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Social media is rapidly changing the way cities, organizations and individual planners interact with the public. 
Tapping into social media platforms effectively is now an essential part of the public participation process, allowing 
planners to gage support and opinion for projects. Successful utilization of these platforms can increase interaction 
and create strong bonds between members and organizations. For example, APA’s recent discussion of changing 
the criteria for AICP certification for faculty members generated a substantial amount of online discussion through 
LinkedIn. While controversy certainly stirs participation, more routine connections are also important.

The American Planning Association has made substantial investments in its social media presence. APA President 
Mitch Silver has sought to increase the effectiveness of the communications coming from APA through online 
sources, and he personally is now regularly communicating via Twitter. 

Due to Social Media’s rise as a viable method for communication to large audiences, last fall, Silver asked Professor 
Jennifer Cowley to serve in an advisory role on how APA should most effectively use social media. As a result of initial 
conversations, Cowley proposed that students at The Ohio State University help APA in determining best practices 
to successfully interact with all of its members and the general public.

INTRODUCTION

Apples iPhone has become one of the most popular mobile phones in the world for its ability to let owners use 
social media application on the go, such as Facebook, Twitter, FourSquare and the APA’s own mobile app. 
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APA’S SOCIAL MEDIA ENGAGEMENT 
The American Planning Association is active on numerous social media platforms. Members and non-members alike 
use social media to connect with the organization. Individuals may choose to connect on different platforms based 
on which on they use most frequently, where they prefer to connect with professional associations, and the quality 
of the content delivered through the platform. APA’s revamping of the website offers a significant opportunity to 
refine how APA wishes to engage via social media. The following provides a few key suggestions for refining the 
social media presence for the organization.

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

Many of APA’s social media presences were visited, as well as the platforms for other professional organizations. This 
is not all inclusive as there are many chapter and division sites, as well as interest groups. The goal of visiting each 
social media platform was to determine the extent to which APA is using the platform and the degree to which 
people are engaging with APA through the platform. In visiting each platform, information on usage statistics was 
collected and a qualitative assessment of the experience for the user was undertaken. Also noted was the platform 
design and the integration of the APA brand. 

BEST PRACTICES OF OTHER PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

The American Institute of Architects (AIA), the American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLS), the Congress for the 
New Urbanism (CNU), and the Urban Land Institute (ULI) were examined to determine their best practices in social 
media engagement. 

All of these professional organizations have their social media platforms clearly embedded into their website. AIA 
is especially active on Facebook and Twitter as well as utilizing RSS feeds, LinkedIn, and YouTube. The Congress 
for the New Urbanism also has easy to find links to its other social media outlets and use MindMixer to engage 
their membership in discussion. The Urban Land Institute has more than 31,000 followers on Twitter. Additionally, 
ULI has a very successful YouTube site with over 53,000 video views, in part attributable to the variable types of 
video content that they have developed. The American Society of Landscape Architects has topics members and 
nonmembers can subscribe to via RSS feed allowing members to receive targeted content. 

ASLA has the best branded Twitter feed, while AIA’s YouTube channel is excellently branded. 
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APA’S SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS
Ten different social media platforms were examined to determine whether APA has a presence and if so the quality 
of the experience provided. Overall, APA has very active use of social media with a substantial portion of the 
membership engaging. 

FACEBOOK

The APAs Facebook page has 5,025 members. APA is 
consistent with posting an average of two times per day. 
There is limited use of the photo feature of the site. The 
APA branding is consistently integrated. While there is 
lots of content posted, there were few “likes.” This may 

be an indicator that the information selected to be 
presented is not of significant interest to the “fans.” Both 
professionals and students reported in the survey that 
they use Facebook for personal purposes. Given that 
this is personal, people are likely accessing Facebook in 
their free time. APA could benefit from positioning the 
information shared through Facebook to be more of a 

Widely engaging an audience through social media platforms is critical in todays world. The APA has a social 
media presence on many social media platforms.
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GOOGLE PLUS

Google Plus is a newer platform that has been growing. A 
total of 65 people have included the APA in their Google 
Plus circles and many have recently used the site. The 
posts are public and people are able to add themselves 
to APA’s circle or +1 the page. The APA page provides 
links to its YouTube videos and blog via Google Plus 
allowing users easy access to additional information. 
However, There is still potential for the APA to add more 
media and information to its “about” section on the site. 
Google plus still is not a widely used social media site, 
which could be an explanation for the low number of 
members. This is a presence to watch and as general 
membership on this platform grows APA may wish to 
increase its focus on providing content.

LINKEDIN

APA’s is very strong in with its social media engagement 
via LinkedIn, as it has 13,000 members in the locked 
APA Group, while the AICP group has more than 3,500 
members. A number of APA chapters and divisions 
also have a LinkedIn presence. There is an extremely 
high volume of user interaction on several discussion 
boards. APA provides information on events and recent 
news on the page, under the “Promotions” tab. Frequent 
posters who interact on LinkedIn’s APA Group are 
dubbed “influential” users which signifies successful 
dissemination of information via LinkedIn. Professionals 
particularly focus on connecting with APA through this 
platform. While many posts receive significant response, 
others receive none. It would be beneficial for an APA 
staff member to monitor the group and post comments 
to seed discussion. This also presents an opportunity for 
APA to connect members asking questions about a topic 
to information on the APA website

TWITTER

APA has an active twitter site that often tweets links to 
informative articles relating to planning, in addition to 
job notifications approximately five to 10 times each day. 
“APA_Planning” retweets planning-related articles from 
other users it follows. According to Klout.com, 2,000 
people are truly influenced by the APA twitter account.

Its overall Klout score is 48 and APA is most influential 
about the following five topics in order; planning, 
food, Amtrak, Florida and sustainability. APA could 
increase engagement with followers and encourage 
more retweeting by considering how each tweet is 
framed to make the tweet as intriguing as possible. It is 
recommended that the jobs be separated from the main 
Twitter feed. The way currently structured one has to 
click the link and then go to the website and login. 

It would be better to have a separate employment 
Twitter feed that members could follow if they are 
interested in job opportunities. This would leave the 
@APA_Planning Twitter feed to focus on information 
sharing. The branding could be better through creating 
a unique background for the APA_Planning Twitter feed. 

leisure nature. 

For example, a recent status update stated “David 
Sloane, editor of APA’s new book ‘Planning Los Angeles’ 
was interviewed by Planetizen. ‘Planning Los Angeles’ 
will be available at the conference and through 
APAPlanningBooks.com.”  Instead of a simple statement 
of fact, this could be reworded to create more excitement 
around Los Angeles to encourage “fans” to click through 
and like the post. APA could also increase the use of 
photographs. This could be through connectivity with 
Flickr or other locations where APA posts images.

Brand integration is a critical element in social media. 
ASLA has created a unique Twitter presence, while AIA 
has clearly integrated their brand into their YouTube 
channel.
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YOUTUBE

The APA’s YouTube page has 217 subscribers and 105 
videos. Its last upload was 3 weeks ago and the site has 
been actively used since 2007. Views on the videos range 
from 40-400 on average with little to no comments. 
The introduction on each video consistently contacts 
APA branding. One opportunity for improvement is the 
image that the viewer sees when they go to the YouTube 
site. Often they are pictures of speakers with their eyes 
closed. 

The topics covered in the videos were all very interesting 
and provided appropriate technical content. An 
opportunity is to expand the number of short videos. A 
mix of humorous short videos to capture attention and 
encourage people to learn more about planning topics 
would attract more people to the YouTube presence and 
encourage sharing of content. APA has a very simple 
YouTube channel, more thorough brand integration 
could create a more visually appealing channel. 

FLICKR

On Flickr, APA national has a site with a small number of 
photographs and three state chapters have a presence. 
The pictures posted on Flickr by the chapters are 
interesting and poignant, as well as relevant to their 
work. The New Jersey chapter has 469 pictures posted 
showing off its activities. 

Flickr can be a great opportunity for the APA, by sharing 
pictures of different planning activities in cities as well 
as APA events. For example, images from the mobile 
workshops at the APA national conference could be 
shared via Flickr. This would allow participants an 
opportunity to share their experiences after the event. 
An added benefit is that Flickr images can be easily 
shared through other social media platforms. 

FLICKR

On Flickr, APA national has a site with a small number of 
photographs and three state chapters have a presence. 
The pictures posted on Flickr by the chapters are 
interesting and poignant, as well as relevant to their 
work. The New Jersey chapter has 469 pictures posted 
showing off its activities. 

Flickr can be a great opportunity for the APA, by sharing 
pictures of different planning activities in cities as well 
as APA events. For example, images from the mobile 
workshops at the APA national conference could be 
shared via Flickr. This would allow participants an 
opportunity to share their experiences after the event. 
An added benefit is that Flickr images can be easily 
shared through other social media platforms. 

PINTEREST

Pinterest is a great visual opportunity for APA to 
engage with members via connection through Twitter 
or Facebook. APA has a new, but promising account 
with five pin boards in planning-related topics such as 
transportation, sustainability and places/space. Pinterest 
is a great opportunity to promote planning with 
photographs, such as posting pictures of the winning 
locations of “Americas Great Places.” APA can use this to 
post pictures of award winning planning efforts among 
other items. 

The Great Places of America program has been 
promoted through a variety of social media platforms, 
including Yelp and FourSquare.
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SLIDESHARE

Although APA has no direct user account on Slideshare, 
it does have a presence. Several slideshows are posted 
from previous conventions and other APA events. 
Since APA related material is present on Slideshare, it’s 
recommended that the  should APA consider creating an 
account on this or another slidesharing site. 

MYSPACE

APA has an existing account on Myspace of 219 friends, 
2 blogs and 4 photographs. Their profile has several 
informational blurbs such as their “About Me.” APA last 
updated it Myspace page in December of 2007, when 
the association advertised the launching of “Americas 
Great Places”. It is recommended that APA remove it’s 
MySpace presence.

NING

A total of 320 members are listed on the APA’s Ning site, 
making it one of the more popular social media sites 
assessed in the research The latest use of the site by the 
APA is dated as 2011. The forum “Introduce Yourself” was 
a very popular discussion forum with users. c. With Ning’s 
shift to a pay site and the limited overall membership, 
APA could remove the site and refocus its social media 
efforts on the more popular platforms. 

WEBSITE

APA launched its new website in April, 2012. This site 
integrates social media into the front page. The front 
page is packed with great content. There are some minor 
changes that could be incorporated to better connect to 
social media. For example, the placement of the featured 
video. It is currently located in the upper left corner. This 
could be moved to the slidebar of pictures location to 
make it more obvious that it is a video connection. In 
the Follow Us section, focus on the social media tools 
APA is actively using, for example removing MySpace 
and moving LinkedIn to the first space as it is the most 
heavily used by members. 

One key opportunity for the future is to focus on 
designing the page for mobile devices. A recent report, 
by On Device Research, notes that 25% of mobile web 
users access the web exclusively through a mobile 
device. According to Keynote/Adobe, in a consumer 
survey, people prefer to browse through a mobile 
devise for news, blogs, and social media. We viewed the 
webpage from a laptop, ipad, and iphone. The website 
is readable from an ipad, but a portion of the page 
required scrolling down to view it. From an iphone the 
website is very difficult to view. The column approach is 
helpful as one can scroll down on a phone and view the 
content in an individual column. 

A shorter front page would be helpful in allowing a 
mobile device user to more easily take in the website 
content. This would take into account the available 
space that can be seen on a screen. Avoid animation, 
such as the moving pictures and scrolling text, as this 
slows down the site. Integrating social media links is 
important. Only one set is needed and it should appear 
in the above the fold section of the webpage. One option 
for the future is to create a mobile version of the website 
and then include a link to the standard website if users 
wish to access the full site from their mobile device

Blogs Planning Magazine
This month's Planning magazine profiles the winners of APA's 
2012 National Planning Excellence Awards, from outstanding 
plans to planning advocates to landmarks in planning history. 
Also: four economic development success stories and the fate of 
a hotel project in Madison, Wisconsin. Members may read the 
entire issue online. Everyone is invited to read this month's 
featured article on fracking.

VideosMultimedia Award Videos Podcasts

Award Videos
2011 Award Winners

2010 Award Winners

2009 Award Winners

0:25 -1:07

American Planning Association
Making Great Communities Happen

Membership Events Education Outreach Resources Jobs & Practice

REIMAGINE
Los Angeles
Transit spurs revitalization in 
Once-Blighted Neighborhoods
2012-04-10

Policy News
For Planners
Successes of choice 
Neighborhoods highlighted in 
Senate Hearing
2012-03-29

Sustaining 
Places
Farm chemicals, integrated pest 
management, and water
2012-04-09

kids’ Planning
Toolbox
APA’s ‘great place/lousy place’ 
Goes Global: Partners Wanted
2012-04-10

Follow us:Contact us
Privacy Statement
Legal

APA now has a mobile app and a website that 
integrates social media. The next step could include 
creating a mobile version of its website. The above is a 
mockup of how an APA mobile website could look on 
an iPhone and iPad.
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STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
In 2011, Planetizen identified leading thinkers in planning and technology. We reached out to a handful of these and 
other leading thinker in planning technology. They provided insight on how they are successfully using technology 
for engagement, their preferences for social media platforms, and emerging trends. Chris Haller of Urban Interactive 
Studio, Christian Madera of the National Capital Planning Commission, and Jason Lally of PlaceMatters all shared 
their unique experiences and viewpoints on how social media can shape the future of planning. 

Chris Haller is the founder and CEO of Urban Interactive Studio (UIS), a full-service technology consulting firm 
specializing in web and mobile solutions for urban planning. Haller has many years’ experience in urban planning 
and is a nationally-recognized web developer and online engagement practitioner. Haller is also the founder and 
publisher of EngagingCities, an online magazine about trends in Urban Planning and Public Involvement. His day-to-
day work (and Urban Interactive Studio’s) involves developing interactive web and mobile applications to facilitate 
communication and interaction in new ways.

Engaging professionals, students and the public is often done through the APA’s website.

EXPERTS ON SOCIAL MEDIA 
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Christian Madera is the Web and New Media Manager at 
the National Capital Planning Commission (NPCP), which 
is the federal government’s planning agency for the 
National Capital Region. His position is within the Public 
Engagement Agency and was newly created, at the 
request of the Obama administration, a little over a year 
ago in response to the growing popularity of technology 
and the push to give more access to government data 
and information to the public. Madera is responsible 
for all on-line communication between the commission 
and the public, through their website, social media 
platforms, and other mediums which includes emails, 
company website, and social media

Jason Lally is a city planner, technologist, and blogger for 
PlaceMatters, a non-profit organization that focuses on 
enhancing or improving the decision-making processes 
around land use, city planning, and sustainability in 
design. Jason’s chief focus for PlaceMatters is to research 
and locate ever evolving trends in technology and social 
media that are changing the way the planning field 
interacts with the public. 

Haller feels that planning projects often do not raise 
enough awareness with the people they affect, and his 
goal is to find ways to combat this problem utilizing 
innovative social media outlets and web applications.” 
He points out that both Twitter and Facebook are 
great outlets to connect and bring people to planning 
information. Haller notes that Facebook can be more 
difficult to spread information as it is a more personal 
social media outlet since it requires a friend “acceptance” 
to connect and share information. Haller predominately 
uses Facebook and Twitter to engage with the public 
more than any other social media outlet.  Haller and UIS 
measures the success of community engagement by 
determining the number of users, by quantifying the 
amount of actual engagement verses number of visitors, 
or by any other benchmark a client chooses. 

Madera finds that Twitter is best utilized when finding 

people of interest, making it very effective in spreading 
information to key people. He points out that currently 
NCPC’s most used and updated platform is its email 
listserv. NCPC also effectively uses their company 
website, keeping it in sync with their Facebook and 
Twitter accounts, providing a well-rounded approach 
to its outreach. Finally, in order to measure success, 
NCPC tallies how many people they are touching, be 
it via “likes”, “followers”, or “fans”. With these numbers 
they compare to peer agencies in the field to see if their 
outreach programs are faring better or worse. Madera 
notes that most importantly, we need follow trends and 
connect with people through social media outlets of 
their choosing , for example, sharing project photos via 
Pinterest. 

Lally uses a myriad of tools at Placematters, most of which 
need to be used in conjunction with other platforms. 
After researching and observing a decision-making 
process he provides an analysis of his results to inform 
and alter the decision making process throughout the 
planning field. He also looks for opportunities to develop 
new technologies to engage, such as the ability to have 
a completely cordless meeting. 

With so many different aspects and different ways to use 
technology in the planning field for public engagement 
it can quickly become a daunting task to determine 
which tools to use. However, a lot of these great tools 
that are available can cater to the different needs of 
different agencies and organizations. The key take away 
points, often repeated by the experts, no matter which 
platform is being utilized are as follows:

•	 Controversy stirs more engagement
•	 Technology in the planning field is a supplement…

not a replacement
•	 Different platforms work for different goals in 

mind, whether it be information sharing or active 
engagement.
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This image depicts professional’s usage of social media 
services based on a weighted average. The five above 
social media networks are the most requently used. 

APA PROFESSIONAL ENGAGEMENT

Facebook, Google+, LinkedIn, Twitter and YouTube are 
the five social media platforms that professionals use in 
their daily life. While planners frequently use Facebook 
and Google+ personally, they prefer to communicate 
professionally through LinkedIn. When asked about 
what platform they would like to communicate with 
professional associations in the future, professionals are 
looking to continue using LinkedIn, but increase their 
usage of Twitter. 

Professionals suggest that APA move beyond sharing. 
They encourage APA to promote the field of planning, 
to provide reviews of best practices, get involved with 
allied disciplines, and discuss how current events impact 
the planning field. 

While professionals are using social media, some 
admitted difficulties in adapting to new technologies. 
They wish to see APA provide tutorials or easy to 
understand handouts that teach topics, such as how to 
setup a Twitter account. They believe their peers won’t 
adopt social media unless APA makes people aware of 
the benefits of using them. 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

Students use social media differently from professionals. 
Students most frequently use Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube. Students get almost all of their information 
from professional organizations through social media. 
60% report that they share information from professional 
associations obtained through social media.

Students want to engage with professional associations 
through Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. While students 
don’t frequently use LinkedIn they understand it can 
be used for professional purposes and view usage 
as an option for the future. Students are focused on 
using social media for information about employment, 
networking, and news. Students commented that they 
would be interested in engaging on current topics and 
volunteer and internship opportunities. Students would 
prefer to use social media to engage with professionals 
more than fellow students. 

Students felt like professional organizations social media 
“should be a meaningful interaction with members/
interested parties”. They see an opportunity for “virtual 
mentoring.” Students are interested in connections on 
a personal level and interactions with customization 
through subscription to a variety of channels, lists, 
feeds etc.  Students also mentioned the importance of 
information and events that are geographically related 
to them. 

In order to understand the social media usage of students and professionals, and how they would like to engage with 
professional associations via social media, a five minute SurveyMonkey survey was distributed through a variety of 
social media outlets. Within five days, 445 students responded and 156 professionals responded.

The majority of students want to engage the APA more 
fruequently, based on percentage, using Facebook, 
Twitter and LinkedIn. 

To ensure success into the future, organizations need to be able to effectively, efficiently, seamlessly implement 
social media tools into their planning processes.

APA PROFESSIONAL AND STUDENT ENGAGEMENT
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LOCATION OF STUDENT SURVEYS TAKEN

The above map shows the location of student respondants to the survey on social media usage. There are a wide variety of universities represented, as well as being 
having national representation. 
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STRATEGYS FOR IMPROVEMENT
PRESIDENTS STRATEGY 
Actively utilizing social media platforms is especially important for the President of APA in order to build and 
maintain a more personal connection with professional planners and those interested in the planning field. A blog 
is an effective tool in reaching interested audiences, as it allows visitors to actively follow, within one central source, 
any new information, announcements, or ideas of the APA president.  give the president a place to expand on topics 
he is currently tweeting.  A blog can also serve as   a jump-off point for people to navigate to other social media 
platforms the president is involved with.  

One of the biggest benefits to a blog is the ability to incorporate short videos that can highlight a variety of topics; 
from personal videos that help people relate to Mr. Silver, videos where questions can be asked in general or to 
specific groups to initiate engagement and conversation,  videos that cover different opinions on trending topics, 
and videos that advocate planning as well as the  increasing impact of social media use within the field. 

STUDENT STRATEGY 
Students identified that they wish to have access to job opportunities, information about planning in their region, 
and networking opportunities. This strategy focuses on ways that APA can reach out to engage more with students. 

TWEET MORE

The Student Representative Council (SRC) serves an important role in serving the interests of students. The SRC could 
work together to encourage a unified social media strategy, for example encouraging each planning program to 
have a Twitter account. Each university could share news and information related to their region. Some universities 
already tweet. For example, @CUPPACareers, the University of Illinois Chicago College of Urban Planning and Public 
Affairs shares job postings. Since it started they have sent out more than 47,000 tweets to more than 1,800 followers. 
MIT’s Department of Urban Studies and Planning, @MITdusp, shares information from public lectures, news and 
other information. 

One challenge is encouraging students to share information on the Twitter feed and retweeting information others 
have shared. Many student run Twitter feeds die when the organizing student graduates. Having a framework for 
maintaining the Twitter feed is important. Students can help drive the information on the feed to ensure that the 
information is of interest to students and young professionals. By having university level Twitter activity, students 
can engage more easily with information applicable to their region. 
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Engaging students and professionals with social media is easier than ever. Smartphones and  devices make it easy for users to upload photos live to Flickr, tweet, post 
Facebook updates, check in to locations using FourSquare and much more. 
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HOST A YOUTUBE VIDEO CONTEST

Currently APA’s YouTube Channel is filled with informative videos about many planning topics. There is a significant 
opportunity to expand the number of people viewing video content. Students reported that they want to engage 
with APA via YouTube. Yet many students were not aware that APA has a YouTube channel. One way to raise awareness 
and engage students would be to host an APA Students Channel. 

In order to create buzz around the new student APA channel there should be an annual video contest. Students 
would be presented with a planning challenge that would allow students to use their creativity to design a solution. 
As an example, the Urban Land Institute hosted a video competition encouraging its member to create a video 
that explained why they love ULI. The videos submitted ranged from 30 to 90 seconds. The winner received an all-
expense paid trip to the ULI Fall Meeting in 2011. Providing a valuable prize would encourage students to respond 
to the challenge and to engage further with APA through YouTube.

This screenshot is from the ULI video contest held in the fall of last year. The competition generated substantial 
content for ULI to use on its YouTube page. 
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INCREASE PHOTO INTEGRATION ON APA’S WEBSITE

Students want fun ways to engage with APA and they specifically pointed to games as one example. To encourage 
students and professionals alike to repeatedly visit the APA webpage a weekly photo poll could be created. For 
example, challenging users to determine which place is safer, as MIT’s PlacePulse project has undertaken. Or it could 
have great before and after project photos, epic planning failures, or other fun varying content that could allow 
people to engage in offering their opinion on the photo. 

These galleries can be connected from Flickr or Pinterest to the APA’s website. And the APA Twitter feed can be used to 
encourage people to vote each week. Members can be encouraged to submit their own pictures into appropriately 
titled galleries in Flickr or Pinterest and APA staff could pull from the submissions to feed the weekly poll. This would 
encourage members to actively contribute to APA’s social media efforts.

STRENGTHEN PARTNERSHIPS WITH UNIVERSITIES

APA can strengthen their partnerships with University planning programs by focusing on skills needed by soon-to-
be graduates; skills such as providing online videos for building portfolios, writing resumes, and importance and 
basic how-to of networking. With these partnerships the APA can expand its engagement of planning students and 
soon-to-be graduates. Once initial engagement with APA occurs, it is expected that it would continue through the 
professional career. 

If there is a student centered APA social media presence, for example on Facebook, newer professionals could serve 
as moderators volunteering to respond to posts and offer advice to students. Students may not be aware of all the 
ways that they can connect with APA. When students become members they could be sent an email letting them 
know about all the ways that they can connect to APA. 

Integrating daily photo polls is a great way to keep people coming back to the website. MIT Media Lab’s PlacePulse 
uses Google Streetview images and challenges people to vote on which looks safer. 
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL STRATEGY 
Young professionals are at a challenging point where they need to make the transition to having a social media 
presence dominated by college friendships to one where they are trying to engage with a professional network. 
For example, 78 percent of students are using Facebook on a daily basis, whereas only 6 percent of students are 
using LinkedIn on a daily basis. These young professionals are looking for advice on how to make the transition from 
the first professional position to the second and how to best form social media networks. The strategy for young 
professionals is centered on making the transition into professional life as easy as possible.

PROMOTE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES

APA has many conference events focused on students, but programming could be expanded to serve the young 
professional as well. Offering prepackaged workshops that can be delivered at the regional or state level, or offering 
training via webcasts offers a way to reduce the barriers of travel, cost, and time requirements could be a way to 
expand professional development opportunities. Targeted webinars would allow for question and answer sessions 
with a select audience, allowing young professionals the opportunity to engage with each other. 

The 2012 APA Conference offers a host of events targeted to students. A similar view could be created for new 
professionals allowing these professionals to expand their skill set. 
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PROVIDE A YOUTUBE SERIES

Young professionals enjoy quick, easy and entertaining ways to learn about different topics. Specifically, young 
professionals want to engage in discussions focused directly on them and their interests. We suggest creating a 
YouTube series specifically directed towards young professionals. Rather than have exclusively technical talks, create 
funny, creative and innovative videos that will capture a young professional audience. The key to these videos are 
that they are not general, but very specific to the interest and needs of young professionals. This could include: 

•	 Explaining LinkedIn in simple terms but illustrating how this social media platform can be used to expand 
professional networks and expand job opportunities. 

•	 Videos explaining how Twitter can be used to access professional news. 

•	 Videos diving into how mobile apps, FourSquare, Yelp, Flickr, and other social media platforms can be used to 
in planning practice

•	 How technology can be used in working with the media, promoting crowdsourcing, and managing multiple 
communication channels. 

Accessible videos provide a comfortable mechanism for young professionals to engage with social media. 
Providing videos that highlight how to use social media for planning could help grow young professionals skills 
sets. 
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PROMOTE NEW FACES IN PLANNING

APA could host a New Faces of Planning Competition that recognizes the best and brightest planners under 30 
whose academic successes and contributions to the profession are making an impact. The American Society of Civil 
Engineers has a program where they recognize these young professionals through videos on their YouTube channel. 

Using YouTube, the APA can identify the best New Faces in Urban Planning, and promote the mission of the APA. 
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GREAT PLACES IN AMERICA ANALYSIS
Have you ever been to a park that features sculptures of the Peanuts’ characters? Or a neighborhood that features 
stone pillars that represent street names? These unique sites are found all across the United States, yet, are often only 
known locally. The American Planning Association (APA) has created the Great Places of America program, which 
recognizes unique and special places. 

America’s Great Places is one of the APA’s most successful programs, garnering substantial media attention. There 
is an opportunity to expand the public’s knowledge of the role of planners in shaping great places. While planners 
typically use Facebook and Twitter, the America’s Great Places program offers the opportunity to use social media 
platforms such as Pinterest, Yelp, and FourSquare to draw attention to the Great Places designation. Students at The 
Ohio State University spent a week promoting a mix of the 2011 Great Places of America.  At the end of the week, the 
students documented the degree to which the public responded to the spread of this designation. 

The home page of Great Places in America provides a portal into exploring what good planning can do for 
communities across the United States. 
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FOURSQUARE

FourSquare enables users to check-in to places near 
their location or even explore what is interesting about 
a place. Students left a series of tips at hotspots in the 
Great Places of America. Students left tips that were 
educations, humorous, and interesting.  For example, 
one student posted “This middle school runs the Edible 
Schoolyard program where students grow produce 
that visitors can come purchase! Pretty awesome, and 
definitely worth a visit,” for the Martin Luther King Middle 
School in the Northbrae, California neighborhood. 
Visitors can check in stating that that they have done 
your tip. 

For example, two people said that they completed 
“This historic neighborhood is one of the few remaining 
historic neighborhoods left in America. The U.S. should 
take pride in the rich architecture that exists in most 
cities and preserve them.” The completion is in effect 
complimenting the student on their note on the historic 
character of the neighborhood.  

YELP

Planners haven’t typically thought of Yelp as a social 
media platform for planners. However, when it comes 
to promoting Great Places, this is an excellent resource. 
For example when promoting Schiller Park in German 
Village, the student was able to provide historical 
information that informs those who may plan to visit the 
park. 

WIKIPEDIA 

Most planners have used Wikipedia at one time or 
another to find information, but how many of us have 
posted content to Wikipedia? Wikipedia is an easy to 
edit resource. The students edited the Wikipedia pages 
for Great Places adding information about the 2011 
designation as a great place, as well as other planning 
related content. Wikipedia pages are widely linked 
across the internet. For example the Wikipedia pages the 
students edited were linked by more than 36,000 other 
websites. This means that the information added could 
be widely disseminated.

Wikipedia provides a useful quick reference for many people throughout the world as a crowd-sourced collection 
of articles and data. 
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FLICKR

The photo sharing social media site Flickr, is a great way 
for people across the world to view unique “must see” 
places.  The students constructed galleries for each of 
the 15 great places, gathering pictures others had taken 
and posted to Flickr. This was a simple way to organize 
photographs already out in the public domain. Within a 
week, these galleries were viewed 156 times. 

TWITTER 

Twitter is a social media platform in which users can 
“tweet” or post quick updates along with following real-
time tweet feeds that can be retweeted. This is an open 
network, meaning unrelated users can communicate 
and share information. Using Twitter, the students found 
people were likely to reply back about great attractions, 
food, and history of APA Great Places if the students 
just simply asked.  For example, a student asked about 
German Village destinations to Experience Columbus.  
Experience Columbus the local organization focused 
on promoting Columbus, Ohio as a tourist destination 
is responsive on social media providing informative 
recommendations to the student about the must sees in 
the German Village neighborhood.

PINTEREST

Pinterest is a relative newcomer in social media, but 
has quickly attracted the attention of a largely female 
audience who sees the benefit of being able to post 
boards filled with great pictures on an interesting topic.  
Students created boards for 15 Great Places in America. 
In just a week, the pictures had been repined to others 
users boards 82 times. Repinning, a way of reposting 
other members pins, is a popular way to get a picture 
to be pinned on the main wall feed where everyone 
can view it.  For example, a picture of Davis Street in 
Culpeper, Virginia was repined twice, once to a board 
about small town living and another about my drive, 
highlighting a class car in the picture. Utilizing the 
spectacular photography of Great Places of America is a 
great way for members of the public to learn about the 
APA and the role of planners. 
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CONCLUSION
The recommendations contained in this report are intended to be implemented in the short term. With the rapid 
evolution in technology new opportunities to engage with members will always be emerging. APA has a significant 
opportunity to strengthen its engagement with members and the public through social media.

Furthermore, by embracing and creating a more robust social media presence, the APA stands to not only gian more 
active members, but a better understanding of planning does for the larger public. 
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