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Commencement Committee Venue Selection and Ticket Allocation 
Briefing Paper 
  
INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this briefing paper is to provide information on the UW Tacoma’s 
Commencement Committee (the Committee) venue selection and subsequent ticketing 
process. The briefing paper is in response to a request by the Associated Students of University 
of Washington Tacoma (ASUWT) to learn more about why the Tacoma Dome (the Dome) was 
selected for the 2016 UW Tacoma Commencement ceremony and how ticket allocations were 
determined. ASUWT is interested in knowing more about the process due to graduates who are 
frustrated by the Committees decision to allow for a maximum of 5 guest tickets.  
 
The Committee hopes that his briefing paper will provide background information to help all 
stakeholders understand how and why decisions were made. It is the intent of the Committee 
that the briefing paper will provide background information to begin to discuss the location and 
ticket allocation for future ceremonies.  
 
TACOMA DOME AND UW TACOMA COMMENCEMENT BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
Commencement has been hosted in the Tacoma Dome since 2000 with the exception of 2005 
when the Dome was not available and the ceremony was hosted at the Puyallup Fairgrounds.  
The Dome has been an excellent venue and partner for our ceremonies as UW Tacoma expands 
to serve the need for college degrees in the South Sound. 
 
The Dome, owned and operated by the City of Tacoma, is a popular venue for graduation 
ceremonies and commencement slots are both desirable and limited. In 2016, 23 high schools, 
community colleges and universities will hold their ceremonies in the Dome between late May 
and late June– including three that share UW Tacoma’s date of June 10.  The Dome is able to 
accommodate such a large number of events by using the same configuration for all 
ceremonies. Consequently, the set-up for UW Tacoma’s graduation is not flexible. 
 
DETERMING TICKET LIMITS FOR GRADUATION CEREMONY 
 
Tickets are allocated based on the number of graduates and the available number of seats. In 
its graduation configuration the Tacoma Dome has 7,243 seats available. Ticket allocation is 
simply determined by dividing 7,243 by the number of graduates participating in 
commencement. The higher the number of graduates who participate in the June 
commencement the fewer the number of seats.  
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PRIOR TO 2015 COMMENCEMENT TICKET ALLOCATION PROCESS 
 
The capacity of the Tacoma Dome was not an issue prior to 2015. However, in 2013 and 2014, 
the Committee became increasingly concerned because, as the number of UW Tacoma 
students has grown, so has the number of graduates (Table 1). Given the increasing number of 
graduates, and the limited seating capacity in the Dome, the Committee worried it may need to 
turn visitors away at the door -  a real possibility that would be a nightmare and 
disappointment for graduates, guests and the campus. 
 
Table 1: UW Tacoma Degrees Granted  

The Committee began to explore other options for future graduation ceremonies. No venue 
changes were made for 2015 because the Committee did not have an accurate estimate of the 
number of guest that attended the 2014 ceremony since tickets were not required for entry. 
 
2015 THE BEGINNING OF COMMENCEMENT TICKET REQUIREMENT 
 
The Committee estimated that over 1,100 graduates would participate in 2015 commencement 
and gave students the option to request between 0-7 guest tickets. It was expected that many 
students would not request 7, which would give the Committee the option of reallocating 
unclaimed tickets. At the time it created this process, the Committee fully believed that it 
would have the capacity to distribute unrequested tickets after registration for commencement 
closed. 
  
In 2015, students were asked the following question when registering for commencement:  
 
“Student and guest tickets are required for the Tacoma Dome ceremony and are only available 
through this [commencement registration] form. It is our intention to meet all reasonable 
requests for tickets. Please request tickets only for those people whom you have confirmed will 
be attending. If necessary, you can obtain more guest tickets when you pick up your order in 
Philip Hall.”  
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The ticket request breakdowns as follows: 
 

2015Graduate Response to the Number 
of Tickets Requested 

# of Tickets  # of Graduates Requesting 
Tickets 

0 5 

1 7 

2 17 

3 26 

4 31 

5 50 

6 28 

7 938 

No 
Response 

27 

  
After commencement registration closed 1,129 students had requested a total of 7,227 tickets. 
Ultimately, 83% of graduates requested 7 tickets, the maximum number, and only 191 
graduates requested less than 7 tickets. Following registration graduates had the opportunity to 
request additional tickets. The average number of tickets requested was 10, but one student 
requested 50 additional guest seats. Overall participating graduates requested 10,795 tickets. I  
 
With capacity of the Dome being 7,243, the committee decided that there would be no way to 
fairly distribute tickets to graduates who had desired more than 7 tickets. The remaining 16 
tickets would be allocated to graduates who, for a variety of reasons, may have failed to submit 
a ticket request or missed the registration deadline.  
 
2016 COMMENCEMENT TICKET ALLOCATION PROCESS 
 
Following the 2015 ceremony, the Committee recognized that UW Tacoma was beginning to 
outgrow the Tacoma Dome. It began to revisit previous conversations about other venues, 
using the following criteria to consider its options:  
 

 Guest capacity of 5,000 or more 
 Within 30 miles of UW Tacoma campus 
 Adequate parking for graduates and guests 
 Disability accommodations available for graduates and guests 
 Strong desire to only hold one commencement ceremony  
 Strong desire to remain indoors 
 Financial feasibility 

 
Other venues considered by the Committee: 



4 
 

Puyallup Fairgrounds 
 This venue was too small in 2005 
 Guest seating capacity is 5,500 
 Outdoor venue 

 
Cheney Stadium 

 Guest seating capacity is 6,800 
 Outdoor venue 
 Due to their schedule they cannot confirm availability for a June date until late fall 

 
ShoWare Center (Kent) 

 We pursued this as an option for our 2015 Commencement.   
 Guest seating capacity is 6,500 

 
Alaska Airline Arena (UW Seattle) 

 This venue is currently used by UW Bothell. Their graduating class is slightly larger than 
UW Tacoma and graduates are limited to 4 tickets.  

 
Husky Stadium 

 Requires UW Seattle to change their date due to the set-up and breakdown of the 
stadium. The ceremony is currently hosted on Saturday. Set-up is not completed until 
Friday evening and breakdown is Sunday.  

 The current UW Seattle configuration is not ideal and a UW Tacoma ceremony would 
require a different set-up in order for students and guest to feel welcomed in 65K seat 
stadium.  

 
Ultimately the Commencement Committee decided that the Tacoma Dome was still the best 
option. Therefore, it was agreed that the 2016 Commencement Ceremony would be held in the 
Tacoma Dome.  
 
In 2016 we reduced the tickets per graduating student to 5 tickets. As discussed earlier we have 
7,243 seats available for our Commencement guests in the Dome. This year we estimate about 
1,600 students will participate in Commencement, a record number. The resulting math 
equates to 5 guest tickets per graduate. Based on our experience with 2015 ceremony, we 
determined that a ticket request process would be unsuccessful since in all likelihood there 
would be no tickets to redistribute.  
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FUTURE VENUE SELECTION FOR UW TACOMA’S COMMENCEMENT 
 
The Committee recognizes that ticket limits are not ideal and due to the strong student demand 
the Committee is once again considering various options for 2017 and beyond. Below are 
options that are currently being discussed. The options are in no particular order.  
 
VENUE OPTIONS FOR 2017 AND BEYOND 
 

1. Tacoma Dome with UW Tacoma Commencement Configuration: Different configuration 
that would allow for more seats. It is estimated that 12,000 is the maximum capacity of 
the Tacoma Dome in an ideal UW Tacoma specific commencement configuration. In 
order to make this change the ceremony would need to move to a date outside of the 
other 23 graduation ceremonies. This means commencement would need to take place 
either prior to May 20th or after June 20th.  

 
Key Considerations 
 Will significantly increase our cost 
 Tickets will still be limited but the seating capacity would grow from 7k to 12K 
 Will need approval of Board of Regents for date change 
 Before May 20th would be extremely early for graduates  
 Will participation suffer if the event is held after June 20th  

 
2. Tacoma Dome host two commencement ceremonies: Use the current Tacoma Dome 

configuration and see if we are able to get two time slots. Ideally the time slots would 
be back-to-back.  

 
Key Considerations 
 Separate graduating class divided by academic programs 
 Will increase our cost 
 Not sure if the Tacoma Dome has two back-to-back time slots 
 May require date change.  If so this will need to be approved by the Board of Regents. 

 
3. Husky Stadium: Husky Stadium is an extremely large venue and would be able to 

accommodate UW Tacoma commencement for the feasible future. However, the due to 
the venue size in comparison to the size of our graduating class the overall experience 
will have a different feel.  

 
Key Considerations 
 Tri-campus process to accommodate this venue change. 
 Would potentially involve a date change 
 City of Seattle buy-in regarding schedule change.  The change will significantly impact 

traffic patterns.   
 Will need approval of Board of Regents for date change 
 Significant cost increase to host 
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 Outdoor venue 
 Will we seem too small in such a large venue?   

 
NEXT STEPS 
 
The Committee recognizes that further limiting tickets for future commencement ceremonies is 
not an option and is currently exploring the costs associated with the venue options listed 
above.  The Committee is also interested in input from ASUWT and current students and is 
awaiting results from an ASUWT survey that will inform its venue selection criteria.  Specifically 
the Committee is interested in knowing if students are interested in traveling beyond 30 miles 
from campus, and having an outdoor ceremony. Due to time needed to plan a commencement 
ceremony the Committee anticipates that a decision will need to be made by the end of July 
2016.  However, it will not make a decision on the 2017 venue and ticketing process until 
students, staff, faculty and administration have been consulted. 


