
Social Media Best Practices

Engaging with the public to build 
trust and goodwill

Mike Allende
Social Media Manager
Washington State Department of Transportation



Should your agency be on social media?
Probably.
• It’s where a huge amount of your public already goes for 

information
• It allows you to engage with the public in real-time in a way 

nothing else does.
• It allows you to humanize your agency and the people who 

work for it.
• It allows you to reach a large audience quickly in case of 

emergencies.
• It shows that you are willing to engage the public where 

they are.
• It goes a long way in building transparency, trust, and good 

will.
• But. …



It is not as simple as just doing a post
What to ask yourself
• What platforms make sense for us, and what 

platforms do we have the capacity to actively 
maintain?

• What platforms do our citizens most actively use?
• What kind of content do we want to push out?
• Are we prepared to engage with the public 

consistently?
• What voice/tone do we want to use?
• Who is going to be doing the posting/responding?
• Where/how will we be generating your content?
• Why do we want to be on XXX platform?
• Are we prepared to handle negative comments?
• Do we have the support of leadership to execute 

our strategy?



Where’s WSDOT?



How the public typically views 
government communications



But that’s not who we are! So show them



OK, but how do we show them?

• Be authentic. Don’t be afraid to be who you are and let a little of 
your personality come out. The public WANTS to know there are real 
people doing this work.

• That doesn’t mean you have to be snarky, or be a comedian. It just 
means you should communicate with the public the way you 
would communicate with your friends/family.

• Tell stories. Give the public something to invest their time and 
attention in. And tell them in a way that you would want to hear them. 
If you’re bored by your content, they will be too.

• Be RESPONSIVE!!!! Social media is designed for two-way 
interaction. People go there expecting to be heard and get answers. 
Simply by being on social media, you owe it to them to hold up your 
end.

• Listen to your followers and learn what they want to see and hear 
from you. What are they responding to and what are they ignoring?

• Show your workers working. The public wants to know that we are 
out there doing stuff. Show them!



Our ability to show and tell can change 
a narrative from negative to positive





Still, always remember, this is social media, 
and it can be a hazardous place
• Set expectations. You will, absolutely, for sure, get negative 

comments. That can’t be avoided.
• No, that doesn’t mean what you’ve posted, or what you’ve 

posted about, is bad. It means you’re on social media.
• There are absolutely trolls out there who provide no value to the 

conversation. BUT: Not every negative comment is someone 
trolling. Don’t dismiss it just because it’s negative. They may 
have a point!

• Don’t let anticipated negative reactions scare you away from 
posting what you know is good content.

• If you’ve generated enough goodwill, those people will come to 
your defense.

• Be very, very careful about blocking people, deleting comments 
and otherwise stifling the ability to engage with you. It’s almost 
always a bad idea.



Foster a sense of community



Show your workers working!



So how do you get there?
• Leadership MUST support the plan. It’s the only way engaging 

social media works.
• Trust your communicators. You hired them for a reason. Let 

them be creative, let them engage.
• Keep score and show leadership the scorebook. What is 

working? Why is it working? How is it working? The more you can 
back up what you’re doing, the more freedom you’ll get.

• Be bold, take chances, trust yourself. You won’t know if 
something works until you try it.

• Play to your strengths. Are you really good at creating videos? 
Can you design great graphics? Is your writing top notch? Do what 
you do well.

• Don’t be afraid to borrow ideas. There are a lot of great ones out 
there. What are other agencies doing well and can you use it?

• Don’t be discouraged! Social media ebbs and flows. Some 
agencies do things better than others. Do the best you can with 
what you’ve got!



Put yourself out there and make yourself human



Social media at its best
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The bottom line
• Being authentic and real will allow you to connect with the 

public.
• It’s absolutely vital to be prepared to be responsive on social 

media.
• Being creative, fun and engaging will lead more people to follow 

you. Those people – who may not otherwise have followed you 
– will now be getting important information from you.

• You will have to deal with plenty of negativity. That’s the trade 
off. Keep it in perspective.

• Being engaging and responsive, showing your workers working 
and humanizing your agency helps to build good will. This pays 
off when the going gets rough.

• Social media is tricky, challenging and takes time to develop, 
but when done well, there is no better way to consistently 
connect with your constituents.
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