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November 17, 2008 

 

The Honorable Christine Gregoire 

Office of the Governor 

PO Box 40002 

Olympia, WA 98504-0002 

 

The Honorable Members 

Senate Transportation Committee 

PO Box 40482 

Olympia, WA 98504-0482 

 

The Honorable Members 

House Transportation Committee 

PO Box 40600 

Olympia, WA 98504-0600 

 

Dear Governor Gregoire, Senators, and Representatives: 

 

The Washington State Transportation Commission (WSTC) is pleased to transmit the completed findings 

and analysis from our 2008 Ferry Customer Survey.  This is the first time a comprehensive survey of 

ferry customers has been conducted.  The WSTC will continue this effort as a biennial effort as mandated 

under current law. 

 

This survey effort took one year to complete and was comprised of five research components: 

1. Qualitative Research - Focus groups representing riders on all routes were conducted in November 

and December 2007.  The information gathered in the focus groups were used to shape the questions 

contained in the on-board surveys.  Nearly 80 ferry customers participated in the groups - most were 

commuters or frequent riders and represented a mix of those who drive and walk onto the ferries.   

2. On-Board Surveys - Two waves of surveying were done on-board the ferries for every route in the 

system.  The first wave of surveying was conducted in March 2008 and profiles winter riders who 

tend to be more regular, non-recreational travelers.  The second wave of surveying conducted in late 

July and early August 2008 profiles summer riders who represent both regular and recreational riders.  

A total of 13,000 surveys were completed, representing a statistically valid sample of ferry customers. 

3. General Market Area and Infrequent Rider Survey ï The intent of this survey was to talk to 

people who no longer ride the ferries, or do so infrequently, to find out why they have stopped or 

decreased their use of the ferry system.  More than 1,200 telephone contacts were completed using a 

random sample of residents living in Puget Sound counties served by WSF.   

4. Freight Customer Survey - The purpose of this research was to gather freight customer insights 

regarding their travel on WSF.  Decision makers at various freight companies were provided with the 

opportunity to share their opinions and ideas on such things as congestion pricing and the possibility 

of a reservation system for ferries.  A total of 25 freight customers with varying sized fleets 

participated.
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5. In depth on-line Surveys - A subset of those who took the on-board surveys were selected to participate in additional 

research which entailed two different detailed on-line surveys aimed at testing reactions and sensitivities to various 

strategies and fare levels: 

 

Á Price Sensitivity Study:  this on-line conjoint survey tested the possible effects that changes to fares and time of 

day pricing could have on ferry usage. 

Á Mode Shift Study ï this on-line survey tested the effects that changes to services and pricing would have on 

vehicle driversô decision to walk on instead of drive onto the ferry ï specifically what combination of incentives 

and disincentives influence mode choice decisions. 

 

Details of this entire research effort can be found in the Executive Summary that follows.  Further detail can be found in 

the various technical papers and back-up materials contained in the enclosed CD.  We encourage you to review the 

findings of this groundbreaking effort.  All of this material is also available on the WSTC web site at www.wstc.wa.gov.  

If you would like to obtain additional copies of this or the CD, please contact our offices at 360 705-7070. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Dan OôNeal, Chairman 

Washington State Transportation Commission 
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Study Background and Methodology  

Legislation enacted in 2007 directed the Washington State Transportation Commission (WSTC) to conduct a survey to gather data on ferry users to 
help inform level of service, operational, pricing, planning, and investment decisions.   The legislation directed that the survey must include, but not be 
limited to the following:  (a) recreational users; (b) walk-on customer use; (c) vehicle customer use; (d) freight and goods movement demand; and (e) 
reactions to potential operational strategies and pricing policies described under Section 7 of the law.  Section 7 further described four key operational 
strategies that could require customer input:  (a) the feasibility of using reservation systems; (b) methods of shifting vehicular traffic to other modes of 
transportation; (b) methods of improving on-dock operations to maximize efficiency and minimize operating and capital costs; (c) options for leveling 
peak vehicle demand; and (d) options for increasing off-peak ridership.  This Executive Summary presents results from a comprehensive research 
program described below that provides data as input to support the development of operational strategies and other policies being considered by the 
Commission, the Legislature and the Department of Transportation that are working to address the complex problems Washington State Ferries (WSF) 
is facing today. 

The 2008 Ferry Customer Survey is multi-phase in nature as outlined below. 

 

1. Qualitative Research:  Focus groups were conducted representing frequent and infrequent riders on all WSF routes.  The objectives of the focus 
groups and the subsequent research were to:  (a) explore current travel behavior, (b) understand key customer characteristics and their influence 
on attitudes and travel behaviors, (c) understand customer attitudes toward travel and what the impact of these attitudes might have on attitudes 
toward potential pricing and operational strategies, (d) identify customersô requirements and expectations for service and their willingness to pay for 
or make trade-offs to better manage demand for vehicle travel during peak periods and to improve traffic flow, and (e) assess alternatives to 
measure the impacts of pricing and operational strategies. 
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