
Dynamic Message Sign Contest

Transcomm 2019 Awards – 7c: Public Involvement Approach: without consultant



Background/Situation:

• Engage the motoring public about safety in six categories: distracted 

driving, impaired driving, occupant restraint, speeding, vulnerable 

users (bike/ped) and work zones.

• Leverage earned media to extend the department’s safety messages

• Help decrease traffic fatalities

• Weave into annual, comprehensive marketing campaign – Life or 

Death Illinois – to extend the reach of the campaign and leverage halo 

effective of already established brand and messaging

Goals/Objectives:

In 2018, the Illinois Department of Transportation DMS (Dynamic Message Sign) 

committee met to discuss messages used on the network of nearly 100 digital 

signs throughout the state – seen by millions of drivers each year. According to 

federal guidelines, these signs must display messages related to safety, but the 

department relaxed it’s internal policy to incorporate humor, current events and 

pop culture within the federal parameters. Once the public started noticing the new 

approach to messaging, they began to provide feedback via social media and on 

the IDOT website. 

At the same time, the department was ramping up tactics to decrease traffic 

fatalities, which had averaged more than 1,000 three years in a row. The 

committee decided to leverage the public’s opinions and ideas for digital messages 

to increase awareness of the high number of fatalities and to remind motorists that 

road safety is everyone’s responsibility.

The contest was formed as an implementable solution to reduce fatal and serious 

crashes in Illinois by reaching out to the motoring public as they drive. In addition, 

the DMS messages are one way to specifically combat distracted driving, an 

underlying cause of crashes which often goes unreported. By relaying messages 

to active drivers, DMS have the unique ability to caution against reckless habits 

that may currently be in progress. Displaying messages from fellow drivers also 

adds a personal investment for motorists to continue a dialog about safe driving. 



Target Audience:

The target audience for the contest was Illinois residents over 16 years old. The contest was publicized to this audience via press 
releases and agency social media channels, such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn. 

The Office of Communications created 

a webpage with background on the 

contest, rules and a submission form. 

http://www.idot.illinois.gov/dms-contest

The initial press release 

garnered media attention that 

drove more submissions.

https://www2.illinois.gov/Pages/news-item.aspx?ReleaseID=19265

http://www.idot.illinois.gov/dms-contest
https://www2.illinois.gov/Pages/news-item.aspx?ReleaseID=19265


Measurable Results:
More than 1,400 entries were submitted in six categories by residents from across 
the state. Of the six categories, Distracted Driving saw the most entries. 

Public relations activities created media mentions and high levels of engagement on 
social media. The best Facebook post reached nearly 13,000 people alone.

The contest also brought additional awareness of the Life or Death Illinois 
campaign, and a follow up press release at the conclusion of the event garnered 
more earned media.

As of April 30, 2019, preliminary data shows traffic fatalities are down 72, year to 
date. While the contest alone cannot claim success for the reduction in fatalities, it 
played a part in increased awareness of this safety issue.

Winner Selection

The IDOT digital message sign committee reviewed all submissions and the 
Transportation Secretary selected a winning message in each category.

Prizes:

❑ Message displayed statewide, seen by hundreds of thousands of motorists

❑ A personalized sign from our the IDOT Sign Shop

❑ Social media mentions to more than 100K followers. We asked winners to 
tag us in a selfie with their personalized street sign in order to reshare 
across department social media accounts. Signs were shipped in April 
2019.

Examples of social media 

posts show high engagement 

from the public.




