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Small Business Outreach Summary 
Produced by the King County Mobility Coalition’s Access to Work and School Committee 
 

Introduction 
The King County Mobility Coalition supports the Access and Work and School 

Committee to convene relevant stakeholders on the niche topic of mobility as it intersects with 

education and employment. In 2020, the Access to Work and School Committee elevated a 

need to produce a transportation toolkit for small business employers. This came after 

recognizing that small business owners, specifically those in women or minority groups, do not 

receive the same access to transportation information as larger businesses do, limiting their 

opportunity to provide their employees mobility options or transportation-for-business 

programs. Transportation-for-business programs are designed to support employers in 

providing transportation options to their employees to get to work. They can range from 

enrollment in unique transit cards exclusive to employers to simply securing parking spaces for 

employees during work hours. To address this need, the Committee chose to advance the 

eventual creation of a Small Business Transportation Toolkit1. The Small Business 

Transportation Toolkit will produce a toolkit for small businesses detailing service and 

enrollment information on transportation-for-business programs and other relevant mobility 

options. Read more about this project through its charter, listed as Appendix Item A. 

To begin the Small Business Transportation Toolkit pilot, an initial inquiry into small 

business outreach best practices was performed. This revealed varied success rates of 

engagement with small business owners, specifically those that are women and minority 

owned, and the lack of standard practice in how to perform outreach with this tough-to-reach 

and busy demographic. Overwhelmingly, stakeholders interviewed mentioned that outreach to 

this group was particularly difficult. The Small Business Transportation Toolkit project was then 

amended to include an outreach guide to supplement the toolkit itself so that those distributing 

the toolkit would be able to most effectively provide this resource to its target audience. The 

research reviewed and interviews conducted to inform this outreach guide are what produce 

the findings listed in this summary (page 2). 

 For a full review of methodology, visit page six. A total of seven publications2 were 

included in a literature review. The publications reviewed come from sources both local and 

national. The scope of material reviewed relates to how external stakeholders can best solicit 

feedback from small business owners, as opposed to working with small business owners in an 

economic or business partnership. Other materials reviewed directly reflect the intersection of 

 
1 See Appendix Item A for project charter. 
2 See Appendix Item B for list of these publications. 
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transportation and mobility benefits to small businesses. Multiple reports on case studies or 

past work done in King County are included.  

Nine stakeholder interviews3 were conducted. Stakeholder interviews sought to assess 

the way local actors have pursued similar outreach with small businesses or transportation-for-

business initiatives within the Puget Sound area. 

While the materials reviewed vary widely in audience and purpose, they all contribute 

insight on how to best interact with small business owners. Their findings and 

recommendations lend to others who seek to do the same.  

Findings 
The total materials reviewed shared overlapping experiences and lessons. Overarching 

points from the various reports emphasize common themes: invest time and capacity to 

develop relationships with small business owners and be adaptable in response to their shifting 

needs and priorities. 

 The following are themes repeated throughout the entire literature reviewed and from 

individuals interviewed: 

Small Business Outreach Barriers 

• Lack of Business Owners’ Time and Capacity: Small business owners frequently 

communicate that they do not have time and resource capacity to either engage in 

rounds of feedback for outreach or administer transportation-for-business programs.4  

• Transit Does Not Serve Employees: Because some small businesses do not have 9-5 

schedules, owners feel transit options are too limited to be helpful for their employees.5 

o There is also a lot of misinformation about how transit can serve employees. 

• Perception of High Cost: Small business owners often believe that providing transit 

benefits to employees will cost them money.6 

• Significant Time for Outreach Staff: Working with small business owners can take a lot 

of time, including purely just to track down the appropriate contact within the 

business.7  

• Unique Needs of Small Business Owners are Overlooked: Many external partners that 

interact with small businesses overlay a generalized business mindset that does not pick 

up on the specific stories, struggles, or understanding small business owners want and 

need.8 

 
3 See Appendix Item B for list of those interviewed.  
4 (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Emerson, 2020); (Goddin, 2014); (Miller, 2020); (Strum, 2019) 
5 (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Masi, 2019); (Steinbrueck & McNair, 2017); (University District Let's Go, 2019) 
6 (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Goddin, 2014); (University District Let's Go, 2019) 
7 (Elias, 2017); (Emerson, 2020); (Glasson, 2015); (Strum, 2019); (Washington Department of Transportation, 2019) 
8 (Burke, 2020); (Elias, 2017); (Emerson, 2020); (Speck, 2019); (Strum, 2019) 
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• Owners Face Different Kinds of Mobility Issues: Common transportation issues that 

come up for small business employees in King County is lack of parking and the impacts 

of various construction delays on interference with a business’s accessibility.9 

Through these findings, there are some clear takeaways on how to tailor outreach to small 

business owners. Recommendations are grouped by approach: 

Talking with Small Business Owners 

• It Takes Time to Build Relationships: Invest time and intentionality in relationships with 

business owners to establish trust.10 

o Invest time, capacity, and resources in creating a two-way dialogue and having 

thorough conversations. 

• Small Business Owners are Busy People: When working with small businesses, be 

mindful that schedules and priorities can change rapidly that will shift an owner’s ability 

to participate.11  

• Meet Them Where They’re At: Meeting owners in their place of business will allow 

them more flexibility and peace of mind to tend to store needs if necessary.12 

• Leverage Existing Networks: Utilizing community or neighborhood partnerships that 

may already have relationships with small businesses to perform outreach.13  

o See if any local transportation demand management agency (TDM) provides 

individual consulting services for small businesses. 

• Level the Playing Field: Avoid entering a scenario in which the business owner views 

you as the expert, as they may be accustomed to receiving sales pitches; ask for a tour 

of the business and be sure to ask questions about unfamiliar things during the tour.14 

• Request Their Feedback Genuinely: As part of the investment in the relationship, it is 

good to offer small business owners more context and opportunity to ask questions 

than simply providing them a deliverable.15  

Getting Buy-In from Small Business Owners 

• Make it About Money: Emphasize the economic advantages for both businesses and 

employees, specifically through tax benefits and deductions.16 

 
9 (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Steinbrueck & McNair, 2017); (University District Let's Go, 2019) 
10 (Elias, 2017); (Emerson, 2020); (Glasson, 2015); (Strum, 2019); (University District Let's Go, 2019) 
11 (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Emerson, 2020); (Glasson, 2015); (Goddin, 2014); (Miller, 2020); (Washington 
Department of Transportation, 2019) 
12 (Glasson, 2015); (Masi, 2019); (Miskell, 2020); (Strum, 2019); (Washington Department of Transportation, 2019) 
13 (Burke, 2020); (Emerson, 2020); (Goddin, 2014); (Masi, 2019); (Miller, 2020); (Speck, 2019); (Strum, 2019); 
(University District Let's Go, 2019); (Washington Department of Transportation, 2019) 
14 (Elias, 2017); (Glasson, 2015); (Strum, 2019) 
15 (Elias, 2017); (Glasson, 2015); (Speck, 2019); (Strum, 2019) 
16 (Burke, 2020); (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Goddin, 2014); (Masi, 2019); (Miller, 2020); (Speck, 2019); (University 
District Let's Go, 2019) 
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• Mention the Value-add: Emphasize the angle of adding transportation services to a 

competitive benefits package.17  

• Separate Yourself from a Salesperson: Small business owners are skeptical of external 

parties attempting to sell them products, so be very clear from the start about what the 

ask from them is.18 

• Offer Meaningful Incentives: Small business owners prefer incentives that will help 

them in their business ownership, including applicable workshops and opportunities to 

learn new skills, as compared to incentives like food or gift-cards.19 

• Provide a Service: Small business owners are often juggling many different skills and 

responsibilities at once, so their ideal pitch includes services, tools, or resources that will 

reduce their need to handle another task.20  

What to include the Access to Work and School Committee’s Small Business Transportation 

Toolkit: 

• Include Follow-up Information: Ensure correct numbers and contact information is 

included in a toolkit to let people know who they can connect with regarding services 

and transit safety.21 

• Relate it to Them: Small business owners tend to trust peer-to-peer information that 

shows them what other small business owners are doing.22  

o May be most useful to find areas where transportation options are ample but 

not being used. 

These lessons, and specifically the outreach strategies encouraged in the findings, can help 

engagement done for the Small Business Transportation Toolkit be more effective.  

Select Case Studies 
The following section details three case studies in which mobility management with small 

businesses in King County were directly performed. While these case studies are not 

comprehensive, they represent highly aligned efforts that occurred recently in King County and 

therefore be of unique value to future local outreach. 

 
17 (Burke, 2020); (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Goddin, 2014); (Masi, 2019); (Miller, 2020) 
18 (Elias, 2017); (Glasson, 2015); (Strum, 2019) 
19 (Burke, 2020); (Glasson, 2015); (University District Let's Go, 2019); (Washington Department of Transportation, 
2019) 
20 (Burke, 2020); (Elias, 2017); (Emerson, 2020); (Glasson, 2015); (Goddin, 2014); (Speck, 2019); (Washington 
Department of Transportation, 2019) 
21 (Commute Seattle, 2019); (Steinbrueck & McNair, 2017); (Strum, 2019); (University District Let's Go, 2019); 
(Washington Department of Transportation, 2019) 
22 (Burke, 2020); (Elias, 2017); (Emerson, 2020); (Goddin, 2014); (Speck, 2019); (Strum, 2019); (University District 
Let's Go, 2019) 
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UDistrict Let’s Go Case Study23 

In 2018, a year-long Transportation Demand Management (TDM) pilot called U District, Let’s Go 

(UDLG) sought to enhance the University District’s access to safe, reliable, and efficient 

transportation resources. Main objectives of the program were to increase access to transit, 

provide employer education of transportation resources, build awareness, understanding, and 

adoption of ORCA LIFT, and build alliances for the existing University District Partnership 

network. The ORCA LIFT program is a reduced-fare tier of King County Metro’s One Regional 

Card for All pass that is income-qualified. The pilot engaged 5,442 people through events, with 

50 unique partners, enrolled 216 people in ORCA LIFT, and created 24 individual commute 

plans. 

The strategies used to achieve these objectives relied on community-based partnerships and 

stakeholder collaboration, targeted outreach and communications, and events. There was a 

strong effort in holding interviews with priority populations, including employers, to facilitate 

partnerships and meaningful conversations prior to larger events. Workshops and a survey 

were offered to businesses. A total of 11 different communication channels were used to 

disseminate information. To review the variety of specific outreach used, including the survey 

and communication channels, reference the report itself as listed in the appendix.  

The pilot yielded many lessons learned that are directly applicable to small business outreach. 

For example, there were challenges confronting the language barriers for the neighborhood’s 

minority-owned businesses. This limited the reach of their communication efforts. There were 

also unexpected concerns that rose to the top of discussions with small business owners, 

exposing beliefs that made owners resistant to offering mobility programs for their employees. 

For example, employers expressed concerns that by encouraging transit, they would be 

exposing their employees to situations they felt could be unsafe either when waiting for transit 

or when using transit. This point relates to confronting and accounting for the existing beliefs 

small business owners have about mobility services. The largest takeaway from the UDLG pilot’s 

outreach particularly to minority-owned business owners was the need for an established 

relationship that ensures trust and credibility. The pilot also notes that while toolkits are 

helpful, support that is responsive to needs or interests expressed by small business owners will 

more likely facilitate their consideration of transportation-for-business programs. 

Recommendations from their pilot are included in the sections below.   

South Lake Union Mobility Enhancement Small Business Pilot Program24 

Commute Seattle took transportation demand management (TDM) strategies to South Lake 

Union (SLU) in January 2018 to March 2019 with the goal of reducing drive alone trips. The 

program had three core objectives, two of which are relevant to the Small Business 

Transportation Toolkit: 1) to perform outreach to SLU small businesses to recruit them to 

 
23 (University District Let's Go, 2019) 
24 (Commute Seattle, 2019) 
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participate in a TDM pilot program and 2) to build community capacity through commuter-

targeted events and partnerships with local organizations. The SLU Mobility Enhancement pilot 

enrolled 42 businesses to cover 2,266 participating employees. In total, 1,874 commuter 

incentive packets were distributed which concisely compiled specific information on 

transportation-for-business programs for an employer audience. These packages contained 

information about a broad variety of commuter modes available in the SLU neighborhood. By 

the end of this pilot, 1,301 surveys were completed, and 14 commuter events were hosted. The 

pilot hosted 14 commuter events and received 1,301 surveys responses.  

To achieve their goals, Commute Seattle partnered with business associations in South Lake 

Union to leverage peer-to-peer business relationships. They then held one-on-one 

consultations with small business owners to discuss employer-focused transportation programs 

as customized to their workforce and budget. They distributed a baseline survey and held 

workshops to break down ORCA Business Program and Pre-Tax Commuter Benefits for 

participating businesses. Notably, they included an “employer pledge” to recruit businesses to 

consistently participate in their surveying, conversations, and information sessions. Businesses 

were provided 2-week trial transit passes for employees. 

Through their pilot, Commute Seattle found that employers wanted to work on a quicker 

timeline than this year-long pilot. They noted the value of surveying for shorter timelines as it 

allows for variables to be measured more accurately. Commute Seattle encouraged the 

incorporation of first and last mile solutions beyond only focus on public transit options. 

Washington Department of Transportation Small Business Incentive25 

Washington’s Department of Transportation (WSDOT) provided $1 million in 2018 for a new 

ORCA pass incentive program, referred to as the Small Business Transit Subsidy, that offered a 

50 percent rebate on the cost of ORCA transit subsidies for employers with under 100 

employees. This benefit spanned across King, Pierce, and Snohomish counties and only applied 

to employers that had never offered transit subsidies to their employees before. The ORCA for 

Business products were broken down into Business Choice, a month-to-month product that 

allowed employers to select which employees received a card and the amount on their card, 

and Business Passport, an annual program that provided unlimited-trip ORCA passes to all 

benefits-eligible employees. From November 2018 to May 2019, 121 employers signed up for 

this program and distributed ORCA cards to 1,469 employees.  

The program prioritized with three goals: sign up 100 businesses and nonprofits, encourage a 

shift from drive-alone trips, and spur interest in businesses to providing sustainable ORCA 

benefits after the pilot ends. They worked towards these goals by implementing a marketing 

and outreach campaign as well as hiring a team of trained business advisors. Business advisors 

reached small businesses through a reliance on outreach partners, reference to an official 

website, online and social media ads, and direct in-person outreach. They also had significant 

 
25 (Washington Department of Transportation, 2019) 



 

7 
 

help from transportation demand-management group Commute Seattle, as they included the 

Small Business Transit Subsidy in much of their own outreach, consultations, and marketing 

during this time. 

Findings through a post-survey indicated that 80% of employees served through the program 

reported increased transit use with 75% decreasing their driving. Ninety-seven percent of 

employers said they would like to continue with the program. The Small Business Transit 

Subsidy received an additional two years of funding in 2019. They will incorporate process 

improvements for their second round, including coordinating with local marketing firms to 

develop tailored campaigns and identifying businesses near key transit routes. From this pilot, 

multiple recommendations take shape. Among many other things, WSDOT recommends 

offering onboarding support as part of employer engagement and developing localized 

strategies. More suggestions are included in the findings portion of this document. 

Methodology 
Identifying stakeholders for informational interviews started by leveraging existing Access to 

Work and School partnerships and using webs of networks to expand on this. In general, those 

interviewed were determined to be able to provide insight either directly on small business 

outreach – meaning they performed this outreach for a project of their own or worked with the 

small business community – or would provide context to the Tukwila small business 

environment that the original pilot would focus in. A set of informal interview questions were 

compiled to address overarching topics, with most conversations being led by the niche 

experience or feedback each interviewee had on the subject. During the course of interviewing, 

staff support both relied on previously interviewed partners to facilitate connections for further 

investigation or their suggestions for general organizations, studies, or representatives to 

forage a new connection with. 

To find literature sources for this review, research began with simple Google and Google 

Scholar searches using keywords like “small business outreach”, “small business engagement”, 

“working with minority-owned small businesses”, “how to work with small businesses”, and 

various other iterations of this sentiment. Some of the case studies or King County-specific 

reports were previously identified by Access to Work and School members. A request for 

relevant materials was also sent to the Puget Sound Regional Council, the Washington State 

Department of Transportation, the Association for Commuter Transportation, Washington State 

Ridesharing Organization, and Mobility Lab with minimal outcomes. 

Locating articles, reports, or studies done with small business outreach components proved 

difficult. This is because most search engines contain more information on how small 

businesses themselves can practice community engagement or outreach instead of how 

individuals can reach out to business owners. With the Small Business Transportation Toolkit 

aspiring to reach women and minority-owned small businesses, adding these keywords to a 

search provides plentiful resources on how governments can connect with certified businesses 
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using different databases, contracting calls, and more – which do not reflect a strategy of 

engagement relevant to the toolkit. While there are many results on how small business 

owners can engage with their local community or how public entities can strengthen their 

connections with diverse business contracting, the literature on how stakeholders without 

economic interests can engage with small businesses is slim. 

This explains why some of the reviewed articles include marketing perspectives, as it was more 

fruitful to find information on how to interact with small businesses from this narrowed 

perspective. Similarly, case studies that detail agency interactions with small businesses can be 

found, but often in intentional ways that would presumably require prior knowledge of 

projects. Academically, publications around these topics tend to come from business or 

economic perspectives to work on research questions that are too specialized or nuanced to be 

widely applicable. If anything, this proves that there needs to be more research or reporting 

done on outreach with small businesses for the sake of feedback and service provisions. 

 

More literature will be added to this document as they are identified and reviewed.   
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Appendix – Item A 
 

King County Mobility Coalition (KCMC) 
Small Business Toolkit 

Project Goal: 

The KCMC through the Access to Work and School Committee will 

develop toolkits for small businesses detailing service and enrollment 

information on transportation programs to enhance employer and 

employee awareness and use of mobility options, including engaging 

small business owners in transportation-for-business services. This 

awareness aims to increase employer enrollment in transit-related 

benefits and to decrease employee attrition attributed to mobility 

barriers. A guide will be developed to advise on how to distribute the 

toolkit and engage with small businesses. 

Why? 

(Mission Alignment/ 

Problem Statement): 

 

Unlike large employers in King County, small businesses are not 

required to provide their staff transportation options. Small business 

owners themselves are frequently unaware of business-related 

transportation subsidies, like ORCA Business or pre-tax benefits. This 

is particularly applicable to certain kinds of small businesses, like that 

which employ or are made up of shift workers and/or that are women 

and minority owned. Awareness and participation in business-

transportation programs can give a small business a more competitive 

benefits package, can allow a small business to attract more potential 

staff, and can prevent employee attrition due to mobility-related 

issues. Employees of small businesses will also reduce costs spent on 

transportation getting to work. 

Creating toolkits for targeted small business employers will allow 

them a direct way to evaluate their mobility options. The toolkits will 

inform owners on possible benefits for the business or can be 

distributed to employees to facilitate awareness of various 

transportation and mobility services. Hopelink’s design and 

production of the toolkit will engage small businesses without 

requiring them to dedicate likely limited resources to navigating the 

process themselves. 

In addition to the toolkit, the process of beginning the project by 

reaching small businesses for feedback and networks proved more 
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difficult than initially imagined. This led to a robust discussion on how 

successful agencies would be in distributing the toolkit after it’s 

creation. Therefore, the project has encompassed the production of a 

guide on how organizations can facilitate partnerships with small 

businesses in order to share the toolkit once available.  

Methodology 
(tentative) 

• Research will be done on national insights on engaging with 
small businesses. 

• Focus groups, interviews, or employer survey to identify 
knowledge gaps and other barriers keeping small businesses 
from investing in transportation programs 

• Engage small business owners in toolkit development process 
through layered feedback stages 

• Employee survey (possibly pre and post) to determine 
transportation habits and knowledge 

• Develop area and industry considerate toolkit for identifying 
existing services, information, and business programs 

 

Deliverables: 

This project will produce a toolkit to be distributed to small businesses 

and their employees around an intentional and small geographic area. 

This project will provide Proof of Concept that can inform future 

efforts to engage small businesses in mobility conversations. It will 

serve to bolster awareness and serve as a template for wider 

implementation.  A how-to guide will also be compiled based on 

research, lessons learned, and best practices throughout this process 

on how to engage with small businesses themselves as a key aspect of 

sustainability for the use of this toolkit. 

Key Stakeholders and 

Approvers: 

• King County Mobility Coalition 

• Access to Work and School Committee 
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Appendix – Item B 

Publications 
Commute Seattle. (2019). Small Business Transportation Culture Change Initiative. Seattle: Commmute 

Seattle. 

Elias, B. (2017, December). How to Do Market Research for Small Business. Retrieved from Active 
Campaign. 

Glasson, C. (2015, November). User Research With Small Business Owners: Best Practices and 
Considerations. Retrieved from Boxes and Arrows. 

Goddin, P. (2014, November). Making It Easy for Small Businesses to Offer Transit Benefits. Retrieved 
from Mobility Lab. 

McNeal, M. (2016, February). How to Market to Small Business Owners. Retrieved from American 
Marketing Association. 

Steinbrueck, P., & McNair, M. (2017). University District Small Business Vulnerability Study. Steinbrueck 
Urban Strategies. 

University District Let's Go. (2019). University District Let's Go Pilot Program Final Report 2019. Seattle. 

Washington Department of Transportation. (2019). The Small Business Transit Subsidy. Washington 
Department of Transportation. 

Interviews 
Agnew, B. (2020, February). Director, Cascadia Center. (C. Giampetro, Interviewer) 

Burke, S. (2020, January). Regional Manager, Washington Small Business Development Center. (C. 
Giampetro, Interviewer) 

Emerson, R. (2020, January). Membership and Programs Manager, Southside Chamber of Commerce. (C. 
Giampetro, Interviewer) 

Masi, C. (2019, December). Lead, King County Metro - Employer Program. (C. Giampetro, Interviewer) 

Miller, R. (2020, January). Transportation Planner, King County Metro - Service Planning. (C. Giampetro, 
Interviewer) 

Miskell, A. (2020, January). Transportation Planner, King County Metro - Mobility Services. (C. 
Giampetro, Interviewer) 

Speck, D. (2019, December). Economic Development Administrator, City of Tukwila. (C. Giampetro, 
Interviewer) 

Strum, L. L. (2019, December). ORCA Opportunity Program Coordinator, Seattle Department of 
Transportation. (C. Giampetro, Interviewer) 

Tucker, J. (2020, January). Business Advisor, Washington Small Business Development Center. (C. 
Giampetro, Interviewer) 

 


