 1096 – WSDOT 2015-17: Agency Emphasis and Expectations 

  
  

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=35.58.2795
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=35.77.010
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=36.81.121
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=36.70A
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.21C
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=47.05
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=47.06
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=47.06B
http://wwwi.wsdot.wa.gov/publications/policies/fulltext/1028.pdf
http://wwwi.wsdot.wa.gov/publications/policies/fulltext/1090.pdf
http://wwwi.wsdot.wa.gov/publications/policies/fulltext/1096.pdf


Context Identification  Chapter 1102 

Page 1102-20  WSDOT Design Manual  M 22-01.12 
  November 2015 

1102.08(2) Supporting Information 

Understanding Flexibility in Transportation Design – Washington, WA-RD 638.1, WSDOT, 2005 
 http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/research/reports/600/638.1.htm 

Smart Transportation Guidebook, New Jersey Department of Transportation and Pennsylvania 
Department of Transportation, 2008. 
 http://www.state.nj.us/transportation/community/mobility/pdf/smarttransportationguidebo
ok2008.pdf 

Measuring Sprawl 2014, Smart Growth America, Washington D.C., 2014 
 http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/measuring-sprawl 

The Innovative DOT: A Handbook of Policy and Practice, Smart Growth America, Washington 
D.C., 2015  http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/the-innovative-dot 

Land Use and Regional Planning: Achieving Integration Between Transport and Land Use, 
European Commission, 2006 
 http://www.transport-

research.info/Upload/Documents/200608/20060831_102457_87241_Land_use.pdf 

Urban Street Design Guide, National Association of City Transportation Officials, New York, NY, 
2013  http://nacto.org/ 

Designing Walkable Thoroughfares: A Context Sensitive Approach, Institute of Transportation 
Engineers, Washington D.C., 2010 
 http://ecommerce.ite.org/IMIS/ItemDetail?iProductCode=RP-036A-E 

Livability in Transportation Guidebook: Planning Approaches that Promote Livability, FHWA, 
2010  http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/livability/case_studies/guidebook/ 

Evaluating Transportation Land Use Impacts, Victoria Transport Policy Institute, 2015 
 http://www.vtpi.org/landuse.pdf 
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