
Effective Social Media Engagement for 
Minnesota’s Diverse Populations 
What Was the Need?
Effective public engagement in transportation planning 
and programs is not only legally required of MnDOT and 
Minnesota city and county agencies, it is also essential for 
project and policy success. When agencies are planning 
and building highway and road projects, the public—in-
dividual citizens as well as affected businesses—must be 
kept informed, engaged and afforded means for sharing 
their questions and concerns, traditionally accomplished 
through published notices and community meetings. 

Advances in internet technology, particularly in social 
media, offer new opportunities for public engagement. 
However, whether social media effectively engages the 
public remains relatively unknown. Similarly, social media 
use among Minnesota’s diverse populations has not been 
investigated. Research was needed to assess the state of 
knowledge about public engagement through social media 
in the United States and in Minnesota. Information was 
also needed about using social media to reach and engage 
Minnesota’s diverse populations in transportation planning and projects. 

What Was Our Goal?
This research sought to identify opportunities for greater public engagement in trans-
portation planning and programming using internet technologies and other means. With 
these findings implemented, MnDOT and Local Road Research Board (LRRB) policies, 
planning efforts and projects will better reflect and meet the public’s needs.  

What Did We Do?
Researchers used three methods to investigate social media use: a literature review, tele-
phone interviews and an analysis of transportation project case studies.

The literature review assessed published reports addressing the use of internet technol-
ogy—emphasizing social media—for public engagement in transportation planning and 
other public sector areas across the United States. Investigations revealed use and pen-
etration rates of social media across diverse populations grouped by location, race and 
ethnicity, socio-economic status and age. 

Telephone interviews of more than 800 Minnesotans were then conducted. Interview 
questions, informed by the literature review, addressed people’s use of social media as 
well as their preferences for its use in public participation. In this phase of the project, 
researchers partnered with the Minnesota Center for Survey Research (MCSR), which 
conducts the annual Minnesota State Survey (MSS). MCSR’s subject selection protocols 
ensured that the interviewees represented the population at large. Research questions 
were included in the MSS conducted from fall 2016 to spring 2017. 

Case study analysis provided insight into social media use with transportation improve-
ment projects. Researchers interviewed managers and stakeholders of two paired cases: 
two projects from the Twin Cities metropolitan area (Portland Avenue reconstruction 
in Richland and Snelling Avenue in Hamlin Midway near St. Paul) and two projects from 
greater Minnesota (U.S. Highway 61 in Redwing and U.S. Highway 10/59 in Detroit 
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The Portland Avenue project 
was one of four case studies 
examined in this research. 

Researchers learned that 

social media can be an 

effective public engagement 

tool when used as part of 

an outreach plan that 

also includes traditional 

methods such as 

newspaper alerts, project 

website updates and 

in-person communication 

with business owners and 

other stakeholders. 
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Lakes). In each pairing, one case used social media throughout the project while the 
other depended upon it far less, if at all. Key social media analytics were collected and 
analyzed for sentiment, retweets, shares and numbers of comments. 

What Did We Learn?
The literature review showed that social media is used by a majority of U.S. adults, but 
not by all: 

•  Nationwide, 90 percent of adults are online and 69 percent use social media. But a 
public engagement plan that only uses social media may not reach people over age 65 
or those with a high school education or less. 

•  Among online adults, 79 percent use Facebook and 72 percent use video sharing 
(48 percent use YouTube). About 25 percent of online adults use Twitter. Transporta-
tion organizations, 90 percent of which use Twitter, may be missing an opportunity to 
connect with more people via other platforms. 

Telephone interviews revealed that 72 percent of Minnesotans use social media, 
92 percent use Facebook and 88 percent use YouTube. Social media platform use dif-
fered considerably across categories of income, education, age, race and metro/ 
nonmetro residence. Twitter use, at about 25 percent, showed no significant difference 
across these categories. Despite robust social media use, Minnesotans most frequently 
used email to contact public officials and participate in transportation programs and 
project planning. More than one-third (36 percent) expressed interest in using social 
media to get information and provide feedback about transportation issues.

The case study analysis revealed that government social media primarily informed 
the public, while community-created sites fostered deeper engagement and dialogue. 
While social media is a cost-effective tool, it should be considered supplemental as of 
2017, since many Minnesotans prefer to engage in transportation planning and projects 
through in-person communication, email or surveys. 

What’s Next?
Transportation agencies need to compare their public engagement practices with best 
practices for social media when combined with other methods such as email and in-
person contact. Beyond this assessment, agencies are encouraged to track the reach 
and apparent engagement resulting from social media efforts. Further research that is 
focused on effective strategies and methods for connecting with diverse populations is 
also warranted.
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This graphic, Social Media Participation Range, shows that levels of 
engagement in social media range from no use (nonadoption) to 
frequent use (legitimacy). (Adapted from Handbook of Research on 
Citizen Engagement and Public Participation in the Era of New Media) 

“Social media provides 
a unique, efficient and 
potentially inclusive 
means for MnDOT and 
LRRB to listen to and 
learn from the public. This 
research brings us one step 
closer to maximizing the 
power of social media.”

—Renee Raduenz,
Market Research Manager, 
MnDOT Public 
Engagement and 
Constituent Services
  
“Our results support 
using social media as a 
significant part of the 
outreach effort for public 
engagement. However, 
social media needs to be 
engaging and dynamic, 
not only one-way and 
focused on information 
sharing. The audience 
wants to be included—an 
active part of the project’s 
processes, not simply 
passive listeners.” 

—Ingrid Schneider
Professor, University of 
Minnesota Center for 
Transportation Studies
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