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Carpooling and Vanpooling in San Mateo 
County, California 

March 3, 2023 

 

Tools of Change Illustrated 

 Building Motivation, Engagement and 
Habits Over Time 

 Competitions 

 Financial Incentives 

 Mass Media 

 Overcoming Specific Barriers 

 Vivid, Personalized, Credible, 
Empowering Communications 

 Work Programs 

 

Initiated by 
 Commute.org 

 Location  
 San Mateo County, California, USA 
 

Results 
 Quadrupled the number of carpools 

logged in San Mateo County over about 
six months from the Fall of 2018 to 
Spring 2019, from 6,400 in to nearly 
30,000. 

 Reduced CO2 emissions by 829 tons per 
year. 

 

 

Introduction 

This program promotes carpooling and 
vanpooling instead of driving alone 
during peak commute periods, using 
advertising (online, video, and display), 
challenges, and prize-based campaigns to 
attract and retain its target audience. It 
also made its standard Guaranteed Ride 
Home system easier to use. This case 
study illustrates the timing of incentives 
to promote habit formation. It also 
exemplifies how benefits can be increased 
by integrating some of the participant-
facing aspects of multiple, independent 
programs in neighboring regions.   

Background  

Note: To minimize site maintenance costs, all 
case studies on this site are written in the past 
tense, even if they are ongoing as is the case 
with this particular program.  

Commute.org was founded in 2000 as the 
public agency responsible for 

transportation demand management in 
San Mateo County, California, just south of 
San Francisco. The agency’s members 
included 17 cities and towns as well as 
San Mateo County. It received funding 
from the City/County Association of 
Governments of San Mateo County, the 
San Mateo County Transportation 
Authority, and the Bay Area Quality 
Management District and the 
Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission. Its mission was to decrease 
traffic congestion and air pollution, 
especially during peak commuting hours, 
by increasing the use of alternative modes 
of transportation that were less stressful, 
less costly, and better for the 
environment. Starting in 1988, voters in 
San Mateo County authorized tax 
increases to fund transportation 
improvements and reduce traffic 
congestion. 

Commute.org had been promoting 
carpooling and vanpooling in San Mateo 
County since its inception. From the 
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beginning, there was the benefit that 
carpoolers and vanpoolers could avoid 
traffic jams and bridge tolls by using 
designated high occupancy ‘diamond’ 
lanes. The organization helped match 
carpoolers vanpoolers and offered draws 
for incentives. Vanpool passengers split 
the cost of operating a leased van and 
were reimbursed for half of their vanpool 
costs for the first 3 months, up to $80.00 
per month. Drivers rode for free and 
could keep the van for personal use on 
weekends. Drivers who started new 
vanpools and kept them on the road for at 
least six months received an additional 
$500. 

Starting in 2003, carpoolers could receive 
a $40 gas card incentive per passenger for 
two months of carpooling with two other 
people. 

Then in 2014 the county’s Metropolitan 
Transportation Commission launched the 
Bay Area Commuter Benefits Program, 
which required employers with at least 
50 full-time employees to join the 
program and offer commuter benefits to 
their employees. Later that year, the 
carpooler incentive was increased to $60. 
Vanpool incentives remained the same, 
but riders could earn up to $100 per 
month for the first three months.   

In 2017. Commute.org piloted a 
carpooling incentive of $2 per weekday 
rush hour trip per person. 

Getting Informed  
 
The county benefited from previous, 
related research in the San Francisco 
area. For example, since 2013 Plan Bay 
Area had incorporated a state-mandated 
Sustainable Communities Strategy for Bay 
Area transportation and land-use policies. 
Its first public consultation process 

spanned three years and engaged 6,000 
individuals. The consultation included 12 
community-hosted focus groups and a 
phone survey of 2,516 Bay Area residents. 
The survey was conducted in English, 
Spanish, and Cantonese.  

Past rideshare efforts had also 
contributed helpful information. For 
example, a 2014 intercept survey of 
casual carpoolers had found the primary 
motivations to be convenience, time 
savings, and monetary savings 
(environmental and community-based 
motivations scored lower); 75% 
previously took public transit and over 
10% formerly drove alone. User surveys 
from the 2017 pilot provided information 
on how participants heard about the 
program, how they would have travelled 
if they hadn’t carpooled, and why they 
used the service. 

Targeting the Audience 

The program focused on commuters to 
workplaces and colleges in San Mateo County, 
California. 

Delivering the Program 

In 2016, Commute.org launched its STAR 
(Support, Track and Reward) platform, 
powered by RideAmigos, to help 
commuters find carpools and vanpools. 
STAR was accessed by a website or by 
using an app. STAR helped commuters 
find and plan alternative ways to work 
and school (carpooling, vanpooling, 
taking public transit or shuttles, bicycling 
and walking) and offered them incentives 
and challenges. Each quarter, a different 
mode or collection of modes were the 
focus of the challenges. Points could be 
used to buy items in the STAR store or to 
donate to a non-profit organization. 
(Financial Incentives; Overcoming Specific 
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Barriers; Vivid, Personalized, Credible, 
Empowering Communications) 

The STAR platform also allowed San 
Mateo County employers to operate their 
own customized, employer-specific 
programs under the STAR platform 
umbrella. 

In 2018, Commute.org started offering 
commuters a $25 e-gift card for every 10 
days they carpooled to work if there were 
at least two people per car and the driver 
was not reimbursed above the standard 
rate. To encourage habit formation, this 
incentive could be received up to four 
times a year or 40 days of carpooling, 
since it typically takes 21-66 days to form 
new habits. To promote ongoing 
engagement, the agency offered 
additional incentives on an ongoing basis. 
For example, each quarter it offered up to 
three randomly drawn participants an 
additional e-gift card valued up to $100. 
In addition, every April and May, 
Commute.org sponsored the San Mateo 
County Commuter Challenge, which 
offered weekly and grand prize raffle 
incentives. The Challenge was scheduled 
to include the annual Bay Area Bike to 
Work Day in May, which Commute.org 
coordinated for San Mateo County. 
(Building Motivation, Engagement and 
Habits Over Time; Competitions) 

The incentives program relied heavily on 
the use of advertising (online, video, and 
display), challenges, and prize-based 
campaigns to attract and retain the target 
audience. It was marketed through a 
variety of channels including digital 
billboards, a social media campaign, 
commuter outreach, employer 
partnerships, direct mail to residents, and 
special challenges. (Mass Media; Work 
Programs) 

To address the need for last-minute 
change of plans, the agency had been 
offering a Guaranteed Ride Home 
Program using paper taxi vouchers. 
Commuters who used any approved 
alternative travel mode to get to work or 
college and who experienced an 
emergency while there, could use the taxi 
vouchers to get home. The ‘emergency’ 
could involve a personal or family illness 
or emergency, a change in work schedule, 
losing a ride home because the carpool 
driver with had an emergency, an 
emergency at home, or an elder care or 
day care emergency. In 2018 that 
program was expanded so that 
participants could use any form of 
transportation to get home (e.g public 
transit, Uber, car share, or taxi) and be 
reimbursed up to $60 per trip up to 4 
times a year. If they used public transit for 
at least part of their GRH ride, 
Commute.org gave them a $5 e-card 
bonus.  

To encourage more people to use 
vanpools as an alternative to driving 
alone, the van pool incentive was 
expanded in 2021. New vanpools were 
eligible for an incentive of up to $3,600, 
paid out at $150 per month over two-
years. Vanpools had to meet eligibility 
requirements and the months of 
operation had to be consecutive. 

In 2022, recognizing that many travelers 
crossed county lines, six transportation 
demand agencies in the San Francisco 
area integrated their commuter platforms 
and began offering seamless access to 
their carpool and vanpool ride-matching 
and eligibility-based trip rewards. The 
new partnership expanded ride-match 
opportunities and customer support, 
particularly for those commuting across 
county lines. Commuters could then see 
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information from all relevant agencies 
through a single user account.  
 
Overcoming Barriers 
 

Barrier How it was addressed 

Time and 
effort 
required to 
find and 
use 
carpools 

• Ride matching platform  

• Incentives and competitions 

 

Habits take 
time to 
become 
established 

• Carpool incentive could be 
received up to four times a 
year (40 days of 
carpooling) 

• Vanpool incentives could 
be received monthly for up 
to 24 consecutive months  

Sometimes 
people’s 
travel plans 
must 
change at 
the last 
minute  

• Flexible, easy-to-use 
Guaranteed Ride Home 
Program 

 

Measuring Achievements 

The agency managed the incentives on its 
STAR platform powered by RideAmigos. 
Participants had to record their trips to 
their own accounts using e mobile apps 
(1) Waze Carpool or (2) Scoop.  

The agency measured behavioral 
persistence using post-incentive surveys 
of incentive recipients. 

Results 

The program made it easier and more 
rewarding for individuals to carpool and 
vanpool. In the spring of 2019, the 
average citizen was about four times 
more likely to carpool, compared with the 
fall of 2018. Each carpooler saved about 

$580 per year and reduced CO2 emissions 
by about one third of a ton per year. 

Over about six months from the Fall of 
2018 to Spring 2019, Commute.org's 
Carpool 2.0 program led to a quadrupling 
of carpools logged in San Mateo County 
through its Star commuter platform each 
month, from 6,400 in to nearly 30,000.  

Between October 2018 and December 
2019, the program rewarded 1,961 
carpoolers, making 218,453 one-way 
trips, travelling 4,708,310 miles, and 
saving $1,325,860. About 40% of 
program participants drove alone before 
the program, and 33% reported costs 
savings as their top motivation to carpool. 
There was an associated reduction of 955 
tons of CO2 emissions (about 819 tons 
per year.) 

From 2020 to 2022, the COVID19 crisis 
significantly reduced participation in the 
program, but organizers anticipated a 
gradual increase in program participation 
once local shelter-in-place orders were 
eased. 

Notes and Lessons Learned  

This program tested new refinements to a 
proven approach, including the following: 

• Timing of incentives to encourage 
ongoing engagement and habit 
formation, and 

• Expansion of the Guaranteed Ride 
Home Program so participants could 
use any form of transportation to get 
home. 

These enhancements are readily 
replicable to many other carpool and 
vanpool programs around the world. 

The lessons learned about incentive 
timing are adaptable to many behaviors 
that are performed on an ongoing basis. 
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See also: 

• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commute.org 

• https://rideamigos.com/commute-org-commuter-

incentives-case-study 

• https://ccag.ca.gov/wp-

content/uploads/2021/10/5-A3-2021-Draft-San-

Mateo-CCAG-CMP-Report.pdf 

............................................... 
 
For step-by step instructions in using each of 
the tools noted above, to review our full 
collection of over 200 social marketing case 
studies, or to suggest a new case study, go to 
www.toolsofchange.com 
 

 
This case study is also available online at 
http://www.toolsofchange.com/en/case-
studies/detail/756 
 
It was written in 2023 by Jay Kassirer.  
 
The Tools of Change planning resources are 
published by  
Tools of Change 
2699 Priscilla Street, Ottawa Ontario 
Canada K2B 7E1 (613) 224-3800 
kassirer@toolsofchange.com 
www.toolsofchange.com 
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