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Flexible commuter benefits

Before you start a parking cash-out campaign where you are, 

read this report, and learn from our successes and failures.

This report catalogs the 2017-2018 campaign by smart growth 

advocates in Washington DC to win legislation implementing 

a parking cash-out policy. It outlines our campaign, our 

assumptions going in, hurdles, and lessons learned. It is meant 

to be a roadmap and resource so that others can shorten their 

learning curve in winning this important policy in jurisdictions 

across the US. 

Our thanks to TransitCenter, especially Steven Higashide 

and Kirk Hovenkotter, for guidance and support. We also are 

indebted to the many professionals and supporters who helped 

us make parking cash-out a relevant issue, including Ward 6 

Councilmember Charles Allen, Moira McCauley, Greg Billing and 

the team at Washington Area Bicyclist Association, Otto Condon, 

Ivan Frishberg, Carisa Stanley, Randall Myers, Mark Bryan, 

Rebekah Whilden, Zach Teutsch, and Tom Bridge.

About this report & 
acknowledgements

Founded in 1997 by visionaries in the conservation community, 

the Coalition for Smarter Growth has become the leading 

organization addressing where and how the Washington region 

grows, partnering with communities in planning for the future, 

and offering solutions to the connected challenges of housing, 

transportation, and the environment. 

Our partnerships include land use and transportation planners, 

affordable housing advocates, transit and bicycle/pedestrian 

advocates, local community groups, private sector developers, 

and architects. We combine grassroots and online advocacy with 

policy expertise, media communications, and excellent relations 

with elected officials to advance smart growth and win support 

for mixed-use, transit-oriented development. Learn more at 

smartergrowth.net.

About the Coalition for  
Smarter Growth
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Jamie gets free parking from their employer at their 
downtown DC office. Jamie is looking into other transit 
options for their commute. Will parking cash-out help?

After weighing the cost, Jamie will likely 
continue to drive to work because 

parking is free.

Jamie can get $200/month instead of a 
free parking spot.

Jamie can use that money to commute however 
they want -- transit, biking, walking, or parking 

when they need their car.

Without parking 
cash-out

With parking 
cash-out



Flexible commuter benefits

Across the United States today, free and subsidized parking is by 

far the most pervasive employee commuter benefit. According to 

the Society of Human Resource Management, 83% of employers 

provide free parking, and another 10% provide subsidized 

parking.1

Even in cities where off-street parking is expensive, employers 

often pay for parking, and offer it for free to employees. This 

commuter parking benefit lures more cars onto the streets and 

generates rush hour traffic congestion above what it otherwise 

would be without the free employee parking.

Parking cash-out is the employer commute benefit practice 

of converting the value of a parking space subsidized by an 

employer to a cash benefit for the employee. In practical terms, 

it means someone who is offered a free parking space at work 

is able to flex the cost of the parking space toward another 

commute option, and keep the remaining cash.

Parking cash-out can incentivize more people to bike, walk, or 

ride transit to work. Cash-out simply lets an employee trade 

a parking space for a transit pass of the same value, or keep 

the cash and walk or bicycle to work. By expanding people’s 

commuting choices, alternatives to driving alone become 

more attractive, and the number of drive-alone commute trips 

decreases. 

Studies show2 that implementing parking cash-out policies 

can produce a 10-12% decrease in drive-alone commute trips 

and related vehicle miles traveled. This in turn reduces traffic, 

improves air quality, curbs greenhouse gas emissions, and 

reduces traffic collisions.

Introduction

Washington DC is a great policy laboratory because of its 

relatively rare city-state structure, which cuts down on levels of 

complexity in government. 

DC already had several conditions in place to make it a fertile 

ground for parking cash-out to not only be feasible, but also to 

have a positive impact on local congestion and vehicle miles 

travelled. Those conditions include an existing pre-tax transit 

benefit law, high rates of non-drive-alone commutes, and a 

robust transit network with extensive service.

In late 2015, the Coalition for Smarter Growth identified parking 

cash-out as a positive policy change that we thought would be 

ripe for adoption in the District of Columbia. 

A year before, DC had passed the Sustainable DC Omnibus Act 

of 2013, which requires employers with 20 or more employees 

to offer pre-tax commuter benefits to those employees. The 

Coalition for Smarter Growth saw the pre-tax commuter benefits 

law as a critical prerequisite so that most DC employers would 

already have the administrative infrastructure in place to be 

able to implement a parking cash-out policy with little additional 

administrative setup.

Meanwhile, for the past several years, the District Department 

of Transportation (DDOT) had also been working on other 

progressive parking policies such as demand-based pricing.

In 2016, with support from TransitCenter, the Coalition for 

Smarter Growth launched what we expected to be a 12-month 

campaign to win parking cash-out in the District of Columbia.

Why is DC ripe for a parking 
cash-out law? 

What is parking cash-out?
How does it work?
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The Coalition for Smarter Growth has been thinking about 

parking cash-out for a long time. When DC passed the 

Sustainable DC Omnibus Act in July of 2014, we had hoped 

that it would incorporate parking cash-out. However, when it 

passed without our amendments to require parking cash-out, 

we didn’t give up. In December 2014, we met with then DC 

Councilmember-elect Charles Allen to ask his support for a 

parking cash-out bill. He agreed to introduce the bill. But we 

knew it would be difficult to pass without funding to support 

a public outreach campaign to help the policy in the face of 

expected opposition from large employers and those in favor of 

more parking.

We set out at the Coalition for Smarter Growth to find dedicated 

financial support for such a public campaign. In 2016, 

TransitCenter committed funding. We made plans to leverage 

TransitCenter’s support for public education activities against 

funding from individual donations to facilitate the direct lobbying 

to complement our public education activities.

By November 2016, we were assembling an ad-hoc program 

team from allies who would be key to building our policy 

argument in favor of implementing parking cash-out. We started 

with our organization’s natural allies, and tried to build out that 

core group of enthusiastic supporters as far as we could. We 

also enlisted the help of transportation professionals who could 

volunteer their time and lend their expertise on a pro bono basis. 

Play by play:  
Our DC campaign 

Starting off and organizing the 
expert team

In most of its education and outreach campaigns, the Coalition 

for Smarter Growth uses three main forms of outreach: (1) 

mass emails to our list of active supporters, (2) partner and 

allied nonprofits and community groups, and (3) grasstops 

connections in the nonprofit, government, and business worlds. 

We used all three to try to find a set of sympathetic employers 

and allies to build the campaign. 

First, we rounded up partner organization that we knew would 

be supportive, including Washington Area Bicyclist Association 

(WABA), All Walks DC (a pedestrian advocacy organization), 

the DC Chapter of Sierra Club, and Black Women Bike. They 

brought in contacts with other natural allies for the campaign -- 

the Bicycle Advisory Council and the Pedestrian Advisory Council 

-- which are DC-government appointed bodies, but are able to 

take positions on legislation. We worked with our partners to 

help reach out to the media, send action alerts to constituents, 

request meetings with Councilmembers, and provide testimony. 

We knew that to win, we would need to get beyond the “usual 

suspects” for our alliance of supporters. With that in mind, we 

sought out workforce development organizations, such as the 

SOME (So Others Might Eat) Center for Employment Training. 

Unfortunately, in the course of this outreach, we learned that our 

goals did not exactly align. Workforce development organizations 

were more worried about basic concerns about transit service, 

and winning subsidized transportation for participants in adult 

education programs, which builds on the city’s free transit 

student pass program for all school-aged children. 

Finding natural allies & 
business support
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We supported the measure to extend free transit passes for adult 

education students, which was adopted by the DC Council. 

Unfortunately, while we found common ground on that issue, it 

did not translate into workforce development groups’ interest in 

parking cash-out.

While we laid a campaign foundation of natural allies and core 

supporters, we knew that the DC Council would also want to 

hear from the business community. 

With this in mind, we began to build a business community 

contingent in support of parking cash-out. We published an 

online survey (via a free Google form)  and sent it via mass email 

to the Coalition for Smarter Growth’s in-house supporter list 

of several thousand local activists, advocates, and community 

members. We got back 111 responses from a small, but 

ultimately very helpful, group of people who told us about 

possible supportive employers. From that list, our organizational 

contacts, and from research at a local District Department 

of Transportation (DDOT) employer awards ceremony for 

sustainable commuting, we created an initial list of employers to 

approach. 

A particularly key connection from a supporter was to an informal 

group of DC area sustainability managers who meet regularly. 

Pitching parking cash-out to that group as a sustainability 

measure ended up being a helpful way to engage businesses. 

When we found limited success in our general outreach (see 

next section), we focused our outreach on employers that had 

sustainability in their mission and on sustainability managers at a 

range of companies.

We also reached out to our connections inside DDOT to 

understand their perspective on implementation of the current 

pre-tax commuter benefits law, to find out how we could support 

that implementation, and to determine how to incorporate 

parking cash-out. 

We found our greatest success with our personal contacts with 

principals at architecture, development, and transportation firms 

who understood and appreciated sustainability as part of the 

mission of their enterprise. This proved the most productive use 

of our outreach time to build support for a parking cash-out 

policy. We also found many receptive principals at development 

and transportation consulting firms who understood and 

appreciated how a parking cash-out approach supports 

increased use of transit, better walking and bicycling conditions, 

and reduced traffic. 
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April 25, 2017
With an outside consultant, 
we run two focus groups and 
interview local employers to 
test messaging and concepts 
around parking cash-out. 

April - 
September 2017
Continue outreach, build 
support. Not able to 
get the Transportation 
Committee to schedule a 
public hearing on the bill 
before summer. 

September 25, 2017
DC Council Transportation 
and Environment Committee 
holds a public hearing on the 
Transportation Benefits Equity Act. 
16 witnesses testify in support, 
3 against. 5 of the supporters 
are employers. DDOT testifies in 
support of the bill. 

July 14, 2014 
DC Council passes 
the Sustainable DC 
Omnibus Act of 2013, 
which requires that all 
employers with 20 or 
more employees offer 
pre-tax transit benefits to 
employees. This law does 
not include a parking 
cash-out amendment as 
proposed by CSG.

December 2014
Councilmember-elect 
Charles Allen agrees to 
introduce a parking cash-
out bill. We work with 
Councilmember Allen on 
drafting and introducing 
the bill.

November 2016 

TransitCenter provides 
grant for parking cash-out 
education campaign. CSG 
undertakes a broader 
education campaign to 
promote implementation 
of the pre-tax commuter 
benefits law and voluntary 
adoption of parking cash-
out. We begin outreach to 
build our core team.

2014 2016
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October - November 2017
CSG engages in targeted outreach to 
two committee members to win their 
votes (we needed one more to win in 
committee). By the end of our push, 
we have secured the support of one 
councilmember, with the other indicating 
openness to the bill, a big change from 
his reluctance to even meet with us at first. 

January 2018  

Councilmembers convene a meeting 
with employer groups that are opposing 
or concerned about the bill where they 
are asked to provide input on what 
would make the bill more acceptable. 
We follow up with a prompt response 
to offer additional flexibility to address 
concerns raised at the meeting, while 
also explicitly opposing some of their 
suggestions that would weaken the bill.

2018

February 10, 2017
We host “Changing the 
Commuter Equation,” a 
public forum to educate our 
supporters about parking 
cash-out.

March 7, 2017
Parking cash-out bill 
introduced at the DC Council 
as the Transportation Benefits 
Equity Act of 2017 and is 
assigned to the Transportation 
Committee. Seven (of 13) 
councilmembers co-introduce 
or co-sponsor the bill at 
introduction. 

2017
March 29, 2017
District Department of Transportation 
(DDOT) holds its first goDCgo Annual 
Ambassador Awards, recognizing 
DC organizations for their efforts 
as transportation leaders, offering 
transportation benefits and creative 
program incentives. CSG uses the 
event to reach out to employers who 
might be interested in pursuing 
voluntary parking cash-out benefits. 
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May 2018  

The bill is waiting 
for markup in 
committee, where the 
Councilmembers will 
discuss the bill and 
consider amendments.

“Changing the Commuter 

Equation” public forum

A group of parking cash-out 

supporters talking to Ward 5 

Councilmember Kenyan McDuffie
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To kick off our public outreach, we hosted an educational 

public forum in February of 2017. We used the event to gauge 

public interest, test out our messaging, and build our own 

understanding of the more technical parts of the policy. The 

event, attended by 22 of our supporters, educated our advocate 

base, and also clarified a few things for us, namely our need to 

tune our public messaging to reach more that just our already 

sympathetic smart growth supporters.

Parking cash-out isn’t a well-known or intuitive concept. While 

our Coalition for Smarter Growth team messages on many 

complex issues, we realized early on before we ever began the 

campaign that formally testing our messages via a poll or focus 

group would be invaluable. As such, we set aside a significant 

sum to contract for professional message testing. After releasing 

an RFP for the message testing, we decided based on the 

responses we received that focus groups would provide the 

most useful data given our budget. In April, we worked with our 

RFP winner to conduct two focus groups. In those focus groups, 

we tested two core concepts. First, we tested what to name 

the policy -- parking cash-out, or flexible commuter benefits? 

We also tested how best to explain the idea in five 15-second 

elevator pitches.  

Public outreach

Focus groups

Testing our messaging ideas: 
Our first public forum

What did employers think?

We also conducted outreach to HR directors in telephone 

interviews to gauge employer opinion about parking cash-out. 

Employers were skeptical of the idea of translating a parking 

benefit to a cash benefit. They were concerned that “cashing-

out” an existing benefit would cause an additional cost, 

especially since commuters who turn down a parking benefit 

would be interested in a cash benefit. This was an important 

concern that we had to address later in the campaign. 

9

What should we call this policy idea?  
Flexible commuter benefits vs parking cash-out

We began by testing what we should call the idea of parking 

cash-out, because in our early work we learned that not 

everyone understood the concept from the name. We 

tested the  policy name -- “parking cash-out” versus “flexible 

commuter benefits.” The majority favored “flexible commuter 

benefits” to describe the program. Participants agreed that 

‘choices’ and ‘options’ were appealing. Parking cash-out was 

deemed an accurate description and not negatively viewed, but 

not as clear of a descriptor. 
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The 5 elevator pitches

#1 The “fairness” argument

“Employers that offer commuter benefits usually offer free 

parking. If you walk or bike or take transit to work, you 

should get just as much of a commuter benefit as people 

who drive and park.”

Before we did the focus groups, we originally approached 

our parking cash-out messaging by focusing on a fairness 

argument: if drivers frequently receive generous subsidies 

to drive and park, shouldn’t transit riders, walkers, and 

bicyclists also get a subsidy? 

As it turns out, the fairness messaging did not test well. 

The assertion of “fairness” irritated drivers, and didn’t 

make non-drivers more sympathetic. If we could show the 

idea of a kind of fairness (walk and bike commuters get no 

commute benefit), that worked for some, but we could not 

tell them. Some people got caught up in and confused by 

a perception we might be taking away a parking benefit 

from someone, rather than offering an existing benefit 

more equitably. A main problem is that fairness is relative 

to each individual’s perspective -- in other words, “fair to 

whom?”  Thus, it’s difficult to find a situation where it’s an 

effective way to persuade the public. 

Working with our focus group consultants, we developed five 

basic “pitches” based on the messaging we’d be using early in 

the campaign -- at the public forum and in conversations. Each 

of our five test messages is explained below, as well as what we 

learned about them. 

#4 The “healthy and green” argument

“Do you walk, bike, or take transit to work? Or 

telecommute? If your office has an employee parking 

benefit, you’re missing out! Isn’t that unfair, if we’re going 

to pay people to commute a certain way over others, 

shouldn’t it be walking or biking, which are zero-emission 

and a healthy personal choice, too?”

This was unpopular. The focus group thought that it 

“demonizes drivers.” Some misunderstood the message 

to be that drivers would lose their parking space. The 

idea that the current system incentivizes driving was lost, 

and we ran into the same issues cited above for paying 

people to walk and bike. 

We realized after-the-fact with our messaging 

consultants that we had inadvertently mixed “fairness” 

into this argument. Advocates who have the opportunity 

to further test this message in the future should use care 

to keep it separate from a “fairness” message, to more 

cleanly evaluate a “healthy and green” argument. 

#3 The “walking is popular” argument

“Walking or riding a bike is a more popular way to get 

to work in DC than just about any other major US city, 

but employee benefits for walking and biking pale in 

comparison to what employers provide for parking or 

taking transit. Wouldn’t it be great if people could swap 

parking benefits for cash?”

This messaging was well-received by some, but others 

were skeptical and wanted proof in data to back up the 

claim. In general, there was a strong dislike to the idea 

of paying a commuter to walk or bicycle. Focus group 

participants viewed paying for a walk or bike commute 

to be unfair, because direct costs are negligible. Walkers 

and cyclists were also viewed as privileged (not just by 

drivers, but by walkers and cyclists themselves), because 

they lived close enough to walk or bike, and benefited 

from the opportunity to have an easier commute. 

However, it is worth noting that people did react 

positively to the word “cash.” The word “cash” is 

effective at getting people’s attention and appealing to 

their self-interest. 

#2 The “traffic congestion” argument

“DC’s streets are too congested, yet many DC employers 

give out employee parking benefits, which effectively pay 

people to drive and make traffic worse. Wouldn’t it make 

more sense to make commuter benefits apply to any 

commuting mode, whether it’s driving, transit, walking, or 

biking?”

The traffic congestion messaging was by far the most 

popular and successful. This is likely because we had 

a lot of drivers in the focus group, and this messaging 

showed how parking cash-out would directly benefit 

them. The second sentence in the message was 

especially well-received. Many participants thought that 

the messaging should use the last sentence as logical 

and appealing to everyone.
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YES to
• “Flexibility” and “choice” are 

both appealing to employees 

• Inclusive language that names 
all commute modes: driving, 
transit, walking, or biking

• Emphasizing “cash” in the 
messaging

• Emphasizing that the policy will 
help reduce congestion

• Balancing needs of employers 
and employees

• Simplicity: parking cash-out is 
complicated -- keep it 101 when  
you can

NO to
• “Fairness” argument does 

not work

• Polarizing language

• Demonizing drivers

#5 The “employer” argument

“Most DC residents don’t drive to work, but ride transit, 

bicycle or walk. In fact, 18% of DC residents walk or 

bicycle to work. However, when an employer offers a 

subsidy for workers’ commutes it’s usually for driving 

and parking. And even when a subsidy is offered for 

transit, it’s usually much less than what is provided 

for parking. Wouldn’t it be better if employers gave 

employees the choice to use the parking, or take the 

cash equivalent for parking if they preferred to do 

something other than drive to work?”

Overall, employees liked this statement because it 

focused on choice and flexibility. Several employees said 

they liked the fairness and equality among all modes. 

However, the 18% walk and bike commute statistic 

proved to be distracting since it does not connect with 

the sentence before where we say “most.” We also 

initially thought that 18% was a substantial share of the 

overall commute split and should be emphasized with 

the public and decision-makers. But, the focus groups 

were not impressed.
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In parallel to the public outreach campaign, we were working 

on moving the bill through the DC Council. An expert pro bono 

ally helped us write the legislation, which amended the existing 

law requiring employers to offer pre-tax commuter benefits to 

employees.

Working with Ward 6 Councilmember Charles Allen, in March 

of 2017, the parking cash-out bill was introduced as the 

Transportation Benefits Equity Act of 2017 and was assigned to 

the Transportation Committee, which was a favorable committee. 

A key part of this successful introduction was getting the support 

of the Transportation Committee chairperson. In addition to her 

support, when the bill was introduced, it was co-sponsored by 

a majority of the Council, including the council chair. This was a 

promising legislative start. 

To try to get ahead of the curve and help understand who might 

oppose the bill, we looked at the record from a bill introduced 

10 years prior that would have established a “clean air fee” for 

any parking space given to an employee without charge. The 

main opponents were the DC Chamber of Commerce, and the 

lobbyists for the hospital association, the universities association, 

hotels, and utilities. We reached out to the Chamber and 

universities consortium representatives. We did not hear back 

from the Chamber, but met with the universities representative, 

with whom we had a prior relationship.

The universities consortium, though concerned about promoting 

sustainability, as a group were ultimately more concerned that 

administering a cash-out program would be time consuming for 

HR staff and/or costly. Our outreach to them did not change their 

minds, but made their opposition milder. We also learned useful 

information about their perspective and worked to address their 

concerns. Individual universities were more receptive but we 

could not get them to express support. 

From March to September, we organized meetings with each of 

the councilmembers on the Committee, and/or their staffs, and 

reached out to all the bill sponsors and the rest of the Council. 

We worked to bring constituents to each of the councilmember 

meetings. 

At the Transportation and Environment Committee hearing on 

September 25, 2017, we were able to mobilize our natural allies 

and employers. 19 employers submitted letters supporting the 

bill and several testified. We collected 320 letters of support from 

our members. 

Only two business representatives testified against the bill. This 

was also where we learned the most explicit arguments by 

opponents representing employers. While we had anticipated 

many of the arguments in our testimony, we were able to further 

assess and respond to concerns raised.

Overall, the hearing produced a strong showing by supporters 

from the bike, walk, and environmental advocacy communities, 

Legislation
Writing the bill and getting it 
introduced

The hearing
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and support from individual employers. Opponents were few 

and offered a number of arguments not based on the bill’s 

requirements. And most importantly, the District Department 

of Transportation (DDOT) representative testified in support on 

behalf of the Mayor, without caveats. 

Washington, DC is divided into eight wards. The District Council 

has one councilmember for each ward, as well as five at-large 

councilmembers. The parking cashout bill’s two co-introducers, 

plus three other councilmembers, make up the Transportation 

and Environment Committee. Two of the three other 

councilmembers, from Wards 4 and 5, we considered more likely 

to support than the third, from Ward 2. We only needed three 

votes to get out of committee, and we already had two, so we 

focused on locking down a third and potentially fourth vote from 

the persuadable councilmembers. 

We decided that our best tactic would be to 

find constituents in each of the councilmember’s 

wards to be champions. We specifically sought 

out local business owners and community leaders 

to express support and meet with each of the 

councilmembers and staffs. Through meetings 

with staff, letters, calls, tweeting, targeted email 

alerts, and in-person constituent meetings, we 

were able to convince one councilmember to 

express support, and the other to be receptive. 

DDOT supporting the bill was also crucial to the 

councilmember’s support. With that support, we 

had the 3 votes we needed to get the bill out of 

committee.

Committee votes

Earned media 

To help spread knowledge and garner support for the bill, we 

sought out positive local  TV and news stories. We pitched 

and secured positive coverage from a few sources including 

The Washington Post and WAMU (our local NPR station), and 

Greater Greater Washington (a local widely-read urbanist blog). 

The hearing itself produced positive earned media for the bill and 

encouraged a local NBC journalist to do on-the-street interviews 

(featured below). 

Unfortunately, we also received a few negative press clips -- a 

blog post from a business-funded group and a negative story in 

the Washington Business Journal. Both focused on the idea that 

you are paying people to walk, which does not cost anything. 

This underlined the lessons we learned in our focus groups.
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up of individual businesses, some of them ended up expressing 

the negative views of their board members. One BID spoke 

against the policy at the hearing. This might not have happened if 

we didn’t pitch them on the policy in the first place. 

Through our outreach, we learned that business representatives 

raised a few core objections to the bill. 

First, they objected to any additional regulation because the city 

had recently adopted significant regulations on employee leave 

and minimum wage. However, parking cash-out, unlike these 

policies, is avoidable and does not impose additional cost other 

than adjustments to commuter benefits.  

Second, employers expressed concern that the new rules 

would generate new costs to implement. Business groups even 

claimed that implementation would cost them millions of dollars 

-- a claim that appears to be based on an incorrect assumption 

about how the bill would create a new commuter benefit or use 

something other than the amount of subsidy for parking for an 

eligible employee. Since the bill only affects parking subsidies, 

employers that do not subsidize parking avoid any cash-out 

requirement and employees who are not offered subsidized 

parking are not included.

Third, employers that own their own parking expressed 

concern that it would be difficult to assess the fair market 

value of a parking space and repurpose the unneeded parking. 

However, the bill cites IRS guidance on assessing fair market 

value. This could be further clarified through amending the bill 

or in regulations. Repurposing parking owned by hospitals, 

universities or hotels from employee to short term or visitor 

parking is likely to be a net revenue increase since these users 

are usually charged significantly more for parking. 

At the Coalition for Smarter Growth, we regularly use a mix of 

tactics -- deep policy expertise, grassroots advocacy muscle, 

media, and personal relationship-building with community 

leaders and decision makers -- tailored to the particular issue 

or campaign to achieve our goals. For most of our advocacy 

campaigns, grassroots support is critical to turn the tide. But, 

with parking cash-out, it wasn’t as important. Because the 

bill was mostly affecting business regulations, we learned that 

decision makers wanted to hear from employers and business 

and community leaders more than the general public. 

We ended up making a strategic mid-course correction to recruit 

those employers and business and community leaders within 

specific DC wards, because we learned that the influence we 

could achieve there was a more effective use of time by our small 

staff to achieve our goals. That said, we also hit some snags 

when we were doing business outreach. 

While supportive businesses were what we needed, finding 

them turned out to be harder than we originally expected. Many 

employers and business groups had an overall skepticism about 

changing an existing personnel policy, and many thought that 

the burden of additional regulation of parking subsidies was 

more significant than the benefit of reduced traffic congestion or 

enhancing commute options for their employees.

One of our biggest surprises was when we pitched several of 

DC’s Business Improvement Districts (BIDs). The BIDs are usually 

our natural allies, supporters of smart growth and transportation 

demand management practices. But, because BIDs are made 

Roadblocks:  
The unexpected challenges

Grassroots support

Finding supportive businesses 
willing to go on the record 

Addressing business objections 
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Surprise change in support at 
the hearing

At the hearing, one of the employers we have worked with 

who signed up to testify in support of the bill simultaneously 

raised a concern about offering cash in lieu of a parking 

subsidy -- a key tenet of the bill. We had discussed the policy 

with the employer, and they had submitted a written letter 

of support for the bill as a whole. The change at the hearing 

took us by surprise. The employer disliked increasing wages 

as an alternative to an in-kind benefit. The employer had 

also originally believed that walking was an existing untaxed 

commuter benefit under IRS rules. It is not, and that is an 

important part of the reason why cash-out is essential to 

achieving parity with a parking benefit. 

In response, we worked with the employer to craft a 

compromise amendment to allow the parking value to be 

allocated to employer-subsidized health care coverage. In 

addition to preserving cash-out, an increased subsidy to a 

health benefit would become even more attractive given that 

the 2017 federal tax act removed the deductibility of parking 

or transit subsidies as a business expense. 

As of May 2018, the bill is waiting for markup in committee, 

where the Councilmembers will discuss the bill and consider 

amendments. The DC Ward 3 Councilmember and chair 

of the Transportation Committee have heard from lobbyists 

from major institutions like hospitals and universities, who 

are opposed to the bill because they own parking rather 

than lease it for their employees. They claim it’s too difficult 

to provide a cash-out option despite managing and pricing 

parking for a variety of users. Parking cash-out legislation in 

other jurisdictions exempts owned parking, but we did not 

want to provide this large loophole. Instead, we proposed to 

have cash-out requirements cover owned parking, but give 

the employer 12 months to repurpose the parking. 

It is also budget season in DC, which has slowed down 

progress on certain bills including parking cash-out. The 

budget discussions are over at the end of May, followed 

by June primaries. After June, we are hoping to have more 

success getting the bill to markup and to the full committee 

to be passed.

Next steps



Coalition for Smarter Growth

• “Flexibility” and “choice” are 
both appealing to employees

• Use inclusive language that 
names all commute modes: 
driving, transit, walking, or biking

• Emphasize “cash” in the 
messaging

• Emphasize that the program will 
help reduce congestion

• Balance the needs of employers 
and employees

• Simplicity: parking cash-out is 
complicated -- keep it 101 when 
you can

• “Fairness” argument 
does not work

• Polarizing language 

• Demonizing drivers

You need the right messaging to communicate about the opportunity of parking cash-out. 

Emphasize the benefits for all commuters, especially transit riders and drivers. 

Here’s what we learned from our focus groups:

An advocates’ essential guide to 
a parking cash-out campaign

Start with the right language: 1

16
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1. Collect your experts to advise on policy, research, 

and legislative drafting.

2. Secure the commitment of a legislator, ideally 

one who has a good working relationship with 

colleagues to champion and introduce the bill. 

3. Map a strategy on the bill’s path, including which 

committee it will be assigned to and potential 

for advancing the bill out of committee to the 

full council for a vote. Identify all the legislators 

who are likely or potential supporters, and who 

are unlikely. Focus on getting the support of the 

committee chair, and winning the committee vote.

4. Build support among existing partners and 

allies and develop joint public awareness 

messaging.

5. Spend the time finding business support, even if 

it’s time consuming; showing the number of letters 

of support will be persuasive with decision-makers.

6. Listen to and incorporate feedback in 

messages and legislation from employers, 

especially Human Resource managers, along with 

legislators and aides. 

7. Seek out potential opponents and work to 

find the most sympathetic representatives to 

understand their concerns and address them or 

provide specific responses.

8. Engage Department of Transportation staff 

who promote vehicle trip reduction goals and 

sustainable commuter benefits policies to 

understand their efforts and promote parking cash-

out implementation. Work to get the agency to 

support the bill. 

Generate positive earned media coverage by pitching stories to reporters who are likely to be sympathetic and 

provide them with other good sources for a story, such as business supporters, and experts. Work with local 

bloggers to write sympathetic posts, and use blogs to respond to negative stories. 

Pitch, and earn positive media!#2

Build a step-by-step legislative strategy

9. Identify local and regional government policies, 

plans, and recommendations that support 

parking cash-out.

10. Demonstrate public support for the bill through 

events, social media, and action alerts that 

generate letters of support; ask ally groups to do 

the same.

11. Target outreach for specific key decision-

makers via social media, email alerts and 

meetings; find local supporters who are 

constituents and employers.

12. Contact and meet with legislators and their 

staff with your allies and their constituents to 

discuss the bill, address concerns, and ask for 

their support. 

13. Continuously work with your legislator 

champion and their staff to push for forward 

momentum with the bill, assess challenges, 

address concerns raised, and secure a hearing for 

the bill.

14. Mobilize supporters for the hearing: provide 

briefing materials, talking points, model testimony, 

and sign them up directly. Speak to all testifiers to 

ensure they are fully briefed on what the bill does, 

its benefits, and objections.

15. Secure the necessary votes to pass committee, 

and then full Council by working with the main 

Council supporters of the bill and allies. 

Get more information at smartergrowth.net/parkingcashout or ask us for the many factsheets, memos, bill 

language, proposed amendments, and responses we provided, contact us at action@smartergrowth.net.

3

2
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1 Society for Human Resource Management, 2017 Employee 
Benefits Report https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.
shrm.org/hr-today/trends-and-forecasting/research-and-surveys/
Documents/2017%2520Employee%2520Benefits%2520Report.
pdf&sa=D&ust=1524861606553000&usg=AFQjCNE6__
hYyJtqBwQsGlyCz-9lxwcovg

2 Donald Shoup, 1997, “Evaluating the Effects of California’s 
Parking Cash-out Law: Eight Case Studies,” Transport Policy, 
Vol. 4, No. 4, 1997, pp. 201-216. http://shoup.bol.ucla.edu/
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FAQ for the Transportation Benefits 
Equity Amendment Act of 2017 

	

The	Transportation	Benefits	Equity	Amendment	Act	of	2017	(Bill	22-175)	would	require	employers	with	20	or	more	

employees	that	provide	parking	benefits	to	offer	the	option	to	instead	receive	an	equivalently-valued	transit	

benefit	or	taxable	cash.	The	bill	would	incentivize	more	walk,	bike,	and	transit	commutes,	and	reduce	driving.			

Q.	How	much	congestion	relief	can	we	get	by	flexing	parking	benefits	to	cash	for	workers	who	prefer	to	walk	or	

bicycle	to	their	jobs?		

Employers	offering	workers	cash	instead	of	a	parking	space	could	reduce	rush	hour	vehicles	on	the	road	in	DC	by	

over	10%,	and	congestion	by	even	more.
i
	

	

Q.	Who	benefits	from	reduced	congestion?		

Businesses	benefit	from	increased	accessibility;	drivers,	bus	riders,	and	buses	are	less	delayed	and	have	more	

predictable	travel	times;	and	reduced	street	congestion	makes	safer	streets	and	less	stressful	commutes	for	all	

users.	

Q.	How	is	this	congestion	reduction	approach	better	than	others?		

Two	key	congestion	tools	for	managing	travel	demand	are	congestion	charges,	like	in	London’s	downtown	zone,	

and	parking	taxes	on	free	or	subsidized	parking.	In	contrast	to	these	charges,	flexible	commuter	benefits	cost	an	

employer	little	or	nothing	while	incentivizing	their	“clean	commuting”	employees.	Flexing	commuter	benefits	to	

non-driving	modes	can	significantly	reduce	travel	demand,	achieving	many	of	the	same	benefits	as	parking	taxes	or	

congestion	charges.		

Q.	Would	people	who	drive	and	park	really	switch	to	commuting	another	way?		

Yes.	We	know	that	offering	free	parking	or	transit	benefits	significantly	affects	how	many	employees	will	drive	or	

take	transit.	When	workers’	commutes	aren’t	subsidized,	a	little	over	half	of	commuters	drive	to	DC	jobs.	If	the	

employer	gives	employees	free	parking,	the	number	of	car	commuters	jumps	to	85%.	Likewise,	when	employers	

offer	a	transit	benefit,	transit	usage	among	workers	grows	from	only	one	third	to	68%.	So,	economic	incentives	

play	a	big	role	in	how	many	people	drive	or	take	transit	to	work.	

Q.	Do	employees	currently	receiving	a	parking	benefit	have	to	give	it	up?	

No,	an	employee	who	wants	to	continue	to	use	their	employer-provided	parking	benefit	may	do	so.	

Q.	Why	are	parking	or	transit	commuter	benefits	tax-free	and	walk	and	bike	commutes	not?	

The	IRS	treats	parking	and	transit	benefits	as	tax-free	fringe	benefits	up	to	$255/month.	The	IRS	does	not	allow	

tax-free	commuter	benefits	for	walk	or	bicycle	commutes.	The	exception	is	a	small	benefit	for	biking	if	provided	by	

the	employer	for	$20/month.	But	the	benefit	cannot	be	combined	with	a	tax-free	transit	or	parking	benefit.	Thus,	

for	walk	and	bike	commuters,	taxable	cash,	equivalent	to	the	value	of	a	parking	space,	is	one	of	the	best	benefits	

they	can	receive	to	level	the	playing	field	of	employer-provided	commuter	benefits.	

Q.	If	18%	of	DC	residents	are	already	walking	and	biking	to	work,	why	would	you	expect	even	more	to	opt	in	if	an	

employer	“cashed-out”	a	parking	benefit?	

Just	as	more	people	drive	or	ride	transit	when	their	commute	is	subsidized,	more	people	will	walk	or	bike	if	offered	

cash	for	doing	so.	However,	walk	and	bike	commuters	have	an	extra	incentive	--	health.	Workers	who	commute	by	

a	means	other	than	driving	alone	cite	saving	money	as	their	top	reason	for	their	commute	choice.	But	for	those	
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who	walk	and	bike,	while	they	also	cite	saving	money,	they	identify	the	health	benefits	as	their	top	reason	by	far	

for	choosing	an	active	commute.
ii
	Boosting	the	economic	incentive	will	motivate	additional	walk	and	bike	

commuters	who	were	already	considering	the	health	benefits	of	a	more	active	commute.		

Q.	What	if	an	employer	is	still	obligated	to	pay	for	parking	spaces	under	a	lease	agreement,	but	some	employees	

want	to	swap	the	parking	space	for	taxable	cash	or	a	transit	benefit?	What	if	the	employer	owns	the	parking	

spaces?	

It	is	not	until	after	the	lease	on	the	parking	spaces	expires	that	the	employer	would	be	obligated	to	offer	

alternative	commute	benefits	to	eligible	employees.		Prior	to	lease	negotiations,	an	employer	would	ask	

employees	to	update	their	commuter	preferences,	enabling	the	employer	to	adjust	the	number	of	parking	spaces	

required	to	be	leased.	In	the	case	of	employer-owned	parking,	the	bill	does	not	require	the	employer	to	offer	

employees	the	equivalent	value	of	the	parking	spaces	until	12	months	after	the	law	goes	into	effect,	providing	the	

employer	time	to	sublet	or	otherwise	repurpose	parking	that	would	no	longer	be	demanded.	

Q.	Are	there	any	new	costs	for	employers	with	this	requirement	to	offer	taxable	cash	instead	of	parking	as	a	fringe	

transportation	benefit?	

	

Not	necessarily,	and	in	no	case,	would	employers	be	required	to	pay	additional	costs.	First,	employers	that	do	not	

provide	free	or	subsidized	parking	are	not	affected	by	this	bill.	For	employers	that	provide	a	parking	benefit,	the	

employer	would	be	liable	for	the	7.65%	FICA	payroll	tax	on	any	taxable	benefit	that	would	result	from	an	employee	

choosing	to	use	some	of	the	value	of	the	parking	benefit	as	increased	income.	However,	the	employer	always	

determines	how	much	it	spends	on	commuter	benefits,	and	could	adjust	the	level	of	benefit	to	maintain	costs	at	

their	current	level.	This	bill	simply	requires	that	benefits	be	equalized	across	modes	rather	than	favor	parking	over	

other	modes.		

	

Example:	If	an	employer	provides	a	tax-free	parking	benefit	of	$200/month	that	an	employee	would	prefer	to	take	

entirely	as	taxable	cash,	the	taxable	cash	cost	to	an	employer	would	include	an	additional	$15.30	in	FICA	payroll	

tax,	for	a	total	cost	of	$215.30.	However,	an	employer	would	be	free	to	adjust	commuter	benefits	to	maintain	the	

same	total	cost	by	slightly	lowering	the	benefit	level	while	equalizing	benefits	across	modes.		

	

To	equalize	the	cost	of	taxable	cash	and	the	parking	benefit	to	the	employer,	the	employer	could	choose	to	offer	a	

slightly	lower	parking	benefit	of	$185	instead	of	$200,	where	employees	who	drive	and	park	would	need	to	

contribute	$15	each	month	toward	their	own	parking.	The	$185	can	then	be	used	as	taxable	cash	or	as	a	parking	or	

transit	benefit	(or	as	a	transit	benefit	plus	taxable	cash	if	transit	costs	less	than	$185	per	month).	This	way,	the	

employer’s	budget	for	transportation	benefits	would	be	unchanged	as	a	result	of	the	FICA	tax.		

	

Q.	Is	it	easy	for	an	employer	to	administer	a	taxable	cash	benefit	in	lieu	of	a	transportation	fringe	benefit?		

	

Yes.	If	an	employee	opts	to	receive	cash	instead	of	the	value	of	a	parking	space	offered	by	the	employer,	the	

employer	would	increase	the	employee’s	wages	by	the	amount	of	the	commuter	benefit.	

	

This	bill	builds	on	DC’s	Commuter	Benefits	Law	which	requires	all	employers	with	20	or	more	employees	to	provide	

workers	with	the	option	to	use	their	own	pre-tax	money	to	pay	for	transit.	The	small	modifications	employers	were	

required	to	make	to	their	payroll	systems	to	administer	pre-tax	benefits	also	make	for	easy	administration	of	a	

flexible	parking	benefit	that	employees	can	swap	for	a	tax-free	transit	benefit,	taxable	cash,	or	a	combination	of	

the	two.	

	

If	an	employee	opts	for	transit,	the	fringe	benefit	would	be	switched	from	parking	to	transit,	and	any	left-over	

money	from	the	parking	benefit	would	be	provided	as	increased	wages	to	the	employee.	The	employee	would	be	

able	to	receive	all	of	the	transit	benefit	as	tax-free,	which	the	employer’s	payroll	system	could	easily	accommodate	

as	it	is	required	to	already	offer	pre-tax	transit	benefits.	
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Offering	taxable	cash	in	lieu	of	a	benefit	is	already	a	common	practice	for	health	benefits	when	an	employee	opts	

to	not	take	the	employer-provided	benefit	because	he	or	she	is	covered	by	a	spouse’s	health	insurance.	In	this	

case,	the	employer	provides	the	taxable	cash	in	lieu	of	the	amount	that	the	employer	would	have	spent	on	

subsidizing	the	worker’s	health	insurance.				

	

Commuter	benefits	can	be	combined	in	various	ways.	Individually,	parking	and	transit	commuter	benefits	are	tax-

free	up	to	$255	each.	They	can	be	combined	for	a	total	of	up	to	$510	per	month	tax-free.	Tax-free	benefits	can	also	

be	combined	with	taxable	cash.	(However,	the	$20/month	bike	benefit	provided	by	employers	is	ineligible	to	be	

combined	with	parking	and	transit	benefits.)	

	

Example:	Instead	of	using	a	$200/month	parking	benefit,	an	employee	wants	to	ride	transit	some	days	and	bike	or	

walk	on	others.	The	employee	may	opt	to	receive	3	days	a	week	of	transit	fares	and	taxable	cash	for	the	

remainder.	The	chart	below	illustrates	how	this	would	cost	the	employer	an	additional	$11.28	in	taxable	cash	

benefits.	If	the	employer	only	wishes	to	spend	$200	per	eligible	employee,	it	can	slightly	reduce	the	benefit	to	

keep	the	same	level	of	expenditure.		

	

Combined	commute	benefits	scenario	for	flexing	a	$200/month	parking	benefit	
Commute:	3	days	Metro,	2	days	biking	

or	walking	

Monthly	commute	

benefit	

Employee	benefit	 Employer	cost	

Pre-tax	benefits	

(Metro	=	$4.30/day	x	12	days)	

$51.60	 $51.60	 $51.60	

Taxable	cash	in	lieu	of	parking	or	

transit*	

(remainder	of	unused	$200	benefit)	

$148.40	 $88.15	

(after	FICA,	fed	&	

local	taxes)	

$159.68	

(FICA	=	$11.28)	

Total	value	 $200.00	 $164.80	 $211.28	

*FICA	is	7.65%	for	employer.	Tax	assumptions	for	employee	wages	includes	25%	federal	income,	8%	DC	state,	7.65%	FICA.			

	

Another	example	showing	a	sample	pay	stub	for	pre-tax	Metro	benefit	–	“PTX	MET	CK”.	

Source:	Michael	Grant,	ICF,	“Employer-Based	Commuter	Benefits	Programs:	How	They	Work	and	Their	Impacts,”	February	9,	2017.	

http://www.smartergrowth.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Employer_Based_Commuter_Benefits_Programs_M_Grant_ICF.pdf	

i
	This	number	is	derived	from	the	10-12%	decrease	in	drive-alone	commute	trips	and	vehicle	miles	traveled	(VMT)	from	parking-cash	out	implementation,	

according	to	research	by	Donald	Shoup,	1997,	“Evaluating	the	Effects	of	California’s	Parking	Cash-out	Law:	Eight	Case	Studies,”	Transport	Policy,	Vol.	4,	

No.	4,	1997,	pp.	201-216.	http://shoup.bol.ucla.edu/Parking%20Cash%20Out%20Report.pdf.	Reduced	vehicle	trips	and	VMT	translate	into	a	larger	

reduction	in	traffic	congestion	ranging	from	1.4	to	10	times	due	to	the	disproportionate	effects	of	small	reductions	in	vehicles	on	the	road	in	reducing	

congestion.	See:	See:	INRIX,	“The	Impact	of	Fuel	Prices	on	Consumer	Behavior	and	Traffic	Congestion,”	Kirkland,	WA,	October	22,	2008;	and	Todd	Litman,	

2017,	“Congestion	Reduction	Strategies,”	specifically	see	“Pricing	Impacts	on	Traffic	Congestion,”	Victoria	Transport	Institute.		

http://www.vtpi.org/tdm/tdm96.htm	
ii
		2016	State	of	the	Commute	Survey	-	Commuter	Connections	Technical	Report,	Washington	Metropolitan	Council	of	Governments,	June	30,	2016.	

https://www.mwcog.org/file.aspx?D=QeYnH%2bWIer%2fV%2fTIhscUi%2fmgQOMfESSFIjgDzAjKSPS4%3d&A=22ydW3xOSxfrxbTt1jl6miZe65Zpj2mp6MVZ

XAVhPls%3d	
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Flexing commuter benefits for transit, biking & walking is good-sense policy

Today’s DC commuter benefits don’t match commuter preferences
Most DC residents don’t drive to work. Instead, they ride transit, bicycle, or walk. In fact, 18% of DC residents walk or 
bicycle to work, 37% take transit, and only 34% drive alone.

But when an employer offers a commuter subsidy benefit, it’s often for driving and parking. Even when a subsidy is 
available for transit, it can be much less than the value of the parking benefit. And employee benefits for walking and 
bicycling are either nothing or pale in comparison to parking benefits.

Here’s what the Transportation Benefits 
Equity Act does:
The Transportation Benefits Equity Act would mandate that 
if a DC employer provides a subsidized parking benefit, it 
must also offer the employee the equivalent value in transit 
benefits or taxable cash instead of parking.

Specifically, where employers provide parking benefits, they 
would also have to offer:

• Employer-paid transit benefit. If the transit benefit 
is less than the value of the parking benefit, then the 
employee receives the balance in taxable cash up to 
the value of the parking benefit.

• Employer-paid, tax-free bicycle commuting benefit 
up to the federally-allowable $20/month expense 
reimbursement, plus taxable cash up to the value of the 
parking benefit.

• Taxable cash for employees walking to work, equal to 
the value of the parking benefit.

In short, the law would prohibit DC employers from 
discriminating against non-drivers in the commuter benefits 
they offer.

Support the Transportation 
Benefits Equity Act (B22-175)

Wouldn’t it make more sense to give employees 
a flexible commuter benefit -- a choice?
DC’s streets are too congested, yet employee parking benefits 
effectively pay people to drive, which makes traffic worse.

If we’re going to pay people to commute a certain way, does 
it really make sense to pay them to drive, instead of giving 
them the option to walk or bike, which are good for traffic 
congestion, zero-emission, and a healthy personal choice, 
too?

Instead of a take-it-or-leave-it parking benefit, flexible 
commuter benefits make sure that employers give their 
employees the choice to use the parking benefit, or take the 
cash equivalent to get to work another way, whether that’s 
transit, walking, or by bicycle.
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Employers keep their discretion for 
commuter benefits costs
Employers would keep the discretion they have today to 
make choices about the parking benefits they offer to 
their employees or to make changes to such benefits at 
any time. 

New taxable cash employee benefits would be paid for 
by reduced parking costs. Taxable cash benefits incur 
a small payroll tax cost, but this can be equalized by 
slightly reducing the employer subsidy to parking. 

Employers might even reduce costs if they choose to 
change their current parking-only benefit to a broader 
all-modes benefit but at a somewhat lower dollar amount 
than the cost of parking.

The timing of the law lets employers shed unneeded 
parking (through a new lease with less parking, sub-
letting unused parking spaces, or selling spaces), and 
thus to recoup costs for spaces that employees who 
accept the alternative benefits in lieu of parking they no 
longer need.

The IRS already has procedures for establishing the 
value of parking benefits, which is needed to determine 
the appropriate value of equivalent benefits for transit, 
biking, and walking commuting. 

Let’s make it happen.
DC began to address commuter benefits discrimination 
by enacting commuter benefits provisions in the 
Sustainable DC Omnibus Act of 2014.

That law requires employers with 20 or more employees 
to offer pre-tax transit benefits -- meaning employees get 
the option to set aside a portion of their own wages pre-
tax to pay for their transit commute. 
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email cheryl@smartergrowth.net

• Decrease the number of drive-alone commute 
trips. Studies elsewhere show a 10-12% decrease 
in drive-alone commute trips and related vehicle 
miles traveled, which would have an even greater 
reduction on peak period congestion.

• Reduce traffic, improve air quality, decrease 
greenhouse gas emissions, and reduce traffic 
collisions by reducing vehicle-miles traveled.

Choice means less traffic, cleaner air.

A more flexible, balanced commuter 
benefit. More choices for everyone.
• Employees who choose to drive and park at work 

can keep doing so without interruption.

• Employees who choose to instead commute by 
transit, bicycling, or walking take home more income 
than they were before - and the same as what 
people driving are taking home. 

The law is revenue positive to government since 
some employees who would otherwise have taken 
the parking subsidy will switch to an alternative 
benefit that includes taxable cash.

Ultimately, the Transportation Benefits Equity Act benefits everyone:

But the Transportation Benefits Equity Act of 2017 
would fully optimize commuter benefits in DC. 

Employers that have voluntarily tested this strategy in other places across the country have found it to:
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FOR MORE INFORMATION  
email cheryl@smartergrowth.net

Commuter cash for transit, biking 
& walking is good-sense policy

DC and Non-DC Residents: Commute by Mode

S ourc e: C alc ulations  by Andrea Hamre, Virginia Tec h Univers ity, us ing the 2007/2008 DC  Household Travel S urvey 
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A better commuter benefit 
for your employees  

More flexible options to offer your employees
Rather than limiting an employer-provided commute benefit to a parking space, employers could 
offer equal-value alternatives to their employees:
•	 Employer-paid	tax-free	transit	benefit.  If the transit benefit is less than the value of the 

parking benefit, then the employee receives the balance in taxable cash up to the value of the 
parking benefit.

•	 Employer-paid,	tax-free	bicycle	commuting	benefit up to the federally-allowable $20/
month expense reimbursement, plus taxable cash up to the value of the parking benefit.

•	 Taxable	cash	for	employees	walking	to	work, equal to the value of the parking benefit.

A flexible commute benefit will offer freedom of choice to 
your employees, and improve health and morale

Employees in DC are using a variety of travel 
modes to get to work. While one third of 
DC residents drive alone to work, most DC 
residents are commuting by riding transit, 
walking, and bicycling: 
• 43% ride transit
• 18% walk and bicycle to work
• 38% of DC households don’t own a car.

image/Kevin Kovaleski for DDOT/Flickr

Did you know?

DC’s new pre-tax commuter benefits law1 requires employers with 20 or more employees to offer 
pre-tax or subsidized commuter benefits for transit to DC residents. 
As an employer, you could make your employees’ existing subsidized commuter benefit even better 
by offering flexibility to employees in how they spend their commute subsidy, and by equalizing the 
benefit across travel modes for employees who don’t drive to work.  
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• Employees will appreciate the fairness 
and the flexibility to choose their preferred 
commute option.

• Employees who choose to drive and park at 
work will keep doing so without interruption. 

• Employees who choose to commute by 
transit, bicycling, or walking are incentivized 
to improve their health and productivity. 
Walkers, bicyclists and transit-riders have all 
been shown to have lower rates of obesity 
and stress, and enjoy their commutes more.2 

Benefits for employees

Benefits for employers
• Employees will appreciate the fairness 

and the flexibility to choose their preferred 
commute option, enhancing morale and team 
spirit.

• Employees will have the option to choose a 
healthier commute, reducing employer health 
costs and boosting productivity.

• New taxable cash employee benefits would 
be paid for by reduced parking costs. Taxable 
cash benefits incur a small payroll tax cost, 
but this can be equalized by slightly reducing 
the employer subsidy to parking. 

• Employers might even reduce costs if they 
choose to change a parking-only benefit to a 
broader all-modes benefit but at a somewhat 
lower dollar amount than the cost of parking.

• Reduced employee demand for parking will 
allow the employer to save on parking costs. 
For leased parking, the employer could shed 
unneeded spaces at lease renewal or sublet 
spaces in the interim. Employer-owned 
spaces could be sold or leased to another 
user, with the recouped costs applied to the 
broader commuter benefits program.

Benefits for DC and the region
• Studies show a 10-12% decrease in drive-

alone commute trips and related vehicle-
miles traveled, where employers have offered 
flexible commute benefits.3 

• DC workers who are only offered free parking 
are 63% more likely to drive alone than 
those who are offered no subsidy.4 But if 
employers equalize the commuter benefit, it 

would encourage more DC employees to use 
transit, walking and bicycling. 

• Fewer trips in single-occupant vehicles 
will help reduce traffic, improve air quality, 
decrease greenhouse gas emissions, and 
reduce traffic crashes which are directly 
correlated to the amount of driving.5

1 See goDCgo.com for DC commuter benefits law.
2 Eric Jaffe, Sep 21, 2015, “Drivers Have the Most Stressful Commutes.” 
CityLab. http://www.citylab.com/commute/2015/09/drivers-have-the-
most-stressful-commutes/406429/; Flint E, & Cummins S., Mar 16, 2016, 
“Active commuting and obesity in mid-life: cross-sectional, observational 
evidence from UK Biobank.”. Lancet Diabetes Endocrinol. 2016 
May;4(5):420-35. doi: 10.1016/S2213-8587(16)00053-X. Epub. https://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26995106
3 Donald Shoup, 1997, “Evaluating the Effects of California’s Parking 
Cash-out Law: Eight Case Studies,” Transport Policy, Vol. 4, No. 4, 1997, 
pp. 201-216. http://shoup.bol.ucla.edu/Parking%20Cash%20Out%20
Report.pdf

4 Calculations by Andrea Hamre, Virginia Tech University, using the 
2007/2008 DC Household Travel Survey, https://www.mwcog.org/
transportation/data-and-tools/household-travel-survey/
5 Tim Shepherd and Marcia Ways, 2009. ‘“Vehicle Miles Traveled” and 
Air Pollution in Maryland,” Maryland Department of Environment. Air 
and Radiation Management Administration. http://www.mde.state.
md.us/programs/ResearchCenter/ReportsandPublications/Pages/
ResearchCenter/publications/general/emde/vol4no2/vmt.aspx; Upstream 
Public Health, May 2009. “Policies Reducing Vehicle Miles Traveled in 
Oregon Metropolitan Areas.,” UCLA Health Impact Assessment (UCLA-
HIA) Project. http://www.upstreampublichealth.org/sites/default/files/
HIA%20VMT%20Reduction.pdf Appendix | 13



Examples of employers implementing parking cash-out 
 
Seattle Children’s Hospital used parking cash-out to reduce solo driving commutes from 73% to 38%. 
How? By eliminating monthly parking, transitioning to a daily parking rate, and adding cash and other 
incentives for employees who choose not to drive alone. 
 

x No free parking - all hours; only daily rates; variable prices: $3.25 - $11.50,  
addresses peak travel times 

x A $4.50 daily commute bonus on days staff do not drive alone 
 

From Seattle Children’s Hospital - Making 
sustainable transportation options attractive 
 
According to the Environmental Protection 
Agency, the transportation sector is responsible 
for 27% of the greenhouse gas emissions in the 
United States. This is just slightly below the 
emissions caused by coal-burning power plants. 
As hospitals tend to be one of the largest 
employers in the community in which they are 
located, we feel a responsibility to decrease this 
environmental load. 

Seattle Children’s has a nationally-recognized employee transportation program and is the only 
hospital in the country that has received a platinum-level Bicycle Friendly Business Award. Over the last 
two decades, Seattle Children’s has reduced the percent of employee drive-alone commute trips by 
nearly half – from 73% in 1995 to 38% in 2005 – and has a goal of just 30% by 2030. Reducing vehicle 
trips supports Seattle Children’s triple aim of providing value to our employees; reducing 
organizational expense associated with parking vehicles; and improving air quality, which supports the 
health of the children we serve. 

Highlights of Seattle Children’s employee transportation program include: 

x Deeply discounted unlimited ORCA transit pass 
x A $4.50 daily commute bonus on days staff do not drive alone 
x Free, premium vanpool parking 
x Free use of a bike for employees who commit to biking to work twice a week 
x Two free annual bicycle tune-ups 
x On-site, full-service bike shop, offering discounts on bicycles, gear and accessories 
x Pay-per-use parking rates that differ by location and time of day 

 
See more at: https://commuteseattle.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/ParkingMgmt_handout.pdf 
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Downtown Grand Rapids, Inc. (DGRI) (10 employees) is the organization responsible for city building 
and place-management in the urban core of the City of Grand Rapids, Michigan. In 2012, the small 
employer only offered employer‐paid parking spaces to staff. In 2013, it began offering the choice 
between employer‐arranged monthly parking card at a nearby garage or parking cash-out. The result 
was 2 of the 9 DGRI employees chose parking cash-out. In 2015, DGRI transitioned to offering cash 
equivalent of a monthly parking space to employees who can then choose to:  
 

x Drive and park at the nearby garage or at another parking facility but the monthly pass is now 
arranged by employee;  

x Use other ways to get to work – bicycle, rideshare, take transit, walk, drive as needed, etc.  

The result from this approach was: 9 of 10 DGRI employees chose not to purchase a parking pass at the 
nearby garage. (Source: Kristin Bennett, Transportation Planning/Programs Supervisor, City of Grand 
Rapids, MI, Email: krbennett@grand-rapids.mi.us) 

 

Delta Dental of 
Washington (DDWA) for 
almost 30 years owned 
and occupied a suburban 
office building in North 
Seattle, with ample free 
parking for employees. 
Nearly 75% of DDWA 
employees drove alone 
to work. In spring of 
2017, DDWA moved to 
Seattle’s thriving South 
Lake Union neighborhood. Now a tenant of a large office building, DDWA is limited to parking stalls for 
only 40% of their employees. In the two months following the office move, a daily average of 42 
vehicles (including carpools and vanpools) have driven to the new office. This represents a drive alone 
rate of 15%. These results were achieved when DDWA implemented a commute benefits program, 
managed by MyCommute program, by Luum, which provides employees the flexibility and options to 
get the most out of their commute, and employees occupy fewer than the available parking stalls. At 
this rate, DDWA can consider reducing the number of stalls included in their lease to match the 
declining parking demand.  

How did DDWA accomplish this steep decline in drive alone commuting? Instead of issuing monthly 
parking permits to a select group of employees, DDWA focuses on providing flexibility and choice to 
support all employees as part of the new MyCommute program. To give employees the ability to 
decide how to get to work on a daily basis and meet the parking constraints of their new office, DDWA 
implemented the following solutions:  
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1. MyCommute Hub: A one-stop-shop with tools and resources to support employee commute 
choices.  

2. Daily Parking: All employees have the option to drive when needed. Employees are only 
charged for the days they choose to drive and the charges are automatically deducted from 
their paycheck.  

3. Daily Bonus: Employees receive a bonus for each day they commute by any mode other than 
driving alone, including telecommuting.  

4. Reduced-rate Rideshare Parking: Free parking for vanpools and split parking charges for 
carpools discourage single occupancy vehicles. 

5. Fully Subsidized ORCA Transit Cards: Passes provided by DDWA cover transit and vanpool fees. 

LUUM Leaderboard example – encouraging employees to make more sustainable commutes. 

 

Source: LUUM, a company that provides employers with alternative, responsible, and sustainable 
commute solutions. www.LUUM.com 

 

 

Compiled by Coalition for Smarter Growth, 1/19/2018 
www.smartergrowth.net 
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February 5, 2018 
 
The Honorable Mary Cheh 
Chair, Committee on Transportation and Environment  
District of Columbia Council  
John A. Wilson Building, 1350 Pennsylvania Ave. NW 
Washington, DC 20004 
 
Dear Chairperson Cheh: 
 
Thank you for convening a meeting of stakeholders to discuss B22-175, the Transportation Benefits 
Equity Act. We appreciated learning the perspectives of these employers and their representatives.  
 
On the question of cost raised by employer representatives, an employer does not pay costs beyond what 
it chooses to. If a covered employer chooses to subsidize commuter parking (either through a lease 
payment or by foregoing the full fair market value of parking it controls), the bill would require that the 
employer offer an equivalent value of the subsidy for an alternative commute. The value is not a new 
benefit but simply a different form of the commute subsidy offered by the employer.  
 
From the 1/29/18 meeting, we learned that while there is a broad underlying concern about any 
regulation, the limited scope of specific concerns about the bill appear can be addressed in order to lessen 
the burden or perception of burden on covered employers. 
 
Determining fair market value: Employer representatives that own parking asked for clarification on 
how fair market value determinations by employers that provide parking to employees would be accepted 
in compliance with the bill. We think this can be addressed, if not in the bill, then in follow up 
clarification by DOES and DDOT. We suggest that the burden of proof would be on the agency to find a 
fair market value determination by an employer unreasonable.  
 
Regarding concern about an annual reporting requirement: we recommended changing to a registry 
with updates. The existing pre-tax transit benefits law (effective 1/1/2016 for employers with 20+ 
employees) requires covered employers to retain records to demonstrate compliance with offering 
employees a pre-tax transit benefit, but no reporting requirement. The pre-tax law has been in effect for 2 
years, but the city is unable to assess how many employers are in compliance. 

 
As proposed, B22-175 amends this provision by establishing an annual reporting requirement. Annual 
reporting addresses the problem of lack of information about employer compliance, but raises concern 
about administrative burden. In response to this concern, we proposed to replace the annual reporting 
requirement with a one-time registration that would be updated every two years. This approach is based 
on San Francisco’s experience which switched from annual reporting to registration.  
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Page Two 
Coalition for Smarter Growth re. revisions to B22-175 
February 5, 2018 
 
Regarding the request for more flexibility in how to comply with offering a mode-neutral benefit, 
we propose two additional amendments: 
 

a. Add a health plan contribution by employer to parking cash-out options of transit and cash. 
We proposed allowing an employer to offer a pre-tax employer-paid health benefit. By 
reallocating an employer expenditure from a parking benefit to a health plan contribution, the 
employer and employee would preserve the exclusion of the contribution from all taxes. 
 

b. Allow a Transportation Demand Management plan (TDM) option that would cap vehicle 
miles traveled and improve mode share performance goals to achieve a 75% non-SOV (single 
occupancy vehicle) mode share target, and maintain vehicle miles and trips within 5% of 2013 
levels (established in Sustainable DC and moveDC). The employer would implement a TDM 
plan approved by DDOT, and be responsible for regular reporting on attaining performance 
goals. This would be in addition to the bill’s alternative compliance of a Clean Air 
Compliance fee of $100 per month for each employee offered a parking benefit. 

 
Because business representatives raised the question about the purpose of the bill during our discussion, 
we wish to clarify this. The bill will help DC grow in economic activity, jobs and population by 
implementing Sustainable DC and moveDC goals to expand transportation choices, improve the 
reliability of all transportation modes, reduce congestion, provide incentives to reward people who help 
reduce traffic congestion, and clean the air. It will offers a parking cash-out provision that directly helps 
achieve the 75% non-single occupancy vehicle (SOV) mode share target for work commutes (see 
moveDC Transportation Demand Management Element). Cashing out subsidized parking benefits is 
recognized as one of the most influential measures for reducing vehicle miles traveled, SOV commutes, 
and traffic congestion.   
 
Thank you again for convening this meeting. We look forward to learning about proposed changes to the 
bill from other stakeholders and moving quickly to mark up.  

Sincerely, 

 

Cheryl Cort 
Policy Director 
 
 
 
 
Attachments:  
CSG responses to written submission by DC Chamber, at al 
Examples of employers implementing parking cash-out 
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Coalition for Smarter Growth response to DC Counilmember Brandon Todd’s staff questions 

(1) Does the bill apply to government employees? 

A: Yes. 

(2) How does this apply to large businesses that have parking in their building for their employees? 

A: The bill applies to employees with 20+ employees.   

In the case of employer-owned parking, the bill does not require the employer to offer employees the equivalent 
value of the parking spaces until 12 months after the law goes into effect, providing the employer time to sublet or 
otherwise repurpose parking that would no longer be demanded. We have learned by discussing the change in 
management approaches of two large employers that owning large amounts of parking does not preclude the 
employer from imposing a more market-priced approach to parking.  

In the case that the employer's parking spaces are provided through a long-term lease or bundled in an office 
space lease, it is not until after the lease on the parking spaces expires that the employer would be obligated to 
offer alternative commute benefits to eligible employees. Prior to lease negotiations, an employer would ask 
employees to update their commuter preferences, enabling the employer to adjust the number of parking spaces 
to be leased.  

Cases of owned employer parking:  

One downtown employer with more than 10,000 DC employees phased in market-priced parking 2 years ago to 
$250/month. The employer chooses not to allow public access to the parking that it owns. A small amount of 
vehicle parking space has been repurposed as bicycle parking. The employer also offers a modest transit subsidy, 
along with substantial secure bicycling parking. The employer reports a major shift to what it calls no and low 
carbon commutes for its employees: from 52% to 72% of staff bicycling, carpooling and riding transit between 
2011 and 2016.  

American University also owns its parking. The employer is gradually changing how parking is priced and managed. 
The University is transitioning from monthly parking permits to daily and hourly parking for employees. While the 
employee price is still discounted compared to the market price for the public (set by the University), the 
University is transitioning towards market-priced parking for employees. This helps the University fulfill its 
sustainability goals.  

Other owned parking scenarios: Hotels and hospitals are the other major owners of parking. In both instances, 
parking pricing often varies by type of user. In the case that managers at a hotel are offered parking, repurposing 
the parking space is easy. If the employee uses their option to flex the equivalent value to transit and/or cash, the 
excess parking space can be repurposed to hotel guest parking or to parking for another employee.  

And how would you answer the following: 

(3) How is this not another attack on business (i.e., more regulation)? 

A. First, only businesses that choose to subsidize parking are affected. The requirement is entirely avoidable and 
most employers would not be subject to it because most do not offer employer-paid parking benefits. Also note 
that parking that is provided to an employee who is required to use a personal vehicle in the regular performance 
of their work is exempt. 

Second, for employees who are offered an employer-paid parking space, but do not have good alternatives to 
driving to work are unlikely to opt out of a parking benefit.  
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Third, the bill makes a simple requirement of those employers that provide subsidized parking by offering an 
alternative use of an employer-paid parking subsidy to the eligible employee. This asks very little in terms of 
adjusting benefits, but has substantial positive effects for employees, all commuters, and the environment. The bill 
does not require an employer to spend more money than it chooses on commuter benefits. Given that traffic 
congestion is a major concern for business leaders, this is a sensible incentive-based approach to reducing 
congestion in response to business concerns, unlike a fee, tax or congestion charge. It also addresses air pollution 
and greenhouse gas emissions reduction goals.  

If the employer offers a subsidized parking benefit, the bill would require that the eligible employee have the 
choice to keep it, or flex it to their pre-tax transit account and/or taxable cash to bicycle or walk to work. In 
addition, we also support an amendment to allow the parking subsidy to be flexed to an untaxed health benefit. In 
all these cases, an employer would simply allocate a benefit expenditure to another untaxed benefit (transit or 
health), or increase the wages of the eligible employee. All of the methods accomplish the objective of offering a 
commute (or health) benefit of equivalent value to a parking subsidy. This removes the bias of the parking benefit 
that is almost always more valuable than any alternative commute benefit (e.g., DC bus monthly commute would 
be $80/month vs. $200+ for a downtown parking space).  

 (4) 22% of businesses offer [pay for employee] parking. But the businesses you spoke of were in favor. Why 
were they interested in providing the transit subsidy? Do you have a list of businesses that are in support? 

A leading architecture firm in Georgetown provides parking, other commute benefits, and a parking cash-out 
benefit. It supports the bill. According to Yolanda Cole, a principal with Hickok Cole: “We have not found this 
flexibility to be a burden for our Human Resources staff. On the other hand, we believe being more responsive to 
the interests of our employees by providing a benefit that better matches their chosen commute mode makes us a 
more competitive workplace.”  

Another HR manager told me he didn’t believe offering taxable cash instead of a parking benefit was 
administratively burdensome, but just part of the responsibilities of human resources professionals, which include 
providing new FSA benefits, taxable benefits like health club memberships or pet insurance, and ensuring 
compliance. Most of the other businesses that wrote letters of support offer no commute subsidy, or a transit 
subsidy, or some kind of bicycle benefit. Under DC law, all must offer pre-tax transit benefits. 

One HR director told me he phased out parking benefits which were only offered to senior managers and gave 
them the cash value instead. Subsequent hires were not offered any transportation benefit, except all employees 
were offered pre-tax transit benefits, and a Capital Bikeshare membership. The HR director decided that the 
parking benefit was expensive and not worth the cost. Supporting more sustainable commutes was also a factor. 
They also preferred to give a lower cost Capital Bikeshare benefit (which is taxable) to all employees rather than a 
costly parking benefit to a few. Another HR director told me the firm phased out parking subsidies but provided 
transit benefits, in keeping with the enterprise’s commitment to sustainable practices. 

Nineteen businesses have expressed their support for the bill:  

Nest Property Management (Ward 5 business), Amalgamated Bank, KGP Design Studio, Nspiregreen LLC, Somerset 
Development, Institute for Transportation and Development Policy, Motivate, Hickok Cole Architects, USGBC 
National Capital Region, David M. Schwarz Architects, ZGF Architects, Bonstra Haresign Architects, Wiencek + 
Associates Architects + Planners, Fehr & Peers DC, Forster Law Firm, CityFi, ileana schinder architect, Dance Loft on 
14, Fivesquares Development. By contrast, no individual business testified in opposition to the bill. 

(5) Does the amendment you proposed alleviate the Chamber's concerns? What are their major issues still? 

In part, yes. Offering a new alternative of an untaxed health benefit to cash in the case that an employee chooses 
not to take a parking benefit or a transit benefit addresses the Chamber’s concern that the bill limited employer 
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choice about how it offers a parking benefit. Some individual businesses have expressed concern about taxable 
cash as the main alternative to a parking subsidy if a transit benefit is turned down. Adding an untaxed health 
benefit as an option is suggested as a way to address this.  

Employers that do not offer subsidized parking are not subject to the bill, and thus the only requirement imposed 
on an employer is to create a neutral transportation benefit in the case that an employer wishes to provide a 
subsidized parking space. Given the significant negative effects caused by a parking-only benefit (congestion, 
pollution, lack of choice for a sustainable mode), the bill establishes a narrow requirement that converts a parking 
subsidy into a mode-neutral transportation benefit.  

The Chamber’s overarching objection to the bill is that it creates a requirement that an employer that provides a 
subsidized parking space, also offer an alternative use for the commute benefit. The requirement only affects 
employers that choose to provide a parking benefit, and does not impose new costs. The justification for requiring 
an equivalent alternative to a parking benefit is the substantial benefit realized from this incentive-based approach 
to reduce traffic congestion, air pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and crashes. This bill does not micromanage 
the relationship between employers and employees, but rather seeks to address the negative impacts caused by 
parking-only benefits. It does so in a way that preserves flexibility and choice for employees, including those who 
opt to drive to work and will still have the option to do so under this bill. 

The Chamber’s claim that the parking cash-out bill is redundant with the pre-tax commuter benefit law is incorrect. 
There is no parity between a $200 employer-paid parking benefit and a pre-tax employee-paid transit benefit. 
Rather, this bill builds on the commuter benefit law by providing an additional layer of flexibility and choice for 
employees. It does so while reducing incentives that encourage people to drive to work when they would 
otherwise prefer an alternate form of transportation, such as transit or bicycle. By building on the success of the 
commuter benefit law, the District will continue to establish itself as a leader in innovative transportation policies 
to reduce traffic congestion, air pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions. This is a pro-growth agenda, since we 
cannot rely on solo driving commutes as the basis for supporting the expansion of jobs in already congested areas.  

The Chamber conflates customer parking with employee parking. This bill only addresses employee parking 
benefits. The Chamber incorrectly implies that the bill eliminates parking benefits. The bill simply enables an 
employee to have the option to keep employer-provided parking, or flex the equivalent value to a commute mode 
of their choice.  

The Chamber claims that many workers will not benefit from this bill. While the bill does not reallocate employer-
paid parking benefits among workers, it does benefit employees whether or not they receive a parking cash-out 
benefit if they ride the bus to work because of reduced traffic congestion. Research shows that parking cash-out 
can reduce vehicle miles traveled and rush hour traffic by 10% or more. Growing traffic congestion, according to 
WMATA, is a leading concern as “bus speeds have tumbled over the past 15 years.” If a bus commuter does 
receive a direct benefit by flexing the value of a parking space to a transit benefit and taxable cash, the employee is 
likely to gain a greater benefit in terms of income because they are likely to earn less than a private vehicle 
commuter, and will be taxed at a lower income tax rate.  
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Why we should pass the Transportation Benefits Equity Act (B22-175) 

Responding to DC Chamber of Commerce, et al le�er regarding B22-175, The Transporta�on Benefits 
Equity Act of 2017, dated January 19, 2018 

by Coali�on for Smarter Growth, January 26, 2018 

B22-175 would require employers that offer a subsidized parking benefit to an employee to allow that 
employee to swap the parking subsidy for a transit benefit and/or cash. Employers that do not subsidize 
parking benefits are unaffected. This bill builds on the city’s new law which requires that employers with 
20 or more employees offer pre-tax transit benefits. Research predicts that switching to a parking 
cash-out approach for commuter benefits can drama�cally reduce traffic and conges�on (vehicle miles 
traveled) by 11%.  1

1. Bill 22-175 is necessary  

Subsidized parking is the most powerful incen�ve affec�ng how many commuters drive. Leveling the 
playing field with a mode-neutral commute benefit would drama�cally change travel behavior and 
reduce traffic conges�on, pollu�on, and crashes.  

While the pre-tax transit benefit law is helpful to encourage riding transit, a pre-tax employee-paid 
transit benefit pales in comparison to the value and incen�ve of an employer-paid parking benefit. An 
employer that offers a parking benefit may offer an employee a $200 parking space. Without this bill, if 
that employee turns down that parking space, they can use their own money, pre-tax, to buy transit 
fares of $80-$140/month to ride the bus or Metro. This would net the employee a monthly tax savings of 
$32 – $57. While beneficial, this is less than 30% of the value of a $200 parking benefit and gives 
carpoolers, bicyclists, and walkers nothing. Council of Governments commuter surveys and other 
research show that subsidized parking overwhelms the impact of offering transit benefits, and depresses 
walk and bike to work rates.  2

The 2017 federal tax act could poten�ally to further widen the gap between a parking and a transit 
benefit. The new tax law no longer allows employers to deduct the expense of providing a parking or 
transit benefit. While this will discourage employer-paid transit subsidies, parking subsidies can be 
concealed in bundled office leases, or in owned parking. Over �me, we expect a steeper decline in 
employer-paid transit benefits, but increased bundling of parking in office leases. This would reduce 
transit ridership, increase traffic conges�on, slow bus service and push up bus opera�ng costs. Since 
these impacts inhibit business growth and accessibility, subsidized parking benefits are s�ll a threat, and 
could be more harmful if transit ridership drops.  

2. B22-175 may be profitable for employers that own their parking 

Where parking has a market value, charging below market value is an opportunity cost to the parking 
owner. As an analogy, if an owner of 5 buildings no longer needs 1 because of employee teleworking, it 
would lease or sell the extra building. Similarly, if an employer has more parking than it needs, it would 

1 h�ps://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?ar�cle=1023&context=trec_webinar 
2 See Hamre & Buehler, 2014, Commuter Mode Choice and Free Car Parking, Public Transporta�on Benefits, 
Showers/Lockers, and Bike Parking at Work: Evidence from the Washington, DC Region, World Transit Research. 
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repurpose it by leasing it another user or providing more visitor parking. Addi�onally, many businesses 
have different users of their parking and charge them different rates. 

Employers that own their parking o�en charge higher prices for visitors even if they offer free or below 
market rate parking to employees. In this case, realloca�ng a below market rate employee parking space 
to a higher priced visitor use is profitable to the employer. Where the market price is zero, there would 
be no value to offer to an employee in lieu of using a parking space.  

Hotel example:  A West End hotel might offer a garage parking space for free to its 13 managers. Under 
the bill, a manager might decide to take the fair market value for the parking space and put it towards 
her transit commute. The monthly market rate for parking in the West End neighborhood is about $245. 
However, overnight guest parking at the hotel is $42/day. If a guest space were u�lized for 20 
days/month, that would yield $840/month, or a net revenue to the hotel of $595 subtracted from a 
market price of $245. Even if only rented for 10 days/month, the hotel parking owner s�ll profits over 
the monthly market rate.  

Hospital example:  Nurses at a central DC hospital are offered monthly parking for $25/month. While 
there are no other nearby compara�ve monthly prices, the nearest public garage rents monthly parking 
for $150. The difference between market rate ($150) and charged rate ($25) to nurses is $125. Visitor 
parking at the site is $15/day. If a nurse turns down a space for $25 and accepts transit and taxable cash 
instead for a value of $125 (minus a transit subsidy, if offered), the unused parking space can be offered 
to visitors for $15/day. On a monthly basis, this would be $300 ($15 x 20 days). This is a net gain in 
revenue of $175 for the parking space on a monthly basis. 

Sea�le Children’s Hospital is an instruc�ve example of the success of parking cash-out to reduce 
drive-alone commutes while allowing the hospital to thrive and expand. In 1995, the Sea�le Children’s 
Hospital had a drive alone mode share of 73% (note: this was the 2016 solo driving share for 
Georgetown Hospital employees). By 2015, drive alone dropped to 38%. This was achieved by offering a 
$4.50 daily commute bonus for days staff do not drive alone, and instead of free parking, offering only 
daily parking rates varying between $3.25-$11:50. The hospital also offers discounted transit passes, 
vanpools, free bicycles & bicycle maintenance.  3

University Example:  Catholic University (CUA) parking charges vary widely for its owned parking on its 
NE campus. The University provides a complex  pricing schedule  for staff, students, and contractors where 
pricing depends on type of facility, �me of day, and month of the year. For the “20+ Years faculty & staff 
surface” parking, the monthly charge is free, and $70/month for garage parking. For “General Annual” 
use of surface parking, the charge varies but averages about $400/month for the academic year. CUA 
also provides a  detailed spreadsheet  for part-�me, temporary and contractor parking charges. Given the 
lengths that CUA has gone to define a variety of prices for different kinds of users, it is reasonable to 
expect that CUA can also offer an explana�on of how it would price at fair market value. For reference, a 
nearby commercial garage offers unreserved monthly parking at $150. 

With a parking cash-out requirement, if $150/month is used as the fair market value, an employee could 
accept a parking benefit, or accept a pre-tax transit benefit or taxable cash. The parking space turned 
down in lieu of a transit and/or cash benefit by an eligible employee could be offered to “General 

3 h�p://masterplan.sea�lechildrens.org/transporta�on.aspx 

2 
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Annual” user who might pay as much as $400/month. Thus, the employer would profit from the switch 
from unpriced employee parking to priced. 
 
Regarding the DC Chamber’s claim that the bill burdens employers by establishing a commute benefit to 
commence when an employee begins work, the commute benefit should start whenever the commute 
benefit starts. If a parking benefit is not offered to an employee during a proba�onary period, then 
cash-out would not be required. This ques�on can be addressed in a rulemaking if it is of concern.  And 
regarding concern about fines and penal�es for non-compliance, covered employers are subject to this 
provision under the exis�ng law, the bill does not change current this.  

  3. B22-175 is not burdensome 

Only employers that choose to provide a subsidized parking benefit, and con�nue to choose to provide 
such a benefit a�er a cash-out requirement is enforced, are affected. Most employers do not provide a 
parking benefit, and are not affected. For those that do make this choice, they are simply required to 
offer the equivalent benefit for a more sustainable mode, either through a transit benefit and cash so an 
employee can opt to bicycle or walk to work, or do it in combina�on with transit or driving. HR directors 
and enterprise principals have indicated that these adjustments to benefits are well within the rou�ne of 
providing a package of benefits. Benefit values change frequently for transit, for example, some�mes on 
a monthly basis.  

Regarding the bill’s annual repor�ng requirement, based on experience from San Francisco, we have 
proposed amending this provision to a lesser repor�ng requirement of a one-�me registra�on with 
periodic updates for employers. The purpose is to track implementa�on of the law and assess its 
effec�veness in providing environmental and traffic conges�on reduc�on benefits.  

4. Bill 22-175 improves equity 

Bill 22-175 offers broad benefits to the public by reducing air pollu�on, traffic conges�on, and crashes 
from reduced driving.  

The bill benefits all commuters, regardless of mode. DC commuters travel on average no more than 4 
miles to get to work, be it by riding transit, driving alone, carpooling or bicycling. In fact, 25% of DC 
workers receiving free parking travel 2.1 miles or less.  We expect that drivers who travel longer 4

distances will be more likely to keep their parking benefits, while those driving short distances are more 
likely to opt to take another benefit rather than a parking space if offered. This helps all commuters since 
some drivers can be incen�vized to commute by a mode that reduces traffic conges�on. It rewards both 
drivers and bus riders with faster and more predictable travel �mes. 

Since the largest share of DC commuters ride transit, this bill will build on this strength by encouraging 
would-be transit riders to swap the value of a parking space for transit fares. All commuters will 
appreciate the flexibility to use an employer-provided benefit in a way that best fits their needs. Bus 
riders especially benefit, both if they are given a direct transit subsidy in lieu of an unused parking space, 

4 Calcula�ons by Ken Joh, COG Senior Sta�s�cal Survey Analyst, Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, 
using 2007/2008 DC Household Travel Survey Sample: 987 DC residents in Washington, DC with reported commute 
mode; regional sample weights applied 

3 
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and because reduced traffic conges�on will increase bus speeds and improve reliability. As a group, bus 
riders are the lowest paid commuters by far, followed by walk commuters (even adjus�ng for age).  5

Equalizing parking benefits across different modes of transporta�on does not redistribute income; it 
merely allows workers to swap one exis�ng benefit for another of equivalent value. However, this bill 
does remove a distor�on that encourages people to drive more than they would if other op�ons were 
equally available. 

5. The DC Council should approve Bill 22-175  

Bill 22-175 requires li�le of employers, and can generate addi�onal revenue for them. At the same �me, 
encouraging flexible commute benefits builds on the strengths of the city and helps a�ract and retain 
top talent to fuel DC’s economy. By adop�ng this innova�ve policy, DC can demonstrate that it leads the 
country in flexible, sustainable, and produc�ve workplaces.  

For more on the Flexible Commuter Benefits Bill, B22-175, see  www.smartergrowth.net/parkingcashout 

5 Patrick McAnaney, “ Walk, bike, and transit benefits boost people of all incomes ”, Greater Greater Washington, 
June 13, 2017. 

4 
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Coalition for Smarter Growth’s response to DC Chamber of Commerce concerns 
regarding B22-175, The Transportation Benefits Equity Act of 2017, in 
September 25, 2017 testimony 

1. Redundant with pre-tax transit benefit law: While a pre-tax transit benefit requirement is helpful 
to encourage riding transit, a pre-tax employee-paid transit benefit pales in comparison to the 
value and incentive of an employer-paid parking benefit. An employer that offers a parking 
benefit may offer an employee a $200 parking space. If that employee turns down that parking 
space, they can use their own money, pre-tax, to buy transit fares of $80-$140/month to ride 
the bus or Metro. This would net the employee a monthly tax savings of $32 – $57. While 
certainly beneficial, this is less than 30% of a $200 parking benefit and gives carpoolers, 
bicyclists, and walkers nothing. Council of Governments commuter surveys show that subsidized 
parking overwhelms any impact of offering transit benefits, and depresses walk and bike to 
work rates. This has also been demonstrated by other research (see Hamre & Buehler, 2014, 
Commuter Mode Choice and Free Car Parking, Public Transportation Benefits, Showers/Lockers, 
and Bike Parking at Work: Evidence from the Washington, DC Region, World Transit Research). 
 

2. Cumulative regulatory burden: Only employers that choose to provide a parking benefit, and 
continue to choose to provide such a benefit after a cash-out requirement is enforced, are 
affected. Most employers do not provide a parking benefit, and are not affected. For those that 
do make this choice, they are simply required to offer the equivalent benefit for a more 
sustainable mode, either through a transit benefit or taxable cash so an employee can opt to 
bicycle or walk to work, or do it in combination with transit or driving. HR directors and 
enterprise principals have indicated that these adjustments to benefits are well within the 
routine of providing a package of benefits. Benefit values change frequently for transit, for 
example, sometimes on a monthly basis.  
 
The Chamber further claims that the bill limits employer flexibility for allocating benefits. First, 
the bill only affects employers that choose to offer a parking benefit and not alternative 
transportation benefits of equivalent value. Second, while an employer may prefer offering a 
parking-only benefit, this limits flexibility for employees who might prefer to ride transit, 
carpool, walk or bicycle if given an equivalent incentive. This employee flexibility can be 
provided by repurposing the parking benefit expenditure that the employer has already decided 
to allocate. While the Chamber claims that this added flexibility for a parking benefit “limits 
growth and the District’s competitiveness,” the opposite has been argued by some employers. 
Limiting transportation benefits to only parking in a city where most employees arrive at work 
by riding transit, walking or bicycling is out of step with how most commuters choose to travel 
and discourages commuting by these cleaner modes. Similar to the law that requires employers 
to offer pre-tax transit benefits, requiring an alternative to a parking benefit establishes a travel 
mode benefit neutrality. 
 

3. Impact on diverse and small businesses: Flexible commuter benefits are not required to be 
offered until leases affecting parking expire. Parking that is offered to customers is not part of 
this bill. For an area where parking is unpriced and unmanaged (meaning that it is publicly 
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available without any access restrictions), the fair market value of a parking benefit would be 
zero. Small businesses with fewer than 20 employees are not covered employers.  
 

4. Wage increase outside statutorily mandated minimum wage increase – The Chamber incorrectly 
claims this bill forces employers to increase their costs.  An employer is not subject to the 
requirement to offer taxable cash unless an employer chooses to offer a parking space, and the 
employee chooses taxable cash instead. The bill simply converts one form of employer-paid 
compensation (a subsidized parking benefit) into a neutral benefit – one that can also be utilized 
as a transit benefit, taxable cash or a health benefit. The transportation benefit, if given as 
taxable cash, can be clearly delineated for the employee as a benefit rather than base wage, by 
showing it as a line item on a pay stub or providing the cash through a debit card issued to the 
employee. 
 
The Chamber claims that the bill primarily benefits those who live close to work. The bill 
benefits all commuters, regardless of mode. DC commuters travel on average no more than 4 
miles to get to work, be it by riding transit, driving alone, carpooling or bicycling. In fact, 25% of 
DC workers receiving free parking travel 2.1 miles or less. We expect that drivers driving short 
distances are more likely to opt to take another benefit than a parking space if offered, while 
those who travel longer distances will be more likely to keep their parking benefits. This 
advantages all commuters since some drivers can be incentivized to commute by a mode that 
reduces traffic congestion. It rewards both drivers and bus riders with faster and more 
predictable travel times. Reduced traffic also curtails crashes for all road users. 
 
The Chamber claims that converting a parking benefit to a mode-neutral benefit creates a 
benefit only offered to some workers. Employers that offer parking benefits to only some 
workers would be required to offer those workers an alternative benefit or could choose to stop 
offering the benefit entirely. Where employers offer parking benefits to all workers, all workers 
would be offered an alternative. The bill does not propose to change the compensation levels of 
employees or the power of employers to set and change those compensation levels. The DC 
Council could propose that transportation benefits of equal value be offered to all employees, 
but we expect that the DC Chamber would not support this approach.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more on the Flexible Commuter Benefits Bill, B22-175, see www.smartergrowth.net/parkingcashout 
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January	8,	2017	

Policy	Brief:	New	Federal	tax	law	could	increase	traffic	congestion,	reduce	transit	
ridership	in	DC.	DC	flexible	commuter	benefits	bill	(B22-175)	now	even	more	important.	

The	new	federal	tax	law	ends	employer	tax	deductions	for	transit	benefits	they	provide	to	their	employees,	while	
simultaneously	allowing	for	and	even	encouraging	hidden	employer-paid	parking	subsidies	to	continue	and	
expand	tax-free	to	the	employer.	The	result	for	the	District	of	Columbia	and	cities	across	the	country	will	likely	be	
more	traffic	congestion	and	pollution,	higher	household	transit	costs,	and	lower	transit	ridership.	At	a	time	when	
urban	jurisdictions	feel	powerless	in	the	face	of	dramatic	policy	changes	from	the	federal	government,	the	
District	of	Columbia	has	a	clear	opportunity	to	respond	to	these	tax	changes	and	to	further	its	transportation,	
accessibility,	and	sustainability	goals	by	adopting	Bill	B22-175,	the	Transportation	Benefits	Equity	Act.		

Under	Bill	22-175,	if	an	employer	offers	an	employee	cash	for	a	parking	space,	or	offers	a	parking	space	that	the	
employer	owns	or	leases,	then	the	employer	must	also	offer	the	employee	the	option	of	a	transit	benefit	or	
equivalent	value	in	taxable	cash.	This	flexible	approach	supports	the	District's	efforts	to	reduce	traffic	congestion,	
make	transit	more	affordable,	increase	transit	use,	improve	access	to	jobs,	and	reduce	air	pollution	and	
greenhouse	gas	emissions.	

What	changed	in	the	new	tax	law:	

Prior	to	the	enactment	of	the	new	federal	tax	law,	employers	could	deduct	from	their	federal	taxes	up	to	$260	
per	month	per	employee	when	paying	for	employee	parking	and	$260	per	month	per	employee	when	paying	for	
employee	transit	commuting	expenses,	or	up	to	$20	per	month	for	employee	bicycle	commuting	expenses.	
Section	132(f)	of	the	Internal	Revenue	Code	has	allowed	these	deductions	for	the	employer	and	also	for	
employees	to	receive	these	benefits	tax-free.	

The	new	law	eliminates	federal	tax	deductions	for	employers	that	pay	these	so-called	“Qualified	Transportation	
Fringe”	benefits	for	parking	near	work	or	riding	transit.	However,	parking	and	transit	benefits	will	continue	to	be	
tax-free	to	employees	if	employers	choose	to	continue	to	pay	for	these	benefits	despite	losing	the	employer	tax	
deduction.	Employers	can	also	continue	to	use	their	payroll	systems	to	allow	employees	to	set	aside,	pre-tax,	up	
to	$260	each	month	for	parking	and	$260	for	transit	from	their	salaries.	However,	the	tax-free	bicycle	benefit	is	
eliminated	entirely.		

DC’s	current	commuter	benefits	law,	known	as	the	Sustainable	DC	Omnibus	Act	of	2014,	will	continue	to	require	
employers	with	20	or	more	employees	to	accommodate	pre-tax	transit	benefits	for	employees.		

How	the	new	law	will	favor	employer	parking	subsidies	over	transit	benefits	

Theoretically,	the	elimination	of	the	business	tax	deduction	for	both	parking	and	transit	commuter	subsidies	
would	seem	to	level	the	playing	field	between	parking	and	transit.	Also,	the	new	law	retains	the	option	for	
employees	to	set	aside	a	share	of	salary	pre-tax	for	parking	or	transit	commutes.		However,	eliminating	the	
employer	tax	deduction	for	employer	paid	transportation	benefits	is	likely	to	make	the	treatment	of	parking	and	
transit	even	less	equitable	than	it	is	today.	Here’s	why:	
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• Transit	benefits	are	always	a	discrete	expense	for	employers:	The	elimination	of	the	transit	benefit	tax	
deduction	for	employers	will	likely	lead	many	employers	to	reduce	or	stop	paying	this	transit	subsidy	to	
their	employees	over	time.	Currently	more	than	one	third	of	DC	residents	receive	a	transit	subsidy	from	
their	employer.	

• Parking	benefits	can	be	hidden	and	still	be	deducted	by	the	employer:	A	sizable	share	of	parking	spaces	
given	to	employees	is	bundled	into	office	leases	or	owned	by	the	employer.		When	either	occurs,	the	cost	
to	the	employer	of	providing	the	parking	is	not	recorded	as	a	separate	transaction,	and	thus	the	Internal	
Revenue	Service	is	unlikely	to	challenge	an	employer	deducting	the	full	lease	payment	or	taking	the	full	
deduction	for	using	employer-owned	property	where	parking	is	included	in	the	leased	or	owned	
property.	The	monthly	market	value	of	this	employer-provided	parking	often	exceeds	the	value	of	the	
pre-tax	transit	benefit	retained	by	employees.	

In	DC	today,	22	percent	of	DC	residents	working	in	DC	are	offered	parking	but	no	other	commute	benefits,	such	
as	transit	reimbursement,	from	their	employers.	In	the	case	where	employers	separately	lease	parking	to	provide	
to	their	employees	as	a	commute	benefit,	this	employer	parking	subsidy	will	no	longer	be	tax	deductible	for	the	
employer.	This	would	likely	discourage	employers	from	providing	a	parking	subsidy.		However,	since	the	new	tax	
law	doesn’t	explicitly	address	the	common	practice	of	parking	provided	to	the	employee	in	spaces	owned	by	the	
employer	or	bundled	into	office	leases,	and	these	business	costs	will	continue	to	be	deductible,	it	will	encourage	
more	bundling	of	parking	into	office	leases	and	expansion	of	employer-owned	parking.		
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BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 

Background and Methodology 
The Coalition for Smarter Growth (CSG) is a non-profit organization in the Washington, DC region 
dedicated to making the case for “smart growth”.  Their mission is to promote walkable, inclusive, and 
transit-oriented communities, and the land use, transportation policies and investments needed to 
make those communities flourish. 

Currently, the most common commutation subsidies offered in the region are free or subsidized parking, 
employee-paid pre-tax transit benefits, and small subsidies for bicycling.  CSG is in the early stages of 
developing a campaign to encourage employers (either voluntarily or by law) to allow employees to 
“cash out” their parking subsidy so they may choose the commute option that works best for them. This 
program is referred to in this report as “parking cash-out.”  In support of this, CSG wants to develop a 
description of the program and messages that will appeal to both commuters and employers, 
encouraging their participation and support. 

WBA Research was commissioned by CSG to conduct qualitative research among employees and 
employers in the DC area, to provide answers and insight on these messages and the program as a 
whole. 

Among employees, WBA conducted two focus groups. Two groups were conducted on April 25th in 
downtown DC at 6pm and 8pm, with nine participants in each group. To qualify for the focus groups, 
employees needed to live and work in DC, and work for an employer who offers free or subsidized 
parking. They also needed to drive at least one day a month and show interest in either walking, biking 
or taking transit to work if they did not do so already. Employees were paid an $125 incentive for their 
time. Each focus group lasted two hours and was moderated by Steve Markenson, a professional focus 
group moderator. 

Among employers, CSG compiled a list of DC area employer HR contacts with help from DDOT. WBA 
conducted 10 interviews with HR representatives. Interviews were about 20 minutes in length. All 
businesses needed to offer fully or partially subsidized parking and have 20 or more employees. HR 
contacts needed to be knowledgeable about, and have some say in, transit benefits at their 
organizations. HR representatives were offered a $40 incentive for their time which they could either 
take or donate to one of three pre-selected charities. 

WBA, along with CSG, developed employee and employer discussion guides, as well as screener criteria 
for these groups. Along with a main description of the program, CSG also provided five shorter, 
“elevator-pitch” messages to test in the guides. Both guides were kept fairly similar, to allow for easy 
comparison between the groups. 

A detailed profile of employees is included. Groups were selected to include a mixture of participants of 
different ages and genders, with different racial backgrounds and household incomes. All employees 
worked in DC but worked in a variety of industries and companies. 
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Employee Profile 
 Group 1 Group 2 
Age 
18-24 1 0 
25-34 2 2 
35-44 0 1 
45-54 3 4 
55-64 3 2 
Gender 
Male 4 6 
Female 5 3 
Race 
African American 4 4 
Asian/Pacific Islander 2 0 
Caucasian 4 5 
Household Income 
Less than $25k 0 1 
$25-49k 1 0 
$50-74k 2 0 
$75-99k 2 1 
$100-150k 1 4 
$150k+ 3 3 
Mode to Commute 
Drive only 5 4 
Drive and transit 1 5 
Drive and walk 2 0 
Drive and bike 1 0 
Size of Company 
Small (20-99) 6 8 
Medium(100-999) 3 1 
Large (1000+) 0 0 
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Research Caveats and Limitations 
Typically, qualitative research is used to provide answers to attitudinal questions, as well as to provide 
insight and an in-depth understanding of consumer perceptions and opinions. 

By nature, this research method does not usually allow for statistical analysis and interpretation.  
Rather, it is a tool for decision-making purposes.  The findings from this type of research should be used 
to provide insight and direction into decision-making rather than as a sole basis for decision-making. 

Qualitative research tends to provide answers to questions like “Why?” and “How?”, whereas 
quantitative research tends to provide answers to questions such as “How many?” or “How much?” 

The statements made in this report, including the conclusions and implications or any 
recommendations, are based upon the attitudes and opinions of the participants and are not necessarily 
projectable or generalizable to the population at large. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Overall, the concept of parking cash-out tests fairly positively with employees, but employers are 
more cautious in their reactions. Employees liked the idea of increased benefits and many liked the idea 
of increased flexibility and choice in their commute. Employers understood the current inequity 
associated with commuter benefits. 

However, many employees did not perceive a need to financially compensate walkers and bikers, which 
they do not see as having costs associated with them. Future messages should emphasize the 
additional benefit given to drivers over transit users as well as walkers and bikers, as employees 
understand the high costs associated with transit. 

Employers were not confident as to whether their companies would like the benefit, which they saw 
as an additional cost they would need to pay their current walkers and bikers, a cost they do not 
currently incur. 

Both groups preferred the name “flexible commuter benefit” as they felt it was the best option and 
described the program most accurately. Several agreed that “flexible commuter benefits” was 
descriptive, but chose “parking cash-out” as they felt the name was more appealing. 

Messaging and phrases that resonated with both groups emphasize commuter choice, use simple 
language, and include transit as an option along with walking and biking.  

Message H: “Traffic congestion,” was employee’s favorite and tested positively with employers as 
well. Employees liked that this message was inclusive and emphasized equity and choice between 
modes, rather than saying that walking and biking were preferred. Employers liked that the message 
was simple and straightforward and explained the current inequity. 

In messaging overall, employers believed their employees would like the benefit, many wanted to make 
sure the wording was clear as to who exactly was eligible, to avoid confusion among any employees 
who would not be eligible. 
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Key Takeaways from Employees 
x Any financial references be they cash, subsidies, or taxes, immediately got employees’ attention. 

The term cash in particular, garnered a positive reaction. 

x It seemed that many DC commuters vary their commutes, sometimes every day. Therefore, 
messages that reference flexibility were received well.  

x One key point of confusion among employees was the differences between parking cash out 
and the 2016 DC Commuter Benefits law. Specifically, employees were confused as to the 
tax/pre-tax differences. 

x It seemed best to not use language related to whether or not things were “fair”, this seemed to 
irritate drivers. Instead illustrate that drivers receive a benefit that walkers and bikers do not, 
allowing employees to draw their own conclusions. 

x Similarly, many drivers reacted defensively to messages that seemed to be against drivers or 
said that cars were a negative.  

Key Takeaways from Employers 
x Many employers were confused as to how implementation would occur in their workplaces -  

while it is framed as “cashing-out” on existing benefits, many focused on the additional cost 
they would incur if all of their employees who currently walk or bike suddenly were getting $255 
per month. They saw this as an additional expense. 

x Most believed that the program would appeal to employees and they agreed that some 
employees were missing out on a benefit - the messages referencing fairness appealed more to 
employers. 

x Some allow employees to take their parking benefit pre-tax, similar to the DC Transit Benefit, 
this was seen as difficult to translate into a taxable cash benefit. 

x Several employers said that the majority of their employees came from Virginia and this would 
not appeal to those employees (missing the fact that this benefit can be used for transit.) 

x No employers said they could see their company participating. One employers said that they 
could see their company participating if mandated. 
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CONCEPT 

A note when reading this report: Messages as they were presented to the groups are shown in 
blue boxes, text in green is used to show words or phrases that tested particularly well with 
participants, and text in red is used to show words or phrases that confused or tested poorly. 

When employers offer a commute benefit to their employees, they 
usually only offer subsidized parking or sometimes transit benefits (both 
are tax-free up to $255 per month).  However, there are employers who 
offer employees a parking space who also give their employees the 
option to either use the parking or take the equivalent value of the 
parking space in taxable cash and get to work however they choose.  This 
is called “parking cash-out,” also known as “flexible commuter benefits” 
or “equalizing commuter benefits.”  It doesn't require employers to 
spend more than what they choose to spend, but simply allows 
employees to use the benefit how they see fit.  Parking cash-out builds 
on the 2016 DC pre-tax transit benefits law.  

Given the option, many employees will take the cash and do something 
other than drive to get to work, like ride transit, walk or bicycle.  Fewer 
people driving to work benefits all commuters because it reduces traffic 
congestion, and reduces air and water pollution, and greenhouse gas 
emissions.  Fewer cars on the road decreases traffic crashes too.  It also 
enhances employee health by incentivizing commutes that rely on 
physical exercise. 

 
When read the concept statement, 11 employees had favorable opinions. Commuter benefits are a 
popular program that employees understand the immediate positive aspects of.  Employee spoke 
positively of existing benefits they were offered. Many employees value flexibility in their commutes 
already, so the idea that the new program allows for flexibility was appealing. Furthermore, any mention 
of cash or incentives appeal to employees. 

However, initially employees were confused on two key points: the taxable status of the program and 
how it relates to the current transit benefit. Many are assuming this is for transit use while others 
assume that it is tax free. 

As one participant put it, “This raised more questions for me than it convinced me. Is this all or nothing? 
If I drive, can I do this one day and something else the other? And who pays this? Another $255 line item 
my nonprofit has to pay for, or is it a tax benefit that we’ll eventually have to pay?” 

Some employees want the flexibility to choose between taking transit one day and other modes another 
day, and it should be emphasized that parking cash-out would benefit transit users as well.  
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One participant liked that this would could become law “meaning it doesn’t just go away because your 
employer doesn’t like how you spend your money - more secure.” 

Although some employees want “more meat, more details” in this description, in some cases, they see 
the statements about environmental and health benefits as “fluffy details.” One employee was skeptical 
of these benefits saying “I don’t even know if that’s true reducing traffic congestion…. How will it reduce 
demand?” 

It seems necessary to further flesh out exactly where the incentive comes from, how it can be used and 
who is eligible to receive it, to reduce confusion among employees. 

Opinion of the program: Employees 

 
 

Employers had a more moderate response when read the concept statement (although unlike 
employees, they were exposed to the concept prior to the messages). Only three of ten employers had 
an initial favorable response to the program. As HR managers, they were not as confused about certain 
technical aspects of the program, as they had more experience with transit subsidies in general.  

For HR managers, coming to an opinion of the program was trying to balance its obvious appeal to 
employees versus how employers would react to what sounded to them like an additional expense with 
having to provide a financial benefit to more employees than receive one now. While one understood, 
“Choice for people is very important,” they described parking at their location as very complicated and 
not offered to everyone. They also say that they were unsure how higher-ups would react: “I’m not sure 
how the company would feel about providing that extra cash in a person’s pocket- I would be concerned 
if they were just taking the money and just getting someone to drop them off… with Metro if they don’t 
use the money we get it back.” Another employer also felt that it would be “Just another expense for 
them (employers).” HR managers seemed aware that employers would be taking on an additional 
expense for their existing bikers and walkers and did not feel that that would be embraced by higher 
ups. 

Opinion of the program: Employers 
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Name for Program 
The majority of employees (11 out of 18) favored the name “flexible commuter benefits” to describe 
the program. One said that “‘choices’ is what I take away from it.” Others agreed that ‘choices’ and 
‘options’ were appealing. One employee did note that while “flexible commuter benefits” was the term 
he liked best, he was not sure if it was the best descriptor. Those who selected “parking cash-out” 
(6/18), said that they thought “it rolls off the tongue” and “everybody likes cash.” An employee who did 
not select this option worried that “it reads like you are automatically going to take the cash,” and 
thought that could be confusing to those who would still choose to use subsidized parking. 

Most employers also favored the term “flexible commuter benefits” with half of all employers selecting 
that term. Two employers selected “parking cash-out” and another two selected “equalizing commuter 
benefits.” As with employees, “flexible commuter benefits” was seen as describing the program well. 
However, one of the two who picked “parking cash-out” said that they liked that it was “catchy” and she 
thought that it would “help stop confusion for employers who did not offer free parking.” One employer 
who liked “equalizing commuter benefits” said that it described the program well because those who 
“biked, walked, drive, would all get the same.”   
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DC COMMUTER BENEFITS LAW 

2016 Commuter Benefits Law 
Employers and employees were asked how much they knew about the existing DC Commuter Benefits 
Law. Unsurprisingly, all employers had heard of the law - most of them are responsible for implementing 
it at their workplaces. In contrast, only a few employees had heard of the law. However, all employees 
who participated in the research were drivers by design, therefore none were heavy transit users. 

When talking about parking cash-out, a comparison was made to the current law. Overall, while the 
comparison to the current law was meant to illustrate laws on commuter benefits that were already 
in place, it also highlighted key differences. Transit benefits from the 2016 law are taken out of 
employees pay pre-tax, while with parking cash-out, the employers are reimbursing employees for the 
parking benefit they are not using. This pre-tax/taxable cash difference proved very confusing. It does 
not seem effective to directly compare the two programs or to state that “parking cash out builds on the 
2016 DC pre-tax transit benefits law.” Employees and employers seemed not to understand as to where 
the money for parking cash-out comes from.  Two participants even conflated the two expressing “I 
don’t like that it is tax-free up to $255 then taxable if you take the cash out, which is it?” It may be better 
to focus on explaining the program in relation to the existing parking incentive, especially because, while 
every employee in DC working at a company with 20 employees or more would be eligible for the transit 
benefit, only employees who work at companies with a parking benefit would be eligible for parking 
cash-out.  
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MESSAGES 

Employees and employers were both read examples of five different possible messages regarding the 
commuter benefits program.  

Employees read the messages, then the full program description, then heard the messages again. After 
hearing each message a second time, they ranked each message on five different attributes:  

x Appealing,  
x Relevant to their company,  
x Important for your employees,  
x Clear and easy to understand, and  
x Describes the program well.  

They rated each attribute from a scale from one to five, where five meant it described the message very 
well and one meant it did not describe the message at all. At the conclusion of the focus groups 
employees were asked to select their favorite message and those results are shown below. 

Employers heard the program description first, then each of the five messages. Each employer then 
ranked each message on each of the same five attributes on the same five-point scale.  
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G.  “Walking is popular” message: Walking or riding a bike is a more popular way to 
get to work in DC than just about any other major US city, but employee benefits 
for walking and biking pale in comparison to what employers provide for parking 
or taking transit.  Wouldn’t it be great if people could swap parking benefits for 
cash? 

The ‘walking is popular’ message tested well with employees, with three participants selecting it as their 
favorite message. In both groups, employees reacted positively to the word “cash.” One employee 
stated: “The message is cash. Before we were talking about equal opportunities, zero emissions. Here 
we have cash.” The word “cash” is very effective at getting people’s attention and appealing to their 
self-interest. Another said that it depended on what exactly the program was trying to accomplish, “Is 
your goal to incentivize people? If the goal is to change behavior, then this will do it.” 

Some employees were skeptical as to whether or not the first statement was true, saying they needed 
proof. Particularly the frequent drivers wanted to see data and numbers to back this up.  
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Employers said that this statement was very appealing “to a general audience.” Overall, they ranked it 
as fairly appealing, clear and easy to understand, and say that it describes the program well. However, 
some pointed out that, while they thought employees who currently bike or walk would enjoy this 
benefit, they did not think their employers would want to take on this additional cost. 
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H. “Traffic congestion” message: DC’s streets are too congested, yet many DC 
employers give out employee parking benefits, which effectively pay people to 
drive and make traffic worse.  Wouldn’t it make more sense to make commuter 
benefits apply to any commuting mode, whether it’s driving, transit, walking, or 
biking? 

This was by far the most popular message with employees, with 10 of the 18 employees saying it was 
their favorite message. The last sentence was particularly effective. It was stated by many participants 
that the messaging should use this particular sentence, as they believe it is both logical and would 
appeal to everyone.  

It received high rankings in all of the five categories except for how well it describes the measure - 
employees thought that it did not fully describe the program. This may be due to employees 
incomplete understanding of the program and its complexities, rather than a reflection of the statement 
itself, which is, in and of itself, accurate. 
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Employers also focused on the last sentence with one respondent’s key takeaway being that “It should 
be offered too, not just for parking but for transit as well.” While most employers were not convinced  
the program could be implemented at their workplaces, they do acknowledge that inequity exists with 
the current system. Several stated that employees would like this program, but as one described it, “my 
employees would like this, but I don’t think the higher ups would.” 
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I. “Fairness” message: Employers that offer commuter benefits usually offer free 
parking.  If you walk or bike or take transit to work, you should get just as much of 
a commuter benefit as people who drive and park.  

This message was four employees’ favorite, all four of were more committed to driving. Drivers tended 
to take issue with other messages (like Message J) that they said “demonized drivers.” This message 
seemed to appeal due to its language sounding simple and allowed employees to come to their own 
conclusions regarding equity and did not place driving over another mode.  

It also seemed very effective to include transit riders with those who bike and walk as many would 
consider moving from driving to transit, rather than biking or walking. It is true that with the current 
commuter benefits law, transit-riders do not receive any additional money to take transit, except for the 
money they are saving in taxes. Several employees mentioned that they received some additional transit 
benefit from their employer beyond the tax-free program, and this was seen as something that was 
reasonable for employers to provide. Including transit in messaging seems to be effective, since nearly 
all employees understand the costs associated with taking transit and can easily make the connection 
that they should get some benefit.   
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Employers also seemed to relate to this message. One respondent summed up that there are currently 
“No benefits except for those who are driving.” Several of the employers understood that, currently, 
drivers who receive a parking benefit are receiving something extra that other commuters do not 
receive. Whereas employers reacted negatively to many of the other messages, concentrating only on 
what they thought would result in an additional expense for them, this message of equity focused them 
on the possible benefits of the program.   
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J. “Healthy green” message: Do you walk, bike, or take transit to work? Or 
telecommute?  If your office has an employee parking benefit, you’re missing out!  
Isn’t that unfair, if we’re going to pay people to commute a certain way over 
others, shouldn’t it be walking or biking, which are zero-emission and a healthy 
personal choice, too?  

This message was not popular among many employees. One respondent described it as “demonizing 
drivers” and another said it effectively “put people in two camps.” Many of the employees who drove 
and had children (which led them to feel they need the flexibility of a car) reiterated that they had no 
other choice and said they felt like they needed to defend driving. Several employees were particularly 
opposed to telecommuting being included: “You definitely shouldn’t be paid to telecommute - that’s a 
benefit.” Several other participants criticized the phrase: “Isn’t that unfair” calling it “childish.” While a 
few participants liked the inclusion of the words: “zero-emission and healthy personal choice” they did 
not like that this message said it would “pay people to commute a certain way over others” with one 
participant asking “Why should you pay people to walk?” They misunderstood the message would man 
people would be paid to walk or bike, and would (or do) not for any other mode. The idea that the 
current system incentivizes driving is lost on them in this message.  

Overall, this message was very unpopular with employees, and certain phrases should probably be 
avoided in future messaging. In addition, telecommuting is seen to be a benefit by most employees and 
should probably not be suggested as a mode of commuting in messages. 
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Employers did not have as strong a reaction to this message. Employers who offered pre-tax subsidized 
parking to some employees objected to the idea that they were “paying employees to commute a 
certain way.” If they did not offer fully subsidized parking they did not feel it was applicable or believe it 
would be implemented. One of these employers suggested that implementation of this program could 
result “in conflicting information across the board that HR managers like myself would have to 
combat,” if their employees believed that they were entitled to compensation as a result of hearing 
messaging that they were not entitled to due to the specific rules of the program. 

Employers also did not like the inclusion of telecommuting here. “Maybe this is just the HR person in me, 
if you’re sort of throwing that around as a ‘I telecommute but someone else is getting that parking 
benefit,’ my immediate response is: ‘You get to telecommute - that’s a benefit not everybody gets to 
have.” 
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K. “Flexible commuting options should be supported by employers” message: Most 
DC residents don’t drive to work, but ride transit, bicycle or walk.  In fact, 18% of 
DC residents walk or bicycle to work. However, when an employer offers a 
subsidy for workers’ commutes it’s usually for driving and parking.  And even 
when a subsidy is offered for transit, it’s usually much less than what is provided 
for parking.  Wouldn’t it be better if employers gave employees the choice to use 
the parking, or take the cash equivalent for parking if they preferred to do 
something other than drive to work? 

Overall, employees liked this statement, many focused on the choice and flexibility implied, especially 
commuters who already were flexible in their mode choice and already enjoyed the idea of having 
options. Several employees also liked the fairness and equality among all modes of transit. “I would give 
all employees a flat rate and let them choose.” 

A few employees focused on the inclusion of transit riders among the modes ‘most’ DC residents use but 
not in the subsequent percentage cited and felt like they were being tricked. They repeatedly reiterated 
that “18% is not ‘most.’” Some of these participants also asked broader questions about who ultimately 
benefits from this program, even suggesting some sort of government conspiracy, such as an attempt by 
developers to reduce already limited street parking for residents. Future messages should spell out data 
and be as transparent as possible about motives.  

Another employee suggested that it was “potentially good for employers. You’re trying to get good 
employees, new employees.” They believed that this could benefit employers by appealing to  
Millennials especially, who were viewed as being more likely to bike or walk.  
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Overall this statement did not test well with employers. With not one employer considering it to be 
“relevant to their company.” Several employers focused on the language in the message regarding 
transit subsidies: “And even when a subsidy is offered for transit, it’s usually much less than what is 
provided for parking.” One HR manager stated, “Transit subsidies are pre-tax, it is different than the 
parking.” They reiterated that the transit subsidies were the result of the DC law as well. These 
representatives may have been particularly sensitive to that statement, as they oversee those benefits 
and probably are used to explaining the differences. 

Another employer mentioned they had many employees who drove in from Virginia and had long 
commutes, so they did not feel that this program would be relevant as they could not see how 
employees could change their commutes. Several employers also mentioned staff who had switched to 
driving from transit in recent years due to Metro problems, stating that they could not see these 
employees moving back as a result of problems. 
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Employee Takeaways 
At the conclusion of each employee focus group, employees were asked to provide five 
recommendations for future messaging. Both groups agreed that the messages should be balanced and 
appeal to both drivers and non-drivers, as well as employees and employers. Additionally, employees 
want simple language with an emphasis on benefits. 

Five Takeaways/ Recommendations from Employees 

1. Not polarizing- try to appeal to both 
drivers and non-drivers. 

1. When making statements, use 
data/statistics to back up arguments. 

2. Emphasize cash in messaging. 2. Make statements clear and appeal to 
employees’ sense of logic. 

3. Emphasize that the program would help 
reduce congestion. 

3. Make sure messages are not judgmental 
and do not “demonize” drivers. 

4. Include the last sentence of Message H: 
“Wouldn’t it make more sense to make 
commuter benefits apply to any 
commuting mode, whether it’s driving, 
transit, walking, or biking?”- it was very 
inclusive.  

4. Keep language simple. 

5. Emphasize “flexibility” and “choice”- both 
are appealing to employees. 

5. Balance needs of employers and 
employees. 
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Job #17-244  
April 2017  

CSG Commuter Benefits  
-Focus Group Recruitment Screener- 

 
 

Respondent’s Name:          
 
Address:           
 
City:          State:    Zip:   
 
E-mail:        Telephone #: (         )    
            
 
 
ASK FOR MALE/FEMALE HEAD OF HOUSEHOLD. 
Hello, my name is   from ________.  We're conducting a short survey among DC residents 
and we'd like to include your opinions.  This is not a sales call.  This call may be monitored for quality 
control purposes. 
S1. In which of the following areas is your current, primary residence?  Would you say… (READ 

LIST.) 
01 Washington, DC   Î  CONTINUE TO S2 
02 Virginia    Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
03 Maryland   Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
95 Or somewhere else  Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
99 DO NOT READ:  Refused Î  THANK & TERMINATE 

S2. Please stop me when I reach the category that includes your age. (READ LIST.  GET A MIX.)  
01 Under 18   Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
02 18 - 24 
03 25 - 34 
04 35 - 44 
05 45 - 54  
06 55 - 64 
07 65 or older     Î THANK & TERMINATE 
99 DO NOT READ: Refused  Î THANK & TERMINATE 

 
 
 
 
S3. Are you currently…?  (READ LIST.  ACCEPT ONE RESPONSE ONLY.) 
 

 01 Employed full-time, 
 02 Employed part-time, 
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 03 A full-time student, Î THANK & TERMINATE 
 04 A part-time student, Î THANK & TERMINATE 
 05 Retired,   Î THANK & TERMINATE 
 06 A homemaker, or Î THANK & TERMINATE 
 07 Not employed  Î THANK & TERMINATE 
 99 DO NOT READ:  RefusedÎ THANK & TERMINATE 
 

S3A. Are you employed by the federal, a state, or local government? (NOTE: THIS DOES NOT 
INCLUDE WORKING FOR A COMPANY THAT DOES BUSINESS WITH THE GOVERNMENT.) 

 
01 Yes  Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
02 No   
99 Refused Î  THANK & TERMINATE 

 
S4. What is your job or position and what type of company do you work for? 
  

  /   
Job/Position  Company 

  
 99 DO NOT READ: Don’t know/Refused  
  
S5. How many days in the past 30 days did you commute to and from work? Please use your best 
estimate. 

(IF NECESSARY: “Commuting 5 days/week in an average 30 days is 20 days”)  
  
 ______   [RANGE=1-30] 00 Less than once Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
 
S6. Of the [INSERT NUMBER OF DAYS FROM S5] day(s), how many days do you use each of the 

following to commute to work? 
 (READ LIST, RANDOMIZE, RANGE OF DAYS 0-S5, SUM OF TOTAL DAYS=S5. USE ‘99’ FOR DON’T 
KNOW.) 

 Mode # of 
Days 

A Drive   
B Metrorail  
C Bus (specify provider:__________)  
D Walk  
E Bicycle  
F Taxi/Rideshare/Uber/Lyft  
G Other (specify:____________)  

 
IF ANYONE HAS NOT DRIVEN AT LEAST ONCE PER MONTH [S6A(00)] Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
 
S7. In which of the following areas do you work ?  (READ LIST. ACCEPT ONE RESPONSE ONLY.) 
 

Appendix | 55



01 Washington, DC   Î  CONTINUE  
02 Virginia    Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
03 Maryland   Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
95    Or somewhere else  Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
99 DO NOT READ:  Refused   Î  THANK & TERMINATE 

 
S8. How many people are employed at the location where you work?  (READ LIST.) 
 01 1 to 19   Î  THANK & TERMINATE   
 02 20 to 49   
 03 50 to 99 
 04 100 to 249 
 05 250 to 499 
 06 500 to 999 
 07 1,000 to 2,499 
 08 2,500 to 4,999 
 09 5,000 or more 
 99 DO NOT READ:  Don’t know/Refused   Î  THANK & TERMINATE 

 
S9. Regardless of whether you yourself use it, does your employer offer you free or subsidized 
parking?  

03 Yes 
04 No  Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
99 Don’t know Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
 

THOSE WHO DID NOT USE BUS OR METRORAIL [S6B(0) AND S6C(0)] ASK: 
S10. How willing would you be to commute using public transit either bus or Metrorail? If this is not 

possible, please say so. Would you be…? (READ LIST.) 
  05 Very willing 
 04 Somewhat willing 
 03 Neither willing nor unwilling 
 02 Not very willing 
 01 Not at all willing 
 97 Not possible 

99 DO NOT READ:  Refused   
 
 
 
 
 
  

THOSE WHO DID NOT WALK [S6D(0)] ASK: 
S11. How willing would you be to walk to work?  If this is not possible please say so. Would you be…? 
(READ LIST.) 
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 05 Very willing 
 04 Somewhat willing 
 03 Neither willing nor unwilling 
 02 Not very willing 
 01 Not at all willing 
 97 Not possible 
 99 DO NOT READ:  Refused   
 
 
THOSE WHO DID NOT BIKE [S6E(0)] ASK: 
S12. How willing would you be to bike to work?  If this is not possible please say so. Would you be…? 
(READ LIST.) 
  
 05 Very willing 
 04 Somewhat willing 
 03 Neither willing nor unwilling 
 02 Not very willing 
 01 Not at all willing 
 97 Not possible 
 99 DO NOT READ:  Refused   
 
THOSE WHO USED PUBLIC TRANSIT, BIKE, OR WALK IN THE PAST 30 DAYS OR WOULD BE WILLING TO 

USE PUBLIC TRANSIT BIKE OR WALK [S6B-E(1-30) OR S10(04-05) OR S11(04-05) OR S12(04-05)] 
ÎCONTINUE 

 
IF NONE OF THE CONDITIONS MET [S6B-E(0,99) AND [S10(01-03,97,99) AND S11(01-03,97,99) AND 

S12(01-03,97,99)] Î THANK AND TERMINATE 
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ASK EVERYONE: 
S17. When was the last time you participated in a market research group discussion or focus group?  

(READ LIST.) 
 

01 Within the past 6 months,   Î THANK & TERMINATE  
02 More than 6 months ago, or  Î  CONTINUE 

03 Never  Î  CONTINUE 

 99 DO NOT READ:  Don’t know/Refused Î THANK & TERMINATE 

 
S13. Are you of Spanish, Hispanic or Latino origin? 

 
01  Yes   
02  No  
99  DO NOT READ: Don’t know/Not sure 
 

S14. What is your ethnic origin?  Would you say...  (READ LIST. ACCEPT ONE RESPONSE ONLY. GET A 
MIX) 
 
01  African American or Black 
02  American Indian or Alaska Native  
03  Asian/Pacific Islander 
05  White 
95  Mixed or some other ethnic origin (Specify_______) 
99  DO NOT READ: Don’t know/Not sure 

 
S15. Please stop me when I reach the category which includes your total annual household income.  

(READ LIST.  GET A MIX.) 
 
01 Less than $25,000          
02 $25,000 to less than $50,000  
03 $50,000 to less than $75,000  
04 $75,000 to less than $100,000  
05 $100,000 to less than $150,000 
06 $150,000 or more 
98 DO NOT READ: Refused 

 

S16. RECORD, DO NOT ASK (GET A MIX.):  Gender 

01 Male  
02 Female 
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READ: 
We are conducting a focus group discussion among Washington, DC residents.  The purpose of the study 
is to better understand the opinions of residents regarding commuting in the area.  During these focus 
groups, you will be discussing your thoughts on commuting in DC with other residents like yourself.  
Please be assured that this will not be a sales meeting.  It is a part of a research study.  We think that 
you will find the discussion very interesting and we'd very much like to include your opinions. 
 
The discussion is scheduled to take place on April 25th, at 900 17th Street, NW Suite 650, near Farragut 
Square.  You will be provided $125 for attending as a token of our appreciation for your time and 
opinions.  This discussion will last about two hours and refreshments will be served. In addition, anyone 
who arrives at least 15 minutes prior to the group will be entered into a raffle for an additional $50.   
 
S19. Will you be able to attend?  
 

 Group (DO NOT READ) Incentive Date Time 
01 Group 1 $125 April 25, 2017 6:00 pm 
02 Group 2 $125 April 25, 2017 8:00 pm 

 
 
READ: 
So that I may send you a confirmation letter or e-mail with the location and directions, may I please 
have your name and complete mailing address including zip code and your e-mail address?    
 
Also, I'd like to confirm your telephone number.  (RECORD ON FRONT OF SCREENER.) 
 
Since we are only inviting a limited number of study participants, if for some reason you cannot attend, 

please call our office at [PHONE NUMBER] so that we can schedule another participant.  Thank you for 

your time and we look forward to speaking with you at the discussion on [REPEAT DATE AND TIME]. 
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WBA 
Job No. 17-244 
DRAFT  

EMPLOYEE DISCUSSION GUIDE 

I. Introduction (10 minutes) 
a. Purpose of meeting:  We are going to talk about some of the issues facing employees in 

Washington (DC), specifically with respect to how they get to and from work.   We are going 
to talk about your experiences and get your opinions about transportation options available 
for your commute.  Let me assure you once again that this is not a sales meeting of any kind.  
I don’t have anything to sell you.  This is a form of research conducted with area residents 
and we’re interested in your opinions.     

b. About this focus group session 
1. Form of market research, not selling anything 
2. Discussion will last about 2 hours 
3. Audio recording 
4. One-way mirror; associates viewing, notes may come in  
5. All comments will be kept anonymous and confidential 
6. Have courage of convictions; don’t let group sway you 
7. No right or wrong answers, only your opinion 
8. Don’t have to raise hands; but speak one at a time 
9. Work for independent market research company 
10. Turn off cell phones 

c. Respondent introduction 
1. Name 
2. Where live? 
3. How long lived in the area? 
4. Something about self 
5. Ice breaker  
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II.  Employer Background (10 minutes) 

 A.   Where do you work? / How long have you been at your current workplace?  

 B.  How would you describe your primary job function?   

 C. How do you typically get to work?  Any other ways?  

  1.  How long is your commute?  

  2.  How often do you commute?  

  3.  Why do you commute that way? 

  4.  Are their times/days/situations where you choose to commute by different modes?  
Why?  

 D.  When you do drive to work, what kind of parking does your employer offer?   

  1.  What kind of parking do you use?   

  2.  Does your employer help pay for your parking?  Do they pay for all of it or just part of it? 

III.  DC Commuter Benefits Law (10 minutes) 

A. Does your employer currently offer other transportation benefits to its employees?  

 ASK THOSE WHO ARE OFFERED TRANSIT BENEFITS IN III.A: 
1.  What benefits or services are you offered?  

2.   Do you receive these benefits? 

 a.  Why/Why not?  

 ASK THOSE WHO ARE NOT OFFERED TRANSIT BENEFITS IN III.A: 
 3. Do you know if they are planning to offer transit benefits? 

  a.  IF NOT:  Why not?   

B. As of January 1, 2016, employers with 20 or more employees in the District of Columbia are 
required to offer pre-tax or subsidized commuter benefits for use on Metro, buses, 
vanpools, and other forms of mass transit. 

 1. Are you familiar with this law?   

 2.   What is your opinion of this law?  Is it beneficial to area employees?  
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IV.  Main Message of Takeaways (30 minutes) 

DISTRIBUTE HANDOUT BOOKLET.  Next, I am going to read you some short statements that may 
be used describe a new program.  (READ STATEMENTS IN RANDOM ORDER.) 

x “Flexible commuting options should be supported by employers” message (HANDOUT 
G): Most DC residents don’t drive to work, but ride transit, bicycle or walk.  In fact, 18% 
of DC residents walk or bicycle to work. However, when an employer offers a subsidy for 
workers’ commutes it’s usually for driving and parking.  And even when a subsidy is 
offered for transit, it’s usually much less than what is provided for parking.  Wouldn’t it 
be better if employers gave employees the choice to use the parking, or take the cash 
equivalent for parking if they preferred to do something other than drive to work? 

x  “Traffic congestion” message (HANDOUT H): DC’s streets are too congested, yet many 
DC employers give out employee parking benefits, which effectively pay people to drive 
and make traffic worse.  Wouldn’t it make more sense to make commuter benefits 
apply to any commuting mode, whether it’s driving, transit, walking, or biking? 

x “Fairness” message (HANDOUT I): Employers that offer commuter benefits usually offer 
free parking.  If you walk or bike or take transit to work, you should get just as much of a 
commuter benefit as people who drive and park.  

x “Healthy green” message (HANDOUT J): Do you walk, bike, or take transit to work?  Or 
telecommute?  If your office has an employee parking benefit, you’re missing out!  Isn’t 
that unfair, if we’re going to pay people to commute a certain way over others, 
shouldn’t it be walking or biking, which are zero-emission and a healthy personal choice, 
too?  

x “Walking is popular” message (HANDOUT K): Walking or riding a bike is a more popular 
way to get to work in DC than just about any other major US city, but employee benefits 
for walking and biking pale in comparison to what employers provide for parking or 
taking transit.  Wouldn’t it be great if people could swap parking benefits for cash? 

AFTER EACH STATEMENT: 
A.  Please tell me what you think the main message or takeaway is of this statement. 
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V. Concept (20 minutes) 

 I am now going to read to you a description of the potential new program for commuters 
(HANDOUT L): 

When employers offer a commute benefit to their employees, they usually only offer 
subsidized parking or sometimes transit benefits (both are tax-free up to $255 per 
month).  However, there are employers who offer employees a parking space who also 
give their employees the option to either use the parking or take the equivalent value of 
the parking space in taxable cash and get to work however they choose.  This is called 
“parking cash-out,” also known as “flexible commuter benefits” or “equalizing 
commuter benefits.”  It doesn't require employers to spend more than what they 
choose to spend, but simply allows employees to use the benefit how they see fit.  
Parking cash-out builds on the 2016 DC pre-tax transit benefits law.  

Given the option, many employees will take the cash and do something other than drive 
to get to work, like ride transit, walk or bicycle.  Fewer people driving to work benefits 
all commuters because it reduces traffic congestion, and reduces air and water 
pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions.  Fewer cars on the road decreases traffic 
crashes too.  It also enhances employee health by incentivizing commutes that rely on 
physical exercise. 

A. Based upon what I just read, I’d like you to rate your opinion of this program on a scale of 1 
to 5, where 5 means you feel very positive toward this program and 1 means you feel very 
negative toward this program.   

 How many of you rated the program as a…?  (SHOW OF HANDS.) 

B. Why did you rate the program that way?  

 C. Do you think this would be a useful benefit for you or others? Why/Why not?  

D. Would this be a program you could see you yourself participating in? Why/Why not?   

E.  There are three names being considered for this program – parking cash-out, flexible 
commuter benefits, and equalizing commuter benefits.  Which of the three names do you 
prefer?  (SHOW OF HANDS.) 

 1.  Why did you choose this name?  (PROBES: appealing, accessible, accurately describes?)   
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VI.  Detailed Opinions of Takeaways (25 minutes) 

Now, I am going to show you the same short statements I read before.  These statements may 
be used to describe the new program.  (SHOW STATEMENTS IN SAME ORDER AS SECTION IV.) 

x “Flexible commuting options should be supported by employers” message (HANDOUT 
G): Most DC residents don’t drive to work, but ride transit, bicycle or walk.  In fact, 18% 
of DC residents walk or bicycle to work. However, when an employer offers a subsidy for 
workers’ commutes it’s usually for driving and parking.  And even when a subsidy is 
offered for transit, it’s usually much less than what is provided for parking.  Wouldn’t it 
be better if employers gave employees the choice to use the parking, or take the cash 
equivalent for parking if they preferred to do something other than drive to work? 

x  “Traffic congestion” message (HANDOUT H): DC’s streets are too congested, yet many 
DC employers give out employee parking benefits, which effectively pay people to drive 
and make traffic worse.  Wouldn’t it make more sense to make commuter benefits 
apply to any commuting mode, whether it’s driving, transit, walking, or biking? 

x “Fairness” message (HANDOUT I): Employers that offer commuter benefits usually offer 
free parking.  If you walk or bike or take transit to work, you should get just as much of a 
commuter benefit as people who drive and park.  

x “Healthy green” message (HANDOUT J): Do you walk, bike, or take transit to work?  Or 
telecommute?  If your office has an employee parking benefit, you’re missing out!  Isn’t 
that unfair, if we’re going to pay people to commute a certain way over others, 
shouldn’t it be walking or biking, which are zero-emission and a healthy personal choice, 
too?  

x “Walking is popular” message (HANDOUT K): Walking or riding a bike is a more popular 
way to get to work in DC than just about any other major US city, but employee benefits 
for walking and biking pale in comparison to what employers provide for parking or 
taking transit.  Wouldn’t it be great if people could swap parking benefits for cash? 
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AFTER EACH STATEMENT: 
A.  Please rate how well each of the attributes at the bottom of your sheet describe this 

statement on a scale of 1 to 5, where 5 means it describes the message very well and 1 
means it does not describe the message at all.   

  Describes very well Does not describe at all 

1. Appealing 5 4 3 2 1 

2. Relevant to your company 5 4 3 2 1 

3. Important for your employees  5 4 3 2 1 

4. Clear and easy to understand 5 4 3 2 1 

5. Describes the program well 5 4 3 2 1 
    

1-5. By show of hands, how many of you described [INSERT ATTRIBUTE] as a 5?  How 
many as  a 1?  (RECORD RESPONSES ON EASEL.) 

B. For highest/lowest rated attributes:  Why did you rate this message that way for being 
[INSERT ATTRIBUTE]? 

 ALWAYS ASK ABOUT ATTRIBUTE 5 – “Describes the program very well.” 

VII.  Closing (10 minutes) 

A. Our final task for the evening is a group exercise.  I would like you, as a group, to think of 
the best ways to describe this new program to employees and employers.  Try to come 
up with some sentences or short statements that you think might convince people to 
consider. It.  You can use parts of the statements we already looked and, or come up 
with brand new statements.  (LEAVE HANDOUTS A-J WITH GROUP.  MODERATOR 
SELECTS GROUP LEADER. MODERATOR LEAVES ROOM.) 

 WHEN MODERATOR RETURNS, ASK THEM TO READ STATEMENTS AND EXPLAIN WHY 
THEY CAME UP WITH THOSE DESCRIPTIONS. 

B. Closing comments  
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Job #17-244  
April 2017  

CSG Commuter Benefits  
-In-Depth Interview Recruitment Screener- 

 
 
ASK FOR NAMED RESPONDENT OR DIRECTOR OF HR: 
Hello, this is   from WBA Research calling on behalf of the Washington, DC Coalition for 
Smarter Growth.  We're conducting a survey among employers and HR professionals in the DC area on 
commuter benefits and we'd like to include your opinions.  If you qualify and complete the full survey, 
we will send $40 to you or a charity of your choice as a thank you for your time and opinions. This is not 
a sales call.  This call may be monitored for quality control purposes.  

First I need to ask a few short questions to ensure that you qualify. 

S1. Where is your office located?  (READ LIST IF NECESSARY.  ACCEPT ONE RESPONSE ONLY.) 

 

04 Washington, DC   Î  CONTINUE  
05 Virginia    Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
06 Maryland   Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
96    Or somewhere else  Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
99 DO NOT READ:  Refused Î  THANK & TERMINATE 

S2. How many people are employed at the location where you work?  (READ LIST.) 

 01 1 to 19   Î  THANK & TERMINATE   
 02 20 to 49   
 03 50 to 99 
 04 100 to 249 
 05 250 to 499 
 06 500 to 999 
 07 1,000 to 2,499 
 08 2,500 to 4,999 
 09 5,000 or more 
 
S3. Are you fully or partially responsible for any decisions regarding employee benefits? 
  

01 Yes, fully responsible 
02 Yes, have partially responsible 
03 No    Î  ASK TO SPEAK TO SOMEONE WHO IS AND REDO 
INTRO 

99 DO NOT READ:  Refused Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
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S4. Does your office offer employees fully or partially subsidized parking? This can include pre-tax 
parking benefits. 

01 Fully subsidized parking 
02 Partially subsidized parking 
03 Neither     Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
99 Not sure    Î  THANK & TERMINATE 

S5. How many employees take advantage of subsidized parking?  (READ LIST.) 

  

 01 1 to 10  Î  THANK & TERMINATE   
 02 10 to 20 

03 20 to 49   
 04 50 to 99 
 05 100 to 249 
 06 250 to 499 
 07 500 to 999 
 08 1,000 to 2,499 
 09 2,500 to 4,999 
 10 5,000 or more 
 

READ: 

We’re conducting telephone interviews that are about 20 minutes in length.  As mentioned, if you 
complete the interview, we will send you $40 compensation for your time, or we will donate the $40 to 
a charity in your name.  

If you have time now, I can conduct the interview over the phone, or an interviewer can call you back at 
a time that is more convenient. 

Do you have time to participate now? 

 01 Yes   Î  CONTINUE 

 02 No  Î  SCHEDULE TIME TO CALL BACK 

 99  Refused Survey Î  THANK & TERMINATE 
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Leave a message: 

Hello, this is   from WBA Research calling on behalf of the Washington, DC Coalition for 
Smarter Growth.  We're conducting a survey among employers and HR professionals in the DC area on 
commuter benefits and we'd like to include your opinions. We’ll be conducting interviews by telephone 
over the next two weeks. The call should last about 20 minutes.  We will be available from 9 AM – 9 PM 
Monday-Friday to complete the interview. You can also call us during these hours at 1-800-383-2324 
(please reference study CSG). 
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WBA 
Job No. 17-244 
Final 

EMPLOYER INTERVIEW GUIDE 

I. Introduction      

Hello, my name is _______.  I am calling on behalf of the Washington, DC Coalition for Smarter 
Growth from WBA Research regarding commuting issues employers face in the area.  We had a call 
scheduled for this time.  

This is not a sales call of any kind or an effort to promote anything.  I don’t have anything to sell you.  
This is a form of research with the goal of understanding issues local employers face.    

This interview will remain confidential. Only my colleagues and I will see your responses.  No one else 
will know what you tell me today, so please be candid in your responses.   

You will receive $40 for your participation, which we will mail to you in the next few weeks.  Or if you 
prefer, we will donate $40 in your name to charity.  

This interview will be audio recorded so I can focus on our conversation without having to take a lot of 
notes.  

II.  Employer Background (2 minutes) 

 A.   Where do you work? / How long have you been in your current position?  

 B.  How would you describe your primary job function?  

 C.  What portion of your time would you say you spend working on employee transportation 
 issues?  

 D. How do your employees typically get to work?  

III.  DC Commuter Benefits Law (5 minutes) 

A. Do you currently offer any transportation benefits or services to your employees?  

 1.  What benefits or services do you offer?  

 ASK THOSE WHO DO NOT OFFER TRANSIT BENEFITS IN III.A.1: 
 2. Are you currently working to implement transit benefits? 

  a.  IF NOT:  Why not?   
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B. As of January 1, 2016, employers with 20 or more employees in the District of Columbia are 
required to offer pre-tax or subsidized commuter benefits for use on Metro, buses, vanpools 
and other forms of mass transit. 

 1. Are you familiar with this law?   

 2. What obstacles does this law present to you, if any?  (To learn more, go to 
“goDCgo.com”.) 

IV. Concept (7 minutes) 

 I am now going to read to you a description of a potential new program for commuters: 

When employers offer a commute benefit to their employees, they usually only offer 
subsidized parking or sometimes transit benefits (both are tax-free up to $255 per 
month).  However, there are employers who offer employees a parking space who also 
give their employees the option to either use the parking or take the equivalent value of 
the parking space in taxable cash and get to work however they choose.  This is called 
“parking cash-out,” also known as “flexible commuter benefits” or “equalizing 
commuter benefits.”  It doesn't require employers to spend more than what they 
choose to spend, but simply allows employees to use the benefit how they see fit.  
Parking cash-out builds on the 2016 DC pre-tax transit benefits law.  

Given the option, many employees will take the cash and do something other than drive 
to get to work, like ride transit, walk or bicycle.  Fewer people driving to work benefits 
all commuters because it reduces traffic congestion, and reduces air and water 
pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions.  Fewer cars on the road decreases traffic 
crashes too.  It also enhances employee health by incentivizing commutes that rely on 
physical exercise. 

A. Based upon what I just read, I’d like you to rate your opinion of this program on a scale of 1 
to 5, where 5 means you feel very positive toward this program and 1 means you feel very 
negative toward this program. 

B. Why did you rate the program that way?  

 C. Do you think this would be a useful benefit for your employees? Why/Why not?  

D. Would this be a program you could see your company participating in? Why/Why not?   
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V.  Takeaways (15 minutes) 

Next, I am going to read you some short statements that may be used to describe the new 
program.  (READ STATEMENTS IN RANDOM ORDER.) 

F. “Walking is popular” message: Walking or riding a bike is a more popular way to get to 
work in DC than just about any other major US city, but employee benefits for walking 
and biking pale in comparison to what employers provide for parking or taking transit.  
Wouldn’t it be great if people could swap parking benefits for cash? 

G. “Traffic congestion” message: DC’s streets are too congested, yet many DC employers 
give out employee parking benefits, which effectively pay people to drive and make 
traffic worse.  Wouldn’t it make more sense to make commuter benefits apply to any 
commuting mode, whether it’s driving, transit, walking, or biking? 

H. “Fairness” message: Employers that offer commuter benefits usually offer free parking.  
If you walk or bike or take transit to work, you should get just as much of a commuter 
benefit as people who drive and park.  

I. “Healthy green” message: Do you walk, bike, or take transit to work?  If your office has 
an employee parking benefit, you’re missing out!  Isn’t that unfair, if we’re going to pay 
people to commute a certain way over others, shouldn’t it be walking or biking, which 
are zero-emission and a healthy personal choice, too?  

J. “Flexible commuting options should be supported by employers” message: Most DC 
residents don’t drive to work, but ride transit, bicycle or walk.  In fact, 18% of DC 
residents walk or bicycle to work. However, when an employer offers a subsidy for 
workers’ commutes it’s usually for driving and parking.  And even when a subsidy is 
offered for transit, it’s usually much less than what is provided for parking.  Wouldn’t it 
be better if employers gave employees the choice to use the parking, or take the cash 
equivalent for parking if they preferred to do something other than drive to work? 

  

Appendix | 71



AFTER EACH STATEMENT: 
A.  Please tell me what you think the main message or takeaway is of this statement. 

B. Please rate how well each of the following describe this statement on a scale of 1 to 5, 
where 5 means it describes the message very well and 1 means it does not describe the 
message at all.  (READ LIST.  RANDOMIZE.) 

  Describes very well Does not describe at all 

1. Appealing 5 4 3 2 1 

2. Relevant to your company 5 4 3 2 1 

3. Important for your employees  5 4 3 2 1 

4. Clear and easy to understand 5 4 3 2 1 

5. Describes the program well 5 4 3 2 1 
    

C. For highest/lowest rated attributes:  Why did you rate this message that way for being 
[INSERT ATTRIBUTE]? 

D. At the end of attributes: There are three names being considered for this program – parking 
cash-out, flexible commuter benefits, and equalizing commuter benefits.  Which of the 
three names do you prefer? 

 1.  Why did you choose this name?  (PROBES: appealing, accessible, accurately describes?)   

VI.  Closing 

 A.   Thank you again for your participation in this interview.  As I mentioned in the beginning of  
  this call, you will receive $40, or we will donate a check in your name to one of the following 
  charities:  

  DC Central Kitchen 

  World Wildlife Fund 

  American Cancer Society  

 B. What address should we send you check? (Or confirmation letter for charity donation?) 

 C. In case I need to follow up with you with any further questions, would you give me the 
telephone number where it is best to reach you? 
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