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Ov e r v i e w
AASH TO  b e g a n  p o l l i n g  s t a t e  D O Ts  o n  t h e i r  u s e  o f  o n l i n e  n e w  m e d i a  a n d  s o c i a l  t o o l s  i n  2009 .  E a c h  s p r i n g ,  D O Ts  a r e  a s k e d  a  s e r i e s  
of questions related to the adoption of social media tools, the impact of social media on the state agencies and the influence so-
c i a l  m e d i a  h a s  h a d  o n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  d e p a r t m e n t  a n d  i t s  c u s t o m e r s .  Th i s  y e a r ,  4 4  s t a t e s  r e s p o n d e d  
t o  t h e  s u r v e y .

Su m m a r y
Th e  AASH TO  St a t e  D O T So c i a l  M e d i a  Su r v e y  h a s  f o l l o w e d  t h e  s h i f t i n g  p r i o r i t i e s  a n d  t o o l s  o f  D O T c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t e a m s .  I n  t h e  
latest survey, social media has become firmly established, playing a critical and foundational role in daily DOT communications. 

Th i s  r e g u l a r  s u r v e y  r e p o r t  r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  u s i n g  s o c i a l  m e d i a  i s  n o t  o n l y  r o u t i n e ,  i t  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  i n  m a n y  w a y s  a  k e y  
factor in public engagement. Despite this critical role, every DOT implements social media programs in different ways – reflec-
t i v e  o f  t h e  v a l u e s ,  p r i o r i t i e s  a n d  r e s o u r c e s  o f  e a c h  a g e n c y .  

Indeed, larger agencies that have traditionally invested in communication were among the first to integrate social media into 
t h e i r  p r o g r a m .  B u t  i n  2018,  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  d e p a r t m e n t  h a s  l i t t l e  d o  w i t h  w h e t h e r  a n  a g e n c y  u s e s  s o c i a l  m e d i a .  A 
department’s size, however, may determine how it monitors social media and whether it can afford to dedicate individual staff 
solely to social media efforts.

D e s p i t e  t h i s  r o u t i n i z a t i o n ,  D O Ts  c o n t i n u e  t o  i n n o v a t e ,  s e e k i n g  t h e  s a m e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t h a t  s e e m e d  p o s s i b l e  w h e n  s o c i a l  m e d i a  
revolutionized constituent communications in the 2000s – the ability to reach the right audience with the right message and the 
right time. In 2018, DOTs turned toward Instagram and Snapchat for their potential engaging younger audiences – teens and 
Millennials – even as they began to invest in social media advertising to continue their engagement with larger Facebook and 
Tw i t t e r  a u d i e n c e s .  

Th e  Co m m u n i c a t i o n  Te a m
I n  2018,  D O T c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  t e a m s  a v e r a g e d  15  p e o -
p l e  i n  s i z e .  Th o s e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  t e a m s  i n c l u d e  a  
r a n g e  o f  s p e c i a l t i e s  t h a t  c o u l d  i n c l u d e  g r a p h i c  a r t i s t s ,  
m e d i a  r e l a t i o n s  e x p e r t s ,  p u b l i c  i n v o l v e m e n t  s p e c i a l i s t s ,  
c u s t o m e r  r e l a t i o n s ,  a n d  v i d e o g r a p h e r s .  

N e a r l y  h a l f  o f  s t a t e  D O Ts  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  o n e  
member of their communications staffs are dedicated to social media work (47 percent). In 2012, the first year this question was 
asked, just more than a quarter of states (26 percent) said that at least one person on their team was dedicated full-time to social 
m e d i a  w o r k .  

O f  n o t e  i s  t h a t  w h i l e  t h e  p e r -
c e n t a g e  o f  s t a t e s  w i t h  a  d e d i -
cated social media staff person 
h a s  i n c r e a s e d ,  n e a r l y  a l l  s t a t e  
DOTs are using social media – 
o f t e n  s p r e a d i n g  t h e  w o r k  o u t  
among several staff persons. 

M e a n w h i l e ,  m o s t  D O Ts  s t i l l  d o  
n o t  f o r m a l l y  a l l o w  t h e i r  o w n  
e m p l o y e e s  a c c e s s  t o  t h e i r  s o c i a l  
m e d i a  c h a n n e l s  o n  w o r k  t i m e .  
J u s t  a  q u a r t e r  o f  D O Ts  s a i d  t h e i r  
s o c i a l  m e d i a  p o l i c y  a l l o w s  e m -

W hil e there is no fu l l  time social  media position,  it is some-
thing we are considering. C u rrentl y the pu bl ic information of-
Ƥcers and communications director all have access to post on 

T witter and one PI O  and the director can post on F acebook . 

– Survey Respondent
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p l o y e e s  a g e n c y - w i d e  a c c e s s  t o  s o c i a l  m e d i a  s i t e s ,  d e s p i t e  
t h e  r e a l i t y  t h a t  m u c h  o f  s o c i a l  m e d i a  c o n t e n t  i s  c o n s u m e d  
via smartphones. The Pew Research Center estimates 
that 77 percent of U.S. adults own a smartphone, suggest-
i n g  t h a t  e m p l o y e e s  b a r r e d  f r o m  a c c e s s i n g  s o c i a l  m e d i a  o n  
w o r k  e q u i p m e n t  a r e  q u i t e  a b l e  t o  a c c e s s  t h a t  s a m e  i n f o r -
m a t i o n  o n  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  s m a r t p h o n e s .    

So m e  s t a t e  D O Ts  a r e  i n v e s t i n g  i n  a  
u n i q u e  h y b r i d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s p e -
cialty that features social media staff 
a s  c o n t e n t  m a n a g e r s .  Th e i r  d i g i t a l  
m e d i a  f o c u s  o f t e n  i n c l u d e s  a  c o m b i -
n a t i o n  o f  b r i e f  s o c i a l  u p d a t e s  o n  s i t e s  
such as Twitter or Facebook, along 
w i t h  v i d e o  o r  s t i l l  p h o t o s  f o r  u p d a t e s  
o n  Sn a p c h a t  o r  I n s t a g r a m .  Th e s e  
digital-focused staff also often have 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  u p d a t i n g  a  b l o g  o r  
s i m i l a r  l o n g e r - f o r m  n a r r a t i v e  d i g i t a l  
c h a n n e l .  Th e s e  n e w  c o n t e n t  c r e a t o r s  
f o c u s  o n  t e l l i n g  c o m p e l l i n g  s t o r i e s  
t h a t  c o m b i n e  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  p o w e r  o f  
i n t e g r a t e d  d i g i t a l  m e d i a  c h a n n e l s .  
(See Georgia DOT sidebar)

D e s p i t e  t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  e m p h a s i s  o n  c o n t e n t  c r e a t i o n ,  j u s t  1 i n  5  D O Ts  r e p o r t  f o r m a l l y  m o n i t o r i n g  s o c i a l  m e d i a  c h a n n e l s  b e y o n d  
expanded business hours. In some cases, communication officers are checking social media feeds first thing in the morning and 
l a s t  t h i n g  i n  t h e  e v e n i n g ,  b u t  n o t  i n  a  f o r m a l  w a y .  Th e  e x c e p t i o n  i s  d u r i n g  m a j o r  i n c i d e n t s ,  s u c h  a s  e x t r e m e  w e a t h e r ,  w h e n  D O Ts  
r e p o r t  d r a m a t i c  i n c r e a s e s  i n  s o c i a l  m e d i a  a c t i v i t y

So c i a l  Me d i a  To o l s
W h i l e  t h e  s o c i a l  m e d i a  l a n d s c a p e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  
e v o l v e  a t  a  s u r p r i s i n g l y  f a s t  r a t e ,  D O Ts  i n  2018 
c o n t i n u e d  t o  r e l y  p r i m a r i l y  o n  t h r e e  s o c i a l  m e d i a  
tools over all the others – Twitter (98 percent), 
Facebook (90 percent), and online video chan-
nels YouTube and Vimeo (88 percent). 

O f  i n t e r e s t  i n  2018 i s  h o w  D O Ts  a r e  a t t e m p t -
i n g  t o  t i e  t o g e t h e r  n o t  o n l y  t h e  b i g  t h r e e  s o c i a l  
m e d i a  c h a n n e l s ,  b u t  a l s o  s o m e  o f  t h e  e m e r g i n g  
p l a t f o r m s  a s  w e l l .  

In the latest survey, 70 percent of state DOTs 
r e p o r t e d  t h a t  t h e y  e n g a g e  o n l i n e  d i r e c t l y  w i t h  
individuals if asked a direct question. And, 70 
p e r c e n t  s a i d  t h a t  t h e y  a c t i v e l y  e n c o u r a g e  e n -
gagement with individuals, although that effort is some-
what dictated by the media itself. For instance, one state 
s a i d  t h a t  i t  p u s h e s  o u t  i n f o r m a t i o n  o n  Tw i t t e r ,  b u t  s e e k s  t o  
engage in conversations on Facebook. 
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Employee Access to Social Media

Does your agency have a social media policy?

Does the policy allow employees agency-wide access to social media sites and tools?Does the policy allow employees agency-wide access to social media sites and tools?

If no, are certain teams or individuals allowed access to the sites or tools?

E ach of u s monitors social  media among ou r other work  
activities and use �eltwater to catch coverage and con -

versations. �e do not have an on-call designated person 
24/͟ social media watch, but we are very vigilant on what 

is being said and tal k ed abou t on al l  of ou r pl atforms. 

Ȃ Survey �espondent

( F acebook )  is ou r l argest and most engaging au dience. 
T hey respond to ou r safety messages,  branding messages,  

videos as well as traffic and weather alerts. 

Ȃ Survey �espondent
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Y e t  s e v e r a l  s t a t e s  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  a c t u a l l y  c o n n e c t i n g  
w i t h  i n d i v i d u a l s  o r g a n i c a l l y  i s  b e c o m i n g  a  g r e a t e r  
challenge due to how Facebook, Twitter and YouTube 
p r i o r i t i z e  D O T i n f o r m a t i o n  f o r  p o t e n t i a l  D O T a u d i -
e n c e s .  

W h i l e  t h e  f o c u s  r e m a i n s  o n  o r g a n i c a l l y  g r o w i n g  a u -
d i e n c e s ,  s t a t e  D O Ts  a r e  c l e a r l y  t u r n i n g  t o w a r d  s u p -
plementing their efforts with paid mentions on social 
media. More than half (54 percent) of DOTs said that 
they had paid for some kind of advertising on Face-
book in the last year. Roughly 20 percent of DOTs also 
p a i d  f o r  Tw i t t e r  a d s  a n d  a b o u t  12 p e r c e n t  p u r c h a s e d  
a d v e r t i s i n g  o n  I n s t a g r a m  a n d  Y o u Tu b e ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  

Th e  D O Ts  g a v e  t h e  s o c i a l  m e d i a  a d v e r t i s i n g  h i g h  
p r a i s e ,  w i t h  a  s u r p r i s i n g  82 p e r c e n t  s a y i n g  t h e  i n v e s t m e n t  m e t  e x p e c -
tations and another 17 percent saying the advertising exceeded expec-
t a t i o n s .  

It is probably not surprising that Facebook led in advertising 
a m o n g  D O Ts .  Ag a i n  i n  2018,  w h e n  s t a t e s  w e r e  a s k e d  “ I f  y o u r  s t a t e  
c o u l d  u s e  o n l y  o n e  s o c i a l  m e d i a  s e r v i c e ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  i t  u s e ? ”  
just more than half (52 percent) favored Facebook over Twitter  
(43 percent). According to Facebook, its active monthly user popula-
tion topped 2.4 billion in December 2017. Meanwhile, Twitter reported 
in April 2018 that it had 336 million active monthly users, a fraction of 
Facebook’s population. 

A f e w  s o c i a l  m e d i a  c h a n n e l s  t h a t  h a d  i n i t i a l l y  s h o w n  r a p i d  a d o p t i o n  
b y  D O Ts  s a w  b i g  d e c l i n e s  i n  2018.  L i k e  V i n e  a  f e w  y e a r s  e a r l i e r ,  St o r i f y ,  
w h i c h  w a s  u s e d  b y  10 p e r c e n t  o f  D O Ts  i n  2018,  h a s  c e a s e d  o p e r a t i o n .  P e r i s c o p e ,  w h i c h  j u s t  a  f e w  y e a r s  a g o  s h o w e d  p r o m i s e  f o r  
its streaming video potential, has dropped from a high of 24 percent in 2017 to just 10 percent in 2018. 

However, the largest social media platform shift among DOTs was toward Instagram, which reported in fall 2017 that its active 
monthly user population had topped 800 million. In this year’s survey, 67 percent of DOTs said they had an Instagram account, a 
significant job from 17 percent in 2014. Photo-sharing platform Flickr had been the preferred photo platform among DOTs since 
at least 2013 with roughly half DOTs using the service. 

�ecent changes to Faceboo�ǯs algorithm have made it much 
more challenging for government agencies to reach people, 

which has led to ad�ustments in when/how we post things. �tǯs 
al so increased the importance of paying to boost posts.

Ȃ Survey �espondent

�ngagement totally depends on content. Some posts go viral, 
whil e others go nowhere. W e pl ay to a tou gh au dience dail y.

 Ȃ Survey �espondent
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Georgia DOT Takes Viewers  
“Behind the Scenes”

The modern state department of transportation is a highly technical environment filled with highly 

trained, specialized experts. The Georgia Department of Transportation’s strategic communica-

tion team chose to leverage the storytelling capabilities of social media to give the average state 

resident a peek inside the department. 
Georgia DOT last year launched a series of Facebook video posts called “Behind the Scenes” 

that features various department employees engaged in unique and interesting activities – from 

interviews with a GDOT archaeologist discussing curation of artifacts, to environmental sound 

testing on projects, interviews with subject matter experts detailing what their role is with the 

department, to under bridge inspections and more. These interviews are short and compelling 

looks into what occurs on a daily basis inside and outside the department and we continue to 

look for interesting topics and ways to highlight those.“We’re moving away from just pushing out information to the public and now we’re encouraging 

engagement from the public,” said Bre Kirkpatrick, a Georgia DOT social media specialist. “We 

understand that there are so many areas we are dealing with here that people really don’t know 

about.”

In addition to Facebook, Georgia DOT is producing “stories” on Instagram and often provides 

project updates on You-Tube. 

On June 26, Georgia DOT used their YouTube to ex-plain the details of a fallen retaining wall panel on a currently under construction, not opened to traffic por-tion of the project, part of a large and ongoing regional project set to open to traffic soon. The video received a number of comments includ-ing one person who wrote, “Thank you for keeping us well informed instead of trying to bury things away. It’s greatly appreciated. Truth is always best!!!” According to Kirkpatrick, Georgia DOT’s social media strategy – and the “Behind the Scenes” 

series specifically – is an effort to humanize the department. “It’s great when I post some of the videos, and people actually know some of the (GDOT) people 

on there,” said Kirkpatrick. She noted one video featuring a project engineer garnered 2,400 

views on Facebook once the engineer’s friends and family began sharing the link. 
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But while Flickr is similar to an online photo album helping states share literally thousands of photos, Instagram’s photo features 
have evolved beyond unique filter offerings to include live video streaming, “story” features, and other functions designed to 
i n c r e a s e  t i m e  s p e n t  o n  t h e  p l a t f o r m .  

L i k e  I n s t a g r a m ,  Sn a p c h a t  s a w  a  l a r g e  i n c r e a s e  i n  a d o p t i o n  b y  D O Ts  i n  2018 j u m p i n g  f r o m  5  p e r c e n t  t o  21 p e r c e n t .  B o t h  I n s t a g r a m  
a n d  Sn a p c h a t  f e a t u r e  s t o r y t e l l i n g  t h a t  c o m b i n e s  p h o t o s  a n d  b r i e f  v i d e o s  a n d  b o t h  a r e  f a v o r e d  b y  y o u n g e r  p e o p l e .  

States are finding that the chase for younger audiences is not an easy one. According to one DOT, “One of our biggest challeng-
es is in the Snapchat market. The Millennial and teen market require a different type of engaging content. We will have to craft 
c o n t e n t  t h a t  i s  a p p e a l i n g  t o  t h i s  a u d i e n c e . ”  

Mo b i l e  Me d i a  

O n e  o f  t h e  h a l l m a r k s  o f  s o c i a l  m e d i a  i s  i t s  r e l i a n c e  o n  s m a r t p h o n e s  a n d  o t h e r  m o b i l e  d e v i c e s .  I n  2018,  m o r e  t h a n  9 0 p e r c e n t  o f  
D O Ts  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  t h e i r  w e b  s i t e  w a s  m o b i l e - f r i e n d l y ,  u p  f r o m  l e s s  t h a n  4 0 p e r c e n t  i n  2012.  H a l f  o f  s t a t e s  s a i d  t h e y  m a k e  t h e i r  
information available in a mobile app, an increase of 30 percent since 2012. 

Ar c h i v i n g  
W h i l e  t h e  u s e  o f  s o c i a l  m e d i a  h a s  b e c o m e  a  n o r m a l ,  i f  n o t  e x p e c t e d ,  
c o m p o n e n t  o f  a  m o d e r n  s t a t e  D O T c o m m u n i c a t i o n  p r o g r a m ,  t h e r e  
d o e s  n o t  s e e m  t o  b e  a  c o n s i s t e n t  b e s t  p r a c t i c e  f o r  a r c h i v i n g  s o c i a l  m e -
d i a  i n f o r m a t i o n .  

Roughly a third of state DOTs said that their social media messages 
a r e  a r c h i v e d  a n d  p r e s e r v e d  a s  p u b l i c  r e c o r d s .  O f  t h o s e  s t a t e s  a r c h i v i n g  
t h e i r  m e s s a g e s ,  a  f e w  n o t e d  t h a t  t h e i r  m e s s a g e s  a r e  s a v e d  o n  t h e  v a r i -
o u s  p l a t f o r m s .  O n e  D O T s a i d  t h a t  i t  m a n u a l l y  c o p i e s  i n f o r m a t i o n  f r o m  
o n l i n e  s i t e s  w h e n  r e q u e s t e d .  An o t h e r  D O T s a i d  t h a t  t h e  s t a t e  l i b r a r y  
a g e n c y  a r c h i v e s  s o c i a l  m e d i a  c o n t e n t .  

H o w e v e r ,  a  f e w  D O Ts  u s e  p a i d  s e r v i c e s  s u c h  a s  Ar c h i v e  So c i a l  a n d  
Sm a r s h .  
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Lo o k i n g  a h e a d
E v e n  a s  a  f e w  D O Ts  l e a d  t h e  w a y  i n  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  u s e  o f  n e w e r  s o c i a l  m e d i a  c h a n n e l s ,  m o s t  D O Ts  a r e  f o c u s e d  o n  m a k i n g  t h e  b e s t  
use of Twitter, Facebook and online video. 

When asked to describe how social media has influenced their overall communication strategy in the previous year, DOTs de-
scribed various ways that social media is in most cases their first and most important go-to communication tool. But that reliance 
comes with specific challenges. 

Social media provides an immediate platform for fresh information – something the public, public officials and media crave 
d u r i n g  m a j o r  e v e n t s  t h a t  d i s r u p t  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n .  Th e r e  i s  o f t e n  a r e  p r a i s e  f o r  D O Ts  t h a t  m a n a g e  t h e s e  t o o l s  w e l l .  An d  f o r  t h o s e  
t h a t  d o  n o t ,  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  i s  s h a r p .  

That is why DOT communication staffs describe rou-
tinely monitoring their agency’s social channels first 
a n d  l a s t  t h i n g  e a c h  d a y .  N o t  o n l y  h a s  s o c i a l  b e c o m e  
t h e  m o s t  i m m e d i a t e  w a y  t h a t  D O Ts  s h a r e  i n f o r m a -
t i o n ,  i t  i s  a l s o  t h e  m o s t  c o m m o n  a n d  i m m e d i a t e  w a y  
t h a t  t h e y  i d e n t i f y  p u b l i c  p r o b l e m s  a n d  c o n c e r n s .  Th i s  
i s  o n e  m a j o r  r e a s o n  w h y  s t a t e s  c l o s e l y  f o l l o w  c h a n g -
es in how Facebook, Twitter and YouTube prioritize 
i n f o r m a t i o n .  I f  D O Ts  a r e  n o t  r a n k i n g  h i g h  e n o u g h  
t o  r e a c h  t h e i r  c r i t i c a l  a u d i e n c e ,  t h e y  c o u l d  b e  f a c e d  
with having to buy that access – further stretching 
l i m i t e d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  r e s o u r c e s .  

St a t e s  i n  t h e  c o m i n g  y e a r  w i l l  a l s o  f o c u s  e n e r g i e s  o n  t r y i n g  t o  c u s t o m i z e  t h e i r  i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  t h e  u n i q u e  s t r e n g t h s  o f  e a c h  s o c i a l  
platform. Social media experts understand that the typical Snapchat user has different expectations for how information is pre-
sented than the typical Facebook user. Neither wants to read a traditional, old school news release. This opens up new possibili-
ties for DOTs but poses significant hurdles as well.  A key example of the latter can be readily seen in the Snapchat channel, which 
p u t s  g r e a t e r  e m p h a s i s  o n  c a s u a l  s t o r y t e l l i n g  t h r o u g h  p h o t o s  a n d  v i d e o s ;  n o t  a l l  D O Ts  h a v e  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s  i n  t h a t  w a y .  

Ultimately, the states responding to the 2018 social 
media survey remain concerned about resources – 
n o t  o n l y  b u d g e t s ,  b u t  h u m a n  c a p i t a l .  As  o n e  s t a t e  
s a i d ,  “ Th e  m o r e  p l a t f o r m s  w e  s i g n  u p  f o r  t h e  m o r e  
w o r k l o a d  w e  a r e  s i g n i n g  u p  f o r . ”  Th e  p u s h  t o  g a i n  
r e l e v a n c e  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  m e d i a  w o r l d  h a s  t a s k e d  s t a t e  
D O T c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t e a m s  t o  d o  m o r e  e v e n  a s  t h e  
o v e r a l l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  m e d i a  p l a t f o r m s  
a n d  a u d i e n c e s  c o n t i n u e s  t o  e v o l v e .  

W e continu e to u se social  media as ou r primary ou treach di-
rectly to the public. Several years ago we signiƤcantly reduced 
the number of news releases we produce and moved our mes-

sage directl y to the pu bl ic throu gh social  media. 

Ȃ Survey �espondent

I n a worl d where “ fak e news”  has become su ch a big thing,  
reaching people and having them trust your information will 

continu e to be a big chal l enge. 

Ȃ Survey �espondent
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