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EXECUT I VE

SUMMARY

Generally, employers of different sizes, sectors, and

areas of Seattle are ready and willing to provide pre-

tax commuter benefits to their employees. Prior to

providing these benefits, employers need to

individually collect information about their employees

modes of transportation, use of public transportation,

and interest in pre-tax commuter benefits to ensure the

pre-tax benefits are utilized.  Small businesses

articulate challenges to learning about programs

available for their benefit or the benefit of their

employees. Many may interface with small business

associations to gain insight. Networking via these

groups may allow for enhanced uptake and diffusion

throughout the small business community.  

There is great potential for community-based outreach

that focuses on minority owned businesses located

within marginalized communities.  Building

connections and providing outlets for informational

programs and events may support these businesses

and employees utilize transit benefits.  Continued

growth and utilization of the transit system within

Seattle and surrounding regions will improve long-term

sustainability. Improved affordability and  access to

transit will support the ultimate broader mission of free

transportation for all.  
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I N TRODUCT ION

IMAGE

Public health practitioners are invested in building healthy, thriving,

and equitable communities, through social, economic, and

environmentally sustainable methods.  Thoughtful transit oriented

development and policies support these aims by providing an

affordable service that improves mobility to employment and

educational activities, promotes physical and mental health, reduces

traffic congestion and pollution, and removes barriers to accessing

basic medical, nutritional, and recreational needs. High quality public

transit systems also decrease commuter fatality rates, enhance

community cohesion and security, and support eco-conscious land use

practices. Investments in public transit, in both residential and

commercial areas, have great potential to improve overall health and

environmental outcomes of diverse communities. 

The Puget Sound region benefits from a well-integrated system of

public transportation methods, including bus, light rail, ferries, trains

and vanpools.  Uniquely, transit agency collaboration provides this

area with a comprehensive transportation pass, the One Regional

Card for All, known as ORCA. This option promotes choice,

affordability, and convenience for both transit users and business

entities who choose to provide transportation benefits to employees.   



As the Seattle Metropolitan area expands, improving the cost effectiveness,

availability, and use of public transportation has become a significant priority for

local organizations and agencies.   

Each of these groups support the city of Seattle’s proposed Transit Benefits

Ordinance (TBO). This policy would mandate Seattle employers of a designated

size to offer employees commuting benefits, through an employer paid subsidy,

employee paid pre-tax deduction, or a combination of both. A TBO, particularly

one that includes pre-tax deduction, allows businesses to offer cost-neutral

commuter benefits that promote many of the public health activities previously

mentioned. Seattle aims to implement an ordinance in the coming months and

is currently gathering information from local communities to facilitate a

successful implementation and minimize barriers for affected businesses. 
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Transit Riders Union is a grassroots nonprofit that advocates for an

inclusive transit system, supporting low-income and underserved riders.

This union advocates for measures that support their larger mission of

free public transportation for all. It is funded via union membership dues

and donations. 

Commute Seattle is a business orientated nonprofit that educates and

consults with regional businesses to enhance uptake of public

transportation opportunities. It is funded by grants from the Seattle

Department of Transportation and Downtown Transportation Alliance.  

Seattle City Council, specifically Councilmember Mike O'Brien's

office, chairs the Sustainability and Transportation Committee, which

establishes transportation related policy.  

The Seattle Department of Transportation is the government agency

responsible for the region’s transportation systems.    

PARTNER  ORGAN I ZAT IONS



The aforementioned organizations and agencies have partnered with the

University of Washington School of Public Health to also identify attitudes and

barriers for businesses that may not be large enough to be included in the

mandate, but may benefit from offering commuter benefits to qualifying

employees. This work is intended to answer ongoing questions related to

employee thresholds included in the ordinance and what resources businesses

need to support a smooth implementation. 
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Commuter Benefits in Federal Law 
Since 1993, employer-paid transportation benefits have been addressed in the United

States Internal Revenue Code, section 132(f). This was subsequently expanded to

permit employee-paid benefits, including those using pre-tax income.  The maximum

allowable monthly pre-tax benefit has varied in recent years; for example, in 2014 the

benefit was reduced from $245 to $130 per month [1] before being raised again.  The

Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 did not make substantial changes to the monthly

amount allowable for those using pre-tax money for public transit; this benefit was $255

in 2017, and increases slightly to $260 in 2018. 

However, one provision in the 2017 law did eliminate the tax deduction for businesses

who subsidize the cost of parking or transit for employees.  This change was justified

by the law’s reduction in the corporate tax rate, but also raised the prospect of a

possible loophole in which businesses may bundle their parking expenses with other

expenses (such as an office lease) in order to effectively keep parking tax-deductible.

 As this benefit would not apply to public transit, it could potentially encourage more

employees to drive, and thus increase the disparity between transit and parking

benefits.  Admittedly, it remains unclear as of this writing whether this practice would be

allowable [2]. This change may challenge non-profit organizations to provide these

benefits in future, as they are now required to pay a 21% unrelated business income

tax fee on every monthly benefit provided [3].   
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Commuter Benefit Ordinances have been implemented in San Francisco, New York,

and Washington D.C.  Seattle is in the early stages of considering a possible

ordinance based on the best-practices and lessons learned from these other

jurisdictions. As such, our project builds upon lessons learned from these other

ordinances. 

San Francisco:  

San Francisco’s Environment Code Section 427 established the Commuter Benefits

Program which went into effect on January 1, 2009, and required employers with 20

or more employees nationwide to provide commuter benefits to their San Francisco

employees.  These may include a pre-tax benefit, or employer-paid or employer-

provided transportation benefits.  Significant educational outreach was undertaken

by the city’s Department of the Environment during the period of 2008 to 2012.

 Outreach efforts included workshops at City Hall, webinars, and production of

materials including a factsheet and employer guide, and media coverage.   

Compliance with Section 427 was assessed by San Francisco’s Department of the

Environment in 2011 with a voluntary online employer compliance form made

available through a direct-link URL, and 3,270 responses from businesses were

obtained - up from 1,139 responses in 2009.  Of those businesses who responded,

the most common benefit offered was a pre-tax benefit.  Approximately 80,000

employees who were eligible for a commuter benefit were participating [4]. 

The Department of the Environment’s assessment of compliance in 2016 noted that

among more than 3,500 companies who responded to the compliance form, 64% of

companies reported offering a commuter benefit program independent of the

Ordinance, while the remainder reported starting a commuter program because of

the Ordinance.  Approximately 70% of businesses (including 68% of those with fewer

than 50 employees) were using an outside vendor to administer benefits [5]. 

Prior Citywide Commuter Benefits Ordinances 

BACKGROUND



New York 

As of January 2016, businesses in New York City who

employ 20 or more employees are required to offer

transportation benefits.  The ordinance mainly address

pre-tax benefits, as opposed to subsidized or

employer-provided options.  However, it requires

businesses offer a subsidized transit pass that is valid

for every mode of transit (and meets or exceeds the

value allowed by law for pre-tax transportation

benefits).  If these requirements are not met,

businesses must provide an opportunity for employees

to make up the difference in values with additional pre-

tax income.  The law, in addition to usual modes of

transit, covers vanpooling, ferry services, and

rideshare platforms including Lyft and UberPool [6]. 

An education campaign in New York included more

than 480 public events attended by representatives of

the Office of Labor Policy & Standards, and distribution

of informational materials.  Enforcement of the

Ordinance began after a six-month grace period.

 Fourteen complaints for noncompliance were filed

between July 2016 and August 2017, leading to

issuance of three notices of hearing.  All fourteen of

these businesses were investigated and were noted to

subsequently come into compliance [7]. 

Prior Citywide Commuter Benefits

Ordinances 
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Washington D.C. 

Transportation benefits, known as SmartBenefits, in

the nation’s capital were enacted in 2014, as part of

the Sustainable DC Omnibus Amendment Act. Like the

other examples, it also applied to businesses who

employed 20 or more individuals.  Notably, this law

gave the mayor of Washington, D.C., the authority to

expand the law to apply to businesses with fewer than

20 employees.  Covered benefits include an

opportunity to use pre-tax income, employer-

subsidized benefits, employer-reimbursed vanpool or

cycling costs, discounted bike share memberships, or

employer-provided transportation.  Businesses not in

compliance are subject to civil fines or other penalties

as governed by the Department of Consumer and

Regulatory Affairs [8].   

Recent reporting has noted that Washington D.C. may

be considering a related ordinance that would require

businesses that provide employees with free or

subsidized parking spaces to offer cash to those who

wish to commute by transit or bike instead of drive [2].   

Prior Citywide Commuter Benefits

Ordinances 
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PREV IOUS  S TUD I E S

The Seattle Employer Transportation Benefit Survey

Results Report - March 2016, a report from a Commute

Seattle team, supported by the Downtown Transportation

Alliance partnership, served a foundation for this project.

The goal of this report was to “better understand

behaviors and attitudes surrounding employee commute

benefits among employers in Seattle’s Center City and in

the neighborhoods of Ballard, Fremont, and the

University District” and to determine the types of

commuter benefits offered by area employers [9].

 Sampling included businesses of all sizes and industries,

although the majority had fewer than 20 employees, in

industries outside of business and technology.  Results

indicate nearly half of Seattle worksites offer commuter

benefits or subsidies, and businesses expressed interest

in providing benefits in organizations that did not

currently offer them at the time of the study. Pre-tax

benefits were offered at 21% of Center City sites and

32% of worksites with greater than 20 employees. This is

in stark contrast to 7% in Non-Center City geographic

locations and 11% for employers that self-identified to

employ less than 20, demonstrating a need for further

outreach and engagement with Non-Center City

communities and served as the basis for our work. 
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The City of Seattle and surrounding communities benefit from a robust transit

system with a single comprehensive fare card for most transit within the region,

one regional card for all, better known as ORCA. Through ORCA, there are two

business programs, ORCA Passport and ORCA Business choice. These

programs position Seattle well to implement and evaluate a TBO. Tracking the

usage of these ORCA business contracts helps demonstrate and provide case

examples for how employers are currently investing in employee commuter

benefits and if these benefits are being utilized by employees. In other

jurisdictions where no business contracts were offered, the ability to track

usage and benefit under a commuter benefit ordinance was limited. Given the

strength and popularity of the ORCA business programs in Seattle and other

participating areas, pre-tax could be easier to track and implement. Seattle can

continue on as a transportation leader by offering data and statistics to other

jurisdictions. 

PROJECT AIMS 

1) Understand the attitudes
and perceptions among
small business owners

toward pre-tax commuter
benefits 

3) Establish a “roadmap”
for our client and

stakeholders that will
inform future community

engagement pertaining to
public transit promotion. 

2) Develop educational
materials that will raise
awareness of commuter

benefits among both
employers and workers 
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As alluded, moderately sized, city-center based employers have been

strong, early adopters of commuter benefit programs, often to attract and

retain qualified employees, and combat traffic congestion and pollution

concerns.  Smaller businesses, due to a myriad of reasons, including

limited administrative capacity, fewer employees, and lack of information,

have been more laggard adopters of commuter benefits. 

Limited information is currently available about attitudes, barriers, and

facilitators for local areas outside the scope of previous studies

commissioned by Commute Seattle and like organizations.  This project

aims to gather information from a small sample of businesses, particularly

in non-city center Seattle to better understand the barriers and facilitators

they experience related to providing transportation benefits. 

METHODS

The project scope included two populations.  This team was interested in the

commuter benefits offered by small business owners, defined as having 50 or

fewer total employees (full-time and part-time), in the greater Seattle area.

 Participants were engaged throughout the greater Seattle area.  The second

population for study included current or potential transit riders who were

members of selected Facebook neighborhood groups (including Rainier

Beach, Skyway, Hillman City, Brighton Park, Beacon Hill, and South Park) as

well as regular recipients of the Transit Riders Union email newsletter. Due

to translation limitations, the majority of outreach was targeted toward

English speaking employer and employee populations. 

POPULATION 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This team developed a model to conceptualize the project’s different elements.

This model was guided by three theories, Diffusion of Innovation,

Transtheoretical Model of Behavior Change, and Theory of Reasoned Action.

Theory factors shaped the development of our survey tools and data analysis

and may guide stakeholders in their approach to ensure the commuter benefits

ordinance is effectively and equitably implemented.  

The main constructs of the framework we developed were directly informed by

the Theory of Reasoned Action, a framework that conceptualizes the pathways

by which norms, attitudes, and beliefs determine intent to perform an identified

behavior. Applied to our project, these elements guided this project as indicated

in Table 1 and Figure 1: 

Table 1: Theoretical Framework Guiding Elements (2018, University of Washington Students) 
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Figure 1: Theoretical Framework Underlying the Stakeholders Work to Advance Pre-tax
Benefits for commuter Riders in Seattle (2018, University of Washington Students) 

DATA COLLECTION 

Our team collected data in various ways to obtain information regarding our

target populations (small business employers and employees). See Table 2 for a

detailed outline of the data collection sources and purpose. 

Employers: To conduct employer data collection our team attended and

facilitated discussions at five events throughout the Puget Sound, including

Ballard, Magnolia, Capitol Hill, Rainier Beach, and South Park. Primary contacts

for this coordination were local business and merchant association leadership,

who represent business organizations within these neighborhoods and serve as

liaisons between city departments or groups and small business owners.

Commute Seattle connected with these leaders and provided information and

resources related to commuter pre-tax benefits. Our project team attended and

administered a pre-presentation written survey and conducted post-presentation

informal qualitative focus groups. See Appendices 2 and 3 for survey and focus

group questions. 



METHODS  |  1 5

Employees: Additionally, we employed online survey tools through Facebook™

and Survey Monkey™ to reach populations beyond the reach of our event based

collection. These surveys were directed at employees, particularly those who

reside in the aforementioned Rainier Valley communities or subscribe to the

Transit Riders Union email notifications. See Appendix 4 for online survey tool

questions. 

Table 2: Description of Data Sources, Populations, and Identified Needs

Based on Survey Data (2018, University of Washington Students) 
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Our group set out to understand the attitudes and perceptions among small

business owners toward pre-tax commuter benefits. Our findings are

presented qualitatively and quantitatively. 

Qualitative Analysis

For the qualitative data analysis, we refer to each of the panel

discussions individually being the unit of analysis. Based on the

conceptual framework, we identified three codes that were used to

analyze the panel discussion themes. The three codes are:  

      - barriers to providing pre-tax commuter benefits 

      - facilitators to providing pre-tax commuter benefits 

      - attitudes and perceptions related to pre-tax commuter benefits. 

Following each event, a project member completed a one-page brief

summarizing the events and the main findings. Then members each

review the one-page briefs for all four events to derive themes from

the discussions. Once this was complete, each member reviewed the

compiled list of themes to code each one according to the codes

addressed above (see Tables 3 and 4). 

Across all four events, the most common code was barriers related to

lack of awareness and information, and transit being inaccessible.

“The best benefit nobody knows about” is a quote from the Magnolia

Business Association that best captures the barriers related to pre-

tax benefits. A recurring theme was that most employers were not

aware of this benefit. 
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Attitudes and Perceptions was the second most commonly coded. We found

that generally employers were interested in providing pre-tax commuter benefits

to their employees and that it was perceived to be a good employee retention tool

but that employers may not be aware if employees would use transit with this

benefit.  Across all the events, we learned that employers need to first survey

employees around their transit use to better understand if they would benefit from

the employer providing pre-tax commuter benefits. 

Facilitating elements that emerged was a commitment to employees and an

appreciation by employers to understand their employees’ transportation needs

and use. Also, knowing that Commute Seattle providing informational and

consulting services was encouraging to business owners considering adding

commuter benefits.   

As identified by the conceptual framework, we were driven to better understand

the barriers, facilitators, and attitudes and perceptions related to pre-tax

commuter benefits. The panel discussions supplemented the information that we

learned from the intake surveys. It is our goal that having a better idea of  these

different components will allow our client and stakeholders to be more strategic

about their efforts to maximize resources and to ensure effectiveness.  

Table 3: Outreach Event Coding Matrix 

Qualitative Analysis
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Table 4: Common Barriers, Facilitators & Attitudes and Perceptions of

Business Owners by Location 
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Most participants were not aware of the availability of pre-

tax commuter benefits for employees.  However, most did

endorse feeling fairly ready to offer these to employees

from an administrative and logistical standpoint.

 Participants generally felt that offering pre-tax commuter

benefits would be good for employee retention.  They

identified lack of knowledge of pre-tax commuter benefits

as a main barrier to utilizing pre-tax transit benefits.

 Among some smaller businesses, the use of independent

contractors (as opposed to W-2 employees) did appear to

be a significant barrier as commuter benefits would not

apply to these individuals.  One business owner offered

additional insight into the attitudes of her community

towards the importance of transportation, saying “We care

about the environment here.” 

Regarding future outreach to address lack of knowledge,

participants felt highlighting the money-saving aspect (i.e.

tax reduction for both employers and employees) as well

as ease of implementation as the most potentially effective

messaging strategy.  Spanish-speaking business owners

emphasized the benefit of including a liaison who

understands the culture of the neighborhood into outreach

efforts.  This observation acknowledged that, while this tax

benefit appears to be a good business decision, an

employer may need detailed information on potential

downsides or unintended consequences of providing

commuter benefits. 

Employer Panel Discussions
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Survey responses were catalogued into an excel dataset and analyzed with

statistical software (RStudio version 1.1.383, Boston, MA) to generate

descriptive and inferential statistics.   

Quantitative Analysis

Employer Survey 

A total of 37 surveys were completed by business owners.

 Respondent and business characteristics, including respondent

ethnicity, number of employees, and business type, are shown

in the figures below.  The median number of employees

reported by respondents was six, and the mean was twenty-

nine; there were some outliers, i.e. respondents who reported

employing more than 50 people.  The vast majority (97%)

reported that their business was located within walking distance

of a transit site.  Eleven respondents (30%) reported being

aware of opportunities for employees to use pre-tax commuting

benefits.  The percentage of awareness of pre-tax commuter

benefits is shown for categories of business size in Figure 2.

Twelve respondents (32%) reported having considered offering

any commuter benefit to employees.  Of those who had

considered offering commuter benefits, seven (or 19% of total

respondents) reported currently offering commuter benefits to

employees.  Two of these respondents later specified offering

subsidized ORCA cards as the commuter benefit.Other

participant characteristics are shown in Figures 3 and 4.” 
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Figures of Findings

Figure 3. Type of Businesses Surveyed (n=37) 
37 total business owners were asked to identify what kind of business they owned.
35% of respondents owned a retail or trade type business.  

Figure 4. Race/Ethnicity of Business Owner (n=36) 
36 total business owners were asked to identify their race/ethnicity. 1 opted out of
identifying. Most respondents identified as being white.  

Figure 2. Breakdown of whether a business owner was aware or not aware of pre-
tax commuter benefits based on number of employees
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Awareness among employers of opportunities for pre-tax commuter benefits was
associated with currently offering commuter benefits of any type (p < 0.05).  After
dichotomizing respondents into groups defined by number of employees (in this
case, fewer than or the median of six employees in one group, greater than six
employees in the other), there was no statistically significant association between
number of employees and likelihood of awareness of pre-tax benefits (p = 0.65)
or likelihood of offering commuter benefits of any type (p = 0.86). 

Employee Survey 
To determine employee views regarding provided employer commuter benefits, we
surveyed residents in four neighborhood Facebook groups and those who subscribe to
the Transit Riders Union email listserv. This survey was disseminated using the social
media platform, Facebook survey application and Survey Monkey, an online survey
tool.   Combined, 204 electronic survey responses were collected. Surveys were
frequently partially-completed, and response rates differed for different questions. Not
all respondents resided in the Seattle area, and some respondents reported being
currently retired.   84% of these respondents were Caucasian. 

Breakdowns of reported modes of commuting by respondents is shown in Figure 5.
Among 154 individuals who who responded to the question “If you don’t use public
transportation, what are barriers to using it?”, 21 of these respondents (14%) identified
expense as a barrier to using public transit.  Additionally, 7 out of 91 (7.6%) facebook
respondents identified lack of employer incentive as a barrier. 

Figure 5. Employees Mode of Commute to Work (n=204) 
204 current and potential transit riders were asked via electronic surveys how they
commute to work. Some respondents listed multiple modes. 
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Among 188 individuals who responded to the question, “Would you feel
comfortable asking your employer for commuter benefits?”  133 (71%) strongly
or somewhat agreed that they felt comfortable discussing work-related
commuter benefits with their employer, see figure 6. This finding indicates a
need, for all groups, to feel more empowered to ask for benefits, particularly pre-
tax which is cost neutral or provides savings for small businesses.   

Figure 6. Employees level of comfort asking their employer for pre-tax commuter
benefits (n=188) 
133/188, 71% of respondents responded that they strong or somewhat agreed that
they felt comfortable discussing work-related commuter benefits with their employe 

In summation, there seems to be potential for conversation between employees and
employers regarding work-related commuter benefits, and exploring ways to promote
this may be promising in increasing uptake of benefit utilization - ultimately
increasing public transit use. 
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D I SCUSS ION
Informational and Self-Advocacy

Materials 

To address findings from employer and employee data
collection, we developed two communications
materials. For employers, we offer a one-page
informational sheet that provides general information
about pre-tax commuter benefits, presents an
example of cost savings potential, compares ORCA
card choices, and includes a step-by-step guide to
help employers initiate pre-tax commuter benefits for
applicable employees. The intent is for Commute
Seattle to use this document during outreach and
other engagement activities. Though this organization
already provides numerous educational materials that
cover much of this information, it was indicated by
business owners that a one-page comprehensive
sheet would be helpful as they consider and
implement pre-tax commuter benefits.  
For employees, we offer a negotiation wallet card
providing information about available transit benefit
options and tips to negotiate for them.  This may be
particularly useful for the Transit Riders Union to
hand-out during advocacy events to empower riders to
both seek out and ask for benefits. It also includes
information regarding the ORCA Lift card which is
available to qualifying low-income transit riders.  
In both instances, these documents may be further
stylized or edited to better support organizational
branding or evolving campaigns, though the general
content addresses attitudes and barriers identified
during this practicum experience. See Appendix 13
and 14 for mock-ups of these materials.  
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Recommendations for Commuter Benefits

Ordinance Implementation 

To culminate this practicum project and our teams experience, we’ve listed five
recommendations that should be considered prior to implementing a commuter
benefits ordinance.   

Support and expand outreach with business groups 

1 Currently outreach may be limited in scope and funding. It was identified
that the dedicated pre-tax position within Commute Seattle is relatively
new and the building of partnerships outside Seattle’s city center is a
growing priority. It is recommended that outreach with business
associations and related groups be further developed. This will improve
employer knowledge of pre-tax and other ordinance related benefits and
minimize associated barriers with future implementation. 

Enhance community engagement efforts to reach minority/small

businesses 

2 Minority owned small businesses may benefit from commuter benefit
education and consulting, but were not well represented during this
projects outreach efforts. This may be due to a multitude of factors,
including language and cultural barriers. It is recommended that
stakeholders collaborate and work with minority and community leaders to
create opportunities for outreach and pursue culturally sensitive
informational sessions as applicable.  
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Pursue robust collaboration and creative marketing methods to ensure

business community is well informed 3
Transit related groups, including each of the stakeholders engaged in this
project and others, may have diverse resources available to support
educational and ordinance support building outreach. For example,
Transit Riders Union provides a community based advocacy approach
that has been successful at driving changes supporting  traditionally
marginalized groups, including affordable transit options. This grassroots
perspective may help engage businesses and employees that are often
overlooked or not well represented. It is recommended these groups
collaborate to ensure the business community, as a whole, is well
informed and supportive of a future ordinance. It may also be beneficial for
stakeholders to leverage resources available through the Department of
Labor or other governmental departments to reach the business
community at large. This will limit challenges with implementation and
decrease the potential for non-compliance.  
Creative marketing methods are needed to reach the diverse range of
business groups that exist within the Seattle area. Postcard mailers,
online webinars, direct phone contact, and outreach through other city
meetings, such as those offered at libraries or business financial
management firms could expand the reach of current efforts. In addition,
they need to engage with local and regional news and business media
organizations to ensure accurate and timely information is shared.   

Learn from cities with current ordinances to support

facilitating factors and address potential short and long term

barriers 4
It's understood that current stakeholders are well versed in programs
implemented by other cities across the country, but it’s believed that much
can be learned from their implementation processes that can be applied to
Seattle. City Council and Seattle Department of Transportation, as well as
groups funded by their grants, should invest time and resources to speak
with leaders in New York, D.C. and San Francisco and apply successes
and lessons learned prior to the ordinance is passed. Embracing best
practices and thoughtful consideration of Seattle’s unique circumstances
will help ensure the ordinance is easily implemented, supported, and
maintained.  
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We provide three recommendations to
move future projects and work towards
transportation equity. These
recommendations are based on an
analysis of previous work coupled with
lessons learned from this project.
Principles of equity, transparent decision
making, and accountability guide our
recommendations to ensure this work
doesn’t further disadvantage groups that
have been historically marginalized and
whose perspective hasn’t historically
been represented in this work.  
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Evaluate ordinance and provide feedback to business groups and

city leadership 5
Stakeholders have an opportunity to partner with the University of
Washington and other Seattle academic institutions to evaluate the
ordinance, via program evaluations, cost analyses, and utilization
assessment. Published reports can provide data and recommendations to
promote commuter benefit ordinances throughout the nation or influence
changes to improve uptake and perceptions.  
Citizens within the Puget Sound region are interested in understanding
why policy is implemented and how it will benefit their communities.
Business leaders are also heavily invested in ensuring transit related
program mandates provide a valuable, cost-effective service to them and
their employees. It is recommended stakeholders provide the community
and business groups with feedback regarding the impact of a commuter
benefit ordinance through annual reports and media campaigns.  

RECOMMENDAT IONS  FOR

ENGAG ING  COMMUN I T Y  ON

FUTURE  TRANSPORTAT ION

RE LATED  PROJECTS    

The overall goal of projects like ours is to
make upstream factors such as political,
social, and health determinants
supportive and promoting of thriving
communities. Our project was limited in
the scope of what was feasible in the 360
total hours, spread over the course of 10-
weeks, that our team had to complete this
project and its deliverables. What is not
limited is the wealth of information,
vibrancy, resilience, and assets that
communities have. 
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Form an Advisory Board with representatives from a broad range of

organizations and communities 1
Transportation unifies our diverse group of stakeholders. It is a benefit to our
stakeholders to continue to work in tandem with each other and other partners
to align their objectives with overarching goal of transportation-equity. The
widespread interest in better understanding transportation and its relation to
other facets of life serve as a strong opportunity for partnerships. 
One way to ensure this work is sustainable and collaborative is to form an
advisory board. This will provide structure to the existing partnership between
our stakeholders. This newly formed advisory board would convene
representatives from a broad range of transit-related organizations, agencies,
and communities to inform and guide all future transportation-related work.
We recommend that a representative from TRU and each of our stakeholders
join this advisory board. We also recommend that a representative from the
City of Seattle’s Transportation Equity Program, which seeks to “shift the
department’s planning model from acting upon communities with project
implementation to involving communities from the beginning in a way that
ensures the projects they get are best serving their needs” serve as the chair
of this advisory board [10]. This advisory board would be similar to an
Institutional Review Board, that would review the methods proposed for
working with community to ensure they equitable and to avoid overburdening
communities with duplicative work.  

Create an opt-in listserv to improve collaboration between those who

were previously or are currently involved in transportation-related

work in the larger King County.  2
To better engage and provide future opportunities for people to continue
their work around transportation equity, we recommend the creation of a
“Transportation Community of Interest” listserv. This listserv will allow
those who are interested to opt-in for future emails related to events,
programs, public comment, and job/internship/volunteer opportunities.  
This recommendation stems from our interest in staying connected to this
work, but finding no single place to find this information. A large
subscription list would connect people to work more collaboratively, and
would create a mode for people to stay informed of other transportation-
related work. 



D I SCUSS ION  |  2 9  

Build upon this work by sponsoring another University of Washington

School of Public Health Practicum Project 3
Yearly, there is a consistent pool of incoming Master of Public Health students
at the University of Washington who are required to complete a practicum
project. We recommend another student continue this work via this
opportunity. From our experience, this work is mutually beneficial as the
student is able to apply the material from their courses through local, practice-
based work. For the stakeholders, this is an opportunity to build capacity,
provide mentorship, and complete projects that haven’t been able to be
completed due to time and resource constraints. The following need to be
considered related to this recommendation:  

Projects should continue to be student-led 
Working with other graduate programs (Public Administration, Urban
Planning) 
Involving undergraduates who could potentially use this project to fulfill
their capstone requirement.  
Involving colleges outside of the University of Washington, specifically
community colleges 
Involving students with diverse cultural and language backgrounds to
expand the reach of this work 

This recommendation ensures that this work is not limited to this one project
and that there is future work that builds upon previous findings.  This may also
provide an opportunity to incorporate a social equity lens to future projects
that is mutually beneficial to both students and communities that are involved. 
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APPENDIX 1

Contact Information 

 

 
63%

STUDENTS

Gracious Gamiao, MPHc 

Email: ggamiao@uw.edu 

University of Washington Seattle - School of Public Health 

Department of Health Services - Social and Behavioral Sciences Concentration 

 

Jenny Paul, RN-BC, BSN, MPHc 

Email: Jkillion@uw.edu 

University of Washington Seattle - School of Public Health 

Department of Health Services - Health Systems and Policy Concentration 

 

Stephen Walston, MD, MPHc 

Email: walstons@uw.edu 

University of Washington Seattle - School of Public Health 

Department of Health Services - Generalist Track 

88%
FACULTY

Dr. Amy Hagopian, MHA, PhD 

Email: hagopian@uw.edu 

University of Washington Seattle - School of Public Health  

Director, Community-Based Public Health Practice Program 
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Employer Survey 
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APPENDIX 3

Employer Panel Questions 

 

 Do you think you would offer these benefits to your employees?  

IF NO: Why? 

What are barriers to providing pre-tax benefits to your employees?  

What resources or further information would you want or need to

implement this benefit into your business plan? 

How do you find out about information that is relevant to your small-

business (i.e. online, business association, word of mouth, Department

of Labor)? 

Would your employees find a pre-tax benefit appealing or useful?

Would it encourage them to use public transportation? 

IF NO: Why do you think that may be? 

1
2
3
4

5
Note: Additional probes may have been asked during events to further address

respondent comments. 
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APPENDIX 4

Employee Online Survey 

 

Continued on following page 
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APPENDIX 4

Employee Online Survey 
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APPENDIX 5

Employee Online Survey Results 
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APPENDIX 6

Map of Seattle Districts 
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APPENDIX 7

Logic Model 

 

COMMUTER  BENEF I T S  ATT I TUDES  &

READ INESS  REPORT



PAGE  1 0  |  APPEND IX  8

APPENDIX 8

Meeting Summary 

Rainier Beach Merchants Association 

 Attended by 10-12 people, not all business owners. - 7 surveys completed 

Presentation on pre-tax benefits by Commute Seattle 

Discussion regarding transit and benefits: 

Only one participant endorsed currently offering commuter benefits to their employees. 

Multiple participants voiced concerns about 1) transit-related safety, and 2) the need for more Park-and-Ride

facilities. 

One participant expressed frustration with city government “stepping on the throats” of businesses, in

reference to ordinances. 

There was a discussion related to general realities of worker-related transit factors in Rainier Valley, including

a decrease in the number of routes available, the fact that parking is generally adequate, and that workers

sometimes have jobs that require them to travel during the day - which is easiest done by car. 

Participants expected that those who work in larger “big box” stores were more likely to be commuting from

far away, whereas those working for smaller businesses were more likely to be living much closer, I.e. close

enough to walk in many cases. 

When specifically asked about the potential ease or difficulty of implementing a hypothetical new pre-tax

benefit for employees, participants did not have much to say. 

There was significant concern among the group in the amount of time allocated to working on this project,

establishing a robust connection with their community/neighborhood, and whether we would be reaching

out to employees for their input into barriers to using transit. 
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APPENDIX 9

Meeting Summary 

Magnolia Chamber of Commerce 

 
Attended by 11 people, (includes 2 Key Bank employees who hosted event) - 8 surveys completed 

Most small business owners (range included - Real Estate Agent, Gelato Shop, Lawyer, Photographer,

Consignment Shop)  

Discussion regarding transit and benefits: 

The majority of participants reported awareness of transit programs like ORCA passport. One non-owner

attendee employed by 200+ employee organization with fully subsidized benefits for all employees. One

employee reported 80% subsidized benefits by employer.  One employer offers benefits for 2/12 employees (as

was asked for by employees, not offered unless asked).None currently offer (or were aware of) pre-tax benefits 

Several employers discussed staff use of public transit including combination of ferry, light rail and bus. All

agreed commuter benefits were a good retention tool for employees.  

Multiple participants voiced concerns about limited bus route access in the Magnolia area with no direct

routes available for many who commute. One business owner would like to relocate his business to Magnolia

from downtown but is concerned about employees being able to tolerate the change, particularly because of

transportation challenges unique to that area. Nick discussed options related to flexible work hours,

teleworking, etc. Numerous question the ending of the free ride program downtown. Several discussed

challenges of using benefits for part-time workers in the area including restaurants and grocery stores due to

needed bus changes/connections. There was a short discussion about Denny Way traffic and impact that has

on commute situation. Also mention of increased Uber availability and many choosing that transportation

method instead of bus for convenience. 

This community demonstrated significant readiness to implement a pre-tax program and expand benefits to

employees. The group inquired about the option of several small businesses joining together under the veil of

the business association to qualify for greater choice and discount. They recommended outreach via a video or

radio/local publications (i.e. The Stranger, etc) and links on business chamber websites.  

Participants indicated that the only barrier to implement pre-tax was a lack of knowledge about the program.

It was indicated by those that have/provide benefits that the process to set up these programs is fairly easy.

They believe future outreach and presentations by Nick and team are needed to spread the word to business

owners about these options. All indicated they would speak with other community business owners about

pre-tax and commuter benefit programs for employees. They recommended Commute Seattle connect with

accountants/payroll, Dept of Labor, Dept of Licensure, and other business associations to ensure this program

is better communicated within this population.  They appreciated the future direct access of working with

Nick to address questions and coordinate these benefits. 

Of note, it was mentioned by two female business owners that “woman owned” should be included within the

demographics to identify this category of minority owned businesses.  ¾ female attendees were business

owners.  
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APPENDIX 10

Meeting Summary 

Ballard Alliance 

 
 Attended by 12 people (one minority, 50% were women) - 12 surveys completed 

Most small business owners or managers from businesses in Ballard (range included - Advertising, Banking,

Shoe sales, Candy Shop, Gift Shop) 

The majority of participants reported awareness of transit programs like ORCA, though demonstrated lack a

familiarly with the different programs available. Owners reported not currently offering benefits, though all

expressed strong interest in ORCA Passport/Choice and Pre-tax benefits.  Few currently offer benefits, none of

which include pre-tax. Only two respondents indicated having awareness of pre-tax benefits. 

Several employers discussed staff use of public transit, which was primarily via bus. All agreed transit benefits

were a good retention tool for employees and that providing benefits were important to them and their

employees. Participants articulated that bus transportation within the Ballard area is robust and that even

employees commuting from areas outside Seattle will use transit. Parking within the Ballard business district

is primarily pay-to-park, including street parking. This encourages transit use in the district. It was reinforced

that more use of transit would improve accessibility of their businesses to shoppers.   

This community demonstrated significant readiness to implement a pre-tax program and expand benefits to

employees. All owners expressed shock that the combination of ORCA benefits and pre-tax could save both

them and their employees significant money on transit costs.    

Participants indicated that the primary barrier to implementing pre-tax (and some other benefits like ORCA

choice) was a lack of knowledge about the program. Owners expressed that finding information as a business

owner is a significant challenge. It was stated that business owner association meetings, like those hosted by

the Business Alliance, were the best way for them to find out about new information. They reported that most

of the business information available on benefit topics seems to be geared towards larger businesses and they

feel neglected. One attendee expressed that he had heard of pre-tax and attempted to research the topic, but

felt unsuccessful in learning how to implement them and abandoned the effort.  One owner questioned

whether pre-tax was a stable program, which as a federal program at this time is secure. Nick was able to

articulate the changes with the tax bill and how the subsidies are no longer tax deductible. Owners agreed

that future outreach and presentations by Nick and team are needed to spread the word to business owners

about these options. They mentioned that a grassroots approach, including door-to-door outreach would be

helpful for this community.  Many expressed interest in working directly with nice to address questions and

coordinate these benefits. In regards to implementation, they felt that a liason (like Nick) had value and a step-

by-step guide of considerations and the process involved would be key.  

This group believed that there was value in employees learning about such benefits and advocating for them.

These owners unanimously agreed, if in their control, they would discuss benefits with employees vice

requiring them to speak up and felt during the hiring/onboarding process would be a good opportunity to do

so. One manager discussed that his business owner was located in a different state and was not able to

witness the appeal of commuter benefits - the group agreed he should articulate that pre-tax “is free, it saves,

and is easy”. 
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APPENDIX 11

Meeting Summary 

Capitol Hill  Chamber of Commerce
 Attended by about 12 people (pretty even split of women and men) - 5 surveys completed 

Mix of people: interested community members, sales and operations people, business-owners) 

12 people stopped by, however, only five people were able to stay for the presentation 

5 people filled out the survey 

One of the business owners has been providing commuter benefits for five years and was sharing her

experiences and learnings 

She identified issues with the ORCA website interface and how its not easily used by employers or employees. 

A lot of discussion about deciding between ORCA PASSPORT and ORCA CHOICE and the pros and cons

between the two.  

The business owners is interested in whether or not this benefit would be seen as valuable to their employees. 

Some of their employees have given the unlimited ORCA card back because they don't use it. 

Some have asked to receive the cash value of these benefits. 

For the business-owners, they all identified that they need to consult and check in with their employees about

their public transportation use and whether the benefit would even be helpful.  

They mentioned that the 15th ave, particular area of Capitol Hill is an interesting bubble because there are

sections of it that are not zoned.  

The added value of having their employees take public transportation is that it frees up space for the

customers of the business.  

COMMUTER  BENEF I T S  ATT I TUDES  &

READ INESS  REPORT



PAGE  1 4  |  APPEND IX  1 2

APPENDIX 12

Meeting Summary 

South Park Merchants Association 
 Attended by 5 people - 4 surveys completed 

Lot of interest in pre-tax benefits, questions regarding how this would appear on a tax form, if this money

spent on transit would be counted as income.  Most attendants operated very small businesses, employed

family members, some of whom paid under the table.  Other employees were independent contractors that

don’t receive W-2’s, and this would be a practical barrier to using commuter benefits per IRS rules. 

They estimate approx 50-70% of South Park residents ride the bus, often to jobs downtown. 

“We care about the environment here.” 

They agreed the money-saving aspect of using the tax benefit would be good for employees as well as

employers. 

With regards to further outreach, they emphasized importance of translators or liaisons to not only be able to

speak the language but to understand the fundamental culture.  “It’s not what you say, but how you say it.”

 Suspect a business owner will hear about these tax benefits and naturally wonder “What’s the catch”, i.e.

might seem suspicious or too good to be true. 

Late-arriving participant reported he works with several hundred clients in accounting services and suspects

there will be many clients interested in taking advantage of these benefits.  It appeared obvious to him that

this was something that made good business sense. 
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APPENDIX 13

Employer Benefits One Page Guide
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APPENDIX 14

Negotiation Self Advocacy Card

Back/Front Pages 

Internal Pages 
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APPENDIX 15

Budgetary Considerations 
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For TRU and Commute Seattle to develop and conduct a marketing

campaign to administer the employee negotiation card, our team

budgeted the following based on estimations from TRU and Commute

Seattle.
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