
Engaging Water Customers in a Digital World: Social Media Tips for Water Suppliers- 

From the Pros 

 

We spend half of our waking lives staring at screens. Checking e-mails. Following Facebook friends.  

Scrolling through Twitter feeds. While TV remains the most dominant form of digital delivery, computers 

have  replaced radio as the second most common media activity, according to a study by the Council for  

Research Excellence.  Water managers, take note. 

 

 “It’s in water districts’ best interest to establish and maintain a relationship with their customer base by  

communicating clearly, and often, and developing a communications strategy to do that,” said Paula Luu, a 

Senior Manager at Net Impact, an environmental non-profit. Luu is the former Communications Manager for 

the Pacific Institute, a global water think tank. 

 

Customers regard their water district as a reputable resource for information on water supply, water quality 

and drought issues. “So for water districts, especially those in drought-ridden Southern California, social  

media allows them to meet customers where they actively go to receive information and news. (Social media) 

can be used to communicate conservation messages and foster collaboration with their customers to meet  

mutually beneficial goals.” 

 

So how do water suppliers engage their customers through social media? Digital experts offered their tips and 

techniques.  

 

Focus on the customer. 

 

Utilities generally have a monotonous mindset, said David Giannetto, author of “Big Social Mobile: How 

Digital Initiatives Can Reshape the Enterprise and Drive Business Results.” Since customers usually can’t 

choose where to get water or power, customer service is usually an afterthought. Utility managers are usually 

focused on the operational side of business. That’s a hard mindset to change. 

 

Understanding the interactions your company has with consumers is integral to  

turning them into digital customers. In a society of selfies, memes and information 

overloads, developing a “customer-centric” communications strategy becomes even 

more relevant for water suppliers. 

 

Giannetto said water suppliers are at a slight advantage over companies that hire  

specialized employees working within social media initiatives. Oftentimes, these  

employees, while technically skilled, lack the expertise of a particular service, or an 

Focus on the  
Customer:  

“Your audience 
doesn’t want  
sales pitches.” 

understanding of the larger goals of the company. “Your audience doesn’t want sales pitches. They want some-

thing with water conservation appeal, for example. They want to do the right thing.” 

 

Know your audience. 

 

As with all social media campaigns and other online marketing activities, the social media approach to be used 

depends on (1) the audience the water agencies are trying to reach and (2) the purpose of the marketing  

campaign, said Jan Zimmerman, author of “Web Marketing for Dummies” and co-author of “Social Media 

Marketing All-In-One for Dummies.” 

 

Water suppliers must always choose the medium that their target audience is using, paying particular attention 

to whether their audience is using social media at all, and/or whether they are accessing social media primarily 

via mobile devices vs. desktops.  
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“A campaign aimed at educating a younger audience about the long-term 

 importance of water conservation might want to look at channels like Snap-

chat, Instagram, or Tumblr, while those aimed at an older audience might 

want to look at Facebook or traditional email campaigns,” Zimmerman said. 

“If a water district is looking for employees – especially at a professional  

level, then LinkedIn is the channel of choice. In other words, water districts 

Know Your Audience:  
“Match your  
media channel to  
your audience” 

 

“For example, a water district trying to reach non-English speaking groups about conservation requirements like 

alternate-day watering, or the availability of free water-saving faucet aerators, might want to look for social  

media channels popular with those who speak other languages,” Zimmerman said. “Those trying to get out news 

about a water main break or problem with water quality might want to use Twitter because of its news value – 

often broadcast media will pick up news directly from Twitter or Reddit.” 

  

Understanding the concerns and needs of your target audience is also important in embracing the right social 

media platform.  

 need to look at what businesses have learned: match your media channel/choice to your audience.” 

 

Focus on one or two social media platforms first. 

 

One of the biggest mistakes organizations make when establishing a social media presence is signing up on  

several social media networks without a focused message or plan, writes Andrew Macarthy, author of 500  

Social Media Marketing Tips. “While there is a possibility that you will get really lucky, in most cases this kind 

of unplanned approach will lead to unrealistic goal-setting, poor results, a huge waste of time, and ultimately a 

defeatist attitude that discourages you from the idea of social media marketing completely.”  

 

Macarthy advises that “it’s better to excel on a couple of social networks first than be mediocre on five or six.” 

 

Consider Pope Francis, who is a social media star but not because he engages in numerous social media  

platforms. Pope Francis doesn’t even have a Facebook account. Yet, he is the most influential world leader on 

Twitter, according to a 2015 Twiplomacy study by public relations firm Burson-Marsteller. Pope Francis’ 

words have an average of 9,929 retweets per every tweet he sends on his Spanish account and 7,527 retweets on 

his English account. 

  

The Vatican’s social media team knows their audience. They know their message. And they know how to  

effectively communicate a positive place online to an international audience in less than 140 characters to  

generate more than 20 million followers on Pope Francis’ Twitter handle @Pontifex. 

 

“We have to reject the culture of rejection and manipulation that’s so prevalent in society, and offer images of 

hope and support by imitating the Good Samaritan in the digital world,” said Monsignor Paul Tighe, the  

Secretary to the Pontifical Council for Social Communications of the Vatican. 

This approach of keeping the message genuine, positive and concise applies to 

water managers as well, Giannetto said. “What we have learned after 10 years 

is that people really want to understand things the community is interested in, 

and having them share openly, and sincerely without hidden agendas.”   

 

Water managers don’t need to shell out a lot of money to outsource social me-

dia marketing, which can cost anywhere from $3,000-$20,000 a month, ac-

cording to industry reports. 

“It’s better to excel on 
a couple of social  

networks first than  
be mediocre on five  

or six.” 



 

Social media people are nothing more than conduits, Giannetto said. The only thing water managers need is 

someone who is good at writing. That person can sit down with the water experts and concisely package what 

they want people to know. For example, you can create bullet points of the top three things you can do to  

conserve water, or the three worst things people are doing to negatively impact water. Then plug that infor-

mation into your social media network. 

 

“You are trying to create a dialogue between the person and the company so you can grow closer,” Giannetto 

said. “You want localized content that gets people engaged. People respond more to positive or negative mes-

sages.” 

 

If you are getting responses, whether good or bad, it means you are getting them to talk. If someone responds 

emotionally or negatively, don’t engage them in an online argument. Respond with a thoughtful explanation, of 

why a water rate increase is necessary, for example. 

 

“You can’t dampen oppositional views, especially if you are a municipal water utility, where the people you are 

communicating with are paying the bill,” Giannetto said. “You want to show them you are listening.” 

 

Time it right. 

 

Whether it’s a daily tweet, a weekly e-mail, or a monthly newsletter, digital media experts agree consistency is 

key when it comes to communicating with customers. 

 

The e-mail open rate for California Association of Mutual Water Companies (CalMutuals) members and non-

members is 54.4%, which is way above the 17% industry average. Lori Vandermeir, a consultant for Ortega 

Strategies Group, a public affairs firm based in Fullerton, said she has been strategic about the timing of the 

CalMutuals e-mails. 

 

“Our job is to keep them informed on what's going on within the industry and alert them of training opportuni-

ties and events,” said Vandermeir. “Obviously, from the open rate, our recipients care about the content we send 

so once they have some free time, which is usually toward the end of the work day, they open our messages. We 

have been strategic about ensuring our messages are at the top of the stack as of 5 p.m., which is when they tend 

to begin reading non-work messages.” 

Timing is especially critical for utility managers in responding to cus-

tomer comments or emergencies. On average, utilities had more than 

11,000 Twitter followers, tweeted 36 times per week, and responded to 

customer comments within 28 minutes, according to a study by North-

east Group, LLC. The study examined the relationship between the 

quality of social media activity and the engagement level of customers. 

The top three utilities for social media were Memphis Light, Gas & 

Water, Los Angeles Department of Water & Power, and Dominion. 

During a one-week period, 40 of the top 50 utilities responded to cus-

tomer comments via Twitter.  

Time it Right:  
“...to create more  

efficient responses and 
economical solutions that 

benefit the company 
and the customer.”  

Water managers can use social media to create more efficient responses and economical solutions that benefit 

the company and the customer. This translates into more satisfied customers and fewer messages sent to the 

general customer service mailbox. 

 

Luu stated that “Water management is a centuries-old practice. But water managers who want to lead in their 

industries need to also use 21st century tools to deliver the best service or product and sustainably meet current 

and future demands.”   


