
Complete Streets: Making the 
Policy Work
What Was the Need?
Complete Streets is defined by Minnesota state statute as 
“the planning, scoping, design, implementation, operation, 
and maintenance of roads in order to reasonably address 
the safety and accessibility needs of users of all ages and 
abilities. Complete Streets considers the needs of motor-
ists, pedestrians, transit users and vehicles, bicyclists, and 
commercial and emergency vehicles moving along and 
across roads, intersections, and crossings.” This is a guid-
ing principle for Minnesota transportation agencies.

Real-world implementation requires translating Complete 
Streets policies and context-sensitive design principles to 
project development practice. While many sources offer 
guidance for a Complete Streets approach, they typically 
provide only general information, and many come from 
particular advocacy groups stressing one transportation 
mode to the exclusion of others. MnDOT wanted to col-
lect detailed case studies from practitioners that would be applicable to the unique 
circumstances, challenges and opportunities of Minnesota communities.

What Was Our Goal?
Investigators aimed to use case studies of Complete Streets projects to develop best 
practices and other insights for communities in Minnesota and elsewhere.

What Did We Do?
With feedback from the project Technical Advisory Panel, researchers identified 11 com-
munities to review that had successfully implemented Complete Streets. These repre-
sented large and small communities around the country with a range of percentages of 
residents who commute by bicycle, transit or on foot. Four cases were in Minnesota, 
and all but two came from northern regions that receive significant annual snowfall.

Investigators visited each site and interviewed more than 100 community and project 
stakeholders to gather a variety of perspectives on what is necessary to successfully 
implement Complete Streets. They synthesized these insights into a guidebook for prac-
titioners in Minnesota and elsewhere.

What Did We Learn?
The guide produced in this study identified best practices in six categories:

•  Framing and positioning: how an organization describes Complete Streets relative 
to previous and ongoing transportation and community planning efforts.

•  Institutionalizing Complete Streets: how communities build a statutory and legal 
framework for Complete Streets implementation with plans, policies and other guid-
ance documents.

•  Analysis and evaluation: data collection and analysis, either before a project to 
inform Complete Streets planning or after a project to evaluate its success.
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•  Project delivery and construction: approaches to enhancing, facilitating or stream-
lining Complete Streets on the project construction or maintenance scale.

•  Promotion and education: community efforts to educate the public about the avail-
ability and benefits of nonmotorized transportation and transit options.

•  Funding: innovative methods of leveraging existing funds or generating new funds for 
Complete Streets projects.

Researchers found that institutionalizing Complete Streets and integrating the approach 
into day-to-day transportation decision-making was a critical element of success. The  
cases provide examples of various effective approaches. For example, Hennepin County, 
Minnesota, developed two process tools: a Complete Streets task force and project-
specific Complete Streets checklists. The Fargo (North Dakota)-Moorhead (Minnesota) 
Metropolitan Council developed a thorough Complete Streets policy to support com-
munities within the 573-square-mile area, while Charlotte, North Carolina, created the 
Urban Street Design Guidelines to formalize a Complete Streets approach for all projects. 

Promotion and outreach were also critical to the success of Complete Streets projects, 
and the extent of promotional efforts was somewhat surprising. Several outreach cam-
paigns linked Complete Streets promotion to other goals, including improving safety, 
modal shift and public health. The Street Smarts campaign in New Haven, Connecticut, 
included components targeting driving, biking and walking, highlighting relevant traffic 
laws and safety practices that can reduce the likelihood of accidents. The city also part-
nered with Yale University to reach students.

What’s Next?
This research made clear that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to Complete Streets 
that will work for all communities, so any approach must be tailored to a community’s 
unique challenges and opportunities. The best practices described in this guide should 
help communities of all sizes develop plans that meet their particular needs. 

MnDOT will use this research to inform its Complete Streets guidance and documen-
tation. Planned efforts include a hands-on Complete Streets workshop and a broadly 
focused guidance document that should be complete by 2015. Investigators also plan 
significant outreach efforts for this research, including presentations to professional 
organizations. While no follow-up research is currently planned, more Complete Streets 
cases will likely be examined, particularly within Minnesota and in smaller communities.

Another recently completed LRRB report, 2013RIC02, Complete Streets Implementation 
Resource Guide for Minnesota Local Agencies, complements this study by providing 
tools for local agencies to develop their Complete Streets programs. The current project 
builds upon and surpasses that report.
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Promotion was critical to the success of many communities’ Complete Streets implementation. 
The Arlington County, Virginia, Car-Free Diet campaign featured ads, logos, an online sketch 
comedy series featuring Car-Free Diet skeptics and many other components.

“We encourage 
communities to consider 
their unique 
characteristics and 
competitive 
advantages—including 
advocacy groups, 
champions, governmental 
structure and funding 
sources—to identify the 
most effective approaches 
for their particular 
context.”

—Carissa Schively 
Slotterback,
Associate Professor, 
University of Minnesota 
Humphrey School of 
Public Affairs

“This was a very 
important step in building 
knowledge for MnDOT and 
other Minnesota entities. 
It takes us beyond general 
information that doesn’t 
necessarily translate to the 
challenges and 
opportunities we face in 
the state.”

—Scott Bradley,
Director, MnDOT Context 
Sensitive Solutions
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