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● Messaging on our roadways is 
seen by thousands of drivers daily 
across the Commonwealth. 

● Messaging is focused on 
communicating traffic impacts  
and driver safety messages. 

● “Themed” messaging began as a 
pilot in April 2017 during National 
Work Zone Awareness Week

Changeable Message Signs (CMS)
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• Messaging is focused on driver behaviors and crash types 
identified in the five-year Strategic Highway Safety Plan and 
trending crash factors identified in the Virginia Department 
of Motor Vehicles Traffic Records Electronic Data System.

Target Behaviors

We feel like with the creative messages people
tend to take note of this. Anything that we can do
to tie into popular culture or what people can relate
to is certainly a way to get those safety messages
out there and hopefully change driver behavior.

Jason Bond
VDOT Salem District Communications Manager

“ “ We absolutely do what we do based
on scientific research and trying to
connect with drivers in various age
groups and change their behaviors.

Rob Cary
VDOT Chief Deputy Commissioner

“ “



Virginia Department of Transportation

The CMS team is comprised of representatives from
● VDOT Operations
● VDOT Traffic Engineering 
● VDOT Communications
● Transportation safety partners from Virginia State 

Police, DMV and the Governor’s Executive 
Leadership Team on Highway Safety

Changeable Message Sign (CMS) Overview 
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● Virginia Tech Cognitive Research Team compiled 1,200 unique 
messages ranging from rhymes, holiday themes and pop 
culture references,

● They then gathered 300 drivers in four regions of Virginia 
(Christiansburg, Norfolk, Fairfax and Winchester) to 
participate in their study

Science Behind the Signs 



Virginia Department of Transportation

● Participants saw 16 blocks of five similar messages while 
wearing the fNIRS instrument

● This instrument measures the increase in oxygenated blood 
in the prefrontal cortex as a proxy for increased attention

Science Behind the Signs 
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● Most memorable safety messages themes:
Distracted Driving
Driving + Drinking

● Over 90% of drivers in Virginia who participated in the 
study did not perceive a single message as inappropriate

● Messages should focus on holiday timing and themes to 
produce the best outcome

Science Behind the Signs: Results
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Science Behind the Signs: Results
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Science Behind the Signs: Results
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According to the Virginia Department of 
Motor Vehicles, in 2020 there were:

● 406 speed-related deaths in Virginia, 
an increase of 16.9%

● 182 speed-related fatalities on urban 
roadways, a 46.8% increase

● 141 speed-related deaths during the 
summer

Additional issues: 

Drowsy driving, distracted driving, driving 
impaired, texting while driving and driving 
unbuckled

DMV Crash Data Highlights

Speed-related fatalities 
increased in 2020, 
even with reduced 
traffic volumes during 
the pandemic.



UNRESTRAINED
DRIVING

343 fatalities in 2020
12.83% increase

August 20 – 22, 2020
Seat Belt Campaign



SPEEDING
406 fatalities in 2020

16.3% increase

May 28 – 30, 2021
Speeding Campaign



ALCOHOL IMPAIRED
DRIVING

272 fatalities in 2020
3% increase

February 5 – 7, 2021
Super Bowl Campaign



DISTRACTED
DRIVING

121 fatalities in 2020

July 16 – 18, 2021
Distracted Driving Campaign



TEXTING AND DRIVING
(included with distracted 

driving numbers)

July 16 – 18, 2021
Distracted Driving Campaign
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Viral Post On Social Media

CMS “Driving Fast And Furious? That’s Ludacris!” ran across 
boards in Virginia between June 25 – 27, 2021 written by 
VDOT’S own, Dan Taylor.
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Ludacris’ post gained over 445,000 likes. Other viral posts of the same photo gained over 
17,000 retweets.

VDOT’s social media stats from June 25-30 compared to the week of June 18-24:

Facebook: 33,000+ impressions

Twitter: Retweets up 336%, gained 100+ new followers

Instagram: 330+ new followers (up 708%), 35K+ impressions, up 3000% in 
profile views

CMS Gone Viral On Social Media



Twitter
92K+ impressions
694 likes

Facebook
35K+ impressions
888 likes

Instagram
7,500 impressions
967 likes

VDOT’s Response On Social Media
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The story was picked up by
The Washington Post, Southern Living, Wall Street Journal, 
NPR, Richmond Times-Dispatch (and other local + national 
news outlets from Rochester to San Diego), Jimmy Kimmel 
Live! (guest host Wanda Sykes), and online tabloids such 
as People.com & EntertainmentWeekly.com

Media Attention
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Media Attention
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Viral CMS Signs From the Past
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The Wakanda signs received coverage by local media, including 
NBC, CBS and Fox affiliates. 

But the jewel in the coverage crown, so to speak, was a post by 
the Shade Room, a national celebrity site. Based in Los Angeles, 
the site has over 2.2 million Instagram followers and is known as 
the “TMZ of the internet.” Over time, their Instagram post about 
VDOT’s Wakanda message alone generated over 224,000 likes. 

Wakanda Driver are you?
Safety is King.
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The signs have been featured in stories by the Wall Street 
Journal and the Richmond Times-Dispatch, on celebrity 
sites like The Shade Room and even social media 
influencers (with names that aren’t appropriate to share in 
full here). They’ve also been shared far and wide by those 
who see them on the road.

The signs have started a conversation about safety –
in Virginia, and nationally.

Virginia Department of TransportationVirginia Department of Transportation



● Reputation: bold, kind, creative, inclusive, helpful, 
funny, original, gifs and compelling imagery

● Engages in daily two-way dialogue, after-hours 
replies, frequent live-tweeting of weather 
emergencies, interstate incidents 

● Expectation set/met of “always being there”

● Based in crisis comms: People need to know that 
you care before they care what you know

● Creative tactics yield demonstrated increase in 
positive agency sentiment due to impression as a 
trusted friend on Twitter, Reddit, Nextdoor

VDOT Northern Virginia on Twitter

Virginia Department of Transportation

Impressions on single tweet: 801,115



● Millions of people shifted to telework and 
traffic volumes dropped. Traffic tweets seen 
as tone deaf during onset of pandemic.

VDOT Northern Virginia during COVID

Virginia Department of Transportation

● MeeMaw persona 
and “MeeMaw Nag” 
feature used to 
communicate non-
transportation 
topics important to 
the emotional health 
of the community.



● @vadotnova 2020 average engagement rate 
87 times higher than national benchmark

● 488% follower increase since 2015

● 2020 Impressions: 18.8 million; 2021 
Impressions to-date: 13.2 million

● The MeeMaw persona, including daily 
“MeeMaw Nag” feature generated pieces in 
Washingtonian Magazine, WTOP, New York 
Times, WJLA

● Twitter community spontaneously developed 
its own hashtag: #welovemeemaw

Results

Virginia Department of Transportation
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