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Water Research Foundation
• WRF (formerly AwwaRF)

• Member-supported, non-profit 
research collaborative 

• >950 subscribers U.S. and abroad 

• Mission – to advance the science 
of drinking water

— research and collaboration

• Funded and managed >1,000 
research studies valued at >$500 
million since 1966

www.waterrf.org
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Background
• Benefits of social media appear substantial, but 

difficult to quantify
• Can introduce new challenges, unintended 

consequences, and costs
• Evolving rapidly; challenging to keep up

Project Goal: identify costs, opportunities, barriers, 
strategies, and tools for effective engagement in social 
media: 

1. make the business case for digital engagement and 
2. determine how to fit digital engagement in 

communication strategy
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Alice Fulmer
Senior Research Manager, 

a.k.a “The Boss”

Laura Ganus
Project Manager

a.k.a “The Cat Herder”

Eric Eckl
Principal Investigator

a.k.a “The Scapegoat”
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Research Deliverable 
#1: Customer Survey 

We surveyed 400 
Facebook users about 
their relationship with 

their water utility.
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Research Deliverable 
#2: Benchmarking

We examined the social 
media practices of 60 

water, wastewater, and 
stormwater utilities from 

all across the country.



© 2017 Water Research Foundation. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

Research Deliverable 
#3: Literature Review

We prepared a 65-page 
literature review with 
over 90 citations from 
peer reviewed, grey, 
and popular literature
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Research Deliverable 
# 4: Case Studies

We prepared eight case 
studies to document 

how utilities are 
integrating social media 

into their operations
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Research Deliverable 
# 5: Executive Briefing

We synthesized and 
interpreted all other 
findings, and made 

recommendations for 
utilities that are just 

getting started
(Publicly available)
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Project Deliverables #6 & 7: 
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Our Top Takeaways
1. A handful of utilities are demonstrating the potential of 

social media for the industry
2. However, only a small minority of utilities are using social 

media at all
3. Even water utilities that do use  social media are only 

connecting with a fraction of the population they serve
4. Most utilities aren’t giving customers what they want on 

social media
5. With a few exceptions, utilities aren’t taking advantage of 

social media to make the case for rate increases
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Our Top Recommendations
1. Utilities that are not currently using social media should take 

another look
2. Utilities should think through their goals and develop some 

policies and guidelines before they launch their official profiles
3. Utilities should expect to commit between 10 and 80 hours of 

staff time per week, and also budget for useful tools and 
related expenses

4. Utilities should make a conscious effort to share content that is 
interesting and “socialize” their information

5. Utilities should reconsider their objections to paid advertising, 
especially during crisis situations
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Top Takeaway #1: 
A handful of utilities are demonstrating 

the potential of social media for the industry
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Top Takeaway #2: 
However, only a small minority of utilities are using social media at all
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Top Takeaway #3: 
Even water utilities that do use social media are only connecting with a fraction of the population they serve
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Top Takeaway #4: 
Most utilities aren’t giving customers what they want on social media
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Top Takeaway #5: 
With a few exceptions, utilities aren’t taking advantage of social media to make the case for rate 

increases
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Top Takeaway #5: 
With a few exceptions, utilities aren’t taking advantage of social media to make the case for rate 

increases
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Top Recommendation #1: 
Utilities that are not currently using social media should take another look

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/08/social-networking-usage-2005-2015/
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Top Recommendation #1: 
Utilities that are not currently using social media should take another look

Facebook and Twitter 
provide tools to 
manage “trolls”



© 2017 Water Research Foundation. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

Top Recommendation #2: 
Utilities should think through their goals and develop 

some policies and guidelines before they launch their official profiles

https://abm-website-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/continuityinsights.com/s3fs-public/legacyimages/CIN419_CrisisCommReportFinal.pdf
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Top Recommendation #3: 
Utilities should expect to commit between 10 and 80 hours of staff time per week, 

and also budget for useful tools and related expenses
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Top Recommendation #3: 
Utilities should expect to commit between 10 and 80 hours of staff time per week, 

and also budget for useful tools and related expenses

• A sample social media 
weekly/monthly/quarterly/ann
ual work plan can be found in 
the Executive Briefing

• Examples of how other utilities 
have structured, staffed, and 
budgeted their social media 
operations can be found in the 
Case Studies Report
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Top Recommendation #4: 
Utilities should make a conscious effort to share content 

that is interesting and “socialize” their information
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Top Recommendation #4: 
Utilities should make a conscious effort to share content 

that is interesting and “socialize” their information
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Top Recommendation #5: 
Utilities should reconsider their objections to paid advertising, especially during crisis situations
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Top Recommendation #5: 
Utilities should reconsider their objections to paid advertising, especially during crisis situations

Utilities should consider boosting 
posts, or sponsoring tweets, at 
least during crisis, because even 
the most successful ones only 
reach very small audiences 
otherwise.
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Top Recommendation #5: 
Utilities should reconsider their objections to paid advertising, especially during crisis situations

https://adespresso.com/academy/blog/facebook-ads-cost/
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The Posting Skills Checklist

http://bit.ly/wrf-posting-checklist
(Publicly available)
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Questions & Answers
Deliverables:
• Customer Survey 
• Benchmarking 
• Literature Review 
• Case Studies  
• Executive Briefing  - Publicly available
• Getting Started FAQ 
• Posting Skills Checklist - Publicly available
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Contact Information
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waterwordsthatwork.com
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