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Introduction

1

Recent years have seen a strong shift in emphasis toward 
a more performance-based federal transportation policy 
in Washington, DC. Performance-based competitive grant 
programs could be an important component of  this shift. 
A number of  existing and recent federal discretionary grant 
programs, such as Transit New Starts or the Urban Partner-
ship Agreement, already award transportation funding on a 
competitive basis. Under these programs, the U.S. Depart-
ment of  Transportation (USDOT) selects projects for fund-
ing based on criteria and analysis. Recent papers by the Eno 
Center for Transportation and the Bipartisan Policy Center 
(BPC)1  call for Congress to include performance-based 
competitive grant programs in future federal surface trans-
portation policy reforms based on research showing that 
such programs, if  they are implemented effectively, “allow 
for a bottom-up approach in which states and local areas 
have the flexibility to develop proposals that reflect their 
preferred strategies for advancing national goals.”2  These 
papers conclude that competitive grant programs can play 
an integral role in making federal transportation policy more 
performance based and accountable to national objectives.  

An example is the Transportation Investment Generating 
Economic Recovery (TIGER) program, which was estab-
lished as part of  the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act of  2009 (also known as the ARRA or “stimulus bill”) to 
fund transportation infrastructure projects using a mode-
neutral, merit-based approach. For the first round of  the 
TIGER program, USDOT had authority and discretion to 
distribute $1.5 billion general fund dollars in fiscal year (FY) 
2009 to transportation projects around the country. Con-
gress went on to reauthorize the program three additional 

times. As of  August 2012, the TIGER program funded 
grants to a total of  186 transportation projects, supplying 
$3.1 billion in federal dollars and leveraging a total transpor-
tation infrastructure investment of  $17.5 billion.3  At the 
time of  this writing, funding for a fifth round of  TIGER is 
included in draft continuing resolutions in both the House 
and the Senate, making it possible for the program to con-
tinue for at least one more year. 

Among the few discretionary grant programs managed by 
USDOT, TIGER was designed with some unique features. 
It was the first major federal transportation grant program 
to be mode-neutral, meaning that any surface transportation 
project, regardless of  mode could apply for funding. It was 
one of  only a handful of  federal transportation programs 
that used economic analysis—specifically benefit-cost analy-
sis—as part of  the application evaluation process. And while 
most federal transportation funding can be accessed only 
by state DOTs or transit agencies, the TIGER application 
process was open to any project sponsor. 

TIGER was, at its roots, part of  a larger stimulus program 
designed, in part, to promote economic recovery in the 
short term. But the program outlived the ARRA and was 
reauthorized three additional times, as part of  a general ap-
propriations bill, with bipartisan support. This paper exam-
ines the history and performance of  the TIGER program 
over the period from 2009 to 2012 with a focus on identify-
ing specific program features that are particularly relevant 
for broader efforts to make U.S. transportation policy more 
performance based.  

The Mississippi River Bridges ITS Incident 
Management, Freight Movement and

Security Project was included in TIGER III 
and received $9.8 million in funding.
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This review of  the TIGER program relies on information 
from a number of  sources, including current literature on 
TIGER and other discretionary grant programs, project 
funding data from USDOT, and discussions with former 
and current congressional staff, USDOT officials, TIGER 
program applicants, and members of  the transportation re-
search and academic community. The analysis is divided into 
three primary sections: 

TIGER Program Creation and Structure 
This section examines the context and circumstances sur-
rounding the program’s creation and reviews the legislative 
provisions that provided the basis for its operating structure. 

Program Execution 
This section provides quantitative and qualitative analyses 
of  the program’s implementation and management his-
tory, including a record of  TIGER program decisions and 
funding distribution by region, mode, state, project type, and 
financial leverage. 

Discussion and Policy Recommendations 
The last part of  this paper summarizes insights and les-
sons learned from the TIGER program and develops policy 
recommendations concerning the design of  future discre-
tionary grant programs and their place in the larger federal 
surface transportation program. 

The reconstruction of  Pier 20 
in Honolulu Harbor was 

included in TIGER I and received 
$24.5 million in funding.
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Political Creation and 
Program Structure

Legislative Process
A review of  the TIGER program’s creation, and of  the 
legislative process behind it, helps to illuminate the rationale 
for certain program features. In the case of  TIGER, several 
influential actors within Congress shaped the program’s 
structure, related legislative provisions, and its execution by 
USDOT.

For many years, mayors, state governors, and members of  
Congress had been calling for a multi-modal discretion-
ary grant program at the federal level. In 2008 the Sen-
ate Appropriations Committee began to explore the idea 
of  expanding USDOT’s discretionary funding in light of  
the expectation that federal stimulus legislation would be 
adopted in early 2009. Senator Patty Murray (D-Wash.), 
with the assistance of  Peter Rogoff, then a member of  
the Senate Appropriations Committee staff  and later the 
Administrator for the Federal Transit Administration (FTA), 
is largely credited with introducing the concept of  a multi-
modal discretionary grant program as part of  the ARRA.4 
Senator Murray, among others, saw the lack of  funding for 
multi-modal transportation projects of  national and regional 
importance as an issue that could be partially addressed 

through the stimulus bill and, with Mr. Rogoff ’s help, began 
building support for this approach within the Senate. The 
Appropriations Committee ultimately decided to make some 
ARRA funding available for the proposed multi-modal dis-
cretionary program.5  Initial Senate drafts of  the authorizing 
legislation included provisions for extensive modal eligibility 
within surface transportation projects nationwide, providing 
the foundation for a wide range of  potential grantees and 
broad political support.

Around the same time, members of  the House Transporta-
tion & Infrastructure Committee (T&I), led by Congress-
man Jim Oberstar (D-Minn.), were developing their own 
“wish-list” for transportation provisions in upcoming stimu-
lus legislation. In contrast to the Senate, several T&I mem-
bers believed if  the stimulus package appropriated too much 
discretionary funding to transportation, it could reduce 
the sums available for traditional funding in the upcoming 
federal surface transportation reauthorization bill. Based on 
this assumption, a majority of  T&I members argued that 
minimal funding be made available through the proposed 
multi-modal discretionary program.6

Freight trains in and out of  Chicago 
were part of  the CREATE program, 

which was included in both 
TIGER I ($100 million) and 

TIGER IV ($10.4 million).
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While the concept of  a multi-modal discretionary program 
had the support of  Democratic majorities in the House and 
Senate—and of  the Obama Administration—a majority of  
Republican members in both houses of  Congress expressed 
concern on several grounds. First, they argued that delegat-
ing grant-making power to the USDOT could relinquish too 
much control to the president’s Transportation Secretary. 
In addition, several Republicans objected to the appropria-
tion of  additional federal funds to specific transportation 
projects, given their view that funding should be distributed 
to states via formulas so that states could choose projects 
independently.7

Ultimately, language was incorporated into the ARRA that 
provided $1.5 billion in discretionary funding for a trans-
portation grant program that was competitive, available to 
a broad range of  possible grantees and project sizes, and 
was aimed at projects with national or regional significance.8 
Initial House and Senate drafts of  the relevant legislative 
language were modified in the ARRA to ensure that the 
program would focus on advancing the national goals of  
economic recovery and job creation. Once these provisions 
were added to the ARRA and “adopted” by the Administra-
tion, support for the new grant program—which was now 
linked to the policy direction and priorities of  a Democratic 
administration—took a more decidedly partisan tone. The 
ARRA ultimately passed, but no House Republicans and 
only two Senate Republicans supported the bill in the final 
vote.9

While the TIGER program represented only a small portion 
of  the larger ARRA stimulus package, it drew substantial 
criticism from lawmakers, particularly on the Republican 
side, who referred to the program as “executive earmark-
ing.”10  Despite this criticism, however, Congress continued 
the program in subsequent appropriations bills, authorizing 
$600 million, $528 million, and $500 million to fund TIGER 
in fiscal years 2010, 2011, and 2012, respectively.  

These appropriation bills, because they provide funding for 
many federal programs across a broad range of  agencies, 
have generally passed with bipartisan support. But Republi-
cans have continued to express their general dislike for the 
TIGER program and subsequent appropriations bills that 
include the program have generally received more Demo-
cratic votes than Republican votes.11  

At the same time, other ARRA programs favored by 
Democrats, such as the High Speed Intercity Passenger Rail 
(HSIPR) program, were eliminated in later appropriations 
bills. This suggests that, despite its critics, TIGER was bet-
ter able than some other programs at attracting bipartisan 
support. At this point in time, however, it appears as though 

TIGER might not continue in its current form. The pro-
gram was never part of  larger surface transportation legisla-
tion and the recently passed highway bill, MAP-21 (Moving 
Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century), did not authorize 
continued funding for TIGER grants. 

Program Structure
From the outset, the TIGER program included several 
features that were not typical of  previous discretionary 
grant programs for transportation projects. Some of  these 
features were subsequently modified when the program was 
continued in 2010, 2011, and 2012. Design elements in the 
legislative language were then reflected in USDOT’s admin-
istration of  the program. 

Legislative Requirements
Key design features of  the TIGER program that were 
stipulated in the text of  the ARRA and in subsequent re-
authorizing legislation are listed below and summarized in 
Table 1:12

•	 Geographic Distribution. The Secretary of  Trans-
portation was required to take “such measures so as to 
ensure an equitable geographic distribution of  funds.” 
The authorizing legislation also capped the share of  
TIGER program funds that could be distributed to a 
given state. Between the second and fourth years of  
program implementation, this maximum increased from 
20 percent to 25 percent.13   

•	 Federal Share of  Project Funding. USDOT was 
directed to give “priority” to projects that leveraged 
other funding. In the second year of  the program the 
maximum federal share of  project funding was reduced 
from 100 percent to 80 percent in an apparent effort to 
spur greater cost sharing and co-investment, though ru-
ral projects could still qualify for a federal share greater 
than 80 percent.14   

•	 Rural/Urban Distribution. The ARRA directed  
USDOT to ensure “an appropriate balance in ad-
dressing the needs of  urban and rural communities.” 
A provision added in the second year of  the program 
(TIGER II) established a statutory requirement for 
minimum funding for rural projects. For TIGER II and 
III, USDOT was required to award a minimum of  $140 
million in each round to projects in areas that were des-
ignated rural by the U.S. Census.15  For TIGER IV, the 
funding minimum for rural areas was decreased to $120 
million, in line with a reduction in the overall program 
budget for FY2012.16  The minimum grant size for a ru-
ral project was set by statute at $1 million;17  in addition, 
USDOT was allowed to increase the federal cost share 
above 80 percent for rural projects.18
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Program Elements Defined by USDOT
One of  the most important differences between TIGER 
and traditional federal surface transportation programs was 
that USDOT had substantial control over program structure 
and operation, including project selection, evaluation, and 
monitoring. Aside from the specifics mentioned above, the 
program’s authorizing legislation gave USDOT broad discre-
tion to distribute funds “on a competitive basis that will 
have a significant impact on the nation, a metropolitan area, 
or region.” The legislation also provided a broad definition 
of  eligible types of  surface transportation projects, with the 
caveat that listed modes should be understood to represent 
the minimum of  potentially eligible projects, not the limit. 
Within these statutory guidelines, USDOT developed other 
key aspects of  the program structure, including:

•	 Modal Inclusion. In addition to the modes specifically 
listed in the ARRA and subsequent legislation, USDOT 
encouraged potential grantees to submit applications 
for biking and walking projects, transportation projects 
from multiple modes, and projects that improved exist-
ing systems or connectivity.19 

•	 Broad Grantee Eligibility. In all four rounds of  the 
TIGER grant awards, agencies of  any type or size—in-
cluding state, regional, and local agencies; metropolitan 
planning organizations (MPOs), port authorities, and 
multi-agency collaborations—were invited to submit 
applications for funding.20  This expanded the pool of  
potential grantees beyond traditional entities such as 

state DOTs or public transit authorities. In later rounds, 
prospective grantees were allowed to submit no more 
than three applications for TIGER funding.  

•	 Shovel-Ready. Initial legislative statutes instructed  
USDOT to give priority to projects that could be 
completed within three years of  enactment. Thus, early 
rounds of  TIGER grant-making emphasized “shovel 
ready” projects that were in a position to begin con-
struction immediately. While this program feature was 
subsequently dropped, “job creation and near term eco-
nomic activity” remained a primary selection criterion in 
later rounds of  TIGER project selection.21 

•	 Financial Leverage. In accordance with the legislative 
requirements for cost sharing noted previously,  
USDOT gave priority to project applications that 
included substantial financial co-investment by another 
agency or source.22

Previous discretionary grant programs were typically part of  
multi-year authorization bills that set clear expectations for 
the role of  individual modal administrations in project selec-
tion and grant management. In the case of  TIGER, the role 
of  Congress was mostly limited to appropriating the overall 
level of  program funds and there was no clear delegation of  
responsibility for program implementation to a particular 
modal administration within USDOT.23  USDOT therefore 
began implementing the program—subject to relevant statu-
tory guidelines—within the Office of  the Secretary (OST). 

Table 1: TIGER Legislative Provisions by Year
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Program Execution
The TIGER Task Force
Unlike many grant programs that are delegated to modal 
agencies, OST retained the primary responsibility for de-
veloping and executing the TIGER program. This included 
overseeing program organization, staffing, the grant applica-
tion process, criteria development, grant selection processes, 
and grant monitoring. OST had not typically exercised this 
degree of  direct program administration responsibility prior 
to TIGER. 

Almost immediately, the scale of  the challenge became evi-
dent, as the ARRA required USDOT to “publish criteria on 
which to base the competition… not later than 90 days after 
enactment.”  The bill further stipulated that “applications 
for funding… be submitted not later than 180 days after the 
publication of  such criteria.” 24

Anticipating that the ARRA would include a new discretion-
ary grant program, Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood 
assembled a team—known as the “TIGER Task Force”—to 
take charge of  the program before the ARRA was signed 
into law in February 2009. The TIGER Task Force included 
officials from OST and the modal administrations; it was 
co-chaired by a Deputy Assistant Secretary for Budget and 
Programs and a Deputy Assistant Secretary for Transporta-
tion Policy within OST. 25

Application Process
The TIGER Task Force created methods for measuring, 
defining, and evaluating applications in a manner that would 
advance the program’s goals. USDOT subsequently released 
detailed application and project selection requirements for 
each round of  funding in a Notice of  Funding Availability 
(NOFA) published through the Federal Register.26  Applicants 
were required to provide a short narrative, describing the 
project and presenting design information and economic 
analysis. Applications were designed to be relatively brief  
so agencies could prioritize the projects they submitted for 
funding and ensure those applications fully met the require-
ments of  the program. 

TIGER grant applications were evaluated using “primary” 
and “secondary” selection criteria. The first primary selec-
tion criterion focused on five long-term outcomes: safety, 
economic competitiveness, state of  good repair, livability, 
and environmental sustainability.27  Once a project was 
determined to satisfy the criteria for long-term outcomes, it 
was evaluated using the second primary criterion of  short-
term economic stimulus. Specifically, the aim was to give 
“priority to projects that are expected to quickly create and 
preserve jobs and promote rapid increases in economic 
activity.”28  Less weight was given to a number of  secondary 
selection criteria, including innovation and partnership. 

The New Orleans Streetcar-Union 
Passenger Terminal / Loyola Loop 

was part of  TIGER I 
and funded at $45 million.
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To evaluate long-term economic outcomes, the Task Force 
incorporated benefit-cost analysis (BCA) in the program 
application and evaluation process. Other discretionary 
USDOT programs, such as the Transportation Infrastruc-
ture Finance and Innovation (TIFIA) loan program and the 
Transit New Starts grant program, had also required eco-
nomic analysis in their application and evaluation processes. 
But TIGER was the first discretionary federal transportation 
program that required project applicants to estimate total ex-
pected project benefits and weigh them against project costs. 

While BCA can be a valuable tool for selecting projects, 
many applicants had little or no experience with this type 
of  analysis and USDOT had little experience using it 
within discretionary grant programs. In the second year of  
the TIGER program and beyond, the TIGER Task Force 
provided detailed guidance on required BCA calculations; 
the Task Force also reached out to potential applicants with 
presentations, webinars, and “how-to” manuals on how to 
conduct BCAs.29

Evaluation Process
As TIGER represented an unfamiliar approach to grant 
making, USDOT had to determine how to shape the 
program’s grant evaluation process so that it would be 
consistent with the specific provisions of  the authorizing 
legislation and with principles of  “good governance” more 

broadly. The Task Force ultimately developed a team-based 
project evaluation process that included Modal Evaluation 
Teams, an Economic Evaluation Team, an Environmental 
Evaluation Team, a Senior Review Team, and a Control & 
Calibration Team.30   The teams participated in a five-stage 
evaluation process, outlined in Figure 1 above and described 
below.

In Stage One of  the evaluation process, similar types of  
projects were assigned to one of  four Modal Evaluation 
Teams: freight, highway, transit, or multi-modal. The rele-
vant modal evaluation team discussed and formulated evalu-
ation narratives for each project application and assigned 
a qualitative rating (i.e., not recommended, recommended, 
highly recommended). Projects were cross-checked between 
the Modal Evaluation Teams, and combined into four final 
lists of  “highly recommended” projects within each mode. 
Projects that were “highly recommended” advanced to the 
next stage.31

In Stage Two of  the evaluation process, the Economic 
Analysis Team completed a review of  the BCA submitted 
with each project application and, if  necessary, re-calculated 
benefit–cost values. At this stage, each BCA was evalu-
ated for overall quality, reliability and usefulness as well as 
whether the overall result showed project benefits exceeding 
project costs. The Environmental Review Team looked at 

Figure 1: Project Evaluation Process
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several additional issues, including construction readiness, as 
indicated by Project Development & Engineering (PD&E) 
studies; compatibility with environmental regulation; and 
anticipated political or environmental challenges. Based on 
its findings in these areas, the Environmental Review Team 
then calculated an environmental risk rating for the project.32 

In Stage Three of  the evaluation process, highly recom-
mended projects were presented to the Senior Review 
Team by each of  the Modal Evaluation Team leaders. Brief  
presentations were made for each project, aimed at provid-
ing an overview of  project details, degree of  alignment with 
TIGER program goals, and potential challenges. 

In Stage Four, the Control and Calibration Team—which 
oversaw and monitored each step of  the entire review 
process to ensure consistency and fairness in project evalu-
ation33 — worked with the Senior Review Team to narrow 
highly recommended projects down to an unofficial grantee 
list of  between 50 and 60 projects. At this point, some unof-
ficial project grantees were contacted to negotiate specific 
funding amounts and ensure that financial co-investment 
levels could be met. After finalizing the list of  grantees and 
funding amounts for each project, OST made final funding 
decisions and confirmed with grantees. Applicants who did 
not receive funding were not contacted; these applicants 
could, however, receive general feedback on their application 
by directly contacting USDOT.34

Stage Five of  the process followed after project selection. 
At this point responsibility for monitoring and overseeing 
work on TIGER-funded projects was assigned to specific 
administrations within USDOT—that is, to either the Fed-
eral Highway Administration (FHWA), the Federal Railroad 
Administration (FRA), the Federal Transit Administration 
(FTA), or the Maritime Administration (MARAD)—accord-
ing to the dominant mode of  transportation affected by the 
project. Each grantee was required to develop a project-spe-
cific performance plan with its appropriate modal admin-
istration, to “track and report on the effectiveness of  each 
investment in achieving the benefits promised in the applica-
tion.”35  OST continued to provide programmatic oversight 
and monitoring.

Overall, the TIGER evaluation and selection process was 
designed to select the best projects from the point of  view 
of  the Administration, based on an ostensibly mode-neutral 
and location-neutral approach, within the broad program 
guidelines set forth in authorizing legislation. The TIGER 
NOFA and other DOT publications do not indicate how 
the project selection process incorporated other legislative 
guidelines, such as requirements for geographic diversity or 
urban/rural balance in the distribution of  TIGER grants. 

Use of TIGER Funds
This section examines program outcomes using public data 
(available from USDOT’s website) about which projects 
received TIGER funds and how these funds were used. The 
information available for each funded project covers the 
project’s mode, description, location, and funding amounts. 
A complete list of  projects can be found in the appendix. 
This analysis uses classifications already established by 
USDOT for mode and region.36  While it does not focus 
on individual projects, the analysis is intended to provide 
insights as to how USDOT followed both legislative and 
internal procedures to distribute TIGER funding. These 
results and their implications for the design of  future federal 
discretionary grant programs are discussed in a later section 
of  this paper. 

Appropriated Funding and Applications
Each round of  the TIGER program was highly competi-
tive and attracted a substantial number of  applications. In 
the first round, applications totaled almost $60 billion in 
requested funding, well over the available program budget 
of  $1.5 billion.37  Out of  1,400 applications, only 51 projects 
in 42 states were selected for funding in the first round of  
TIGER grants.38  

In the second round, Congress more than halved the pro-
gram’s budget to $600 million, and 42 projects in 29 states 
were selected out of  1,000 applications. It should be noted 
that $35 million was diverted from TIGER II to fund a joint 
program with the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
and the Department of  Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) called “Partnership for Sustainable Communities.” 
This $35 million went to assist in funding planning for 33 
transportation and transportation-related projects. As these 
grants did not go to capital projects, they are not included in 
the project analysis in this paper.

In the third and fourth years of  the program, the TIGER 
budget was further reduced to $528 million and $500 mil-
lion, respectively. The number of  applications also declined: 
to 828 applications in FY2011 and 703 applications in 
FY2012—close to half  the number of  applications received 
for TIGER’s first round of  funding in FY2009. Smaller 
numbers of  applications reflected the decline in program 
funding as well as the low funding rates for initial TIGER 
applicants. Additionally, starting with TIGER II, USDOT 
began limiting the number of  applications that could be 
submitted by a single agency to three so as to discourage 
some agencies from submitting a large volume of  proposals.
 
Geographic Distribution
Several provisions regarding the geographic distribution of  
TIGER funds were included in the program’s authorizing 



9

legislation. Most notably, USDOT was to ensure an “equi-
table distribution of  funds” and could not give more than 20 
percent of  annually appropriated funds to any one state in 
TIGER I (in the next three years of  the program, this limit 
was increased to 25 percent).39  

While most federal surface transportation grants are distrib-
uted to states by legislated formulas, large shares of  TIGER 
funding could theoretically have gone to particular states or 
regions. In reality, the program awarded funds to projects in 
all 50 states over the four years it was implemented. Within 
each year, the number of  states receiving TIGER grants 

varied, from a high of  42 states in TIGER I and a low of  29 
states in TIGER II.

Looking at all four years of  program implementation com-
bined, Table 2 shows that the total number of  grants made, 
the total amount of  funding awarded, and the average size 
of  each award was relatively even across different regions of  
the country. While the average grant amount awarded per 
project was similar across all regions, the size of  individual 
project grants ranged from a low of  $1 million to a high of  
$105 million.

Figure 2: Total TIGER Funding by Year (in millions) Figure 3: Total TIGER Applications by Year

Figure 5: States Awarded TIGER Grants by Year

 Table 2: TIGER Projects and Funding by Region

Figure 4: Total TIGER Projects by Year
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Figures 6 and 7 show the states that received the highest 
levels of  TIGER funding. A few states in particular—Cali-
fornia, Illinois, New York, Washington, and Texas—ranked 
as the top five for grants awarded in all four rounds of  
program funding. Given that these are also among the larg-
est and most populous states in the country, this outcome 
seems broadly consistent with the stated aims of  the pro-
gram and the criteria used in project selection.

Figure 8 accounts for the population of  each state and 

shows TIGER funding over four years on a per-capita basis. 
Across all states and all four years of  program implemen-
tation, TIGER funding amounted to an average of  just 
under $10 per person. On a per capita basis, many of  the 
larger states received levels of  funding close to this average. 
Smaller grants can have a dramatic impact on small states, 
such as North Dakota which received three grants totaling 
only $28 million. One outlier is the state of  Washington, 
which received the fourth largest share of  TIGER funding 
despite ranking 13th in population.

Rural/Urban Distribution
A persistent issue in transportation funding is the dynamic 
between rural and urban areas. Since more people live in 
urban areas, transportation improvements within an urban 
area often benefit larger numbers of  people. For this reason, 
benefit–cost analyses tend to favor projects in urban areas. 
Beginning with TIGER II, USDOT was required by statute 
to ensure that a minimum amount of  TIGER funding went 
to rural projects, as shown in Table 3. Note that the $35 

million for Partnerships for Sustainable Communities plan-
ning grants are not included in the TIGER II data. Overall, 
the amount of  TIGER funding allocated to rural projects 
exceeded the statutory minimum by about 2 percent in 
each year of  program implementation. Grant amounts for 
projects in rural areas averaged around $7.4 million; in urban 
areas, the average grant size was almost double that—$14.4 
million. 

  Figure 6: Overall TIGER Funding (in millions), Top 10 States   Figure 7: Overall Number of TIGER Projects, Top 10 States

  Figure 8: Overall Amount of TIGER Funding per Capita
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Modal Distribution
While the ARRA required USDOT to award TIGER funds 
in a manner that was geographically dispersed and balanced 
between rural and urban areas, it provided no guidance con-
cerning the percentage of  funding to be awarded by trans-
portation mode. Table 4 and Figures 9 and 10 show the 

 
distribution of  project funding by mode for each round of  
TIGER awards. Transit projects received the highest aver-
age TIGER funding ($20.2 million/project) while biking/
walking projects received the lowest average funding ($10.9 
million/project). 

Table 3: Rural Project Requirement and Funding

Table 4: TIGER Projects and Funding by Mode

Figure 10: Number of TIGER Projects by Mode
Figure 9: TIGER Funding by Mode ($ millions)
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Federal Cost-Share
TIGER gave priority to project applications that included 
substantial co-investment by a state, regional, or local agen-
cy. In the first year of  the program, TIGER funds could be 
used to cover 100 percent of  project costs, but in subse-
quent rounds, the maximum federal cost-share was reduced 
by statute to 80 percent. In most cases, however, the federal 
cost-share was much lower: of  the projects that success-

fully applied to the program, most used TIGER funding to 
cover a significantly smaller portion of  overall project costs 
(Figures 11 and 12).40  By mode, the federal contribution was 
highest, on average, for freight projects (56 percent) with 
road and bridge projects averaging the lowest federal cost-
share (38 percent).

Figure 11: Average TIGER Funding Share by Mode
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Figure 12: Average TIGER Funding Share by Region
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Earlier sections of  this paper described the design and 
implementation of  the TIGER program. This section 
reflects on the experience with the program in an effort to 
identify specific features that should be replicated or avoided 
in future discretionary federal transportation programs. 

Legislative Process and Program Structure
While TIGER has retained sufficient support in Congress 
to continue being funded, it has also attracted substan-
tial opposition and criticism. Some have claimed that the 
program merely serves as a guise for “executive earmarks,” 
with funding decisions being made at USDOT instead of  
by Congress or at the state or local level.41  A research paper 
from the Reason Foundation has called the program an 
“abysmal failure” and studies conducted by the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) and the USDOT Office of  
Inspector General (OIG) have cited a lack of  accountability 
and transparency in the program’s decision-making, selec-
tion, and oversight processes.42

At a minimum, the TIGER program managed to survive at 
least three additional years beyond its origins in the ARRA. 
It has also outlasted other, more controversial stimulus-
based transportation programs such as the High-Speed 
Intercity Passenger Rail (HSIPR) grants. While the appropri-
ation bills that included TIGER funding also included many 

other programs across a broad range of  agencies, elements 
of  the TIGER program have consistently attracted bipar-
tisan political support. Had it been less appealing to either 
party or been less broadly distributed, it would likely not 
have been included in these appropriation bills. 

Traditional transportation grants come directly through the 
Highway Trust Fund (HTF) and are authorized through a 
multi-year transportation bill such as the recently passed 
MAP-21 legislation. As a transportation program, TIGER 
represented an exception to this rule since its funding came 
exclusively through the general fund and was authorized 
through the ARRA and subsequent appropriations bills. 
The fact that it was not funded through the HTF, in some 
respects, gave TIGER more operational flexibility. Since the 
HTF is funded primarily through gasoline and diesel fuel 
taxes, the implementation of  broad transportation programs 
is often burdened by battles over the equitable distribution 
of  HTF resources to particular states and modes. Because 
the TIGER program had no geographical or modal ties to 
user-based taxes, USDOT was able to use program re-
sources to fund “non-traditional” forms of  transportation 
infrastructure (such as walking, biking, port, freight rail, 
and intercity rail) without engaging in contentious user pay 
debates. 

Upgrades to Oklahoma freight rail 
were included in TIGER III and 
granted $9.8 million in funding.
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On the other hand, because it was never part of  the HTF 
and the main federal transportation funding bill, the TIGER 
program could easily lose funding in future years, unlike 
other programs that have multi-year authorizing legislation 
supporting them. 

In creating and sustaining the TIGER program, Congress 
relinquished an unusual degree of  funding control to an ex-
ecutive agency. This is not typical of  federal transportation 
programs, where the vast majority of  funding is distributed 
via legislative formula to states. In fact, until the recent ban 
on earmarks, most “discretionary” transportation funding 
was distributed through congressional earmarks—includ-
ing both direct earmarks and fully earmarked programs that 
were originally intended to exercise executive discretion 
such as the Projects of  National and Regional Significance 
(PNRS) program. Other long-standing discretionary grant 
programs, such as Transit New Starts, include a component 
of  shared decision-making. Under New Starts, for example, 

Congress appropriates the entire program based on the 
FTA’s recommendations because “Congress recognizes the 
rigor of  the evaluation process and generally follows FTA’s 
funding recommendations.”43  Because the TIGER program 
lacked a similar shared decision-making component, mem-
bers of  Congress could not take primary credit for direct-
ing TIGER funding to projects in their respective states or 
districts. 

USDOT’s broad discretion over the distribution of  TIGER 
funding seems to have helped the program sustain political 
support and continue for four years. The fact that TIGER 
grants were available to any agency, organization, or state 
helped build a much broader constituency of  support rela-
tive to grant programs that are focused on a particular mode 
or available only to state DOTs. From a policy perspective, 
this was seen as a positive attribute since it ensured that 
states and localities had “the flexibility to develop proposals 
that reflect their preferred strategies for advancing national 
goals” outlined by the program.44

Program Execution
With a broad mandate and substantial discretion over 
program design and funding decisions, USDOT took on 
the difficult task of  implementing TIGER and developing 
an effective project selection process. For the most part, 
USDOT appears to have followed congressional guide-
lines with respect to issues like geographical distribution, 
modal eligibility, and rural/urban balance. A program that 
used a completely analytical process to award grants might, 
over decades, produce an even nation-wide distribution 
of  funds, but the TIGER program came fairly close to 
achieving this result in its first four years. This suggests that 
USDOT included internal decision factors to ensure funds 
would be distributed somewhat evenly to states and regions 
throughout the country. USDOT also was able to award suf-
ficient funding to rural projects to meet the legally required 
minimum for rural funding, even though—based on the 
posted NOFA— criteria to ensure that rural projects were 
selected were not included in the project selection process. 
The broad distribution of  TIGER funds to 42 states in the 
first round of  awards and the rural funding minimum that 
applied in subsequent years might have played a role in sus-
taining enough political support for the program to ensure 
subsequent appropriations. 

Though the rural distribution requirement was potentially 
positive in terms of  the TIGER program’s political sustain-
ability, it could have diminished the program’s effectiveness 
with respect to funding the most worthy projects. From 
a benefit-cost standpoint, one might expect more urban 
projects to be selected due to the greater concentration of  
users for urban infrastructure. Given that USDOT barely 
met the rural funding minimum for TIGER grants, it ap-

Priority Bus Transit in the Capital Region (Maryland, Virginia, and 
Washington, DC) was included in TIGER I and funded with $58 million.
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pears likely the agency would have selected a greater propor-
tion of  urban projects had it not been for the rural funding 
requirement that was applied to TIGER II and subsequent 
program rounds. On the other hand, the rural funding 
requirement also ensured that rural transportation networks 
were not neglected and gave lawmakers from rural districts a 
reason to support the program. 

The fact that the TIGER program’s authorizing legisla-
tion gave primary selection authority to USDOT officials, 
while providing only limited statutory criteria or direction 
to guide program execution for a large amount of  funding, 
later fueled a cynical view of  the program by some mem-
bers of  Congress. Despite USDOT’s efforts to establish 
a merit-based and objective process for awarding TIGER 
grants, several members of  Congress voiced concern that 
“decisions were made behind closed doors”—thus imply-
ing that politics or special interests may have played into the 
decision-making process.45  A prominent criticism was that 
USDOT was giving preference to projects in Illinois, home 
to both President Obama and Secretary LaHood. Illinois 
did get a substantial amount of  TIGER funding, but on a 
per capita basis the state was nearly average. In fact it could 
be argued that Illinois should have received an even higher 
proportion of  TIGER funding, from a national impact 
perspective, given Chicago’s central role in nationwide pas-
senger and freight transportation networks. A more telling 
observation might be that Washington state, which received 
a disproportionately large amount of  TIGER funding rela-
tive to the size of  its population, is also home to Senator 
Patty Murray, one of  the key players in the creation of  the 
TIGER program. 

It is apparent that some of  the Obama Administration’s 
priorities were strongly reflected in the selection criteria. 
“Livability” and “environmental sustainability” were two of  
the TIGER program’s five goals, and their inclusion explains 
the granting of  funds to multiple bicycle and pedestrian 
projects. That is not to say that these projects should not 
have been considered under a multi-modal program, but 
simply that USDOT made a point of  attempting to deliver 
on those particular policy goals, which were not necessar-
ily shared by all members of  Congress. Some may disagree 
with specific selections but overall the program did direct 
funding to a broad range of  projects that undoubtably were 
in the national interest. While it was outside of  the scope of  
this paper to evaluate TIGER on a per-project basis, a listing 
of  TIGER projects and other relevant information can be 
found in the appendix. 

A critical component of  the TIGER program was USDOT’s 
decision to take an aggressive approach to analyzing long-
term economic impact, thereby providing a unique oppor-
tunity to apply the tools of  BCA to transportation funding 

decisions. Though not required to do so under the ARRA, 
the TIGER Task Force took responsibility for incorporating 
BCA into the TIGER project selection process and educat-
ing applicants about how to satisfy the BCA requirement. 
While many transportation experts and researchers have 
recommended that BCA be included in federal, state, and lo-
cal decision-making, adding this element in practice proved 
challenging for USDOT as well as for prospective grantees. 
In the first round of  TIGER grant applications, the number 
of  incorrect or unusable BCA submissions led to extensive 
and “time-consuming” work by the Economic Analyses 
Team to bring the quality of  all applicants’ BCAs to the 
same level for evaluation purposes.46  In response, the TI-
GER Task Force provided more detailed guidance on BCA 
calculations for subsequent rounds of  grant applications and 
reached out to applicants through presentations, webinars, 
and “how-to” manuals for preparing cost-benefit analyses.47

The BCA component left many prospective TIGER grant-
ees at a disadvantage. Some smaller agencies believed they 
were at a disadvantage relative to larger agencies because 
they lacked the resources to prepare comparably rigorous 
applications.48  Even large agencies and organizations often 
lacked experience preparing detailed analyses of  long-term 
project benefits. The methods available for conducting 
BCAs have been described as difficult to implement and 
somewhat unreliable in terms of  assuring the best use of  
federal funding and investments of  taxpayer dollars.49

USDOT did not use quantitative ranking systems beyond 
the BCA in project evaluations for the TIGER program, 
due to staff  capacity and fiscal restraints.50  Other methods 
used to evaluate project applications included qualitative 
descriptions, such as “highly recommended” or “not recom-
mended.” The Economic Analysis Team used BCA to verify 
that a proposed project’s benefit–cost ratio was positive, but 
applications were not otherwise “ranked” according to the 

The West Basin Railyard at the Port of  Los Angeles received $16 million 
in funding as a TIGER II project.
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calculated ratio.51  This spawned criticism as observers and 
unsuccessful applicants sought to understand why some 
projects received funding while others did not.

Reliance on BCA as a condition for the TIGER application 
and evaluation process has, however, focused new attention 
on the way agencies and states around the country consider 
the economic impacts and value of  transportation invest-
ments. Similar to the growing emphasis on economic analy-
sis in transportation investments, state and local agencies are 
beginning to expand the use of  mode-neutral evaluations for 
transportation funding decisions.52  The benefit of  including 
economic analysis in federal discretionary programs seems 
to go beyond better project selection for limited federal dol-
lars; this practice also can encourage local and state agencies 
to better analyze their own projects. With limited avail-
able funding, policymakers at all levels of  government are 
increasingly interested in ways to leverage public transporta-
tion dollars and prioritize funding for those projects that 
deliver the greatest benefits. TIGER was a good first step in 
this direction.

One of  the distinguishing characteristics of  the TIGER 
program was the emphasis on “shovel-ready” projects that 
could be completed within three years as stipulated in the 
original ARRA legislation. While this preference was phased 
out in subsequent appropriations, USDOT maintained 
short-term economic growth factors as a primary selection 
criterion. This approach might make sense in the context 
of  legislation designed to accelerate an economic recovery, 
however job creation should not be the primary concern of  
transportation policies and programs more generally. At the 
same time, near-term economic considerations should not 
be excluded completely: between two competing projects 
with similar costs and benefits, perhaps the project that can 
be completed faster should get priority.  

According to USDOT, accountability and transparency have 
been important goals throughout the design and imple-
mentation of  the TIGER program, including the project 
selection process.53  Two recent reports on the program, 
however, identified challenges in these areas. In 2011, the 
GAO conducted an evaluation aimed at giving Congress a 
“better basis to assess the merits” of  the new program. A 
subsequent audit by the USDOT’s Office of  the Inspector 
General (OIG) examined and assessed OST’s oversight of  
TIGER projects.54

The GAO report reviewed and evaluated several aspects of  
the TIGER program, particularly as they related to concerns 
about transparency and accountability in USDOT’s decision-
making. Based on its review, the GAO recommended that 
USDOT further “document decisions in their review of  
applications,” and “develop and implement a strategy to 
disclose information about their decisions.”55  At the same 
time, the GAO report acknowledged that USDOT is not 
required by law to disclose more information about its fund-
ing decisions, noting that while “Congress and the President 
have emphasized the need for accountability, efficiency, 
and transparency…the [Recovery] Act did not define the 
attributes of  transparency or how deep into the deliberative 
process an agency’s actions should be transparent.”56

Recognizing that USDOT was in the difficult position of  
launching TIGER and related policies under tight ARRA 
deadlines, the OIG audit generally confirmed the adherence 
to proper practices in grant management. However, it also 
pointed to some problems with several program oversight 
elements.57   As detailed in the September 2012 audit report, 
these shortcomings include OST’s lack of  formal pro-
cesses to document and monitor oversight by the modal 
administrations, the failure to include project performance 
measures within grant agreements, a lack of  overall expen-
diture targets, a lack of  program risk assessments, and a lack 
of  formal processes for finalizing grant agreements.58  In 
addition to vulnerabilities within, the OIG audit also cites 
limitations in the four modal administrations’ oversight of  
TIGER grants and differences in oversight capacities and 
operations from one modal administration to another. In re-
sponse, OST stated that Congress requested a lean program 
and “afforded the TIGER program only 1/10th of  1 percent 
of  overall program funding for conducting oversight.”59  
OST stated that appropriate steps had been taken to account 
for most of  the recommendations and requested that OIG’s 
outstanding issues be closed. 

Some of  these challenges stem from the organizational 
structure of  the USDOT itself, which is organized into mul-
tiple mode-based administrations, each with its own meth-
ods for distributing funds. Given that projects involving 
multiple modes were potentially eligible for TIGER funding, 

Wyoming’s Beartooth Highway Reconstruction Project was included in 
TIGER I and received $6 million in funding.
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OST was charged with implementing the program despite 
having little experience in grant making. By giving primary 
project oversight responsibility to the four modal adminis-
trations, OST inadvertently created several oversight gaps. 
The OIG report identified vulnerabilities in four separate 
areas, all of  which relate to the themes of  transparency and 
accountability highlighted in this paper. The creation of  a 
specific office or unit within USDOT with experienced staff  
to evaluate projects of  varying modes might have helped the 
oversight process and increased efficiencies. 

Much of  this criticism must be put in perspective: TIGER 
was launched near the start of  the Obama Administration 
and involved many decision makers who were relatively 
inexperienced in the administration of  federal grants.60  
Thus the learning curve was steep and there was exceptional 
pressure to expedite program delivery to meet very tight 
legislative deadlines without sacrificing accountability and 
transparency. Programs often take many years to develop 
and smooth out challenges. In only four years TIGER did 
not have much of  a chance to fully develop. 

The next sections summarize aspects of  the TIGER pro-
gram that offer important lessons for future discretionary 
programs.

Characteristics of TIGER That Should Be 
Considered for Replication in Future Programs 

•	 Benefit–cost	analysis.	As USDOT and other agencies 
gain experience, BCA will likely improve and become 
more helpful in informing decisions about the best use 
of  scarce resources. 

•	 Broad modal eligibility. Modal flexibility allows states 
and localities to address their transportation problems 
using whatever solutions and strategies they determine 
to be the best.  

•	 Cost-share requirements. A preference for projects 
that leveraged substantial co-investment from other en-
tities ensured that more projects got built and stretched 
the federal funds available through TIGER to a broader 
area. 

•	 Broad agency eligibility. From a political perspec-
tive and a policy perspective, allowing a wide variety of  
transportation agencies to apply for grants made federal 
funding more accessible than in other programs.  

•	 Provisions to promote broad geographic and rural/
urban distribution. While it could be argued that 
these provisions kept some higher-return projects from 
receiving TIGER grants, ensuring a somewhat even 
distribution of  funds is essential to sustaining Congres-
sional and public support.

Characteristics of TIGER That Should Be  
Avoided in Future Programs

•	 Preference for “shovel ready” projects. An emphasis 
on shovel ready projects made sense in the context of  
the original stimulus bill, but this feature of  the TIGER 
program would be unhelpful for discretionary grant 
programs where the aim is to maximize investments 
over the long term.   

•	 Lack of  congressional interaction. Without any role 
in the project selection process, members of  Congress 
could not take credit for projects in their districts and 
were more likely to dispute USDOT’s grant decisions. 
The approach taken with the Transit New Starts pro-
gram, in which Congress approves DOT recommen-
dations, could create the political appetite for a larger, 
long-term program. 

•	 Lack of  transparency. Even though USDOT made 
significant efforts to assure transparency in the TIGER 
grant selection process, a lack of  information about the 
process and the basis for final funding decisions gave 
skeptics fuel to criticize the program and the process. 
A more transparent approach would help defuse this 
criticism while also enabling USDOT to improve the 
selection process based on feedback and criticism.  

•	 Lack of  experience. Both USDOT and potential 
grantees had little experience with the type of  project 
evaluation and selection used in the TIGER program. 
Continuing a similar program with dedicated staff  
experienced in working on a multi-modal basis would 
generally help USDOT navigate many of  the challenges 
encountered with TIGER. 

The Kansas City Transit Corridors and Green Impact Zone project was 
included in TIGER I and received $62.4 million in funding.
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Policy Recommendations
This section describes policy recommendations drawn from 
the authors’ analysis of  the TIGER program as well as 
previous work done by the Eno Center for Transportation 
and the Bipartisan Policy Center. Central to these recom-
mendations is the proposition, based largely on previous re-
search, that federal transportation programs should include 
competitive discretionary grant programs that are sizeable, 
sustainable, and effective.61  The following recommendations 
are intended to move the U.S. government further towards 
that goal. 

Discretionary Grant Programs Need to Include 
an Active Role for Congress 
To promote political support and accountability, future 
discretionary grant programs should be structured to in-
clude a greater measure of  cooperation between USDOT 
and Congress on project evaluation and selection. When 
Congress relinquished the TIGER program’s grant making 
control entirely to USDOT it made the program more of  a 
potential target for its own membership. A better strategy 
might be for USDOT to evaluate projects and make funding 
recommendations, and then have Congress confirm these 
recommendations (this is the process used in the New Starts 
program). This structure would help bring a substantial 
level of  technical analysis to congressional decision-making. 

Because it maintains congressional involvement throughout 
the project selection process, it is likely the only way that a 
sizeable discretionary grant program can be sustained in the 
long run.

Transparency and Accountability Are Essential 
for Discretionary Programs to be Sustainable
To promote decision-making based on true merit in achiev-
ing program goals, Congress will need to be specific in au-
thorizing legislation about how much information USDOT 
must disclose about its decision-making process to Congress 
and the public. At first, such disclosure requirements will re-
sult in increased scrutiny, but over time greater transparency 
will help produce a program that is widely viewed as fair and 
accountable. No agency can get the process right the first 
time, which is why transparency and public debate is neces-
sary. An iterative learning process over time is more likely to 
result in a discretionary grant program that targets resources 
effectively. Congress can also help this process along by be-
ing as specific as possible about the criteria to be included in 
the project evaluation and grant selection process.

USDOT Needs a Dedicated Office to Handle 
Multi-modal Discretionary Grant Programs
If  and when Congress makes funding available, USDOT 

Projects such as the Razorback 
Regional Bike/Pedestrian Greenway 

received $15 million in funding 
from TIGER II.
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should consider creating an office or branch that includes 
staff  best equipped to administer, evaluate, and select 
projects for multi-modal discretionary programs. This office 
could draw on expertise from the modal administrations 
and would be better prepared to handle the challenges that 
multi-modal programs bring. While it is outside the scope of  
this paper to provide detailed recommendations concerning 
the structure and workings of  such an office, this concept 
deserves serious consideration if  major discretionary grant 
programs similar to TIGER are created in the future. Rely-
ing on OST to make technical decisions creates a political 
perception problem that is likely to exacerbate congressional 
sensitivities. 

The Leveraging Intentions and Capability of 
Programs Like TIGER Need to be 
Communicated More Explicitly
One of  the primary goals of  the TIGER program was to 
leverage federal transportation funds in ways that would 
maximize economic impact, job creation and economic re-
covery, but the program initially allowed for the federal share 
of  project funding to cover as much as 100 percent of  proj-
ect costs. While leveraging occurred even in the first round 
of  TIGER awards, it could potentially have been much 
greater had Congress been more explicit about this goal. To 
promote cost sharing, future discretionary grant programs 

should clearly state their goals and requirements for leverag-
ing and co-investment, not only in authorizing legislation 
but also throughout the process of  program creation, over-
sight, and decision-making. Most TIGER grants covered less 
than 50 percent of  project costs even with funding permit-
ted for up to 100 percent, so it is likely that a more explicit 
emphasis on cost sharing could bring even more state, local 
and private funding to the table. 

Funding Programs Should Be Transparent 
About the Costs of Including Set-Asides or 
Minimum Allocations
The TIGER program included several set-asides and mini-
mum allocations that were seen as necessary to win politi-
cal support from various states and districts. These kinds 
of  provisions impose actual costs – namely, they give the 
implementing agency less flexibility to select the most effec-
tive projects on the basis of  cost-benefit analysis. Legislative 
provisions that constrain program outcomes in terms of  
geographic distribution, rural set-asides, or state funding 
limits should also require the implementing agency to clarify 
how these provisions affect project selection. While there 
may be a political need for such provisions, greater transpar-
ency about the tradeoffs inherent in set-asides or minimum 
allocations could help highlight their costs and deter future 
policymakers from abusing them.  

The extension of  the Dallas Area Rapid Transit’s (DART) orange line received $5 million as a TIGER III project.
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Conclusions
With the current surface transportation bill, MAP-21—due 
to expire in the fall of  2014—Congress should consider 
new, competitive programs for investing limited federal 
transportation dollars. A recent report by the Bipartisan 
Policy Center, Performance Driven: A New Vision for U.S. Trans-
portation Policy, suggested that Congress allocate 25 percent 
of  all federal transportation funding to competitive grant 
programs for nationally important infrastructure improve-
ments. 

Action on this recommendation seems unlikely in the cur-
rent political atmosphere, but it remains a worthy goal. 
TIGER represents a valuable case study for future discre-
tionary grant programs if  Congress chooses to move in this 
direction.

Federal transportation policy is in a period of  transition. In-
creasingly, federal funding for surface transportation invest-
ments is being drawn from general fund revenues instead of  
dedicated fuel taxes. Transportation planners are expanding 
the use of  multi-modal solutions rather than focusing on 
a single transport mode. With limited available funding, 
policymakers are interested in ways to leverage federal dol-
lars and target funding to the most valuable projects. The 
future of  federal surface transportation programs will likely 
be shaped by these trends, and future policy will need to be 
responsive to them. Multi-modal discretionary programs 
represent an opportunity to reinvigorate the federal gov-
ernment’s role in an effective, performance-based manner. 
Policy-makers wishing to move in this direction can find 
several valuable lessons in the TIGER program.

Improvements to inter-
modal rail at the Port of  

Oakland received 
$15 million and were a 

part of  TIGER IV.
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