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The Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) has been using its Performance Journalism approach to 
communicate performance results to diverse audiences including the public, the media, legislators, the governor, policy-
makers, and transportation partners around the world. WSDOT has developed this approach based on experience gained 
over six years of reporting comprehensive transportation system performance information in the agency’s quarterly 
performance report, Measures, Markers and Mileposts, also referred to as the Gray Notebook. These efforts resulted in 
enhanced public credibility and supported two subsequent funding increases. Performance Journalism is the combination 
of quantitative reporting using charts, tables, and measurements, along with narrative storytelling. The goal is to share the 
performance of WSDOT’s most complex and diverse programs and projects clearly and concisely in a format that everyone 
can easily understand and explain to their neighbors. 

1

2 Writing

3 Data
Good Data: Data forms the basis of an organization’s performance report. 
Thus, it is critical that organizations apply the highest standards for data 
analysis. This requires an unyielding pursuit of data integrity and quality. 
Organizations must balance this need for data perfection against a need to 
publish in a timely manner. In addition, an agency must address the issue 
of incomplete or data limitations.

Good Writing: Use a reader friendly approach. Use plain English that 
is clear, concise, and free of industry jargon. Could someone take that 
information presented in graphical and text form and explain it to their next 
door neighbor over the weekend barbeque? However, good writing does 
not mean “dumbing down” the narrative.

Good Stories Combined With Good Graphics - Use Narrative Reporting 
To Make It Real And Tell The Story: Clear, concise, unbiased writing using 
the what, why, who, and when approach is the key to this first principle. This 
requires you to be an investigative reporter. And remember, candor builds 
credibility, so tell the story of when things go right and wrong.

4 Graphics
Good Graphics: Every Graph Tells A Story- Every Graph Asks A Question. 
In general, good Performance Journalism graphics: 1. Are quickly 
comprehended and understood by the reader; 2. Are relevant to the data 
and topic; 3. Are formatted with a sense of balance, proportion, and clarity 
of design; 4. Can stand on their own if lifted from the page; 5. Have data, 
analysis and scale integrity; and 6. Answer some fundamental questions.

The Seven Principles of Performance Journalism

Stories

GNB  |  50 Measures, Markers and Mileposts – March 31, 2007

A Perfect Storm: WSDOT Learns From Its Mistakes
WSDOT’s Winter Maintenance programs have continued to develop over time in order to improve road 
conditions when severe winter weather strikes, however, on November 27th, 2006 a series of winter weather 
conditions hit the central Puget Sound region that ended up temporarily paralyzing drivers on highways and 
local roads in some of the worst conditions possible. �e situation brought forth an opportunity to evaluate 
Winter maintenance performance and where improvement was needed.

WSDOT utilizes a private weather forecasting organization throughout the year in order to prepare for severe 
inclement weather. Predictions called for one inch of snow, followed by rain/snow mix. WSDOT usually uses 
a sand mixture to improve traction when conditions include snow and rain mixes. Unfortunately, below 
freezing (32ºF) temperatures and four additional inches of snow arrived. �e storm hit central Puget Sound 
beginning at 4:00 pm, the traditional start of rush hour.

�e last complication came a�er 10:00 pm, when a Monday Night Football game ended at Qwest Field in 
Seattle. More then 50,000 people immediately entered the freeway system, and were quickly isolated in 
congestion and decreasing temperatures. Some ended up spending cold evenings in their cars before weather 
conditions let up enough for WSDOT and King County maintenance vehicles to improve conditions. 

A�er the storm WSDOT publicly addressed its maintenance performance and indicated where it could 
improve.  Although all plows were operational and sand and deicer were well stocked, WSDOT learned that 
these tools are only e�ective when storm conditions are analyzed correctly. WSDOT must also accurately 

communicate to drivers about commutes, driving conditions and 
preparedness recommendations. Such changes were implemented in 
storms that arrived later in the winter season, with better performance 
results. 

On November 27 2006, a snow and ice storm paralyzed central 
Puget Sound. WSDOT’s maintenance e�orts fell short, but gave the 
department an opportunity to learn and improve performance.

Before - First Draft
Intersections that are projected to operate with especially long 
delays or overcapacity during the PM peak hour are identi-

that operate under LOS F conditions (average vehicle delay 

Before - First Draft

SR 4, Svenson’s Curve - Realignment

Wahkiakum County Circuit Court ruled against WSDOT’s 
necessity to take an entire adjacent parcel for use as a construc-

funding. It is projected that the right-of-way and construction 
costs will be higher as there are very limited options for other 

-
mined, WSDOT will ask for legislative direction on whether to 
proceed with the project. 

After - What Printed
What are congested and highly congested intersections? 
Congested intersections are intersections that cause drivers 
considerable delay. A driver might wait between one and

intersection. At a highly congested intersection, a driver might 

After - What Printed

SR 4, Svenson’s Curve - Realignment

court ruling against condemnation for an entire adjacent parcel 

necessary to provide time for investigating alternate waste sites 
and determine right-of-way and construction cost impacts. It 
is projected that the right-of-way and construction costs will 
be higher as there are very limited options for other nearby 

WSDOT will ask for legislative direction on whether to proceed 
with the project.
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Highway Safety:
Annual Update

Traffic Fatalities in Washington State

Washington State Traffic Fatalities, 2000-05
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

631  649 659 600 567 649 (Prelimi-
nary data)1

Source: Fatal Accident Reporting System (FARS)
1WSDOT counts an additional 6 deaths for 2005. See gray box to the 
right.

�is highway safety report complements the report published 
in the December 2005 Gray Notebook. �e following pages 
provide the 2005 Washington State fatal and disabling tra�c 
accident rates, discuss before and a�er safety data for round-
abouts, and present the 2005 seatbelt use statistics.

2005 Data Shows an Increase in Traffic 
Fatalities
Over the past decade, there has been a general downward trend 
in tra�c fatalities on Washington State’s highways, city streets, 
county roads, and other public roadways. Washington experi-
enced a low point in fatalities in 2003 and 2004, with 600 and 
567 deaths, respectively. 

However, preliminary 2005 data shows an increase following 
these two low years. In 2005, total fatalities on Washington’s 
public roads increased 14%, from 567 in 2004 to 649 in 2005. 
Of the 82 additional fatalities, county roads accounted for 
32 (39%), state highways accounted for 30 (37%), city streets 
accounted for 23 (28%); other roadways experienced a decrease 
of 3 (-4%).  �ere was also an increase nationally. Preliminary 
data suggests that Washington State’s increase in highway 
fatalities in 2005 contributed to 15% of the increase in highway 
fatalities at the national level.

WSDOT takes this increase in highway fatalities very seriously, 
and is examining ways to keep the fatality trend continuing 
downward (see page 52). Below is an analysis of the 2005 fatal 
and disabling accident data.

Comparing Fatal and Disabling Injury Collisions and 
Vehicle Miles Traveled
Tra�c fatality rates are commonly expressed as deaths per 
100 million vehicle miles traveled (VMT). �e 2005 increase 
in fatal and disabling crashes increased the fatality rate 13.5%, 
from 1.02 per 100 million VMT in 2004 to 1.17 per 100 million 
VMT in 2005. 

Despite this increase, the fatality rate on Washington’s public 
roads has decreased 36% over the past 15 years, from 1.85 in 
1990 to 1.17 in 2005. In this time, fatal and disabling injury 
collisions on Washington’s highways declined 53%, from 

FARS Fatality Count and WSDOT Fatality Count
�ere are two key di�erences between the two systems used 
to track data. First, to qualify as a FARS case there must be 
a motorized vehicle involved in the crash. WSDOT, follow-
ing the direction given by the Blue Ribbon Commission on 
Transportation, includes non-auto-related fatalities on the 
highways. In addition, FARS does not count tra�c fatalities 
due to natural catastrophic events, whereas WSDOT does 
count those fatalities. A more complete description of these 
di�erences is available in the Transportation Benchmarks 
Safety Goal article on page 74.

2,491 collisions in 1990 to 1,163 in 2005; meanwhile, the VMT 
increased 33%. Essentially, people are driving more miles, yet 
having fewer fatal accidents. 

�is decline parallels a similar national trend. In 2004, the 
national fatality rate was 1.44 per 100 million VMT, compared 
to Washington’s rate of 1.02 per 100 million VMT. (�e 
national fatality rate for 2005 is unavailable at this time, there-
fore no comparison for 2005 is available; with the increase to 
1.17, Washington’s standing will not be as favorable, although 
will still likely be below the national average).

Traffic Fatality Rates in Washington
Compared to the National Average
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The Gap Between Male and Female Earnings is Decreasing 

 

Average annual income, 1979 and 1989 dollars (real income)  

$34,545 $33,384 

$18,022 $19,684 

Male Female 

1979 1979 1989 1989 

Before & After: Applying Good Graphics Principles 
 

Figure VI-1 
Average Annual Wages by Sex, 1979 & 1989 
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Men continued to earn higher incomes than women. . . 
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Where to Find Performance Information

WSDOT’s Accountability website, http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/
accountability/, has a number of transportation performance 
reporting resources. This includes a Performance Measurement 
Library, http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Accountability/Publications/
Library.htm, which contains an inventory of performance 
measurement practices of various local, national, and international 
organizations and agencies.

WSDOT’s performance information, including the Gray Notebook, 
the Governor’s Government Management Accountability & 
Performance (GMAP) Transportation Forums, WSDOT’s Strategic 
Plan, and Performance Audits relating to WSDOT, can be easily 
accessed from the accountability homepage, visit: www.wsdot.
wa.gov/Accountability/.

For more information, contact:

Daniela Bremmer
Director, Strategic Assessment Office
Washington State Department of Transportation
310 Maple Park Avenue SE
P.O. Box 47374
Olympia, WA 98504-7374

Phone: 360-705-7953
E-mail: bremmed@wsdot.wa.gov

5 Content Driven Design
Good Format/ Presentation: Good formatting and presentation is an 
essential principle of Performance Journalism, as the design of a report 
should entice the reader to engage with the material, allow a quick grasp 
of the message, and not distract from the content. Apart from this, it 
should employ a reader-friendly page layout and group relevant information 
together.

6 Quality Control
Quality Control: It’s Your Credibility. This requires critical thinking and a 
good sense and eye for numbers. This also includes ensuring an audit trail 
in addition to questioning data and text. Executives should be prepared 
to edit the performance report as needed - performance reporting is not a 
spectator sport.

7 Timing
Good Timing: Lead - Don’t Follow. Timing is everything. It is important to 
start performance reporting now and to report frequently and consistently. 
While there is a sense of urgency, it is important to be selective. It is not 
necessary to start reporting everything immediately; rather, start small. 
Gradually cover all of the most critical systems and delivery issues.

Bridging the Gap Between Agencies and Citizens: Performance Journalism 
Offers A Practical Solution to Communicate Performance Results
By Daniela Bremmer and James H. Bryan, Jr.
TRB Paper 08-1736

The Seven Principles of Performance Journalism (continued)

General Observations and Lessons Learned
WSDOT’s strategy for effective communication of performance information, employing the seven principles that are collec-
tively called Performance Journalism, has been successful in gaining public support for increased funding. Seattle Mayor 
Gregory Nickels comments in April of 2007 provide a succinct summary of the results obtained from the Performance 
Journalism approach to performance reporting that was instituted by Secretary Douglas MacDonald: “Under [Doug Mac-
Donald’s] watch Washington State increased funding for state highway projects to an unprecedented degree. He consis-
tently emphasized accountability to the people of Washington State.” In light of the importance of effective performance 
reporting methods in effectively informing the public and supporting cases for increased funding, more in-depth work in 
researching, testing and validating the effectiveness of various performance reporting approaches needs to be done.
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Integrated Vegetation Management

Integrated Vegetation Management (IVM) is the program that 
manages plants along a roadway’s right of way for low mainte-
nance costs and environmental rehabilitation. While most 
of the responsibility for this work is a component of mainte-
nance, IVM is also dependent on how well roadsides are treated 
during and a�er highway construction projects. If roadsides 
areas are not well maintained and protected in the construction 
process, maintenance expenses over time tend to be greater due 
to the presence of unwanted vegetation. However, when soil is 
conserved and improved, and native vegetation is restored at 
the time of highway construction, the ongoing roadside mainte-
nance requirements can be relatively low.

Herbicide Use Decreased by 42% from 2005

WSDOT’s primary measurement of herbicide use is by pounds 
of active ingredient. Herbicide use has decreased for the third 
straight year since 2003. In 2006 the agency’s statewide herbi-
cide use for roadside maintenance decreased by 42% from 75,019 
pounds in 2005 to 43,892 pounds in 2006. �e majority of this 
reduction is a result of WSDOT’s e�orts in eastern Washington 
to minimize the amount of vegetation-free ground along the 
edge of pavement. As of 2003, 60% of all WSDOT herbicide use 
was for maintenance of vegetation at the edges of pavement. In 
2006, roadside herbicide applications had decreased to 14,823 
pounds from 72,630 pounds in 2003, an 80% reduction from 
2003. Research has shown that alternative (i.e. IVM) treatments 

at pavements’ edge can be e�ective with little or no herbicide. 

In 2006, WSDOT adopted restrictions above and beyond exist-
ing federal and state legal mandates for herbicides use. �is 
was done in response to an independently commissioned risk 
assessment of the application methods used on Washington 
State highway roadsides. �ese new WSDOT restrictions limit 
the types of herbicides allowed for use, and implement bu�ers 
in and around sensitive areas. Additional information on 
WSDOT’s herbicide use policy is available online: www.wsdot.
wa.gov/Maintenance/vegetation/herbicide_use.htm

Statewide Herbicide Use Trends 2002-2006
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University of Washington IVM Research to Aid WSDOT 

WSDOT is continuing to re�ne its policy and practice for 
implementing IVM through an ongoing research project. 
Following research and investigation by the University of 
Washington in 2005, WSDOT is conducting documented �eld 
trials on alternative methods. �irty eight sites were selected 
in 2006 to monitor costs and overall results of 19 alternative 
approaches for a three year period. More information is avail-
able online:

www.wsdot.wa.gov/Maintenance/vegetation/research.htm 

Image of U.S. 12 
east of Tri-Cities, 
where the roadside 
was constructed 
to establish native 
grass species.

Highway Maintenance: 
Annual Update
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Incident Response
Quartery Update

Average Duration for Incidents Lasting 90 
Minutes or Longer Remains Below 165 Minutes
During Quarter 3 of 2007, WSDOT and WSP responded to 
128 over-90-minute incidents on nine highway segments, the 
second-highest number of incidents ever in a quarter. Quarter 3 
is typically the busiest quarter for incidents in Washington State. 
�e average duration of incidents lasting 90 minutes or longer 
was 167 minutes, an increase of 1% over the previous quarter and 
a decrease of 3% from the same quarter of 2006. However, even 
with this increase, the average duration of all incidents for the 
CSAP measurement period is 163 minutes, which is 2% below 
the target goal of 165 minutes.

�e proportion of all over-90-minute incidents that lasted 
between three to six hours dropped to 20.3% this quarter, 
down from 30.3% in Quarter 2 of 2007. �is is the second-
lowest proportion of incidents in the three to six hour category, 
a�er Quarter 1 of 2007’s 15.8%. �e number of extraordinary 
(6+ hours) incidents was high, at seven (5.5%), making this 
the second-largest quarterly number and the second-largest 
proportion of the total since the measure began being tracked, 
a�er Quarter 1 of 2006, which had nine extraordinary incidents 
for 10.7% of the total. �is quarter’s increase in incidents lasting 
over six hours appears to be due to a number of incidents 
involving commercial motor vehicles. A more thorough analy-
sis on extraordinary incidents can be found on pages 90-91. 
�ere were six incidents involving fatalities in the over-90-
minute incidents; this equates to only 4.7% of the total number 
of incidents, the lowest proportion in a quarter since WSDOT 
and WSP began tracking this measure. 

Incidents Lasting 90 Minutes or Longer  

Cabinet Strategic Plan Goal: Reducing the Average 
Time for Incidents Lasting 90 Minutes or Longer on 
Nine Key Highway Segments1

In Minutes
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# of
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Data Source: WSDOT Traffic Office and Washington State Patrol
Baseline Data Source: 2005--WSDOT Incident Response Tracking System; 2006--WSP- 
Computer Aided Dispatch System.
1Selected Key Highway Segments--I-5 (Oregon to Canadian Border), I-90 to North Bend, I-405, 
SR 18 to I-90, SR 16 to Purdy, SR 167, SR 520, SR 512, and I-205.
Clearance Time (for this measure only) is the time between first recordable awareness of an 
incident and all lanes open.
2Current Average Performance, annualized is the average quarterly duration of incidents lasting 
over 90 minutes for the performance tracking period for this measure.
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 Data Source: WSDOT Traffic Office and WSP.
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90 Minutes to 3 hrs.

# of
Incidents 86 67 84 104 109 129 95 89 128

Governor’s Cabinet Strategic Plan Goal: 
Reducing Average Duration of Incidents 
Lasting 90 Minutes or Longer
�rough the Cabinet Strategic Action Plan (CSAP), Governor 
Gregoire has set a target to reduce the total average duration 
of over-90-minute incidents by 5% for nine key highway 
segments.�e Cabinet Strategic Action Plan goal is to reduce 
the average duration to 165 minutes for each incident (see the 
September 30, 2006 Gray Notebook for more information).
�e data used to calculate these performance measures is jointly 
provided by WSDOT and the Washington State Patrol (WSP). 
�is particular measure tracks the duration of clearance time 
between detection of the incident and all lanes clear for tra�c. 
Ideally, the incident clearance timewould be calculated based 
on “all response vehicles have le� the scene” of the incident, 
but currently this data is not available for all incidents.

On Average, Longest 90+ Minute Incidents on I-5 
Corridor in Pierce, Thurston, & Cowlitz Counties
�e map on the following page shows the breakout of 90+ minute 
incidents that occured on I-5 by county. �e incidents that took 
the longest to clear, on average, took place in Pierce, �urston, 
and Cowlitz Counties. In Cowlitz County, all but one of the �ve 
incidents occurred in the early morning hours, when it gener-
ally takes longer to clear incidents because on-call sta� take 
more time to reach the scene. �is is also a fairly rural segment 
of I-5, so there are fewer responders close by. �e segment in 
�urston County had one extraordinary incident  last quarter, 
the 20-hour Nisqually event discussed on p. 91. Finally, Pierce 
County, with no extraordinary incidents, had a high average 
lane-blocking duration of 205 minutes. WSDOT and WSP will 
continue analysis of this data to determine if this is an ongoing 
trend.
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