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LEARNING ABOUT MUNI METRO
Public transportation in San Francisco is complex. The MTA runs
four different services—buses, light-rail vehicles (LRVs), subway
lines and an historic streetcar line—in addition to the cable cars
and myriad other local and regional services.

PLANNING & STARTING A TRIP
Concept Illustration
Subway Entrance

The Muni Metro subway is easy to overlook because it runs
underground and only serves a few narrow corridors within the
city. It also operates in the shadow of the well-publicized BART
subway running through the city. Visitors to the Bay Area often
encounter the BART system at the airport and mistakenly
assume that it is the only subway in San Francisco. Residents
sometimes remain unaware that a Muni subway exists.
Education Touchpoints
The BART line from San Francisco International Airport provides
a perfect opportunity to teach visitors about the Muni subway.
Well-placed notices and announcements could help people
grasp the nature of the Muni system during those critical first
moments when visitors are forming their understanding
of public transportation in San Francisco.
There are many other ways to reach new residents. Muni could
partner with U-haul to provide discounts on one-week passes
when new residents turn in their moving vans. The U-haul facility
on Bayshore Boulevard is only a few blocks away from the new
Muni T-line, providing a convenient route back to the city. Local
banks or stores such as Safeway or Blockbuster could identify
new residents who sign-up for loyalty programs and give them
information about the Muni, perhaps focusing on stops that
happen to be nearby. The post office or phone company could
be an avenue for similar awareness programs.
Muni bus lines that intersect with areas served by the subway
could provide information about these transfer points. A simple
overview of the different Muni options could be incorporated on
the back of transfers or promoted at bus stops.

Muni Metro Maps
Detailed Muni system maps are available for $3.00
from merchants throughout the city. These maps are
supplemented by several online systems but visitors
often have trouble finding these resources.

Encountering the Service
The subway surface entrances along Market Street
are an obvious touchpoint for the Muni Metro but go
largely unused as a teaching tool. It takes quite a bit of
courage for visitors or new residents to blindly venture
down the stairs to see where they lead, so a quick
overview would be helpful. Detailed route information
seems unnecessary—a general description will do.
The overhang above the staircase is a perfect place
to reinforce the identity of the two systems and their
destinations. This can go well beyond the name of the
station. Making a distinction here is important, because
otherwise the subway entrances appear identical for
Muni Metro, BART and hybrid stations.

BART vs Muni Metro
The faded signs reading “BART” or “Muni” that mark
each entrance need to be reinforced with general
descriptions for visitors and others who are unfamiliar
with the names of the two systems.
This could be as simple as adding “Local Subway” or
“Regional Subway” beneath the logos and would help
create a distinction between BART and Muni Metro.
Consistency is important when marking Muni stops at
the Metro and elsewhere in the system. LRV and bus
stops are sometimes barely marked. A common route
identification system across all touchpoints would aid
the learnability of the overall Muni network for visitors
and new residents.

Maps for the subway and LRV should be separated
from the bus lines and focus less on realistic surface
geography and more on schematic representations.
These simplified forms would lend themselves to wallet
cards or iPod maps, perhaps even localized to certain
neighborhoods throughout the city.
Websites like transit.511.org serve as a hub for
planning routes throughout the Bay Area, but the site
is much maligned. For new residents, making the
existing paper maps simpler and easier to obtain
would support the ability to plan.
Metro commuters tend not to rely on timetables and
maps, simply taking the first train that appears to be
heading in their direction. Many systems for these
users already exist (like mobile alerts) but could be
better publicized.
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ENTERING THE MUNI METRO
Four of the Muni Metro’s key stations were originally intended
exclusively for BART. Embarcadero, Montgomery, Powell and
Civic Center stations were designed to house local and express
BART lines on the upper and lower platforms. Once the stations
were built the upper platform was assigned to the Muni Metro
and the concourse altered to accommodate both systems.

Concept Illustration
Gate Signage

These hybrid stations are an unending source of confusion.
Station agents throughout the system confirm that people are
constantly approaching Muni booths with BART tickets (and vice
versa). The problem is greatest downtown, but Muni agents
have reported encounters with confused BART ticket holders
as far west as Forrest Hill station.

A Station-wide Solution
Booth agents for BART report exactly the same type
of confusion with Muni passengers who mistakenly
approach the BART fare gates. Muni Fast Passes
actually work in the BART system (albeit only within the
city limits) so it’s entirely possible for people to follow
through with this mistake.

This booth sign hints at the problem. Dozens like it can be
found throughout the Muni and BART systems.
Muni Metro is not BART
The fundamental problem with entry is that the
distinction between BART and the Muni Metro isn't
apparent for many people. Out of 15 BART subway
stations and 10 Muni subway stations, only four
require people to recognize a difference.
Since people don’t realize that there is a choice to be
made, they approach whichever booth happens to be
nearby. BART and Muni have different fare payment
methods and this keeps people from actually entering
the wrong system, but these mistakes could still be
addressed with signage that clarify the distinction
between the two systems.

Muni is Local; BART is Regional
Station agents for both services attempt to solve the
problem by posting homemade signs that focus on
the different names of the systems: “This is Muni, not
BART.” Even if people noticed the signs, the names
alone don’t help anyone understand the important
functional distinctions between the local and regional
Muni and BART networks.
Signs that reinforce the local and regional scope
should be prominently displayed above the turnstiles,
not on the booths. The trains themselves are iconic
enough to serve as recognizable symbols of the
system and could be displayed on banners behind
the Muni and BART signs.

Any solution to the problem of identifying the correct
train system needs to include the cooperation of BART
management. BART would need signage that helps
people understand it as a regional train line. Certainly
signs that say “To All Trains” need to be qualified with
the regional distinction so that Muni passengers aren’t
tempted into the system.
Besides fare gate signage, BART operators coming
in from SFO or Oakland Airport could explain the
existence of the Muni subway system to people who
may not otherwise be familiar with it.
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TICKETING ON THE MUNI METRO
There are at least five different ticketing systems for the Muni
Metro. The fare is $1.50 for 90 minutes across all vehicles
(except cable cars) but paying that fare can be complex. Above
ground, LRVs accept cash and coins, and passengers can pay
drivers directly or at a ticket machine on the elevated platforms.
In the subway, there are no tickets and passengers must pay
their fare in coins at the faregates on the concourse.
Below are three different types of tickets for the same train.
With so many competing transit systems in San Francisco, the
adoption of a consistent visual identity for Muni tickets is critical.
The familiar “worm” logo (missing from the first two) and the
iconic LRV are good candidates for this visual language.
Twelve Quarters per Trip
As fares continues to climb, the number of coins starts
to become a burden for the average commuter.

Cluttered Agent Booths
A huge collection of signage has accumulated on the
windows of most Muni booths. The signs are designed
to provide information to common questions, but end
up serving as a visual barrier. Agents routinely cover
the openings that are provided for asking questions,
intentionally cutting off access.
These booths are an important touchpoint for shaping
people’s initial impression of the Muni. If agents are
only authorized to provide information then the booths
should at least be clean and approachable. Some
booths at stations on the outskirts of the system are
less cluttered than others. These serve as a good
example for the rest of the Muni Metro.

The Muni Metro is the only touchpoint that does not
allow fares to be paid with a dollar bill. The system for
getting change leverages BART ticket machines that
happen to be nearby. This procedure is painful to
watch, especially since the first button referenced in
the instructions also cancels the transaction if pushed
at the wrong time. Rather than find easier ways to
provide change, the system should find ways to
support payment with paper bills.
Ideally, Muni passport merchants would be stationed
directly on the concourse. BART already provides such
a service. Station agents should also accept exact fare
(in currency and coins) directly at the Muni booths,
especially since so many people mistakenly assume
that this is the booths’ function in the first place.
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WAITING FOR THE MUNI METRO
Outbound trains normally stop here.
Elevator

Powell Station
Floor Plan

Moving the trains to the center clears congestion near the entrances
and makes access from the elevator easier for the disabled.

Because the Muni Metro stations were originally designed for
much longer BART trains, the subway platforms leave a lot of
empty space, making it unclear exactly where to wait for a train.
Outbound passengers cluster near the western stairway while
inbound passengers scatter along the opposite wall. Advertisers
seem unaware of these patterns, displaying posters in vacant
areas of Van Ness and Embarcadero stations.
Stations could create a clearer indication of the train stops by
marking the edge of the platform in black (similar to the BART
system) or by using lights to shape the space, perhaps dimming
the lighting along the walls at the outer edges of the platform.
Some station platforms attempt to communicate this information
with ad hoc signage, but there is no system-wide approach.
New visitors to the Metro are also frequently confused about the
difference between inbound and outbound directions and have
trouble understanding on which side they should wait. Signage
in the outer bays of the station can help with this decision as
long as it is clear and leaves the space uncluttered.

Entrance Transition
When people cluster near the bottom of the stairway,
it eliminates any opportunity for a calm transition into
the densely packed public arena of rush hour. If the
trains were moved to the middle of the platform where
more benches are available, the crowd would follow
and leave a transition area in the outer bays.
This would also eliminate the daily spectacle of people
rushing the length of the station to catch an outbound
train from the east. Passengers from the west would
be able to see the train’s headlights approaching in the
tunnel ahead and quicken their pace. Those who take
the elevator would also have a shorter path.

Live System Information
In addition to the LED NextMuni information available
at all stations, a live map of the system is displayed at
Embarcadero station. This visualization was originally
designed in the late nineties for internal monitoring and
was only subsequently released to the public.
The display attracts crowds, but would be easier to
read if redesigned from a user-centered perspective.
System information like track interchanges should be
removed and the display oriented to map to the actual
inbound and outbound tracks on either side of the
platform. The nineties-era graphics could also be
updated and separate snapshots created that would
be appropriate for either the public or Muni.

Mind the Backstage
People cluster near the western side of Embarcadero
station to wait for the train, just as they do at most
stations. Unfortunately at Embarcadero much of the
western side is reserved for an operations center and
a special “backstage” area for Muni employees to sit
between shifts. During rush hour, there is a subtle
tension as these two groups vie for space.
Moving the crowds to the center bay or the completely
unused eastern half of the station would help reduce
this tension, but the backstage area could still be
handled with more grace. Updating the aging signage
with something more appropriate would go a long way
toward creating a professional atmosphere.
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RIDING THE METRO

ARRIVING / BOARDING

The operators on the Muni Metro don’t actually drive the trains
while they’re in the subway (the trains are in auto mode). Some
operators use this opportunity to provide information over the
intercom about upcoming stops and points of interest: “Civic
Center, first stop BART. Main Library.” These bits of information
should be institutionalized throughout the system.

Concept Illustration
Station Signage

This also represents an opportunity for revenue generation.
Businesses could sponsor nearby stops. For instance: “4th and
King, this stop sponsored by Borders Books and Music.”
Muni Fare Inspectors
Muni recently instituted a policy to reduce the number of people
who evade the $1.50 fare. Fare inspectors ride trains at peak
hours, demanding proof of payment from passengers. This
creates a negative experience for the passengers who do pay
and results in tension and ill will toward Muni.

End of the Line
Embarcadero station is the last stop for many of the
Muni Metro lines. When approaching the station, an
automated announcement says “Embarcadero station,
last stop.” This announcement should come earlier
(just after leaving Montgomery station) so that people
have time to collect their belongings.

Enforcing the fare is a good policy, but blanket harassment
of paying customers is not. Focus on discouraging fare evaders
at the beginning of their trip, not at the end.

Station Identification
The station name should be clearly visible from the
train as it pulls into the station and before it comes to
a complete stop. The name could be painted in huge
letters above the advertisements on the subway walls.
These would be visible at a glance, even if another
train were pulling in across the bay.

One Stop per Station
Whenever a train stops at the station, it’s natural
to expect the doors to open. People waiting to board
often drift toward a stopped train that has only
partially entered the station. Sometimes passengers
attempt to open the doors themselves by pressing
the bar next to the doors or the exterior buttons.

Like much of the platform signage, station identifiers
are old and in disrepair. Recently the signs along the
subway walls were removed, leaving only smaller signs
hanging in the middle of the bays. The distinct colorcoding (red for Powell, blue for Montgomery) is useful
for commuters, but visitors need a clearer indication
of where they are in the system.

This confusion can be avoided by keeping the trains
from entering the station until the path is clear. Better
to slow down in the tunnel to synchronize arrival with
the departure of the train ahead. Ideally, the delay
would be spread over the length of the tunnel so as
to be less noticeable to the passengers. If the train
needs to stop, then it should stop in the tunnel to
remove any ambiguity about whether to exit.

If a train is going out of service, it could indicate this by
turning off half the overhead lights. This simple action
is used in department stores to indicate when a store
is about to close. The dimming also gives a clear signal
to people waiting on the platform that the incoming
train is not in service. The operator could reinforce this
signal by dimming the headlights when arriving.
To prevent people from mistakenly trying to board,
the train could take advantage of the eastern half of the
station at Embarcadero. This half of the station is just
as easy for passengers to exit, and avoids any
confusion since Mission Bay trains always stop in
the western half of the station.
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CONTINUING FROM THE METRO
The end of the line for Muni isn’t necessarily the end of the
passenger’s trip. Muni could do a better job linking passengers
to other transit services and other Muni lines. The Metro itself
covers only a small area of San Francisco, mostly along Market
Street and six narrow corridors into the outlying neighborhoods.
Many other regional and local services overlap with Muni to
provide transportation throughout the Bay area. Integrating with
these services is left largely up to the passengers’ ingenuity.
Some stations provide connection information, and Muni
operators sometimes make references to connecting systems
at certain stops but this is largely a hit or miss affair. Information
should be posted near the exits of the Muni stations in clear view
from the stairway on the way out. This would allow people to
learn about connection opportunities without seeking out that
information or even knowing in advance that they exist.
Muni metro booth agents are an obvious source for information
about public transportation. They should be able to provide
basic directions about any of the 3rd party services in the vicinity
of the station. In addition, operators aboard the Muni Metro and
bus lines should have a thorough knowledge of the connecting
points along their route. Announcements for these key points
should be institutionalized throughout the system.
Finally, several unorthodox connection opportunities could
be explored. Muni and BART make an obvious partnership,
but other commercial services like ZipCar and other car sharing
systems or even local taxi information could be valuable
additions to the transportation ecosystem.

BART Trains
The BART system has perhaps the closest alignment
with Muni, sharing several key stations along Market
street. In general, opportunities for continuing on Muni
are well handled—discounts when going from BART to
Muni and Metro passes accepted on BART within the
San Francisco city limits.

Caltrain
The J and T-lines in Mission bay are popular for their
connection to Caltrain. Opportunities for integration
here might include announcement of impending
Caltrain departures when approaching the 4th and
King stop or accepting Caltrain tickets for a Muni
discount to encourage shared ridership.

Zipcar
Car sharing services are a recent addition to the
transportation ecosystem. Zipcar could post directions
to the nearest Metro station at their parking lots and
Muni could provide directions to those lots from the
station. Zipcar offices also present a natural outlet for
distributing information about Muni.

Other Muni Lines
Information about connections to the bus lines or the
cable cars are a good start, but could be displayed
more prominently in the concourse to help people take
advantage of these options. Nearby bus lines could be
posted by each station exit.

SamTrans
The San Mateo bus line runs from the peninsula to
downtown San Francisco. The key transfer point is at
Civic Center station and the SamTrans stop (Mission
and 7th) is a few blocks away. The SamTrans booth
at Civic Center is cluttered and outdated and could
be integrated with the BART transit store.

Bicycles
The Muni Metro handles bicycles poorly. Buses and
BART trains allow cyclists to bring their bikes along,
but Muni Metro doesn’t even provide bicycle parking
for people who ride their bikes to the station. This is
a puzzling omission and seems fairly easy to fix.

