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Tax-free commuter benefits have
reached new levels of awareness – and
of company and employee adoption
Executive Summary
Five years ago, at a time of rapidly rising gas prices and heightened focus
on global warming, the first Commuter Impact Survey, now renamed the
Commuter Benefit Impact Survey (CBIS), was published by TransitCenter.
Now, five years later, tax-free commuter benefits have achieved their
highest ever level of awareness – as well as strong, continued adoption by
companies and their employees. The 2010 CBIS reports on these and other
key developments pertaining to this increasingly valued benefit category.
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Of note, while other benefit categories declined in 2010, tax-free commuter
benefits were actually recession-proof. Specifically, the proportion of
companies offering a tax-free commuter benefit increased by 3 percentage
points in 2010 (21%), as compared to 2009 (18%).
That tax-free commuter benefits were among the very few benefits of any
kind to have grown in usage can be attributed to continued high commuting
costs – which contribute to the considerable economic pressure employees
are grappling with already.
In the case of employers, growth in adoption can be tied to the recognition of
the need and opportunity to help employees offset this economic pressure –
while making commuting to work more viable for them.
Of extreme importance was the increase from $120 to $230 in the maximum
allowable monthly tax-free deduction for transit benefits (known as the
“cap”) as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. This
has clearly driven wider adoption of tax-free commuter benefits.
Though the “cap” was set to expire at the end of 2010, its 12-month
extension at the end of the year relieved significant concern among both
employees and companies who had come to value the greater commuting
and payroll savings enabled by the higher cap.
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In 2009, the city
of San Francisco
made it mandatory
for companies
with more than

20

employees to offer
tax-free commuter
benefits.

Legislation is playing another role in the growth of tax-free commuter benefits. In 2009, the
city of San Francisco made it mandatory for companies with more than 20 employees to offer
tax-free commuter benefits. Forty-six percent of companies in San Francisco are aware of the
ordinance – and two-thirds of those aware already offer the benefit. Other states and cities,
including New York, are considering putting similar legislation into effect.
In many ways, the tax-free commuter benefits category, launched nearly three decades ago in an
effort to increase use of mass transit and revitalize business centers while reducing air pollution,
is reaching new heights. The most recent evidence of this was the ongoing and ultimately
successful effort to increase the transit cap in 2009 to $230 per month, which has helped
commuter benefits achieve a new level of employer/employee awareness, popularity and usage.

Methodology
The 2010 CBIS was conducted by the independent research firm Resource Systems Group, Inc.,
on behalf of TransitCenter. Respondents to the survey were solicited via a well-established
list provider. Respondents’ inclusion in the sample was based on the following criteria:
• Employed in a position with capacity to make employee benefits decisions
• Employed by a company with at least one office in the metropolitan areas
of Chicago, New York City or San Francisco
Because the national business landscape is composed mainly of small-sized companies, the
survey oversampled respondents from large and medium-sized companies to reduce the
margin of error for those respondents. The sample was weighted by company size, according
to 2006 Census data, to ensure representation of the business population in the three
target cities.
Sample:
City

2010

Chicago

484

New York

483

San Francisco

411

Multiple cities*

119

Total

1,497

* Offices in more than one of the three target cities

The three target cities (Chicago, New York and San Francisco) represented in the sample
have high levels of transit ridership, as well as people commuting into the Central Business
Districts (CBD)* according to Census data.
The survey was conducted online from June 16 to July 2, 2010. The aggregate sample error
is +/- 2.5%.

Composition of Sample
Twenty-six percent of CBIS respondents are senior-level executives with titles such as
President/CEO/Chairman/Owner/Partner or Principal. More than 64% of respondents
hold an executive-level human resource title.
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*A city’s Central Business District (CBD) refers to the area of a city where there is a higher concentration of retail businesses
and office buildings and is typically well served by mass transit.
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Key Findings
Higher awareness and adoption of tax-free commuter benefits
In the 2009 CBIS, commuter benefits took their place among the “core four” benefits
most commonly offered (health, retirement, disability and commuter). According to the
2010 Survey, in the face of modest, yet across-the-board, declines in the percentages of
companies offering these benefits, the number of companies offering tax-free commuter
benefits increased year over year. In fact, the proportion of companies offering a tax-free
commuter benefit increased by 3 percentage points in 2010 (21%), as compared
to 2009 (18%). Of particular note, the great majority of large companies (67%) and
medium-sized companies (63%) now offer the benefit in the cities included in this survey.
At a time when 80% of companies are concerned about their ongoing ability to offer
benefits to employees, the increase in companies offering (and employees adopting)
tax-free commuter benefits is one of this study’s most noteworthy findings.

80%

of companies
are concerned
about their
ongoing ability
to offer benefits
to employees.

Companies with multiple offices and located in CBDs are at the heart of
tax-free commuter benefits’ growth
Across the cities included in the 2010 CBIS, the preponderance of companies are located in
CBDs. This is particularly the case with large companies (79%) and medium-sized companies
(76%), though the majority of small companies (57%) are also located in CBDs. Given their
reliance on workforces who commute, as well as their proximity to mass transit, it is not
surprising that overall, the percentage of companies located in CBDs that offer tax-free
commuter benefits is nearly twice that of companies located outside of CBDs. The percentage
of companies in CBDs that offer commuter benefits increases significantly for medium-sized
companies (61%) and large companies (63%). Companies with offices in multiple cities –
typically signaling that a company is medium-sized or large – also offer commuter benefits
at levels well above average (62% of medium-sized companies). In all cases, employee cost
savings is the primary driver of commuter benefit adoption by these companies.

Small businesses slower to embrace the many benefits of commuter benefits
Another noteworthy finding of the 2010 CBIS – and a dynamic that is now well established –
is that small businesses are far less inclined to offer commuter benefits than large and
medium-sized companies. Large and medium-sized companies offer the benefit at three times
the rate of small businesses (67% and 63% respectively vs. just 24%). This may be driven by
lack of awareness, as well as by the harsher impact of the economy on small businesses.

The stimulating impact of the “cap”
The increase in the transit cap to the $230 per month mandated by ARRA economic stimulus
legislation clearly resulted in more employees taking advantage of the tax-free commuter
benefit. Two key findings underscore this conclusion: Overall, more firms offer and more
employees are offered tax-free commuter benefits than was reported in the 2009 Survey.
What’s more, 42% of companies that offer tax-free commuter benefits reported that employees
increased their tax-free deductions compared with 2009.

42%

of companies
that offer tax-free
commuter benefits
reported that
employees increased
their tax-free
deductions compared
with 2009.

The cap’s impact is apparent in another 2010 survey finding as well. In the course of the
year, considerable uncertainty emerged as to whether the transit cap increase would be
extended past its “sunset” stipulated by ARRA legislation, or whether it would revert to
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77%

of Survey
respondents were
very or somewhat
concerned that the
cap might be reduced.

its pre-ARRA level of $120 per month. Nearly 77% of survey respondents were very or
somewhat concerned that the cap might be reduced – up to 60% of large companies
with offices in more than one of the target cities, feared that employees would decide to
look for work closer to home. The cap’s extension is part of the Tax Relief, Unemployment
Insurance Reauthorization and Job Creation Act of 2010, signed by the President on
December 17, and will remain in effect through 2011.
Other legislation is also playing a role in the spread of tax-free commuter benefits. San Francisco’s
Commuter Benefits Ordinance, which became effective January 19, 2009, mandates that all
employers in San Francisco with 20 or more employees nationwide are required to offer
a commuter benefits program. Two-thirds of companies in San Francisco that are aware
of the ordinance are offering commuter benefits. Importantly, many other companies are
in the process of adopting the benefits – 43% of the medium-sized companies that do
not already offer commuter benefits are planning to do so. What’s more, other states and
municipalities have taken notice.

The growth in key commuter benefits correlates directly to the number of
employees who commute via mass transit, carpool or vanpool
When commuter benefits – tax-free commuter benefits, subsidized transit and subsidized
vanpooling and carpooling – emerged 30 years ago, the clear intent was to reduce the
number of single-occupancy vehicles (SOVs) on the road. In the cities studied, companies
that offer tax-free commuter benefits have more than twice as many non-SOV commuters as
companies that do not offer the benefit – strong indication that these benefits are achieving their
core objective.

43%

of the medium-sized
companies that do
not already offer
commuter benefits
are planning to do so.

Companies see the need to offer a helping hand
According to the 2010 CBIS, three-quarters of all companies believe they should support the
use of transit in the communities they serve. While easing employees’ commuting difficulties/
costs and aligning corporate environmental values with employee values are cited as key
drivers of this attitude, companies are focused on business drivers, including enhancing their
overall benefits packages.

Mitigating the impact of commuting on employees’ lives
As was evident in the 2009 survey, employers believe their employees remain extremely
concerned about the impact of commuting on their lives. Consistent with the 2009 survey,
the greatest concern is cost – the cost of gas, driving to work and commuting by transit.
Traffic congestion is another significant concern. While somewhat less than in prior years,
employees also are concerned about carbon emissions and their impact on global warming
and the environment. Across the board, tax-free commuter benefits – and commuter benefits
overall – are seen as helping to alleviate all these concerns in tangible ways.
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Conclusions
Tax-free commuter benefits have achieved higher awareness and popularity for cost and
environmental reasons. This popularity extends from employers to employees. The benefits
are seen as a cost saver when cost savings have become more important than they have been
in decades. The benefits are now proven to significantly reduce the use of single-occupancy
vehicles. For companies and employees, the clear conclusions and imperatives are:
• Ensure that the $230 tax-free transit cap is made permanent
• Leverage the transit benefit’s popularity to further drive employee adoption
• Leverage the benefit in efforts to provide advantaged benefits packages,
in the interest of attracting and retaining employees
For small businesses, there is a significant opportunity to learn more about commuter
benefits – and consider offering them to employees to compete for talent with larger
companies and reward/retain both existing and new employees.
Across the board, for companies located in markets with significant availability of mass
transit options, the bottom-line conclusion is that tax-free commuter benefits are becoming
increasingly integral to human resources and human capital management and strategies, and
an increasingly essential part of corporate sustainability strategies.
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Detailed Findings
While most benefit offerings have declined, some commuter
benefits have gained
While there have been overall declines in the percentage of companies offering most major
benefit categories, commuter benefits have stayed steady. Of note, several commuter benefits
categories – led by tax-free commuter benefits – have increased compared with 2009.

Benefits Offered: 2010 vs. 2009
78%
83%

Health
59%
64%

Retirement

57%
57%

Disability
35%
35%

Commuter
20%
16%

Lifestyle
Other

15%
12%

Tax-free parking

16%

Tax-free vanpooling

8%

2010

21%
18%

Tax-free transit

7%
3%

2009

Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company offers it or not.
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Tax-free commuter benefits show across-the-board growth
Led by tax-free transit benefits, all tax-free commuter benefits – including parking and
vanpooling – evidenced gains in 2010 compared with 2009. The percentage of employees
covered by tax-free commuter benefits also increased year over year.

Commuter Benefits Offered: 2010 vs. 2009
21%

Tax-free transit

18%
18%
20%

Flextime

18%

Telecommuting
Tax-free parking

12%
8%
8%

Subsidized parking

Subsidized carpooling
Subsidized vanpooling
Bicycle

15%

11%

Subsidized transit

Tax-free vanpooling

21%

6%
7%
3%
6%
3%
5%
2%
4%
3%
2010

2009

Question: For each of the following commuter benefits, please indicate whether your company
offers it or not.
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A larger part of the workforce is offered tax-free
commuter benefits
Compared to 2009, 70% of employees have been offered tax-free transit benefits.
Other commuter benefits are now also more broadly offered as well.

% Employees Offered Tax-Free Commuter Benefits Compared by Year
Tax-free transit

62%

70%

61%
60%

Telecommuting

64%
66%

Flextime
Tax-free parking

47%

Subsidized transit

49%

35%

Subsidized parking

40%

30%

Tax-free vanpooling

21%

Subsidized carpooling

20%

55%

30%
27%

26%
23%

Subsidized vanpooling
Bicycle

16%

2010

21%

2009

Question: For each of the following commuter benefits, please indicate whether your company
offers it or not.
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Commuter benefits solidify “core four” status
Commuter benefits rank fourth among major benefits offered by companies. However,
when small companies are factored out, data show that the great majority of medium-sized
and large businesses now offer commuter benefits.

Benefits Currently Offered
78%

59%

57%

35%

20%
16%

Health

Retirement

Disability

Commuter

Lifestyle

Other

(Weight: by firms)
Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company offers it or not.

Commuter Benefits Offered by Company Size
Large

67%

Medium

Small

63%

24%

Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company offers it or not.
(Commuter Benefit = transit, parking, vanpooling, carpooling or bicycle commuter benefit)
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Flextime, telecommuting and tax-free transit lead list of
commuter benefits offered
In each case, the percentage of companies offering these benefits is significantly exceeded
by the number of employees offered the benefit – underscoring the fact that larger
companies with more employees are more likely to provide commuter benefits than
are their small-company counterparts.

Commuter Benefits Currently Offered by Firms
and Used by Employees
Flextime

18%

Telecommuting

18%

32%

15%

Tax-free parking

25%

Subsidized transit

11%

Subsidized parking

11%

22%

7%

Tax-free vanpooling

12%

5%
4%

% Firms

18%
14%

6%

Subsidized carpooling

Bicycle

29%
21%

Tax-free transit

Subsidized vanpooling

29%

12%
10%

% Employees

Question: For each of the following commuter benefits, please indicate whether your company
offers it or not.
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Significant percentages of large and medium-sized
companies, as well as companies with multiple offices,
now offer transit benefits
Significant majorities of large companies, medium-sized companies and companies with
offices in multiple cities offer transit benefits – either as a fringe benefit or on a tax-free
basis. Even higher majorities of companies offer at least one form of commuter benefit
(defined as tax-free commuter, tax-free parking, subsidized commuter, subsidized parking,
tax-free vanpooling, subsidized vanpooling and bicycle).

Offers a Transit Benefit (Tax-Free or Fringe) by Company Size
57%

Large

Medium

Small

55%

18%

28%

Overall

Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company offers it or not.

Offers a Transit Benefit (Tax-Free or Fringe) by City
63%

Multiple Cities

San Francisco

27%

NYC

26%

Chicago

22%

Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company offers it or not.
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The 2009 tax-free transit cap increase had a significant impact
on business and employee adoption
Eighteen percent of employees work for a firm that decided to offer a tax-free commuter
benefit as a result of the increase of the monthly cap from $120 to $230. Forty-three percent
said they work for a firm where employees increased their pretax deductions.

Impact of ‘Cap’ Amount by Firms/Employees
Employees have increased
their pretax deduction

42%
43%

There has been no
impact on our company
Enrollment at my
company has increased
We decided to offer the
benefit as a result of the increase
We increased the subsidized
amount offered to employees

29%
12%
10%

% of firms
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34%

23%

35%

18%
19%
% of employees
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Companies located in central business districts are more
likely to offer transit benefits
Given their proximity to mass transit options, as well as the significant numbers of employees
commuting to them, companies located within Central Business Districts (CBDs) offer commuter
benefits at nearly twice the rate of companies not located in CBDs. The prevalence of large
and medium-sized companies in CBDs correlates to the high percentages of these companies
offering commuter benefits.

% of Companies in CBDs
That Offer Commuter Benefits
63%

Large

Medium

Small

61%

25%

Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company offers it or not.

% of Companies in CBDs
That Offer Commuter Benefits
34%

San Francisco

New York City

Chicago

Multiple Cities

26%

23%

62%

Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company offers it or not.
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Cap impact extends to increased enrollments
Employers at firms where subsidized or pretax benefits are currently offered reported
an increase in enrollment as a result of the higher cap amount.

Enrollment at My Company Increased by City and Size
38%
35%

New York City
19%

34%
36%

San Francisco
14%
32%
22%

Chicago
15%

49%

Multiple Cities

41%

Large

Medium

Small

Question: How has the increase of the cap amount, from $120 to $230/month for the transit
portion of tax-free commuter benefits, impacted your company? (currently offering any
subsidized or pretax benefits n=688)
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Severe impact of cap reduction had been anticipated
If the tax-free transit cap had been reduced from $230 per month back to $120 per month when
the 2009 ARRA legislation expired in 2010, nearly 80% of respondents were strongly concerned –
including concern over some employees deciding to look for new jobs closer to home.

Concern About the Possibility of a Cap Reduction
77%
42%
35%

19%

4%
Don’t Know

Not at all
concerned

Somewhat
concerned

Very
concerned

Question: How concerned are you about the possibility of the cap amount for transit being reverted
back to $120/month?

% Concerned by City and Company Size
85%
82%

New York City
73%

82%
78%

San Francisco

72%
71%
Chicago

69%
63%
67%

Multiple Cities

83%
Large

Medium

Small

Question: How concerned are you about the possibility of the cap amount for transit being reverted
back to $120/month?
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Companies anticipated strong impact if the cap for tax-free
transit deduction had been lowered
Given the significant impacts anticipated – including the fear that some employees
may choose to look for work closer to home – the extension through 2012 of the
higher, $230/month tax-free deduction cap for transit benefits came as a welcomed
development for many companies.

Potential Impact of Cap Reduction by City
43%
Our employees may choose
to telecommute more often

27%

Some of our employees
may decide to look for work
closer to home

27%
29%

31%
31%
42%
48%

31%
19%

My company may decide
not to offer the benefit

30%

17%

39%

22%

Some of our employees
may drop out of the benefit

31%

Would add administrative tasks
to my company’s management
of the benefit

45%
35%

21%
25%

31%
31%
30%
30%

Impact would be significant
for my company

38%
New York City

Chicago

San Francisco

Multiple Cities

Question: How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements regarding
the potential impact of the cap amount for transit being reverted back to $120/month?
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Awareness of tax-free commuter benefits has reached
an all-time high
In 2010, awareness of tax-free commuter benefits reached an all-time high, driven by
significant awareness gains at large and medium-sized companies as well as companies
with offices in multiple cities.

Awareness of Tax-Free Commuter Benefits
by City and Company Size
60%

New York City
San Francisco
Chicago

59%
53%
84%

Multiple Cities

Large

86%

Medium
Small

84%
58%

Question: Are you aware of tax-free commuter benefits for employees to use for commuting
expenses? (Not offering any subsidized or tax-free commuter benefits n=788.
All others were coded as being aware n=1497.)

Change in Awareness of Tax-Free Commuter Benefits
Between 2009 and 2010 by Company Size
8%

Large

Medium

Small

5%

-3%
Question: Are you aware of tax-free commuter benefits for employees to use for commuting
expenses? (Not offering any subsidized or tax-free commuter benefits n=788.
All others were coded as being aware n=1497.)
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The clear connection between commuter benefits and
commuting choice
The 2010 CBIS data shows a higher number of employees commuting by transit, vanpool
and carpool – all non-SOV (single-occupancy vehicle) modes – at companies offering
commuter benefits compared to companies that do not offer commuter benefits.

% Non-SOV Commuters by Commuter Benefit Offered
Tax-free transit

Subsidized transit

Tax-free vanpooling

Subsidized vanpooling

Subsidized carpooling

65%
32%
61%
37%
58%
38%
54%
39%
50%
39%
Company currently offers
Company does not currently offer

Question: What proportion of your employees commute to work using mass transit, carpool
or vanpool? (Entire sample n=1497)
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The larger business/smaller business divide
Data clearly show that commuter benefits are the province of large and medium-sized
companies. Larger companies offer commuter benefits at a ratio of more than 2.5 to 1
over smaller companies.

Commuter Benefits Offered by Company Size
Large

67%

Medium

Small

63%

24%

Question: For each of the following benefits, please indicate whether your company
offers it or not.
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A large majority of firms are concerned about the effect
of the economy on offering benefits
Eight out of ten respondents are concerned about their ability to offer benefits to their
employees – evidence of the lingering effects of weak economic conditions, concerns about
the environment and the cost of fuel on employees’ commuting.

Company Concerns
The economy on your ability to
offer benefits to your employees

41%

The environment and global warming

29%

The cost of fuel on your
employees’ commuting

28%

39%
48%
45%

17% 7%
22% 5%

Transit service reductions affecting
your employees’ commute

23%

37%

34% 6%

The cost of transit fares on
your employees’ commuting

22%

39%

34% 5%

Very concerned

Somewhat concerned

Not at all concerned

Don’t know

Question: In your opinion, how concerned is your company about each of the following?
(Entire sample n = 1497)
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Employees are most concerned about commuting costs
In the opinion of survey respondents, gas costs and the cost of driving to work, as well as
traffic congestion/commuting time, lead the list of employees concerns about commuting.

Employees’ Concerns About Commuting
Cost of gas

46%

Traffic congestion/
commuting time

41%

Cost of driving to work

40%

34%
29%

Cost of parking
The overall stress of
driving to work

26%

Cost of commuting by transit

25%

Carbon emissions and their impact on
global warming and the environment

37%

19%

11% 6%
13% 6%

42%

18% 6%

23%

41% 7%
43%

24% 7%

40%
49%

Very concerned

Somewhat concerned

Not at all concerned

Don’t know

26%
20%

9%
12%

(Weight: by firms)
Question: In your opinion, how concerned are your employees about each of the following?
(Entire sample n = 1497)
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Tax-free commuter benefits have a positive impact on
employee job satisfaction and companies’ carbon footprints
Companies that offer tax-free commuter benefits report extremely positive effects –
from increased job satisfaction, reducing companies’ carbon footprints and retaining/
recruiting employees.

Positive Impact of Offering Commuter Benefits
Increasing employee
job satisfaction

72%

Helping reduce your
company’s carbon footprint

71%

Retaining existing employees

64%
61%

Recruiting new employees
(Weight: by firms)

Question: In your opinion, what kind of impact does offering tax-free commuter benefits
have on the following? (Entire sample n = 1497)
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Most firms feel they should play an active role in addressing
the key issues surrounding employees’ commutes
In general, companies feel strongly that they should play active roles in supporting the use
of transit at a community and employee level.

Attitude About the Role of the Company
Companies should support the use of
transit in the communities they serve
Companies should encourage alternatives to
employees driving through various incentives

35%

40%

27%

19% 3 3

42%

23% 4% 5%

Companies should take the lead in helping to ease
the difficulties of their employees’ commutes

24%

35%

29% 6% 5%

It is important that the environmental values of
employers match those of their employees

23%

37%

27% 7% 5%

Companies should take the lead in helping
employees pay for commuting costs

21%

32%

28%

11% 8%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Somewhat disagree

Strongly disagree

Question: How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
(Entire sample n = 1497)
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Composition of Sample
Respondents by Title/Function
Title/Function
President/CEO/Chairman/Owner/Partner/Principal

26%

Manager/Human Resources/Personnel/HR Generalist or Other Manager

23%

Director/Human Resources/Personnel or Other Director

9%

Vice President/Human Resources/Personnel or Other Vice President

9%

Specialist

7%

Administrator

7%

Supervisor

5%

Assistant or Associate Director

4%

Other

10%

Respondents by Company Size

62%

of firms have the
majority of their
offices in central
business districts.

Count

Percent of Sample

Small (1-99)

826

55%

Medium (100-999)

319

21%

Large (1000+)

352

24%

1497

100%

Size (Employees)

TOTAL SAMPLE SIZE

Central Business Districts (weighted by firms)
Overall, 62% of firms have the majority of their offices in Central Business Districts.
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About TransitCenter, Inc.
TransitCenter is a nonprofit organization whose mission is to advocate for greater use of
mass transit in order to reduce traffic congestion and improve air quality. TransitCenter
engages in a wide variety of activities in support of transit. We are the pioneer and a leading
national provider of tax-free commuter benefits through our TransitChek® Programs. We
advocate at the federal, state and local levels for the greater use of and support for transit.
Through education and awareness activities, we also promote the essential benefits of
transit, foremost among them making communities better places – and more sustainable
places – to work and live.

About TransitChek®
Since 1987, TransitChek® has made commuting a more affordable option for hundreds of
thousands of people. By providing tax-free commuter benefit programs, TransitChek helps
employers save their employees money on rising commuting costs, lower their companies’
payroll taxes and, by encouraging the use of transit over drive-alone commuting, reduce
carbon emissions and help protect the environment. TransitChek offers cost-effective
programs for companies of all sizes and has solutions for employees with all types of
commutes. With TransitChek, Everyone Benefits.®
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