
Talking Congestion Management: Mobility v. Accessibility 

Congestion management traditionally measures success in terms of how quickly proposed 
alternatives allow traffic to move from their origin to their destination. As a result, strategies 
have come to revolve around the speed at which people can move, how mobile the population is 
between origins and destinations. Congestion management’s goal has become ensuring that 
travelers reach their destinations quickly, even though the distance between might be long. Some 
of the various strategies that exist to facilitate the movement of traffic in an area include 
strategies that might reduce demand to free up road space, make existing roadways and traffic 
work more efficiently, or provide greater capacity to a roadway. All of these work together to 
speed people between their origin and destination. 

 
There is, however, another potential part of this formula: how accessible destinations are 

from each other. That is, how easy it is to reach places. By addressing accessibility, the core 
demand of the vast majority of travelers is addressed: to reach a desired destination. Addressing 
only mobility, on the other hand, can miss this mark, as most travelers rarely utilize a roadway 
purely for the sake of being on the road, but instead to reach a specific destination. 

 
When accessibility is considered, congestion takes on a different look. Greater 

accessibility is achieved when destinations are clustered close together. In order to achieve this 
clustering, density must be increased. This higher density, often associated with cities, has come 
to be synonymous with congestion. This kind of congestion, however, is not considered bad in 
many cities, and is considered a vital part of their social and economic fabric. Imagine Chicago 
or New York City without their current density or congestion. They would be vastly different 
places with much of the vitality and life that occurs on the street level discouraged or removed in 
favor of speeding arrival at destinations. If the concept of congestion being a sign of “failure” 
held true in all cases, then our largest cities would be seen as such. However, they are not. They 
are living proof that the accessibility view of congestion is a valid model. 

 
But how does one apply this model? The answer lies in land use and growth 

management, but it is here that the traditional way of thinking about congestion management can 
create a roadblock. Generally, roads are built to provide a designated level of service. This can 
result in larger roads, and facilitate development outward, and making the implementation of 
transit alternatives difficult. 

 
Increasing accessibility through the implementation of growth management strategies 

requires thinking outside the box of traditional congestion management strategies. Instead of 
considering individual roads, entire areas of a network can be considered. By doing this, 
connections between different parts of the road network and their surrounding land uses can be 
given a better look as a whole. 

 
Recent trends in planning have been moving places toward being more accessible. These 

trends encourage mixed uses so housing and businesses can be closer together and the distances 
between them walkable, or at least easily covered by a variety of transportation options, not just 
personal automobiles. By making it easier, though not always quicker, to reach places, the 
transportation system is fulfilling the key demand of travelers: to access destinations. 



 
Promoting and expanding urban cores linked together with robust and diverse 

transportation options (especially transit) in order to foster greater accessibility between origins 
and destinations is at the core of NIRPC’s 2040 Comprehensive Regional Plan (2040 CRP). By 
pursuing the 2040 CRP’s goal of creating livable centers, we can also create more accessible 
urban areas that encourage vital social and economic activity while simultaneously bringing 
destinations that travelers seek closer together. Focusing on accessibility cannot solve all 
congestion problems in Northwest Indiana, but to ignore it is to leave an important tool out of 
our congestion management toolbox. 


