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Continuous Improvement

Team building and peer exchange efforts provide a clear vision and
a refined structure for the transportation research cycle in Michigan

Team Building
New name reflects global

reach of research and best
practices at MDOT.

Team building exercise helps
refine the structure and
operation of ORBP.

Mission and vision statements
articulate the purpose and
direction of the office.

Peer Exchange
Focused effort yields valuable
insights into administration of

Michigan’s Transportation
research cycle.

Michigan'’s transportation research
community is healthy and well-
respected; retaining staff and
communicating with stake-
holders will keep it strong.

Results
ORBP team unveils process for
implementing research results.
Peer exchange report, updated
Research Manual, and new
Web site will help maximize the
potential of the ORBP.

Team Building

In his book Path of Least Resistance for Man-
agers (1999), author Robert Fritz introduces
the notion of a structural tension that exists in
every organization. He describes this tension as
the difference between an organization’s cur-
rent reality and a vision of what is possible for
the organization in the future. “Tension creates
a state of nonequilibrium,” Fritz writes. He goes
on to explain that the structure of an organiza-
tion naturally attempts to restore equilibrium.
In other words, structural tension causes move-
ment between an organization’s current reality
and a vision; either the vision devolves until it
resembles the current reality or the current re-
ality evolves to become more like the vision.
Structure is the key to making a current reality
evolve toward a vision.

Casting Vision, Refining Structure

In early 2005, MDOT’s leadership created
a vision for an office that would orchestrate
and coordinate all of MDOT’s research ef-
forts, and monitor both transportation research
and operational practices nationwide to make
sure valuable innovations and best practices in
other places would not go unnoticed. In pur-
suit of this vision, MDOT’s Office of Research
and National Best Practices (ORNBP) was es-
tablished on September 26, 2005. The purpose
of the new office was to lead the department’s
research efforts and to collect and dissemi-
nate transportation best practices throughout
MDOT, within Michigan and across the coun-
try. In late 2007, “National” was dropped from
the name. The new name, Office of Research
and Best Practices (ORBP), expands the scope
and extends the vision for the office. “The name

change will better position us to exchange best
practices and innovations globally, not just na-
tionally,” explained office administrator Calvin
Roberts. “It will also enable us to more easily
share Michigan’s extraordinary transportation
research talent and expertise with the global
transportation community.”

Since 2006, Roberts and his team have been
working to align research investments with the
Michigan Transportation Plan, which presents
goals, objectives, strategies, and policy recom-
mendations to set the direction for decisions and
investments on the state transportation system
through the year 2030. “Our team was assem-
bled to make the most of every research opportu-
nity within the department,” explained Roberts.
“We’ve realized some success, but the diversity
of the groups we serve has made it difficult to
develop a cohesive strategy. | felt we were miss-
ing key structural elements that would enable us

see “Team Building” on page 2

Peer €Exchange

Business leader Andrew Carnegie once
said, “The range of our collective vision is
far greater when individual insights become
one.” It is perhaps with this in mind that the
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)
established the peer exchange program with
the Intermodal Surface Transportation Effi-
cacy act of 1991. The program requires that
each state department of transportation (DOT)
agree to a peer exchange of its Research, De-
velopment, and Technology Transfer (RD&T)
management process to be eligible for FHWA
planning and research funds.

see “Peer Exchange” on page 2
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Team Building (continued)

to do more.” With this in mind, Roberts arranged with MDOT’s
Performance Excellence Division in July 2007 to initiate a team-
building and strategic planning effort within the office.

Customers Provide Clarity

Mark Becker, MDOT performance consultant, guided the ORBP
through a series of exercises to help refine structure and operations.
The effort began with a process mapping exercise. Through it, the
team identified discrete steps involved in administering transporta-
tion research. They then listed customers, stakeholders, products
and services, and quality characteristics associated with each step.
When complete, the process map provided the ORBP team with
a visual overview of their sphere of influence. “Identifying who
must be satisfied, what they need, and how to serve them provides
great clarity for the rest of the process,” Becker explained.

ORBP customers include executives, managers, and staff
members of federal and state government agencies, colleges and
universities, and private companies. “We serve the transportation
research community by identifying relevant research needs, ad-
ministering meaningful research projects, and then implementing
valuable research results,” Roberts explained. “Serving such a
diverse group is challenging. Clear goals, good communication
and strong relationships are keys to doing so successfully,”

Mission and Vision
With their focus directed through the process map and firmly
grounded on their customers, the team then wrote vision and mis-
sion statements, and identified common values among all team
members. “A team’s mission has to do with the specific prod-
ucts and services delivered to customers,” Becker explained. “A
team’s vision articulates how the individual members of the team
see themselves working together to accomplish the mission. The
mission is external; the vision is internal. Values determine how
the vision is pursued and the mission is accomplished.”
The mission of the ORBP includes four focus areas:
1. Coordinate and manage research programs for MDOT;
2. Monitor learning and innovation in development and
operation of integrated transportation systems;
3. Promote implementation of learning and innovation
throughout MDOT;
4. Encourage research that supports integrated multi-modal
transportation and MDOT’s strategic goals.

The ORBP’s vision is to be a recognized leader in coordinat-
ing applied research and implementing results. To do so, the
office will:

1. Identify cutting edge research topics;

2. Coordinate development of research projects;

3. Implement research results.

“Our mission and vision grew out of our strength and po-
sition as a team,” Roberts explained. “We are located in the
center of a highly integrated network of dynamic partnerships
among transportation professionals.”

Here’s the Plan

Strategic planning was the final phase of the team building pro-
cess. “Astrategic plan takes into account the internal dynamics of
an organization and provides the structure necessary to transform
a vision into a new reality,” Becker explained. A detailed analy-
sis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT
analysis) was the first step in the strategic planning process. After
the SWOT analysis, the team identified things they could do to
capitalize on their strengths in order to protect against weakness-
es, seize opportunities, and avoid threats.

The team then articulated specific initiatives that would help
them accomplish the mission of the ORBP while realizing their
shared vision. In addition to techniques for refining operations
internal to the team, they also identified strategies and tools for
nurturing channels of communication between the team and their
customers. As an example of an internal tool, the team has made
a commitment to start every meeting with an activity that is de-
signed to stimulate “out-of-the-box” thinking.

“Innovation is a common thread running through the long-
range plan for the department, and it’s one of our core values,”
Roberts explained. “These activities will help maintain a culture
of innovation on the team.”

External tools include a department-wide research database
and an annual research conference. The database will ensure that
research conducted in each region and transportation service cen-
ter is shared across the entire state. “The research database will
maximize the utility of research investments and prevent dupli-
cation of effort,” Roberts explained. “It will also promote multi-
modal research by providing a holistic view of research efforts.”

An annual conference will help maintain channels of commu-
nication within the transportation community. Interestingly, the
inherent diversity of this community, which was one of the main
reasons Roberts initiated the team building effort, turned out to
be one of the core strengths of the team. “Our network of part-
nerships among transportation professionals provides us access
to a wealth of valuable information,” Roberts said. “The refined
structure of our team and the new tools we’re developing will
help us and our customers make the most of every opportunity.”

Peer Exchange (continued)
The peer exchange program is a means for state DOTSs to im-

prove research programs through customer input, peer counsel,
and identification of best practices. After the first round of peer
exchanges were held, the National Cooperative Highway Research
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Program (NCHRP) issued a report titled Peer Exchange: a Value-
added Program Management Tool (2001). The report described
the process for conducting an exchange conference, and it sum-
marized the results of the first round of conferences. The program
received wide acclaim from states that participated. Since then,
several rounds of peer exchange conferences have been held with
continued high levels of success and support.

Focusing the Efforts

The ORBP sponsored a peer exchange of MDOT’s research
program on December 3-6, 2007. In addition to four members
from the ORBP team, the peer exchange panel (see Figure 1) in-
cluded a representative from Pennsylvania State University, two
representatives from the FHWA, and representatives from DOTSs
in lowa, Louisiana, South Dakota, Utah, and Washington State.
Leni Oman from Washington State served as chair of the panel.
CTC & Associates, a technical communications firm from Madison,
WI, that specializes in information design for public agencies and civil
engineering firms, assisted the ORBP in facilitating the exchange.

The ORBP team assembled the panel based on expertise and
experience in the following five focus areas:

1. Developing a research program
Identifying research needs
Partnering with universities
Managing research projects
Measuring and reporting performance

The focus areas address current needs within the MDOT research
program. “We chose members whose programs followed a path of
development similar to ours,” Roberts explained. “\\e were encour-
aged to realize the great position we’re in and we gained tremen-
dous insights into making adjustments to refine our program.”

g~ w

Research a High Priority

The structural integrity of MDOT’s research program, as identi-
fied by the panel, can be attributed to the deep interest in research
among technical staff throughout the department and among
universities, consultants, and industry professionals across the
state. Michigan is home to a vibrant transportation research com-
munity and MDOT has a reputation for credible research that is
regularly applied in other states. With six internationally known
universities in the state, including two University Transporta-
tion Centers (UTCs) and an effective Local Technical Assistance
Program (LTAP), MDOT has access to a wide range of valuable
research and technology transfer facilities, services, and capabili-
ties. In addition, the FHWA division office in Michigan is very
supportive of MDOT’s research program; the program regularly
capitalizes on federal funding opportunities.

The panel also identified cultural strengths of the ORBP. Spe-
cifically, support of research by the highest levels of MDOT lead-
ership, and commitment among the core ORBP staff to align the
program with the direction of the department as a whole is a strong
foundation for continued success. The ORBP’s emphasis on pursu-
ing research topics that cover all areas of transportation research,
not just materials and construction, is evidence of this alignment.

Retention, Communication and Relationships

Areas where the ORBP team could face challenges in the fu-
ture include maintaining technical expertise in-house; collect-
ing, tracking and communicating research results; and nurtur-
ing the relationships that are necessary to continue the success
and expansion of the program.

Back row, from left: Tim Croze, MDOT; Mark Morvant, Louisiana DOT; Mark Dunn, lowa DOT; Dr. Sudhakar Kulkarni, MDOT; Marcia Kenney,
Recently’ Retired from FHWA. Front row, from left: Blaine Leonard, Utah DOT; Dave Huft, South Dakota DOT; John Mason, Pennsylvania
Transportation Institute; Calvin Roberts, MDOT; Leni Oman, Washington DOT; Andre Clover, MDOT; Angela Nelson, MDOT.

Figure 1. Peer Exchange Panel.
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Figure 2. Overview of the Research Adoption Process.

Team Building + Peer Exchange = Results
Based on results of the team building effort and advice from
the peer exchange, the ORBP team established a detailed plan for
implementing research results (see Figure 2). This plan, referred
to as the adoption process, will help principal investigators, proj-
ect managers, and research managers develop implementation
plans during the origination phase of a research project. “This
piece of the transportation research cycle makes adoption of re-
sults a part of normal department operations, which will maxi-
mize the return on our research investments,” Roberts said.

Next Steps

To finalize this exciting period of self-examination and plan-
ning for the ORBP, and to take steps toward pursuing the full po-
tential of Michigan’s research program, the team will complete
three immediate projects. The first will be to publish a report that
summarizes the peer exchange effort. The report will include
specific observations and suggestions from the panel about how
to achieve success in each focus area.

The second and third projects both address the need for good
communication within the transportation research community.
A research Web site is in development through the ORBP. The

RC

Executive Directive 2007-17.
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Web site is currently available to the ORBP team; plans are in
place to make it available outside of MDOT. An update of the
department’s Research Administration Manual is scheduled to be
released in February 2008. The manual was last updated in 2003,
and does not reflect the new strategy for administering research
in the state. “The new research manual will provide comprehen-
sive guidance for all groups and individuals at all phases of the
research cycle,” explained Roberts.
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