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Our current work on 
autonomous vehicles
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JTL’s current work on 
autonomous vehicles
Behavior Systems Policy
AV preference and 
demand: Do 
people want to 
use AVs? What 
experiences would 
encourage them 
to share AVs with 
strangers?

How will AVs 
impact transit 
systems? Is there 
potential for 
integrating AV 
networks with bus 
and rail systems? 
Can we predict 
individual 
demand?

How do AV 
regulations vary 
between the US, 
Canada, and China? 
What are 
appropriate 
regulations with 
respect to parking, 
land use, and 
congestion pricing?
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This presentation
1. Why should we be talking about policy
2. Why should we be talking about cities
3. What are cities doing
4. What should they be thinking about doing



AVs could radically 
transform the way 
our cities and their 
transportation 
systems work.



Context: The promise of AVs
More equitable 
access to urban needs

More 
environmentally 
sustainable mobility
More efficient urban 
transportation systems

More livable 
neighborhoods



Context: The risks of AVs
Increased vehicular 
travel and 
congestion
Increased energy use 
and pollution

Increased 
segregation by class 
and race
More auto-dependent 
land uses



But all of this depends on many 
things…
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Preparing for a future with AVs
The form and execution of the 
technology
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There is still a lot of uncertainty 
surrounding AVs…
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Why now for regulations?

Salience 
EffectEndowment Effect



AVs are rolling out
Who should be responsible to doing something about it? 



Focus on: The local government 
role
From a public policy perspective, cities will impact AV 
rollout, whether or not they develop regulation 
related to them.

Local 
streets

Zoning
Public 
space

Taxation Transit

Policies that most 
cities oversee 
directly.

Policies that cities 
engage with 
indirectly.



Potential for municipal 
involvement
Transportation concerns about AVs:

Increased 
vehicle miles 

traveled

Increased 
energy use



Potential for municipal 
involvement
Potential solutions:

Increased 
vehicle miles 

traveled

Increased 
energy use

Lowered 
parking 
provision

Distance-
based road 

pricing

Zero-
emissions 
vehicles



Potential for municipal 
involvement
Land use concerns about AVs:

Increased 
urban sprawl

Increased 
segregation



Potential for municipal 
involvement
Potential solutions:

Increased 
urban sprawl

Increased 
segregation

Lowered 
parking 
provision

Rethinking of 
urban streets

Income-based 
subsidies

Transit/AV 
integration



Setting a path forward
Cities need to identify which key powers they are 
granted by the state, and then use those to coordinate 
their response to AV implementation.

Zoning 
powers

Police powers
Control over 
local streets

Influence over 
transit 

provision

Taxi and ride-
hailing 

regulations

Data 
management



Research questions we’re 
currently pursuing
How are large US municipalities planning for AVs?

What expectations do municipal officials have about AV 
impacts?
What city characteristics impact officials’ views with 
regards to AVs?



Methods
Survey of a representative sample of officials in large American 
cities.

All US cities 
(“places”) with 

population 
>100,000
n = 307

Population

Their top 
officials in (a) 
planning; (b) 
transportation

n = 614

Contact Sample* (full 
responses)

Emails 
and 

phone 
calls

(a)71 planners;
(b) 69 

transportation 
officials

Representi
ng 120 

total cities 
(39%)

* No significant difference (p < 0.05) on covariates between sample and population.



Few cities are prepared for AVs
Of comprehensive plans, only 24 percent mention AVs in 
any way. Only 20 percent of these 25 largest cities have a 
“new mobility” plan relevant to AVs.

80.9% of officials noted that there had been little to no 
staff time yet committed to AVs.

Several officials pointed out that state preemption was 
likely to serve as a major barrier to local involvement on 
the issue.



City officials haven’t developed 
AV policies

Survey results across a range of questions show general lack of 
preparation; a majority are waiting for federal or state legislation, 
and most have no clear plan for AVs or clear responsibility.

City is well prepared for AVs

AV policy is a priority

Responsibility is clear

Clear policy for incorporating AVs on streets

Waiting for federal or state legislation

AVs as a mechanism beyond transport

Clear plan for AVs

City priority on technological innovation

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Strongly agree
Somewhat agree
Neutral
Somewhat disagree
Strongly disagree



Officials have mixed views 
about AV impacts

Officials generally see AVs as likely to benefit their respective cities 
and local inhabitants. However, a significant cohort believes that 
AVs will present risks and that they should be regulated.

AVs will improve city

AVs should be municipally regulated

AVs could pose a serious risk

AVs will improve quality of life

AVs will face local public opposition

AVs will face local bureaucratic opposition

AVs will face local political opposition

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Strongly agree
Somewhat agree
Neutral
Somewhat disagree
Strongly disagree



City concerns: Sprawl, vehicular 
travel, transit
A significant share of officials are concerned that AVs could 
increase sprawl and VMT, while reducing transit use and 
municipal revenues.

VMT

Congestion

Transit ridership

Municipal revenues

Segregation

Sprawl

Equity (mobility)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Not sure
Increase a lot
Increase a bit
No change
Decrease a bit
Decrease a lot



What kinds of policies can cities 
undertake?
National and state governments need to allow cities the 
freedom to adopt new regulations that address their 
concerns. AVs may serve as a motivating technological 
change.

Enforce 
congestion 

pricing

E.g., Cities concerned with sprawl could…

Enact growth 
controls

Expand access to 
alternatives



Conclusions
Cities are unprepared for AV rollout.
But they have key legal powers that will make them 
influential actors in impacting how AVs impact society.
Their leadership is concerned—probably rightly—about 
many potential impacts of AVs.
National and state governments need to allow local 
governments to develop appropriate regulations.



Uncertainty…





Should municipal governments develop 
regulations for AVs to address these 
issues?



Depends on the issue
Majority support among interviewees for AV-related municipal policies that 
would reduce sprawling land uses; increase street space for 
pedestrians; and increase access  to mobility for low-income and 
disabled people.

Considerable support for local regulations that would increase transit 
ridership.

Officials were far more skeptical of local involvement in reducing pollution 
and reducing VMT, with a plurality in each case suggesting that other 
governments should intervene instead.

Policies related to reducing private car ownership attracted far less support 
from officials, with almost a third suggesting that such an effort should not be in 
the realm of  government intervention at all.



The broader picture
Most policies (and potential policy changes) related to 
urban transportation have little to do with AVs 
specifically...
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The broader picture
Most policies (and potential policy changes) related to 
urban transportation  have little to do with AVs 
specifically...
...how do policymakers feel about the feasibility of 
these policies today without AVs?

...and how do they think that might change in a future 
with AVs? 



Understanding policymaking
Bureaucrats: opinion
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Understanding policymaking
Bureaucrats: opinion

Bureaucrats: capacity

Bureaucrats: legal feasibility

Political support



How do local-government officials feel 
about pursuing certain transportation 
policies today? How does the present 
political, legal,  and bureaucratic 
environment impact support for such 
policies?





Depends on the issue
For all but one policy we asked officials to consider, we find majority personal 
support.  One exception: only 40.9% of officials agreed that AVs should be 
shared

From the perspective of bureaucratic and legal capacity, local officials pointed to 
very  significant roadblocks to implementing new policies—regardless of their 
personal sup-  port of the policies

Officials were far less confident in their cities’ ability to address issues related 
to equity, the environment, and the transportation system as a whole

Officials expressed broad skepticism about the level of local political 
support for the  policies



What city characteristics matter?
Officials are likely to feel 
more prepared from cities 
with…
- Higher per-capita expenditures,

- Bigger population size, and 

- More population growth.

Officials are more concerned 
about AVs from cities with…
- Lower household incomes,

- More left-wing residents, 

- Higher per-capita expenditures, 
and 

- Lower population growth.

Personal and political support for 
AV policies is linked with…
- More left-wing residents and

- Higher population size.

Bureaucratic capacity for policy is 
linked with…
- Higher population growth and

- Higher housing values.



Do autonomous vehicles alter officials’ 
views of these regulations?







Findings
Officials said they were more optimistic about the chances for advancement 
among almost all policies except requiring shared TNCs, banning cars from 
certain parts of  the city, and increasing road capacity. The new technology does 
indeed appear to be  encouraging local officials to think differently about the 
potential for rethinking the  urban transportation system.

Nonetheless, officials remain skeptical of certain aspects of most policies that 
we presented to them—with or without AV rollout. (ie parking needs or 
preemption)

Respondents pointed to potential safety and privacy concerns when it came 
to agreeing about requiring TNCs to be shared & implementing a data 
clearinghouse



Findings
Cities will have the most ease adapting their land uses and public rights-
of-way in the  context of AVs

This is in strong contrast to the policies we examined related to equity, 
the environment, and the transportation system in general.

We find evidence for clear differences between cities that may well 
determine which  ones take steps to respond to AVs through regulations, if 
they are given the opportunity to do so

Officials from cities with larger populations, higher per-capita expenditures, 
and higher levels of population increases are more likely to support both 
regulatory strategies  related to AVs in general, and many of the specific 
policies we propose



Thank you!
MIT’s Urban Mobility Lab
mobility@mit.edu
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