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Kelli Roberts
Chief Strategy & Communications Officer

• 25 years in political communications

• Communications counselor for 
campaigns at all levels of government, 
throughout the United States.

• Policy development and advocacy; 
transportation, healthcare and education.

INTRODUCTIONS - SPEAKERS

Leslie Gervasio
Director of Communications

• 25 years in state and local government 
communications and public affairs

• Gubernatorial and legislative staffer

• Past-President, National Association    
of Government Communicators
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Overall Takeaways

• Build trust through transparency. If you don't tell your story, someone else will—
and they're unlikely to get it right. 

• Shape the digital narrative continuously. Today's reputation is influenced by 
search, AI, social media, and third-party voices as much as traditional news. 

• Make communications part of strategy. Early, proactive stakeholder engagement 
leads to better decisions, stronger partnerships, and more successful outcomes. 

OVERALL TAKEAWAYS
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The PA Turnpike Commission 
is more than a roadway.

INTRODUCTIONS – THE PENNSYLVANIA TURNPIKE COMMISSION

• A billion-dollar enterprise driving our state and 
national economies.

• Generates, collects, and manages $1.8 billion annually.
• Second-largest tolling agency in terms of miles.
• Predates the Interstate Highway System.
• Operates separately from Pennsylvania 
Department of Transportation.

• Manages roadways, bridges and tunnels.
• Committed to innovation, growth and sustainability. 



55COMMISSION GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE



6OUR STORY: ECONOMIC ENGINE

80+
Interchanges

10
Tunnels

1,400
 Employees

140
 Facilities

565+
Miles

856
Bridges



7PUBLIC NARRATIVE



883 COMMUNICATIONS PRINCIPLES 



Case Studies for Change



Toll Increases and Revenue Loss: 
Filling the void, Advocacy 
building
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CHALLENGE  

• Annual Toll Increase began in 2009, after 55 years of virtually static tolls.
• Due to Act 44 Legislative Mandate to pay DOT $450M annually to fill budget gaps on 

transportation needs.

• Public assumption it was due to mismanagement; setting the record straight meant 
criticizing the legislature.

• Commission in a defensive posture due to indictments; didn’t defend.

• Result ingrained hatred for Commission, solidified narrative of corruption and 
mismanagement

         We weren’t talking about ourselves, but everyone else was.

TOLL INCREASES – THE CHALLENGE
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ACTION

• Began talking about toll increases and telling the story 
of Act 44 everywhere and anywhere

• Social, digital, media relations
• Never talked about tolls without talking about Act 44 – 

“Act 44 Toll Increase”
• Removed the ‘scandalous’ ‘secret’ implication

• Leaned heavily on our financial SUCCESS; didn’t give 
into negative narrative.

• Don’t believe the narrative and don’t give 
   in to the negativity.
• Financial feat managing the $6B in 
   imposed debt.

TOLL INCREASE - ACTION
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OUTCOME
• Defense on social media channels started

• News Media included Act 44 in all coverage of toll increases; correctly attributed the actions
• Reported as routine, no longer inflammatory

• Our information overcame the mis-information through consistency, repetition and 
discipline.

• Legislature felt informed and no 

   longer required bi-annual hearings 

   on the topic.

• Flipped Legislature to a partner vs. 

   adversary not only on toll increases but also Toll Leakage

TOLL INCREASES - OUTCOME
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PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

TOLL INCREASES - PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

When we left a void, it didn’t stop the stories, it just left out our voice. 
Silence creates mis-trust and the impression of misconduct.
  

By providing information and talking about our issues, we removed the 
mystique, regained Legislative trust.  By being present, we established 
partnerships instead of adversaries. 
  

Proactive and sustained communications resulted in our story, instead of 
mis-information, taking center stage in the news media and digital media.



“Most Expensive Road in the World” 
Digital Assault
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CHALLENGE  
• An insurance company "survey" labeled the PA Turnpike the "Most Expensive Toll Road in the 

World."

• News outlets repeatedly cited one another rather than verifying the underlying data

• At the same time… a national airline claimed it was cheaper to fly than to drive the PA Turnpike

• The claim was amplified through: 
• News websites 
• Blogs 
• Social media 
• Search engines 
• AI-generated summaries

        

          

MOST EXPENSIVE – THE CHALLENGE

In today’s digital environment, misinformation spreads faster than corrections.
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ACTION  

• Expanded proactive media relations coverage
• Fact-based articles, blogs, FAQs, data-driven
• Shareable graphics and videos

• Increased positive digital content
• Leveraged social influencers

• Optimized Commission content 
• FAQ pages designed for modern search behavior

• Generalized Engine Optimization (GEO)
• Developed content specifically for ChatGPT, Gemini, Copilot 

MOST EXPENSIVE – ACTION

We stopped trying to win one news cycle and started influencing the 
entire digital information ecosystem.



1818SOCIAL INFLUENCERS AS MESSAGE CARRIERS

Why partner with social influencers?

• Reach new audiences
• Humanize the PA Turnpike
• Increase trust through 3rd party voices
• Reinforce the value of your toll dollars

• Safety Patrol & response
• Traffic Ops Center
• State Police Troop
• 17 Service Plazas with fuel, food, and 

restrooms
• EV charging
• Pet Areas
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OUTCOME

• Changing the narrative takes persistence

• Search results increasingly surface Commission 
FAQs and blogs

• Positive content now competes with – and 
outranks – misleading articles

• Reporters call us first – and reference data

• Third-party resources reinforce accurate info

MOST EXPENSIVE – OUTCOMES

We stopped trying to win one news cycle and started influencing the 
entire digital information ecosystem.



2020AND JUST IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING….

The proof is in the data.
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PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

MOST EXPENSIVE - PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

Be proactive, not reactive. We used credible data to correct misinformation.
  

Use trusted, third-party voices to reinforce credibility.

  
Create owned content where people get their news – including AI.
  



Roadway Projects: Balancing risk 
with public sentiment and need
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CHALLENGE
• 85-year-old roadway undergoing reconstruction and 

modernization – ORT, total recon, demo

• Projects generate concerns about eminent domain, 
noise, environment, and traffic disruptions

• Small groups of opponents shape the narrative

• Communication processes relied more heavily on 
engineering processes 

• Engineers and consultants serving as 
communicators

                

ROADWAY PROJECTS – THE CHALLENGE

When communications are driven by technical processes instead of 
stakeholder needs, information gaps allow others to shape the narrative.
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ACTION
• Communications became part of project planning and 

decision-making

• Build relationships before construction begins

• Lead with project benefits

• Legislative resources 

• Expanded outreach beyond directly impacted residents 

• Proactive media and social strategy

• Sentiment tracking

ROADWAY PROJECTS - ACTION

Engaging stakeholders early reduces misinformation and builds trust.



2525ROADWAY PROJECTS - OUTCOME

• More consistent, customer-focused 
messaging

• Building relationships before projects begin
• Telling our story in the media and on social
• Communications is part of project delivery
• Better prepared elected officials and 

community partners to answer constituent 
questions

OUTCOME

Effective communications begin long before construction starts.
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PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

ROADWAY PROJECTS - PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

Early communication builds trust before the project starts.
  

Customized communications increase understanding among diverse audiences.
  

Transparency reduces uncertainty and misinformation.
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• Leslie Gervasio – lgervasio@paturnpike.com or pastpresident@nagc.com

• Kelli Roberts – kroberts@paturnpike.com 

CONTACT US

mailto:lgervasio@paturnpike.com
mailto:pastpresident@nagc.com
mailto:kroberts@paturnpike.com


Questions?
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