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Introduction
The MBTA’s Fiscal and Management Control Board 
(FMCB) has focused much of its attention on operational and 
infrastructure fixes since its establishment in July 2015. Over 
the past six months it has begun a strategic planning effort to 
clarify its goals and objectives, as well as to lay out a proposal 
for future governance of the MBTA. 

Pioneer Institute shared its view of the key issues to address 
in the strategic plan in a recent Public Comment document1, 
which is summarized here in Appendix A. This report focuses 
on a single recommendation in our Public Comment, which 
can be summarized in the following statement:

The Vision, Mission and Values statements undergirding the 
strategic plan must be aligned toward three commitments over 
a five-year period: 

�� Superior service capable of attracting  
20 percent more riders

�� Enhanced affordability, and 
�� The utmost safety for the riding public

This report focuses on the first of these three recommend-
ed commitments: setting a strategic target for substantial 
increases in ridership. We examine ridership trends from 

2002 through the most 
recent available data 
for 20162, tracking 
annual growth in rid-
ership from Septem-
ber through August 
for each year on the 
following six transit 
modes: heavy rail (the 
Blue, Orange and Red 

Lines), light rail (Green Line), commuter rail, bus, trolley bus 
and ferry service. Following our findings on ridership over the 
period examined, we offer projections of potential revenue the 
MBTA could generate in a range of scenarios. 

As the analysis in this report illustrates, ridership across two 
out of six modes (trolley bus and commuter rail)—as measured 
by unlinked passenger trips—has declined since the Septem-
ber 2002 to August 2003 period, while ridership has seen vib-
rant growth on heavy rail, light rail, bus and ferry service. Light 
rail would also have seen an overall loss if not for a 2015-16 
spike. Heavy rail has seen the largest increase over this peri-
od (40.5 percent). Bus ridership has seen extreme fluctuation 
over the period examined, with a large increase in riders from 
the September 2002 to August 2003 period to the September 
2004 to August 2005 period, a steep drop from the 2004-2005 
period to 2005-2006, steady increases from 2005-2006 to 

2014-2015, and a precipitous drop from the 2014-2015 period 
to the span of 2015-2016. Ridership on the MBTA’s ferry ser-
vice has also fluctuated, with an overall ridership increase of 
6.5 percent over the period examined. 

The Benefits of a  
Clear Numerical Ridership Goal
1. Strategic efforts are more likely to galvanize organizational

strength and momentum, and to succeed, when they 
are expressed in and, in terms of accountability, tied to 
objective, numerical goals. A dozen or more objectives is a
lot for the riding public, taxpayers, MBTA management,
and direct service employees to grasp and keep at the
front of their minds.

2. Transition from a full or, in this case, soft receivership 
governance model is normally defined through benchmarks 
or triggers, not an artificial timeline. The FMCB
was initially inspired by the Finance Control Board
established by the state legislature in 2003 for the City
of Springfield. The Control Board structure is meant
to leverage best practices and streamline operations; it
was also meant to demonstrate real progress in righting
management first of Springfield and now at the transit
authority. In Springfield’s case, the Patrick administration
extended the board’s term because it had not yet met
benchmarks set to measure its success. Similarly, the
FMCB’s tenure should not be determined by an artificial
timeline because its hard work and the resulting progress
should not end until riders see the kind of progress they
deserve—and pay for. Ending the FMCB before that
progress and MBTA cultural changes are realized would
kill the urgency around reform.

3. An increase in ridership is a numerical goal that will drive 
most every one of the dozen-plus objectives articulated in 
the MBTA’s initial draft of strategic considerations, from
safety, cost-effectiveness, equity, customer service and
communications, and other operational considerations.
And getting more passengers to choose the T has the
potential to meet big-picture regional economic, quality-
of-life and environmental goals as well by relieving
congestion for commuters at relatively little marginal cost,
as is the case across all modes.

Data Analysis
To complement the strategic points made in the previous sec-
tion, this section will present the potential value the MBTA 
stands to gain from aggressive efforts to increase ridership. The 
following section examines ridership trends from September 

This report focuses on the first 
of these three recommended 
commitments; setting a 
strategic target for substantial 
increases in ridership. 



5

AIM HIGH ON MBTA RIDERSHIP: A BIG-PICTURE TAKE ON THE T’S STR ATEGIC PLAN

2002 to August 2016 as measured by unlinked passenger trips (UPTs) across the six modes cho-
sen for our analysis, in addition to data on service miles as measured by Vehicle Revenue Miles 
(VRM). In conducting the analysis, we have drawn from the most recent data available through 
the Integrated National Transit Database Analysis System (INTDAS), a web database system 
designed for retrieval and analysis of data from the National Transit Database (NTD). This 
resource is partially funded by the Federal Transit Administration in cooperation with and under 
the direction and leadership of the Florida Department of Transportation’s Transit Information 
System. We have included in our analyses the most recently available NTD data, updated in 
August 2016. 

Findings 
Light rail ridership, as measured by total unlinked one-way passenger trips from September 
through August annually, has ranged from a high of 81,724,100 during the 2007-08 period to 
a low of 61,144,567 in the 2014-15 period. From the 2002-2003 period to the 2007-2008 peri-
od, ridership increased 17,856,400 (from 63,867,700). Over the 2015-16 period, light rail rider-
ship totaled 66,277,389, representing an increase of 5,132,822 passenger trips over the preceding 
12-month period and a decrease of 15,446,711 from the record high over the 2007-2008 period.

Figure 1. Light Rail Ridership, in UPTs 2002-2016
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Heavy rail ridership, as measured by total unlinked one-way passenger trips from Septem-
ber through August annually, has ranged from a low of 123,737,800 in 2002-03 to a high of 
178,431,147 during the 2013-14 period. Ridership in the 2015-2016 period was 50,127,280 high-
er than it was in the 2002-03 period (the record low) and 4,566,067 lower than it was during the 
2013-2014 period (the record high). In 2015-16, ridership was 173,865,080, a 1,029,941 decline 
from the preceding 12-month period. 

Figure 2. Heavy Rail Ridership, in UPTs, 2002-2016 

100M
02 – 03 03 – 04 04 – 05 05 – 06 06 – 07 07 – 08 08 – 09 09 – 10 10 – 11 11 – 12 12 – 13 13 – 14 14 – 15 15 – 16

12 Month Total Sept  –  Aug

150M

125M

125M

Source: National Transit Database



7

AIM HIGH ON MBTA RIDERSHIP: A BIG-PICTURE TAKE ON THE T’S STR ATEGIC PLAN

Commuter rail ridership, as measured by total unlinked one-way passenger trips from September 
through August annually, has ranged from a 2002-03 high of 40,357,600 to a low of 32,394,855 
during 2014-15. From the 2014-2015 period to the 2015-16 period, commuter rail ridership 
increased by 1,754,118, from 32,394,855 to 34,148,973. Ridership for the duration of 2015-2016 
was 6,208,627 less than the record high in the 2002-2003 period.

Figure 3. Commuter Rail Ridership, in UPTs, 2002-2016 
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Bus ridership, as measured by total unlinked one-way passenger trips from September through 
August annually, has ranged from a low of 104,483,400 in 2006-07 to a high of 129,748,469 
during the 2004-05 period. This peak followed a period of significant ridership growth from 
2002-2003, when the number of trips was 108,397,452. Ridership in the 2015-2016 period was 
8,419,540 higher than it was in the 2006-07 period (the record low) and 16,845,529 lower than 
in 2004-2005 (the record high). From September 2015 to August 2016, ridership was 15,976,305 
less than the preceding 12-month period, declining from 128,879,245 to 112,902,940. 

Figure 4. Bus Ridership, in UPTs, 2002-2016

Source: National Transit Database
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Trolley ridership, as measured by total unlinked one-way passenger trips from September through 
August annually, has ranged from a high of 4,310,539 in 2005-06 to a low of 1,323,059 in 2014-
15. Ridership over 2015-2016 was 2,954,394 lower than it was during the 2005-06 period (the 
record high), representing a 68.5 decline in ridership between these two periods.  In 2015-16, 
ridership was 33,086 more than the number of trips reported over the preceding 12-month peri-
od, rising from 1,323,059 to 1,356,145. Trolley ridership hit a steep decline from 2012-2013 to 
2014-2015, falling from 3,210,624 to 1,443,513—a drop of 1,767,111. 

Figure 5. Trolley Ridership, in UPTs, 2002-2016

Source: National Transit Database
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As with buses, MBTA ferry ridership has fluctuated dramatically from September 2002-August 
2003 through the September 2015-August 2016 period. From 2002-2003 to 2015-2016, rider-
ship grew from 1,392,900 to 1,490,535, with the largest increase in ridership occurring between 
2012-2013, when trips were down to a low of 1,224,851, and a 2015-2016 high of just under 1.5 
million trips.

Figure 6. Ferry Ridership, in UPTs, 2002-2016

Overall, MBTA heavy rail ridership gains significantly exceeded all other modes. Ferry service 
saw the largest percentage increase in ridership over the shortest period of time leading up to the 
2015-2016 period, though this growth is dwarfed by the total increase in passenger trips observed 
on heavy rail. The combined ridership of MBTA buses, ferries, trolleys, and light rail vehicles had 
the lowest combined ridership of any of the past 14 years in the 12 months period from Septem-
ber 2015 to August 2016. MBTA commuters took 30,779,473 fewer unlinked passenger trips on 
those transit modes over the 2015-16 period than they did in the record high period of 2004-05, 
representing a decline of 12.3 percent, and they took 8,890,493 fewer trips in 2015-16 than they 
did during the previous 12-month period (September 2014 to August 2015). 

The decline of more than 30 million passenger trips on the MBTA’s non-heavy rail transit modes 
from 2004-05 to 2015-16 was largely offset by a 30,433,199 increase in commuter trips taken 
on the MBTA’s heavy rail subway vehicles over the same period. The net result is that MBTA 
commuters took 346,274 fewer total trips in 2015-16 than they did during the 2004-05 period. 

As the data suggest, the heavy rail system has been the stalwart of MBTA transit modes, with 
commuter trips growing from 123,737,800 in 2002-03 to 178,431,147 in 2013-14—an annual 
increase of 50,127,280 trips. In 2015-16, ridership on heavy rail subway vehicles declined by 
4,566,067 from the 2013-14 record high year, falling from 178,431,147 to 173,865,080.

Source: National Transit Database
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Improving Ridership  
as a Means to Increase Revenue 
These trends have important implications for how the MBTA 
should determine its strategic plan for the near and long-term 
future of the agency. Principally, the FMCB and T leadership 
should consider the value that could come from setting and 
meeting reasonable targets for ridership increases and result-
ing revenue gains. The potential for boosting revenue is signif-
icant, as we describe below.

What would it be worth to restore MBTA ridership to the 
historical highs observed over the period examined above, 
both among individual modes and system-wide? Using reve-
nue data from analysis performed by the Central Transporta-
tion Planning Staff (CTPS) in their projections of the impact 
of fare increases on MBTA ridership, in addition to historic 
data on unlinked trips from the National Transit Database, 
we extrapolate how much additional revenue could be gained 
from a range of scenarios with different targets for increased 
ridership. 

The CTPS is the staff of the Boston Region Metropolitan 
Planning Organization (MPO), which serves as a public 
resource for multimodal transportation planning and anal-
ysis for the Boston metropolitan area. The MPO has been 
an instrumental research body for the MBTA, performing 

analysis on trends in rider-
ship, revenue, fare equity and 
assessing the impact of pro-
posed policy initiatives with 
respect to these areas. For our 
projections, we use CTPS’s 
FY2016 revenue and rider-
ship estimates that the group 
determined through use of an 
elasticity-based model called 
Fare Elasticity, Ridership, 
and Revenue Estimation Tool 
(FERRET). Using this tool, 
CTPS conducted a sensitivity 
analysis to estimate the rider-

ship loss and subsequent net revenue changes that would result 
from a fare increase proposed for SFY 2017, using SFY 2015 
ridership3 and revenue data as their basis for estimation. 

According to their analysis, the proposed fare increase at that 
time would have resulted in a decrease of 1.2 percent in rider-
ship and an increase in revenue of 5.0 percent.4 Based on the 
ridership and revenue figures they provide, this would result in 
a system-wide fare revenue per trip (as measured by UPT) of 
$1.77/UPT. Across all modes analyzed, the projected revenue 
by trip varied between $1.09 and $7.71 (Fig.7). 

Figure 7. Fare revenue/UPT FY2016
Mode Fare revenue/UPT

Bus $1.09

Heavy Rail $1.19

Light Rail (Incl. Trolleys) $1.66

Commuter Rail $6.84

Ferries $7.71

Potential Increased Fare Revenue $3.10

Total System $1.77

Source: CTPS and own calculations

Using CTPS’s projected revenue per trip for each mode and 
combined averages across all modes, we extrapolate how much 
additional revenue the MBTA could generate under the num-
bered scenarios listed below using historic data from the NTD 
going back to January 2002. These results are net of adjust-
ments for fare recovery. In other words, in our analysis we 
assume the same fare recovery levels for the years presented. 
If fare recovery could be improved beyond historic levels, reve-
nue from increased ridership would be even higher.

This analysis is principally concerned with the modes with 
the most revenue potential from augmenting ridership; this 
includes commuter rail, heavy rail, ferry service, bus, light rail 
and trolley bus service (which are combined for this analysis5). 
The RIDE, the MBTA’s paratransit service, while critical to 
ensuring access to transportation options for those who are 
unable to use fixed-route transit due to disability, is not includ-
ed in this analysis by virtue of the robust subsidy it receives and 
the fact that it does not present an inherent revenue benefit 
from increased ridership. 

The following scenarios are the bases for our revenue projec-
tions:
1.	 Restoring ridership to the historic6 annual maximum of 

trips for each individual mode;

2.	 Restoring ridership to the historic annual maximum of 
trips across all modes, or when ridership was highest as an 
average across all the modes examined (FY 2014);

3.	 Increasing ridership to 110 percent of the historic 
maximum number of trips across all modes (FY2014);

4.	 Increasing ridership to 120 percent of the historic 
maximum number of trips across all modes (FY2014).

5.	 Increasing ridership to 110 percent of the number of trips 
measured in FY2016;

6.	 Increasing ridership to 120 percent of the number of trips 
measured in FY2016;

Principally, the FMCB 
and T leadership should 
consider the value that 
could come from setting 
and meeting reasonable 
targets for ridership 
increases and resulting 
revenue gains. 
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7.	 Increasing ridership to 110 percent of the historic 
maximum number of trips for each individual mode;

8.	 Increasing ridership to 120 percent of the historic 
maximum number of trips for each individual mode;

These projections show that if the MBTA could return rid-
ership to the historic annual high in the number of trips for 
each mode going back to January 2002 (scenario 1), the agen-
cy could see increased fare revenue of $22,771,558 for buses, 
$4,917,157 for heavy rail, $31,218,766 for light rail and trolley 
service combined, and $42,395,628 in additional fare reve-
nue for commuter rail. This adds up to an aggregate total of 
$101,303,109 in potential additional fare revenue.7 In other 
words, if the T could restore ridership to its highest annual 
levels for each mode over the last 13 years, it could potentially 
boost revenue by more than $100 million. 

If ridership were restored to levels observed over FY 2014 
(scenario 2), when the number of trips across all modes 
combined was the highest since 2002, the MBTA could see 
potential revenue growth of $32,388,009. Increasing ridership 
to 110 percent of this historic high for all modes combined 
(scenario 3) could potentially generate additional revenue of 
$103,894,166—increasing ridership to 120 percent (scenario 
4) could conceivably yield $175,400,322.

Similar gains could be realized by augmenting ridership based 
on benchmarks tied to the number of unlinked trips observed 
for FY 2016. For instance, increasing ridership to 110 percent 
of the number of trips observed in FY 2016 (scenario 5) could 

result in combined increased fare revenues of $68,267,356 
across all modes, according to our projections. The majority 
of these gains would come from increases in commuter rail 
($23,100,943) and heavy rail ($20,701,881) ridership. If rid-
ership could be expanded to 120 percent of FY2016 num-
bers (scenario 6), potential combined additional fare revenues 
would be a projected $136,534,711, with $24,723,964 from 
added bus service, $41,403,763 from heavy rail, $21,942,546 
from light rail and trolley, $46,201,885 from commuter rail 
and $2,262,553 from growth in ferry ridership. 

Meeting ridership growth targets based on a benchmark of 
110 percent of the historically highest number of trips by 
individual mode (scenario 7) would also result in consider-
able additional revenue. If ridership on each mode increased 
to 110 percent of the maximum levels since January 2002, the 
MBTA could generate $179,700,776 in potential additional 
fare revenue. The biggest source of this revenue boost would 
be $69,736,133 from expanding commuter rail ridership and 
$45,311,916 from increases in light rail. The projected total 
based on a target of 120 percent of historic maximum number 
of trips (scenario 8) would be $258,096,442. This would be a 
significant sum that could be put towards a range of needs, 
including capital repairs and infrastructure renewal, as well 
as towards MBTA operating expenses. The MBTA reported 
a $1.39 billion operating loss in its FY 2015 financial state-
ments8—revenue generated through realizing the ridership 
targets in the scenario just above would offset 18.5 percent of 
this loss. 
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The data above illustrates the level of decline in total rider-
ship across all MBTA modes since 2002-2003, but the lev-
el of service as measured by vehicle revenue miles (VRM) 
has remained relatively unchanged. The number of revenue 
miles across all modes, which refers to the number of miles 
a transit vehicle travels in revenue service, grew from just 
over 84,589,976 over the September 2002-August 2003 peri-
od to 96,263,125 for September 2015-August 2016—a 13.8 
increase. Most of this increase, however, can be attributed to 
a large rise in vehicle miles on the RIDE, which saw a 91.8 
percent jump from 9,750,169 vehicle miles in 2002-2003 to 
18,703,358 in 2015-2016. 

Data for all modes excluding the RIDE show that vehicle miles 
increased by just 3.63 percent system-wide (from 74,839,807 
in 2002-2003 to 77,559,767 in 2015-2016). This suggests that 

Figure 7. Projected ridership by mode, in UPTs
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efforts to accommodate increased ridership across the modes 
which have seen the most extreme decline in unlinked pas-
senger trips can largely be met by getting more passengers 
onto existing levels of service that have stayed constant or have 
increased only slightly. In other words, increasing ridership 
is a channel through which the MBTA stands to gain sig-
nificant additional revenue without having to commit to any 
significant additional operating expenses. (This excludes some 
additional operating costs that would fall within relevant range, 
such as higher expenses for cleaning resulting from higher volumes 
of passengers.)

It is important to note that this does not necessarily hold for all 
modes. Heavy rail, for instance, would benefit from increased 
service to ensure its historical ridership growth since the early 
2000s can be sustained and continued. The success of heavy 
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rail, as illustrated over the last 14 years of ridership data, con-
firms the importance of maintaining and expanding on exist-
ing ridership on the red, blue and orange lines. It is imperative 
that appropriate levels of capital investment that have been 
dedicated to renewing T infrastructure are allocated to these 
lines in accordance with their proportion of increased rider-
ship relative to other modes. 

Recommendations
Based on the analysis presented in this report, there are two 
principal conclusions to draw:
1.	 Setting measurable and increasing ridership targets is an 

effective organizing principle for the MBTA’s strategic 
plan, as it aligns with many subsidiary goals. 

2.	 The revenues from such an explicit effort to increase 
ridership would place the MBTA on a more robust 
financial footing. An explicit ridership goal set for each 
mode will help guide resources and governance of the 
MBTA’s service and, assuming these targets can be met, 
will likely help to significantly augment revenue.

Capturing the revenue benefits of increased ridership
Increasing ridership has numerous benefits that range from 
quality of life improvements to environmental benefits and the 
authority’s financial viability. Focusing for a moment on the 
T’s financial viability, it is necessary to state that any initiative 
to increase ridership must be complemented by improvements 
in fare collection. As the MBTA concluded in a special report 
to the Governor’s office in 2014, a benchmarking analysis 
comparing the MBTA to peer agencies showed that the T’s 
farebox recovery was lower than that of other agencies “both 
overall and across each of the modes.”9 Directly operated bus 
service, for instance, has a recovery ratio of 0.21, meaning just 
over 20 percent of the fare revenues collected from commuters 
using this service covers the expenses of operating it. Solu-
tions to this issue must come from both the revenue side—e.g. 
improving fare collection methods—and expense side, which 
could include reducing bus maintenance costs through chan-
nels such as deployment of smaller buses on routes with less 
ridership to mitigate use of longer buses in the MBTA’s fleet 
that have higher operating expenses..

How to boost ridership?
As the MBTA determines whether to stipulate explicit rid-
ership goals as part of its strategic plan, it should consider 
the following policy and practice options that would help it 
achieve those goals.

Commuter Benefits Programs
One promising way to increase ridership is a systematic expan-
sion of commuter benefits plans, otherwise known as quali-
fied transportation fringes—in essence, subsidies distributed 
to employees. A 2005 study from the Transit Cooperative 
Research Program (TCRP)10 explains the general purpose 
and perceived value of commuter benefits:

The federal tax code allows employers to provide employ-
ees with tax-free transit and vanpool benefits, often 
referred to as “commuter benefits.” By lowering the cost 
of riding on transit and in vanpools for employees, com-
muter benefits should increase transit and vanpool rider-
ship and reduce personal vehicle use. Commuter benefits 
programs are also believed to be advantageous for transit 
agencies because they increase ridership and/or revenues 
while potentially lowering costs associated with cash 
handling and individual fare transactions. Reduced vehi-
cle use for commuting can result in parking cost savings 
for employers and should, in turn, yield social benefits in 
terms of reduced traffic, improved air quality, reduced 
fuel consumption, and fewer greenhouse gas emissions.11

Existing data on the impact of commuter benefits programs 
ridership growth is not conclusive, but a number of stud-
ies suggest the two are strongly linked. In the 2005 TCRP 
study mentioned above, the authors share results from sur-
veys that generally fit two categories: (1) surveys performed 
by transit agencies, commuter groups and “other agencies in 
regions with transit benefits programs” and (2) worksite trip 
reduction reports with data from areas that have mandatory 
commute trip reduction (CTR) programs. The authors note 
that more than half of the respondents to the surveys report-
ed an increase in transit readers between 10 and 40 percent 
after introduction of transit benefits, with nearly one quarter 
reporting more than a 60 percent increase.12 There was, how-
ever, wide variability among the respondents. For example, 
the results of surveys of both San Jose in 1997 and Atlanta in 
2003 suggest ridership in these cities more than doubled after 
introduction of a transit benefits program; ridership growth in 
Washington State, Southern California and Tucson County 
Arizona—areas with a mandatory CTR program in place—
was significant smaller.13 

Another study, published in 2008 by the Journal of Public 
Transportation, notes that ridership data from the NTD and 
available survey data on the proportion of transit benefit users 
who are either ‘new to transit or who increased their transit 
use’ suggests a promising connection. The authors note that, 
for the agencies examined, the data suggest that transit ben-
efits programming “may have been responsible for a substan-
tial—perhaps 30 or 40 percent—portion of ridership growth 
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between 1997 and 2001 (the most recent year for NTD data 
on ridership at the time the research was conducted) at two 
agencies” out of the group the study focused on. The authors 
did qualify this by noting a “high degree of uncertainty in 
these estimates” resulting from limitations of the survey data.14 
The authors reference similar findings for WMATA, Wash-
ington D.C.’s metro service, noting that up to 60,000 out of 
187,000 new transit riders from 1997 to 2001 could have been 
due to the transit benefits program.15

Commuter Benefit Programs at the T
At the MBTA, the Corporate Program, which offers B os-
ton-area employers pre-paid T passes, should be a cen-
tral area of focus for the MBTA’s efforts t o b oost r idership 
through commuter benefits. According to a 2013 MIT study, 
The Corporate Pass Program accounts for a  s ignificant por-
tion of overall MBTA fare revenue; 27 percent of total sales 
revenue comes from this source.16 The s tudy s urveyed B os-
ton-area employers to determine the level of engagement with 
the program. Based on replies from the 555 companies that 
responded, the authors determined that the overall employee 
participation rate was 33 percent program-wide.17 Virtually all 
the participating employers that responded are located within 
0.5 miles of an MBTA station—a third of the participating 
group is within 0.5 miles of Government Center Station, in 
the heart of downtown Boston.18 This suggests there is great 
room to increase participation in the program among area 
workers as a means of bolstering sales revenue. 

Of the 559 employers that responded to the survey’s question 
of whether pretax commuter benefits are offered, 97 percent 
of them confirmed that they offer passes pretax, and/or pro-
vide passes to employees for free. As the study notes, this 
is a positive finding for the MBTA to observe as it reflects 
widespread familiarity with the program among Boston area 
employers and suggests the program isn’t prohibitively diffi-
cult to administer. The level of subsidy varied considerably; 
the authors found that 74 percent of employees eligible for the 
Corporate Pass had the option of a subsidized pass through 
their employer, and 80 percent of employees participating in 
the program receive an employer-provided subsidy.19 Partici-
pation rates among larger Boston employers were found to be 
lower than for smaller organizations. Of the largest 25 firms 
in both Cambridge and Boston, just 57 percent of employees 
have the option of a Corporate Pass Program. As the study 
notes, this signals that the MBTA could reap benefit from 
new partnerships with larger companies in the Boston area 
who don’t yet participate but might have interest.20

Creative Approaches to  
Marketing Commuter Benefits Programs
MIT’s Mobility Pass Trial:  
Higher Levels of Employee Subsidy
The above-mention MIT study takes note of the ‘creative 
approaches’ that can be used to market commuter benefits to 
employees. The authors make specific reference to the Mobil-
ity Pass Trial started by MIT, the results of which indicate 
programs of a similar nature could “increase transit usage and 
revenue to the MBTA.”21 

Grassroots Employee Marketing
Other ideas that the MBTA could consider include distrib-
uting employee-targeted promotional material (ads, fliers, 
e-blasts, etc.) with details on potential savings opportuni-
ties and tax benefits. These are sometimes called “bug your 
boss”22 campaigns, in as much as the materials are designed 
to nudge workers to ask their managers about program enroll-
ment. Such an effort is informational, ranging from posting 
information and guidelines on the MBTA’s website targeting 
employers and employees, to sharing details on how to com-
plete state and federal tax documents, how to subsidize passes 
and explanations of financial benefits such as tax savings. 

Coordinating with Payroll Vendors
As the MIT study illustrates, the MBTA would be prudent 
to augment efforts to work collaboratively with employers to 
develop materials that can be distributed internally at these 
firms. One specific partnership with potential for great impact 
would be a collaborative effort between the MBTA and the 
various prominent payroll vendors in the Boston area whose 
clients are employers offering corporate T passes. Under a 
basic contract, vendors such as Paychex, ADP and Kronos 
could send out their own promotional material and documents 
outlining the benefits of the pass to their clients and nudging 
employers to offer the reimbursement program to employees. 
The MBTA should consider a concerted effort to forge a part-
nership of this nature to cast a wider net among Boston-area 
employers. 

Marketing through Operational Changes
There are a number of changes the MBTA could make to its 
infrastructure to accommodate increased passenger volume. 
Signal systems should be a principal focus here, as signal issues 
have been a source of recurring delays and performance issues 
in recent years. From the perspective of increasing ridership, 
signal modernization is one of the most important things to 
fix to reduce headways on some of the busiest corridors in the 
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MBTA’s inter-modal system. One study estimates headways 
could be reduced from the line’s current peak times of six min-
utes23 to as low as two minutes, which would enable the red 
line to carry more than double its capacity, assuming an ade-
quate number of vehicles are available.24 Dedicated bus lanes 
are another consideration, especially for some of the most con-
gested bus routes in Greater Boston, as the CTPS has started 
to explore.25

Conclusion
Beyond the clear financial benefits the MBTA could reap from 
augmenting ridership, bringing more passengers onto modes 
that have seen a decline in passenger trips could also have sig-
nificant collateral benefits for alleviating strain on local infra-
structure brought on by recent growth in personal vehicle com-
muting. In setting targets for increased ridership, it is important 
to consider the impact of more commuters using the T’s various 
modes on congestion on Greater Boston roadways. Road con-
gestion has grown to increasingly damaging levels in the area in 
recent years, with high costs to commuting residents. One 2015 
study from Texas A&M University’s Transportation Institute 
found that congestion costs Boston $3.3 billion annually and 
$1,388 per commuter.26 While this analysis does not serve as a 
basis for estimating how much traffic could be reduced through 
augmenting MBTA ridership, one can reasonably anticipate 
that bringing more commuters back to MBTA service would 
have a strong impact on reducing personal vehicle commutes.

It will take additional actions and many hands to make the 
FMCB and therefore the MBTA successful in its turnaround 
effort. As noted previously, it will even require additional action 
by legislature to have the state take on a portion of the MBTA’s 
$5.2 billion in outstanding debt, implement a partnership with 
MassPort to operate expanded ferry service, consider separa-
tion of the commuter rail system from the core subway system, 
and level the playing field by instituting the binding arbitra-
tion system currently utilized by Massachusetts police and fire 
department employees at the MBTA. Aggressive measures to 
increase ridership would be just one of many critical steps in 
steering the T on a prudent fiscal course. 
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Endnotes
1.	 To read Pioneer’s public comment on the MBTA’s strategic plan, see: 

http://pioneerinstitute.org/press_releases/government-pr/press-
releases-transportation/future-mbta/. 

2.	 August 2016 is the most recent month for which data was available at 
the time of writing this report.

3.	 SFY 2015 refers to the period July 1, 2014 – June 30, 2015.

4.	 Central Transportation Planning Staff, “Potential MBTA 
Fare Changes in SFY 2017: Option 1 Impact Analysis” 
(Report produced for the Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority; Boston, MA: December 2015), 7, http://www.
mbta.com /uploadedf i les/About_the _T/ Board _ Meetings/
FY17FareChangesOption1FinalDrafttoBoard.pdf. 
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