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The roads most (and least cycled) — this visualization of Oregon Strava data illustrates which roads in the 
Portland metro region were traveled the most (red) and least (blue) by cyclists over a 12-month period. Image 
courtesy Strava. 

 

Home to one of America's most bike-friendly cities (Portland), the state of Oregon actively promotes and 
supports its bicycling culture. But when it came to expanding and improving the state's bicycle infrastructure, 
the Oregon Department of Transportation faced a challenge: insufficient data to know how Oregon cyclists 
were actually getting around. 

While bicycle counts provide a snapshot of what happens at one location for a short period, they don't provide 
data about bicyclist behavior or bicyclists' "unofficial routes" and shortcuts. To solve this lack-of-data problem, 
ODOT purchased a repackaged dataset from Strava (strava.com), a competitive cycling app that enables 
cyclists to track their miles and times, map routes, compete with other users, and share their activities with 
friends. The data contained information on routes taken by 35,000 Oregon cyclists. 

Gathering that data on its own would have been too formidable — and too expensive — a task for ODOT, says 
Talia Jacobson, the agency's active transportation policy lead. "[Using others' data] is a tremendously cost-
effective way to get a really rich statewide dataset," she says. 

Using Strava data, ODOT can identify patterns of use across the state, instead of just numbers of riders riding 
over a particular counting strip. "Strava can tell us where there are routes that cut through paths that riders 
are taking that aren't part of our models of the system," says Jacobson. 

While ODOT is still in the early stages of analyzing the data, it has already put the information to work. So far, 
the data has helped inform decisions about ODOT's placement of three permanent bike counters on Oregon's 
scenic bikeways, confirming the placement of two and making the agency rethink placement of the third. In 
the third instance, Strava data indicated that cyclists were avoiding a particular section of the highway, which 
would have led to underrepresented counts. 

The Strava data is also making ODOT rethink the placement of rumble strips on certain roads. While rumble 
strips improve auto safety, they can be unsafe for cyclists. Jacobson says the Strava data is showing ODOT 
which roads are popular with cyclists — leading to better decisions about spots where rumble strips could 
ensure the safety of both motor vehicle drivers and cyclists. 

ODOT wants to enlist big data in another way as well. In partnership with Portland State University, ODOT is 
working with an app called ORcycle that allows users to record their trips and report locations where they 
experience crashes, near collisions, or other unsafe or uncomfortable conditions, all of which are often 
underreported, according to Jacobson. The app and data were the products of a pilot project, and ODOT is 
currently looking at several possible next steps. 

	  


