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Executive Summary  
A recent concept that has gained considerable attention from decision makers  is Transit 

Oriented Development (TOD). It promotes growth of medium density, mixed land use 

developments around transit hubs to reduce auto use. This essay evaluates the available literature 

on TOD in order to investigate its claims and potential for success in Southern California.  

There is a demand for TOD among young professionals, childless couples and “empty-

nesters.” However, the current residential preferences of Americans are for large, single-family 

lots in an auto-oriented community (Chatman, 2008). TOD also faces difficulties in attracting 

and maintaining businesses. Local governments can provide an appealing environment for 

commercial investment in a TOD through improving sidewalks, infrastructure and providing tax 

breaks.  

The effect density has on vehicle travel are unclear in the literature. Compact 

development could reduce Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) from 20-30% compared with 

sprawled areas (Ewing et al., 2007).  To significantly reduce VMT, a TOD must connect to a 

quality transit system, have street connectivity, provide greater access to desirable locations and 

contain a diverse set of land uses (TRB, 2009). TODs also need to incorporate demand 

management practices such as maximum parking requirements and unbundling parking costs 

with housing costs. 

The extent that TODs can alter the broader urban form is tentative at best. Residents are 

mainly self-selected to live there, and thus do not reflect the broader desires of Americans. TOD, 

therefore, cannot be expected to significantly decrease auto use on a large scale. The potential for 

TODs to reduce auto use or VMT in Southern California may be more limited than in other 

regions due to its built environment characteristics. However, there are certainly locations where 

TOD would be viable and attractive, but these locations would have to be evaluated at a site-

specific scale. 
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Introduction  
 Urban areas today face enormous challenges as they struggle to contain more people than 

ever. Automobiles are the dominant mode of travel and as such, our cities are designed to 

accommodate them. People live in the suburbs in search of safer environment and better schools, 

yet the car-oriented city provides access to the amenities of a city through larger highways and 

cheap parking. Our urban form is progressively becoming decentralized as our dependence on 

cars is reinforced. However, sprawl has many unintended consequences, such as increased 

Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) and less walkable, transit-accessible neighborhoods. This has 

brought about a call for “smart growth” policies that attempt to increase density and decrease our 

reliance on cars. One concept that has gained considerable attention from policymakers and 

professors alike is Transit Oriented Development (TOD). TODs’ goals, like many other smart 

growth policies, are to decrease auto dependency and rein in sprawl.  To do this, it promotes 

medium density, mixed land use developments around transit hubs that incorporate pedestrian 

amenities (Cervero, 2008, p. 124).   

Its supporters are concerned with the neighborhood scale and argue that TODs can 

decrease dependence on the automobile and create healthier, livable communities. Critics of 

TOD argue they have a negligible effect on the greater metropolitan region and they do not 

reflect the current preferences of Americans. Although it is a well-accepted form of smart growth 

and has had relative success in increasing transit use, it is critical to evaluate the claims of TOD 

by evaluating the available literature in order to establish several key questions: 

1. Is there a latent demand for TOD among residents and businesses? 

2. Will TOD reduce vehicle travel? 
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3. Will changing the urban form to a denser, mixed use community affect travel in the 

region? 

Clarifying Concepts 
 In order to prevent confusion among common concepts in the smart growth literature, a 

few clarifications are provided here. Smart growth itself tends to have a broad and varying 

definition (much like the term “sustainability”) that can be applied to almost any progressive 

planning policy. Randall Crane, in his article Counterpoint: Accessibility and sprawl argues that 

smart growth contains three pieces: integrated land use through urban planning; technical tools 

such as higher densities, pedestrian and transit access and mixed land use; and the third 

component emphasizes the alterations in land use transactions (Crane, 2008, p. 15-16). 

 Neo-Traditional planners envision communities that hearken back to more “traditional” 

forms of a neighborhood based on aesthetic principles, while New Urbanism focus on the same 

neighborhood scale but does so because they believe it is inherently better for society (Crane, 

1998, p. 2). Both schools of thought want the neighborhood to be more self-sustaining and a 

place where social interactions are prevalent. They aim to improve living environments through 

basic design principles such as pedestrian and bike facilities, gridded street patterns that dissuade 

car use, and compact, mixed-use development (Crane, 1998, p. 2-3). 

Transit Oriented Development however is not necessarily Neo-Traditionalist or New 

Urbanist (NU). Often, TOD and New Urbanism are used to describe the same development, 

conflating the two terms. In its most basic sense, TOD is “A tool for promoting smart 

growth…by focusing growth around transit nodes” (Cervero, 2008, p. 124). Many, but not all, 

TOD developments include the design concepts of New Urbanists or Neo-Traditionalists such as 

grid-like street patterns and pedestrian facilities.  
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What these concepts (precluding smart growth which is an umbrella term for these type 

of policies) do have in common is its focus on the neighborhood scale and getting people out of 

their cars. Going forward, the distinction between TOD with and without NU concepts will help 

to determine the relative success of these developments in delivering its promises. 

Against the Grain  
 A concept that can get people out of their cars, using transit, walking to shops and living 

in denser areas sounds like a paradise to planners. However, critics of TOD argue that these 

ideals do not reflect the desires of the majority of Americans as many decide to flee the dense 

inner cities, if they can afford to, in search for the more space, privacy and better schools that 

suburbs provide (TRB, 2009, p. 181). In accordance with this view, current land use patterns 

indicate that new development densities are significantly lower than existing development (TRB, 

2009, p. 170). While TOD may not reflect the current trend in land use patterns, there is demand 

for it among young professionals, those without children and the aging baby-boomer generation 

who are now childless (Cervero, 2008, p. 124).  

 While the current majority may now prefer to reside in the suburbs, the baby boomer 

generation is aging. As more of them become “empty-nesters,” their housing preferences may 

shift to a desire for smaller accommodations where they are not reliant on driving (TRB, 2009, p. 

166). Even if mixed-use, transit-oriented communities are not indicative of the majority of 

Americans’ housing preferences, this does not sound the death knell for TOD, or a necessary 

precondition for its success. On the contrary, “…the primary aim of these proposals is to expand 

households’ choices in how to live and travel” (Levine, 1999, p. 16). With this in mind, TODs 

can fulfill a latent desire for transit-oriented communities. The difficulty lies in ascertaining the 

extent of resident’s demand for such communities. 
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Self-‐Selection	  
One argument against the ability for TODs to affect the larger urban form is that residents 

of these developments are self-selecting to live there. So, those residents who wish to take transit 

live in a TOD and those who prefer to drive choose to live in an area with easy auto access 

(Chatman, 2008, p. 4). If this is valid, then there will be a point of market saturation where 

everyone who wishes to live in a TOD has selected into one. However, there is a false scarcity of 

these developments caused by stringent land use regulations such that many residents who would 

choose to live in a TOD do not have the opportunity to (Chatman, 2008, p. 7). Examples of these 

restrictive regulations include separation of land uses, minimum parking requirements, zoning 

requirements for street widening and density limitations (Levine, 1999p. 18). Thus, we may be 

ignoring the fact that while many people live in sprawling, car-oriented communities, that may 

be because they do not have access to walkable, transit friendly neighborhoods. 

Residential	  Preferences	  
 In order to estimate the viability of implementing TODs on a large scale, it is critical to 

know what residents look for when choosing a home. People decide to move for a multitude of 

reasons, most of those reasons are not to reduce commute time or distance (Taylor, Spatial 

Mismatch, 2012). People have a surprisingly high tolerance for commuting, around 46 minutes 

before they would become dissatisfied with their commute time (Wachs et al., 1993, p. 15).  In 

one study, the top three reasons given for moving were safety, a desire for a better neighborhood 

and more space  (Wachs et al., 1993, p. 32). TOD can meet these criteria through implementing 

New Urbanist design principles, including pedestrian walkways that create more eyes on the 

street and improve safety; mixed-use development that provides an attractive atmosphere; and 

preserving green space that allows for recreation and interaction.  Furthermore, residents have a 
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financial incentive to buy a home in a well-designed TOD. Living near a transit hub increases the 

value of the land by 23% (Cervero & Duncan, 2002, p.12&15). 

Attracting	  Business	  Development	  	  
 Creating a “better neighborhood” can take on many different forms. However, one study 

that randomly sampled several counties in California found the best characteristics to have in a 

community were safety and access to shops (Chatman, 2008, p. 21). If residents are expected to 

drive less and walk more in a transit-oriented development, they must have desirable destinations 

to walk to, and accessible places to shop without a car.  

Attracting businesses into a TOD has proven to be one of the more difficult aspects of 

creating an appealing space (Taylor, New Urbanism, 2012). Many commercial interests believe 

that a TOD cannot support business interests (Cervero &Duncan, 2002, p.8). The goals and 

priorities of residents often come into conflict with that of a business owner. TODs with New 

Urbanist design often wish to reduce through traffic in their neighborhood by incorporating 

narrow, non-hierarchical street patterns and limit on-site parking for businesses (Ewing & 

Cervero, 2010, p.267). On the other hand, businesses argue they need a wider breadth of 

customers than the TOD may provide, steady traffic from a main through street and on-site 

parking to sustain their businesses (PolicyLink, 2008, p.8).   

While many businesses feel they need a larger market share of costumers outside of a 

TOD, increasing pedestrian activity in the neighborhood through design elements bolsters 

economic activity (PolicyLink, 2008, p.4). The dense, mixed-use characteristics of a TOD also 

ensure businesses that they will have a source of potential employees (Ewing & Cervero, 2002, 

p. 14). In addition, being proximate to a rail stop (within walking distance) can capitalize the 

value of commercial land up to 120% (Cervero & Duncan, 2002, p.12&15).  
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In order to attract new businesses, many TODs have compromised the utility of their 

development by ceding to build more parking, turning the TOD into a TAD, Transit-Adjacent 

Development (Cervero, 2008, p.124). However, this decreases the walkability and attractiveness 

of the neighborhood for residents and compromises the goal of reducing auto use. Thus, while 

there remains a certain stigma against investing in a TOD, there are several policy and design 

tools that make it more attractive for commercial use. In some cases, TOD developments can 

attract and maintain businesses by providing tax breaks (Flint, 2005, p. 19).  Local governments 

can provide an appealing environment for investment “by introducing complementary 

infrastructure improvements (like sidewalks and the undergrounding of utilities), and in the case 

of riskier settings, underwriting private sector land acquisition costs” (Cervero & Duncan, 2002, 

p.15). Overall, there are many opportunities for a TOD to overcome the present barriers to 

investment through a myriad of design principles that increase walkability and thus increase 

traffic in shops, in addition to policies that incentivize new business. 

Does Urban Form Effect Travel 
 The rampant interest in TOD and New Urbanist design has been sparked by the belief 

that the built environment can change people’s travel behavior and increase transit use. For local 

governments and transportation planners, increasing density around transit stops could mean 

reducing Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) or the number of trips made by car. Mixed land uses 

can reduce the need to drive longer distances since commercial development provides access 

within walking distance for errand making, but higher densities can also mean more congestion 

simply because there are more people living in a smaller area. So, to what extent does the urban 

form impact travel patterns, and have TODs been proven to change travel behavior and reduce 

vehicle dependency? 
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Density	  and	  Travel	  
 Changes in urban form require years, if not decades to occur (TRB, 2009, p149). There is 

a prevailing assumption among adherents to TOD that increasing density will lead to less 

automobile use (Taylor, New Urbanism, 2012). The literature reports varying possibilities of 

reducing VMT though density, depending on their assumptions of how much density can be 

increased over the years. Compact development could reduce VMT from 20-30% compared with 

sprawled areas (Ewing et al., 2007). One forecast completed by the Transportation Research 

Board estimated that if 25% of new construction were in a compact development, this would 

decrease auto use 25% by 2050 (TRB, 2009, p. 180). However, decreases in VMT and auto use 

depend on a variety of factors in the built environment such as diversity of destinations, access to 

transit and the design of the neighborhood (Ewing &Cervero, 2010, p. 276).  

 A TOD is a higher concentrated area around a transit stop, thus it would follow that 

residents would be much less reliant on vehicles than their suburban counterparts. However, in 

order for transit to be effective, there must be a high concentration not only of origins but of 

destinations as well (Newman & Kenworthy, 2006, p. 35). A TOD provides a high concentration 

of residents and/or businesses at an origin, yet if the desired destinations are sprawled, residents 

will still be dependent on a car for their non-commute trips. Unfortunately, work trips only 

comprise 19% of daily travel (Chatman, 2008, p.1010). So if the urban form does not have a 

concentrated network of desirable destinations where transit can efficiently access, residents of a 

TOD will still rely on cars for 81% of their daily trips.   

 In the end, it is very difficult to make absolute claims as to the effect density will have on 

auto use. Reducing VMT through increasing density can have many unintended consequences, 

such as increasing trip frequencies (Crane, 2000, p.19). Solely increasing density is inadequate to 

greatly reducing VMT. Street connectivity, greater access to desirable locations and a diverse set 
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of land uses is necessary to significantly reduce VMT (TRB, 2009, p 51).  The quality of the 

transit system in which the TOD is connected to plays a large role in the ability to access 

opportunities, and access them quickly. If the transit system that the TOD is built into is reliable 

and fast, meaning the time cost for transit is low, then residents are more apt to take transit for 

off-work trips as well (Chatman, 2008, p. 1011).  

Design	  of	  TOD	  and	  Reducing	  Auto-‐Use	  
 In order to successfully reduce auto use in a TOD, a certain “mix” of designs and 

amenities must be provided.  Newman & Kenworthy in their study, Urban Design to Reduce 

Automobile Dependence, argue that the development must meet a certain intensity of 

development before car use will significantly decrease. They argue that the physical design of 

the city is of secondary importance to reduce travel by auto (Newman & Kenworthy, 2006, p. 

35). It is of more importance that people have access to a diverse array of amenities in the larger 

urban form, and that these amenities can be accessed in less time by using transit, walking or 

biking than by car (Newman & Kenworthy, 2006, 10). The viability of a TOD to reduce auto use 

depends on the vitality of the center in a TOD, the shops it affords access to, and the vitality of 

the Central Business District (Newman &Kenworthy, 2006, 10).  Thus, it all boils down to 

access. If the land uses in a TOD are developed intensely enough, people will not have to rely on 

cars for many of their trips. Access to quality transit service that can take TOD residents to other 

desirable destinations is also critical, and in order to do this the land must also be developed 

intensely in destinations, such as within a CBD.  

Demand	  Management	  
 Even with gridded street patterns, a vibrant shopping center and easy access to other 

destinations by transit, TODs need to incorporate demand management practices to significantly 

reduce auto dependence. Demand management practices include maximum parking 
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requirements, unbundling parking costs with housing costs and car sharing programs (Cervero, 

2008, p.125; TRB, 2009, p. 52). Limiting the availability of parking, and charging for what 

parking is available, is central to proliferate transit use for more than the work commute.  

 Because residents of TODs still largely do own vehicles, if parking is not managed than 

congestion becomes a contentious issue within the development (Cervero, 2009, p. 28; Crane, 

2000, p.19). The literature does demonstrates that people living in a TOD make 44-50% fewer 

trips than the expected number of trips in a suburb (Cervero, 2009, p. 27). However, due to 

higher densities, even if there are less people making trips in the area, there are simply more 

people concentrated in a space, such that it can lead to more congestion without policies that 

curb car use. Thus, discouraging driving through parking management and limiting available 

parking is critical to managing congestion in a TOD.  

Impacting the Region 
The extent that TODs can alter the broader urban form is tentative at best. New Urbanism 

and TODs focus on increasing density, walkability, and access on a neighborhood scale. They 

must meet certain criteria in order to make the development viable, such as access to a quality 

transit system and access to concentrated and desirable destinations. While residents of a TOD 

do take transit more and generally have lower auto use, this is not representative of the lifestyles 

of most Americans. As discussed earlier, residents of a TOD take transit more because they have 

self-selected to live in an area that provides transit (Cervero, 2009, p. 26). It is not practical to 

envision an entire urban area as a TOD and expect that people would abandon their cars and use 

transit. While there may be unmet demand for TOD that strict zoning regulations such as 

minimum parking requirements and zoning separations have caused (Levine, 1999), the majority 

of people still prefer larger lot sizes and single-family homes (Chatman, 2008).  
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If TODs can truly have a large net impact on reducing vehicle use for the entire 

metropolitan area, it must be shown that it gets people who would otherwise choose to drive to 

take transit. Unfortunately, due to the self-selection bias, the massive reduction of vehicle use in 

a region through solely TOD is not likely. Because, people who prefer to drive will choose to 

live in an auto-oriented suburb, and those who prefer to take transit will live in a TOD. However, 

the literature does show that there is latent demand for the latter, in that those who would want to 

live in a TOD do not always have access to move there because of a false scarcity previously 

mentioned. Thus, there is potential for vehicle use to be reduced in a region by providing more 

TODs, but to what extent the demand is widespread is difficult to determine. Developing TODs 

alongside policies such as maximum parking requirements on new development, congestion 

pricing and unbundled parking costs from housing costs could drive up demand for TOD and 

transit use, significantly increasing the possibility to reduce VMT and auto dependence.  

TOD in Southern California 
 As we have seen, TOD requires certain specifications in order for it to be feasible. It must 

connect to a larger transit system that has a low time cost and can access many desirable 

destinations (Chatman, 2008, p. 1011). In order for a transit system to achieve a high level of 

access to destinations, destinations must be concentrated. Here, there is a problem of scale. TOD 

and New Urbanism have traditionally focused on the “human scale,” or neighborhood level. 

Attempting to prescribe a development that requires a neighborhood level analysis on a regional 

level is unwise. While it is clear which characteristics a TOD must contain in order for it to be 

successful, the site of a TOD and its access to desirable locations and quality transit service are 

more important than the physical design (TRB, 2009, p. 75). Therefore, prescribing TOD is 

extremely contextual if its goal is to reduce auto use.  
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If the goal of implementing TODs in Southern California is to reduce auto use on a 

regional level, local governments will have to take significant strides in creating policies that 

reflect the externalities of car use and to increase densities (TRB, 2009, p. 77). This would be a 

costly endeavor, both fiscally and politically. On such a large scale, Southern California may 

achieve better results in reducing VMT and auto use through a focus on fiscal policies (gas tax, 

congestion pricing, unbundling parking costs from housing costs) and parking limitations, given 

the relatively small impact TOD has on the broader urban form.  

 However, there are certainly locations where TOD could be viable in Southern 

California. If the goals of implementing TOD are not solely for decreasing car usage and can be 

expanded to include objectives like walkability and livability, there are plenty of young 

professionals and empty nesters that seem to be attracted to the lifestyle a TOD provides.  Also, 

Los Angeles has one of the most extensive bus systems in the nation and can provide good 

quality service in certain areas (APTA, 2010, p.8). Yet latent demand for such neighborhoods in 

Southern California remains uncertain. One study in Los Angeles highlights that “…households 

actively seeking transit- or walk-accessible neighborhoods are in the minority, the market for 

such development may be small” (Chatman, 2008, p. 30).  

 In addition, Southern California is known as a sprawling region. For example, Los 

Angeles is a polycentric city, without a definitive concentration of destinations and origins. It 

also does not have a strong Central Business District that would allow TOD residents access to a 

large diversity of desirable amenities. Residents of a TOD in Southern California could still be 

largely reliant on a vehicle for non-work trips, which are the majority of trip making.   

 Therefore, the potential for TODs to reduce auto use or VMT in Southern California may 

be more limited than in other regions due to its built environment characteristics. However, there 
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are certainly locations where TOD would be viable and attractive, but these places would have to 

be evaluated at a site-specific scale. 
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