
This is the American Association of State High-
way and Transportation Offi  cials’ third annual 

survey of social media usage by state departments 
of transportation. Forty-one states and the District 
of Columbia participated in this year’s survey, which 
this year showed an increased interest on the part 
of state DOTs in how to improve the eff ectiveness 
of their social media programs. In addition, the 
survey shows that states are on the leading edge 
of government agencies experimenting with newer 
social media tools like Pinterest and Storify, while 
also increasing their capabilities to serve a mobile 
audience that depends on wireless devices like 
smartphones and tablet computers for information.

Old Tools, New Tools

This year’s survey points to a downward trend in 
usage for some social media tools, and hinted at 
potential growth in two newer tools. 
 Again this year, fewer states reported using 
podcasts—recorded audio programs that can be 
downloaded to a smartphone, tablet computer, or 
mobile music player. Just 7 state DOTs said they 
regularly produce a podcast. In 2010, 10 states had 
active podcasts. 
 Linkedin also appeared to be dropping in interest 
for state DOTs with less than 10 reporting a Linkedin 
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account, a signifi cant drop from 2011 when 19 state 
DOTs had some kind of Linkedin account. Those 
that have accounts said those accounts were mostly 
used for advertising job openings and recruiting 
new employees.
 Pinterest, one of the newest and fastest growing 
social media sites in the past year, is now being 
used by seven state DOTs. The site functions as an 
electronic bulletin board. Users to “pin” images, 
video and other social media content to virtual 
boards. State DOTs say that for now they primarily 
are posting transportation images and videos to 
their boards. 
 Meanwhile, four state DOTs reported using Storify, 
a newer social media channel that allows the inte-
gration of Twitter, Facebook, video and other social 
feeds into a single story. 
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“We used to be very rigid and formal in all our 

responses. Now, we’re trying to humanize the feed. We 

post pictures of ourselves and answer the feed 

as people (saying I and we) instead of an agency 

(DOT says...). It has helped tremendously and we’ve re-

ceived really good public feedback!”

— Survey Comment

“We’re seeing a slow and steady gain in Twit-

ter and Facebook followers. We’re seeing more 

and more people asking questions, sharing 

comments or airing concerns via these two 

medium.”

— Survey Comment

New Tools

2012 2011

Storify 9.5% 0%

Pinterest 16.7% 0%

Fading Tools

Linkedin 21.4% 50%

Podcasts 16.7% 23.6%



Twitter, Facebook, and Video

There is little doubt that Twitter remains the most 
used social media outreach tool for state DOTs with 
88% (37 of 42) of state DOTs saying they use Twit-
ter in some way to share information. Nearly half 
of respondents said their state was using Twitter 
diff erently than they did a year ago. Primarily, states 
report a stronger emphasis on personal messages 
that help build an online connection with the 
people who follow their Twitter accounts. 
 One state shared, “We’ve tried to ‘lighten’ our 
tweets and avoid just tweets of crashes and lane 
closures.” Another describes their shift this way, 
“Changed the traffi  c account to allow it to be more 
human. They respond much with a much more per-
sonal fl avor now.”

 While Twitter content is generally focused on traf-
fi c, weather and project information, state DOTs are 
using Facebook to explore more feature stories and 
human interest topics. Seventy-six percent of states 
(32 of 42) reported having some kind of Facebook 
account, a signifi cant increase from 2010, when only 
14 state DOTs had a Facebook account. Half of the 
state DOTs said they were shifting how they use their 
Facebook pages to make them more personable.
 States that had automated news feeds on their 
Facebook pages are now manually updating the 
pages with project information, special events and 
more video and photos.
 One state reports its Facebook page has become a 
key customer service tool. “We use Facebook for re-
cruiting, and for featuring the more human interest 
side of (DOT). However, we are fi nding that we are 
getting more and more people posting questions 
and comments about highway projects on Face-
book. So, we’re using it more and more for citizen 
representative/customer service types things.”
 Another describes it this way, “We have been 
making an eff ort to keep the content fresh and to 
post more multimedia content. It does seem to have 
engaged more people.”
 States also reported that they are using more 
photos and video on their Facebook pages as a way 
to help people understand programs and highlight 
special events. 
 Nearly 80% of state DOTs said they were using 
some kind of online video service (YouTube, Vimeo 
or similar site), with 40% saying their usage had 
changed in the past year.  While some states said 
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“We are producing and editing our own vid-

eos, such as ribbon cuttings, employee events, 

highway dedications, press conferences and etc. 

We are making available to the media (once ap-

proved by the Director) events and press confer-

ence information that the media may be inter-

ested in. We shoot the video and edit and once 

approved upload it for the media.”

— Survey Comment
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they had reduced their video capabilities, several 
states said they had increased their emphasis on 
video.
 The state DOTs report using video to communi-
cate more with employees, as well as the public. 
The videos are shorter and attempt show another 
side of transportation operations and projects. One 
state DOT said, “Have done many more personal 
interviews with the guys on the road, learning the 
challenges they deal with as they do their job.” And 
another state DOT said, “We’ve started using video 
to highlight all of the great things (DOT) is doing. We 
also use it for project updates.”

Mobile Media for a Mobile Audience

States seemingly recognize their audience is 
increasingly on the move. The proliferation of 
smartphones, tablet computers, and other wire-
less internet-capable devices is among the reasons 
more states are looking to make their informa-
tion more accessible to mobile devices. Sixty-two 
percent  of state DOTs said their information is 
available in mobile-friendly formats. Nearly a third 
of states off er some kind of mobile device “app,” 
either for Apple devices or Android devices or both. 
However, 38% of state DOTs off er content that is 
optimized for mobile web browsers. Mostly the 
mobile information—in the apps and in the mobile 
web format—is aimed at travelers, off ering access to 
traffi  c information and 5-1-1 systems.

Challenges Ahead

State DOTs overwhelmingly agreed (69%) that 
they anticipate challenges for their social media 
programs. Primary among those challenges is the 
pressure put on communication teams to shift their 
focus toward more social media outreach while still 
maintaining traditional outreach eff orts. 
 Time was a noted concern for several of the 
respondents, as well as ensuring they had access 
to employees with the right skill set to manage and 
work in social media programs. One state said they 
were concerned about “too many (social media) to 
handle eff ectively.” Another state DOT described 
it this way:  “Already we are spread kind of thin, so 
I anticipate we will have to make a choice at some 
point: either we shrink our social media presence 
and focus on the most successful/useful tools, or 
we hire someone to manage all of them full-time. 

Communications
Division
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“Already we are spread kind of thin, so I anticipate 

we will have to make a choice at some point: either 

we shrink our social media presence and focus 

on the most successful/useful tools, or we hire 

someone to manage all of them full-time. Not sure 

our current approach is sustainable long-term, 

at least not eff ectively.”

— Survey Comment
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Not sure our current approach is sustainable long-
term, at least not eff ectively.”
 Thirty state DOTs reported there had been a shift 
or re-distribution of responsibilities in the last year 
due to social media. Several state DOTs said their 
existing staff  were given the added responsibilities 
of managing one or more social media tool. In one 
case, the organization’s web coordinator position 
was changed to an “interactive” communications 
manager responsible for social media as well as the 
web site. 
 With limited resources and growing responsibili-
ties, state DOTs are putting a greater emphasis on 
measuring their social media eff orts. Nearly 70% of 
respondents said they used some kind of analytics 
or measurement tools. And, from their analysis, state 
DOTs reported their audiences are steadily increas-
ing and their levels of interaction are growing. 
 Measurement was identifi ed by several state 
DOTs as a challenge in the coming year as way of 
knowing more about their audience. “We always 
need to be smarter about our content. We need to 
fi gure out how to engage our audience better,” said 
one state DOT.
 And that emphasis on the end user—an emphasis 
expressed by several state DOTs—has raised the 
profi le for social media tools within state DOTs. One 
state DOT described that awareness this way, “Now 
that people see social media is here to stay, every-
body wants to use it and they want their own page. 
I spend a lot of time trying to sift through valid 
proposals versus someone wanting a new FB page 
because it’s ‘cool.’”
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“A year ago, we did have someone dedicated to 

social media, but in the course of “right-sizing” 

our entire organization, we have had to spread 

those duties among several people, and are con-

sidering what role out-sourcing could play for us 

in the future.”

— Survey Comment
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