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Follow us

In our 30th year, NRTC continues to identify and 

develop technologies benefitting rural telcos. 

While our mission remains the same, the 

solutions we provide—in broadband, wireless 

and video—are changing to meet your needs 

and the needs of the communities you serve.

To learn more visit www.nrtc.coop
or call 1-866-672-6782 (press 2)

TECHNOLOGY

IS EVOLVING.

SO ARE WE.
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Giga-Gobbledygook: 
Overcoming 

Customer Confusion 
About Gig Services

By Alison Gillespie

Lightning fast gigabit speeds mean rural provid-
ers have a chance to offer technology 

upgrades that are superior to those in urban 
areas. Even so, terms like “gigabit” and “sym-

metrical speeds” can confuse some customers. 
How can telcos put at ease those who find the 

terminology intimidating and may resist paying 
extra for a service they don’t understand?

C O V E R  I M A G E :  B I G S T O C K    

16
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COUNSELING
What’s Your Wi-Fi Reputation?
By Masha Zager 

For those who can’t afford fixed-line broadband at home and for those traveling on 
business, easy and inexpensive access to Wi-Fi in public places is a necessity. 
Learn how rural telcos are providing Wi-Fi to their customers and benefiting 
through the goodwill such service generates. 

RTIME Wrap-Up
By Christian Hamaker and Hillary Smith

Our annual recap of the NTCA Rural Telecom Industry Meeting & EXPO (RTIME) 
includes highlights and photos from keynote speakers, educational sessions and 
special events. Find out what you missed in Lake Buena Vista, Fla., or, if you 
attended the meeting, remind yourself of what made RTIME so memorable.

Buyers Guide
Our annual pullout guide highlights service providers in billing, broadband, cloud 
computing, consulting, engineering, equipment, financial services, insurance, 
IPTV/video, law, networking/long-distance, and operations software.

Know Thy Customer
By Rachel Brown

Knowing your customer has always been the key to effective marketing. But as different 
services emerge and legacy services age, messaging needs to adjust to new realities. 
Read how telcos have used software, Census data and other tools to market their 
offerings in light of emerging technologies and anticipated customer demand. 

COUNSELING

Member News: Send your rural-telco releases to membernews@ntca.org.

32 
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Got a Gig? We Do.

Marketing: The Election Connection

Someone once told me that consumers today make 
their decisions about whether to continue paying atten-
tion to a marketing message within the fi rst seven sec-
onds. That doesn’t leave a lot of time for explanation 

and nuance. And that means that when promot-
ing gigabit Internet services, rural telcos have 
had to become virtual mind readers in antici-
pation of how their customers and potential 
customers will react to messages about some-
thing that still may be very foreign to them.

While gigabit Internet (speeds in excess of 
1,000 Mbps) may be widely understood in 
some parts of the country, NTCA members 

report that many of their customers struggle to see 
how gig service could change their communications 
experience for the better (see “Giga-Gobbledygook” on 
p. 16). With the seven-seconds rule in mind, confusing 
jargon and complicated tech terms are a major no-no. 

So what works? Making it fun and inviting. And judg-
ing by the success of gigabit campaigns from many of 
the more than 60 NTCA members that have achieved 
certifi cation under our Certifi ed Gig-Capable Provider 
program, there’s a lot of room for creativity. From 
branded cakes to community celebrations and catchy 
slogans, it’s clear a bit of “gig fever” has caught on. 
Time will tell if this enthusiasm grows into more adop-
tion of gig services, but the seeds are being planted.

Laura Withers
Director of Communications
lwithers@ntca.org

It’s election season in my city.
No, not the presidential election, although that will 
come soon enough. It’s time for my local city council 

and school board elections. That means sev-
eral campaigns have heated up, designed to 
get me to vote for a particular candidate.

These campaigns are a form of market-
ing—not for a product or service, but for a 
candidate. Yet I’m struck anew each election 
cycle by the similar challenges these aspiring 
public servants face in grabbing the attention 

of those they serve. In this case it’s voters, not 
customers, who are being targeted, but the tactics to 
reach us have some overlap with telco-marketing tactics. 

What stands out most to me over the 13 years I’ve 
lived in my community has been the consistency— 
through several election cycles—of the message con-
veyed across campaigns. The same themes—great 
schools, more green space and the recruitment of new 

businesses—have been featured over and over again. 
Clearly, those are the things constituents appreciate, so 
it’s in the interest of potential offi ce-holders to express 
their shared values on the same subjects. 

The key to getting re-elected, of course, is to follow 
through on your promises, just as the key to keeping 
longtime customers is to provide what you promise 
when marketing your company and services. Maybe 
that’s why so many of the candidates in my local elec-
tion are incumbents, and why fewer challengers have 
run for city council during the time I’ve lived there. If you 
deliver what your constituents want, you’ll keep your 
customers happy and your competition at bay—whether 
you’re running for offi ce or running a business.

Christian Hamaker
Editor, Rural Telecom
chamaker@ntca.org 
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• Sending your employees home safely to their families every day
• Finding the right coverages for your evolving liabilities. So, you aren’t left unprotected
• Getting the best coverage at the most aff ordable price
• Having peace of mind that at the time of a claim, you KNOW you’ll be protected

www.telcominsgrp.comwww.ntca.org

 “Because it’s always been a matter of trust”

We worry about insurance and risk management matters.
So, you don’t have to worry about:

Our Position in Your Company: CWO
(Chief Worry Officer)
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TRADITIONAL TV 
FEELS THE PAIN, 

BUT WHAT’S TO BLAME?

Want an Email 
Reply? Write Like 
a Nine-Year-Old
What kind of emails get 
replies? Those that are 
written at a third-grade 
level.

That’s the fi nding of 
the Boomerang mail 
plug-in, which looked at 
its own user informa-
tion to determine which 
emails were most suc-
cessful in eliciting a 
response.

What are the keys  
to writing like a third-
grader? 
1. Use shorter sentences.
2. Include between one 
and three questions in 
your message.
3. Include a three- or 
four-word subject line.
4. Be opinionated rather 
than neutral.
5. Write messages that 
run between 50 and 125 
words.

aSource:   
washingtonpost.com

TV executives are feeling the pain of the shift toward streaming and away from 
traditional TV viewing, but to what extent can they point the fi nger at Netfl ix for 
these changes?

Michael Nathanson of MoffettNathanson ran the numbers and said Netfl ix, the 
largest player in the streaming world, was responsible for half of the 3% decline 
in TV viewership in 2015. The streaming service had 74.76 million streaming cus-
tomers at the end of 2015, including 44.74 million in the United States.

Despite the falloff in traditional TV viewing, Nathanson doesn’t see complete 
upheaval coming to the TV business anytime soon. “Netfl ix is a source of [TV] 
industry pain, but not necessarily a cause of industry death,” he wrote in a 
research note.

aSource: variety.com

What makes  
for a great 
blogger?  
Douglas 
McLennan  
lists fi ve  
characteristics.

1They draw you 
into their topic 
gradually, across 

numerous posts.

aSource: artsjournal.com

4 They give just 
enough information 
to keep people com-

ing back. They 
know that lists 
attract eyeballs.

5 They 
engage 
with other 

people’s 
arguments.3 They resist the impulse to engage in fl ame 

wars with ignorant commenters, or with those 
who are simply misinformed because they 

joined a conversation already well underway.

2 
They have  
a point of 
view, but 

their passion 
doesn’t turn 
into dogma in 
their posts.

Netfl ix 
streaming 
hours as a 
percentage 

of TV 
viewing

2015
Overall 

decline in 
TV viewing

Half of which 
can be ascribed to Netfl ix

3%

50–125
WORDS
most likely to elicit a reply

Great 
Bloggers 
(Are Made 
of This)

6% 14%

2 0 2 0
(projected)

2 0 1 5
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Messy Desks Might Make for a Creative Culture
Think a clean desk is a sign of an organized worker? You could 
be correct, but organization isn’t the same thing as creativity. 
For creative ideas, look to workers who have messy desks.

University of Minnesota Marketing Professor Kathleen Vohs studied 48 people separated into two rooms—one 
neat and tidy, the other with papers and pens all over the fl oor and desks. She asked each roomful of participants 
to come up with new uses for a pingpong ball. The messier group scored higher than the more orderly group.

However, a study by Temple University Marketing Professor Grace Chae showed confl icting results, with those 
who worked in a clean offi ce fi ghting through diffi cult tasks, while messy workers gave up more readily. Chae said 
messiness can take a toll, slowly draining workers’ willpower.

aSource: wired.com
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KEEP THE ‘BROWNOUT’ EFFECT AT BAY
Engaged employees don’t disengage overnight. Their enthusiasm for the job dims 
gradually, until one day they’re on to another place of employment in search of 
something they weren’t getting earlier.

Employment expert Michael Kibler calls this the “brownout” effect. “Brownout is 
different from burnout because workers affl icted by it are not in obvious crisis,” he 
said. “They seem to be performing fi ne: putting in massive hours, grinding out work 
while contributing to teams, and saying all the right things in meetings. However, 
they are operating in a silent state of continual overwhelm, and the predictable 
consequence is disengagement.” 

Companies with disengaged employees share certain characteristics, accord-
ing to “Emotional Intelligence 2.0” author Dr. Travis Bradberry:
> They make too many dumb rules.
> They treat everyone the same.
> They put up with poor performers.
> They don’t reward success.
> They have bosses who don’t empathize with employees. 
> They don’t give workers a purpose by showing how they fi t into the big picture.
> They don’t know how to have fun at work.

aSource: LinkedIn.com

How Landlines Stave Off Too 
Much Responsibility Too Soon
Writer Sharon Holbrook cited several 
reasons for delaying the introduction of 
a cellphone for her 10-year-old son.
1. He’s not mature enough to handle 
social media and World Wide Web 
access.
2. He’d be too absorbed in the phone 

screen, as he has been in other screens at home.
3. He doesn’t need a cellphone for his half-mile walk to school—or for 
anything else.

Holbrook said her son could manage his social calendar using the 
device we all used when we were his age: the landline phone.

“He’s the one to make the call to a friend about what the spelling 
words are,” Holbrook wrote. “He sees if his friend is available to come 
over and play. He asks the Cub Scout leader a question about the proj-
ect they’re doing. These little tasks give him responsibility, a sense of 
ownership, independence, life skills—and they all take place on our old 
trusty landline.”

aSource: washingtonpost.com

Is Home Internet 
Use Going Mobile?
The Pew Center said home 
broadband use between 2013 
and 2015 fell nationally by 3 
percentage points and now 
stands at 67%. Worse, rural 
broadband use dropped from 
65% in 2013 to 60% in 2015.

The reason? Cost. A third of 
Pew’s survey respondents who 
lacked broadband at home 
said it was too expensive, and 
10% said they couldn’t afford a 
computer.

But the decline in broadband 
use occurred at the same time 
Pew saw an increase in smart-
phone use. The percentage of 
Americans relying exclusively 
on their smartphone for Internet 
access has increased in the 
past two years from 8% to 13%. 

Pew said the fi nding shows 
that some families can’t afford 
to have both a smartphone 
and home broadband. 

aSource: pewinternet.org
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@ruralhealth

NRHA CEO Alan 
@Amorganrural at the 

White House Rural #Telehealth 
meeting with Peter Baxter and 

Shirley Bloomfield.

@umary  
WATCH: Mary alum and 

@NISC_coop CEO @
verndosch discusses servant 

leadership, collaboration and 
success with @NTCAconnect

@TomWheelerFCC
It’s time to establish baseline #privacy 

standards for ISPs. Bottom line: 
#ItsYourData

#RuralIsSocial

Follow along at www.ntca.org/socialmedia

@CommSoft518  
President/CEO Larry Davis, 

interviewing with 
@NTCAconnect - for CommSoft’s 

long-standing involvement 
#NTCA #RTIME16

@SenateCommerce
@SenateCommerce 

approves 
#MOBILENOW Act, 

a bill to advance 
#5G future. Next step: 

full Senate 
consideration.

@grandcare  
Very comprehensive 
telemedicine article 

w/GrandCare! 
Thanks telcos for all 

you do! @dswolf 
@NTCAconnect 
@Gardonville

@JRosenworcel
#Telemedicine can multiply the 

possibilities for healthcare. It 
was a treat to see it in action in 
rural #Tennessee: politico.com/

tipsheets/morning-ehealth

@DaphneKarpan  
Thank telecoms 

for the invaluable 
role they play in 

telehealth service 
delivery!

@amyklobuchar
Important Commerce 
hearing on oversight 

of @FCC. Will 
continue to push 

agency on policies 
that will expand 

access to broadband.

@NTIAgov 
Community Connectivity Initiative partners 
include @ALALibrary, @ICMA, @NATOA, 

@leagueofcities, @NTCAconnect, 
@SHLBCoalition and @US_Ignite
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Connections
B Y  S H I R L E Y  B L O O M F I E L D

A Watershed Moment 
for Rural Broadband

A
fter years of debate, countless conference calls and meetings, and 
tireless work by members, committees and staff of NTCA–The Rural 
Broadband Association, the FCC released reforms of the Universal 
Service Fund (USF) this spring. The reform order represents a water-
shed moment in updating the USF programs upon which rural 
telecom providers rely to deliver broadband services. For the fi rst 

time, consumers in rural America and across the country can purchase 
broadband without also having to purchase voice services. 

These targeted updates respond to consumer demand for broadband, 
and we hope they will make it easier for you to invest, make long-term 
business decisions and ultimately deploy broadband services to areas 
you have never been able to serve before. We also recognize that the order 
contains certain measures that change the ways in which these USF mech-
anisms have worked before. As FCC Chairman Tom Wheeler said himself 
in a recent blog, none of us got all that we wanted or hoped for in this 
reform. We hope that, at the very least, action on these measures will 
help to restore some degree of regulatory certainty by resolving issues 
that had been the subject of potential reform for years or even decades.

With the reform order now on the books, the next critical step in the 
process is “right-sizing” the budgets to address the challenges of each 
of the USF programs. While many, including myself, would have argued 
that it would have been a good fi rst step, nonetheless, it needs to get 
done. NTCA continues to urge the commission to ensure that the high-
cost USF program is suffi ciently funded so that rural consumers can actu-
ally afford to adopt the broadband services that are now being supported. 
To start, even just putting all four USF programs on more equal regulatory 
footing by applying an infl ationary factor to all budgets would go a long 
way toward addressing this concern. It’s long past time for that to happen.

In the end, the success or failure of this 
reform should not and cannot be mea-
sured merely by whether networks are 
built in rural areas. Rather, under the law, 
success can and must be defi ned only 
by whether consumers and businesses 
in the most rural parts of America have 
sustainable access to services that are 
reasonably comparable in price and 
quality to those available in urban areas. 
That is the only measure of success that 
ultimately matters. 

We will be monitoring closely to see if 
this objective is met, and if it turns out that 
some aspects of the reforms do not suc-
ceed—if recovery of past investment is 
undermined, if the prospects of future 
investment become more challenging, or 
if consumers still cannot obtain reason-
ably comparable voice or broadband 
services at reasonably comparable 
prices—we will be right back at it working 
to have the commission correct and 
address those aspects of reform. 

Shirley Bloomfield is chief executive officer of 
NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association. She can 
be reached at sbloomfield@ntca.org. You can also 
follow her blog at ntca.org/ceoblog.
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Perspective
B Y  C A R R I E  H U C K E B Y

$80,000 and 
2,500 Pencils

ome see marketing as a costly endeavor that reaps results 
that are hard to measure. How have you worked with your 
company’s fi nance managers to explain marketing costs?
Recently, my chief fi nancial offi cer (CFO) and I spoke at an indus-
try conference. Our subject was the importance of the fi nance 
and marketing teams working together. After so many years in 

marketing, it still surprises me that we even have to talk about how the 
two departments rely on one another. It surprises me that we are 

explaining how important the role of marketing is to the bottom line 
of any business. Still, many in our industry hold fi rm to the 
belief that marketing is just about public relations—shaking 
hands and kissing babies, as I like to call it.

Overcoming the mentality that marketing is not bottom-line-
oriented has been a challenge but also a learning opportunity 
for all involved. So how did we get there? I could say that it was 
the marketing and fi nance classes I completed (which did not 
hurt), but the truth is it started with $80,000 and 2,500 pencils. 

Many years ago, my boss at the time said, “Did you know 
you and your department have spent $80,000 this year?” He 
followed up that question with comments and phrases that 
suggested the accounts payable manager found the spending 
to be unnecessary and out of line. 

A few days later, I was stopped in the hall and asked what 
in the world I was planning to do with 2,500 pencils. My 

answer? “Give them away, of course. Do you know how many 
logoed pencils we give out?” As a result of this encounter, I was directed 
to create my company’s fi rst-ever marketing budget. It turned out to be 
the most educational and best fi nancial tool for all involved.

What results have you seen from cre-
ating marketing budgets?
As time has passed, we have gotten 
better at planning and budgeting our 
marketing activities year after year. In 
our case, budgeting led to forecasting. 
Forecasting led to where to spend capi-
tal expenditures, to where we will add 
customers or upgrade customers, and 
to questions like, “What will churn look 
like?” Forecasting also led to profi t mar-
gins. Profi t margins led to ARPU (average 
revenue per user) objectives. All of it led 
to accountability and the opportunity to 
understand the business in depth. 

What has all of this meant for your 
role in the company?
I know some say marketing is all about 
spending and creative spin, and I am 
perfectly capable of spinning something 
suspenseful and glamorous about how I 
ended up speaking at a session with the 
CFO—a session that was not only fun, 
but also highlighted the synergies that 
can happen when fi nance and market-
ing work together. So, here I am many 
years later, and I realize that today’s 
cool seat at the management table 
started with an uncomfortable hot seat, 
$80,000 in spending and 2,500 pencils. 

And how long did it take you to give 
away all those pencils?
Less than 90 days.

 

S 

Carrie Huckeby is chief 

marketing officer for 

Telecom Management 

Services, Ardmore 

Telephone and WK&T 

in Mayfield, Ky. Contact 

her at carriehuckeby@

tmsvcs.com.
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How Marketing and Finance Can Work Together
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GobbledygookGobbledygook
Giga-Giga-

OVERCOMING CUSTOMER 

CONFUSION ABOUT 

GIG SERVICES

BY ALISON GILLESPIE

L
Leif Handran has always been confi dent that 

his company, Nemont Telephone Cooperative 

(Scobey, Mont.), had a lot to off er customers. 

Like a coach with the home team advantage, 

the telco’s sales and marketing manager 

knew his community’s challenges and 

understood their needs in a way that a big 

national competitor from outside of the 

region could not. The small personal things 

that Nemont could off er—like coverage of 

the local high school sports teams each 

weekend, available to Nemont customers 

only—were highly valued by his neighbors in 

Montana and North Dakota. So when the 

chance came to also off er higher speeds 

through gigabit service, he knew that 

would serve his customers well, too. 

I L LU S T R AT I O N :  S A M  F E R R O ;  P H O T O :  B I G S T O C K
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The problem was, residents in his area didn’t always 

understand what gigabit service was or what it could 

mean to their communications experience. Those who 

lived in newer subdivisions weren’t sure why they 

would want to pay for it, and those in the remote loca-

tions weren’t always familiar with telecom terminology.

“The younger crowd understands what a gig is, and 

what it is capable of, but our demographic here in 

Scobey is older,” said Handran, referring to Nemont’s 

customers. They include many families who have 

lived on the same farms and ranches for generations. 

Handran isn’t alone in facing this issue; many 

member companies of NTCA–The Rural Broadband 

Association are eager to become NTCA Certifi ed Gig-

Capable Providers and are excited about what the 

upgrade in speed can bring to their customer base. 

Gigabit speeds are lightning fast—1,000 Mbps, which 

is more than 100 times the average speed currently 

available in the United States. For rural providers, this 

means a chance to offer technology upgrades that 

aren’t just as good as those in urban areas, but better. 

Even so, jargon can turn customers off. Terms like 

“gigabit” and “symmetrical speeds” can confuse those 

who don’t like computers. Customers who fi nd tech-

nology intimidating may be especially resistant to pay-

ing a bit more for something they can’t touch or feel.
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Show It Off

But Handran knew that if people could see what the speeds 
meant to their everyday lives, they’d be excited. When 
Nemont became a Certifi ed Gig-Capable Provider last spring, 
Handran sent out a celebratory press release letting peo-
ple know that Scobey was the fi rst “gig community” in 
the state, with fi ber to every single home and business 
and incredibly high speeds for those who wanted it. 

Over the summer, he took to the streets with his com-
pany’s proud new announcement by sponsoring a party 
literally in the middle of Main Street in Williston, N.D.—
another town located in Nemont’s service area. Banners 
lining the street included the company’s logo, and were 
seen by residents who came out to listen to music and 
enjoy some tasty food on a warm night. Handran then 
used the band’s break time to get on the mic and tell the 
captive audience what gigabit service could mean to 
them: a better service experience all the way around. He 
explained how it would mean faster uploading and down-
loading. He talked about things like easier online shop-
ping—something that resonated in a place where there 
are no big box stores or malls, and where shoes and pants 
are ordered via a website or 800 number. 

At the end of his brief explanation on stage, Handran 
then invited everyone at the party to stop by the compa-
ny’s store-on-wheels, which they had brought that night 
to Main Street complete with an Internet hook-up so that 
people could try it out for themselves. 

“If people wanted to walk in and talk about our ser-
vices we could direct them to the website and get people 
signed up, and that was a huge hit. It helped that the band 
was also very good and hit all the genres of music,” Handran 

recalled with a laugh. It was an easy way to educate the 
public in a friendly, fun setting.

Shannon Sears from West Carolina Rural Telephone 
Cooperative (Abbeville, S.C.) also thought a party atmo-
sphere was the best way to tell the story of the telco’s gigabit 
certifi cation. His marketing and education campaign began 
with a party for his own staff, complete with a custom cake 
decorated with the same gigabit-certifi cation medallion 
the company had been awarded by NTCA last October. 
There were gigabit-themed gift mugs for everyone, too. 
And later, back at their desks, the entire staff found that 
the medallion had been added to their email signatures 
and placed on the cover of each copy of the company’s 
glossy magazine, sent out to customers six times a year. 

Sears said his goal was to make it a story that every 

Clockwise from the top: Nemont Telephone Cooperative 

discussed gig service with members at its annual 

meeting. Leif Handran awards Sarah Patridge for 

being its first gig business customer. Customers 

and noncustomers alike lined up in Williston, N.D., 

to try Nemont’s gig service.

Every staff member at 

West Carolina Rural 

Telephone Cooperative 

received a mug and a 

slice of cake to celebrate 

the company’s Certified 

Gig-Capable Provider 

status last fall.
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person could be excited to 
share. Everyone on staff was 
given a solid background 
explanation of what gigabit 
service was and what it could 
do for users. They were also 
provided palm cards they 
could give to anyone—slightly 
larger than business cards and 
fi lled with easy-to-read info 
about gig service. 

“Our idea was that we’re all 
responsible for talking to the customers, whether we’re 
here or out in the community,” Sears said. It didn’t mat-
ter how technical or nontechnical the staff person was. 
What Sears wanted was for “everybody to be singing the 
same song.”

West Carolina’s demographic is an aging one. Some 
time back, the company began monthly “Techlink” classes 
at its offi ces to make sure that people of all ages and 
backgrounds felt like they were going to benefi t from 
enhancements. Through the process of working with their 
customers in those classes, the staff gained a good sense 
for making things understandable and relevant to every-
one, no matter what their station in life. 

“When we were bragging about it and they’d go ‘Who 
cares? I’ve never heard of the gigabit-Internet before,’ we 
realized we needed to break it down to its simplest terms,” 
Sears said. 

West Carolina also realized the value of high-profi le 
testimonials when a developer promoting a new luxury 
retirement community in the region stepped forward as a 
champion of gigabit service. 

“They used the services to upsell what they have here,” 
Sears said. One new home buyer in the community even 
moved in before hitting retirement age once he discovered 
that he could get better Internet service for his work-from-
home remote offi ce in South Carolina than he could at his 

former home in Chicago. 
“They tell people if 

you want to retire you 
can come here and enjoy 
nature, but you don’t 
have to give up anything 
from a technology stand-
point,” Sears said. Having 
that high visibility cham-
pion of gigabit service 
gave the local residents 
a sense of pride. 

Up in north central 
Minnesota, Paul Bunyan 
Communications 
(Bemidji) proudly 

announced it was aiming to offer 
gigabit service to almost all of its 5,000-square-
miles geographic area. Brian Bissonette, marketing super-
visor at Paul Bunyan, said the telco was ecstatic to get 
several high-profi le online shouts of support from the 
state’s governor and one of the state’s senators, who talked 
and tweeted about it. 

Paul Bunyan has always been quick to embrace tech 
upgrades, according to Bissonette. One of the fi rst telcos 
to overbuild its CLEC area in the early 1990s, currently 
over 95% of its network is fi ber-to-the-home in what is an 
incredibly diverse economic environment, incorporating 
one of the poorest counties in the state, towns with sev-
eral industrial plants, young professionals, business hubs 
and a state university. 

To get everyone to understand how the company was 
going to roll out gigabit service to the region, Bissonette’s 
team coined the term “the Gigazone.” 

“It has a geographic component to it that is really help-
ful, because we couldn’t fl ip a switch and provide to every-
one immediately,” Bissonette explained. “It’s going to have 
to be rolled out over time. So with that it actually is a 
regional area.” 

To make the information relevant and understandable 
to all of the company’s customers, the telco wrote an article 
that anyone in the local press could use listing four advan-
tages to gigabit service at home. It also sent letters to cus-
tomers and did direct-mail campaigns.

By and large, most seemed to get why increased speeds 
would help improve things like their gaming and movie 
downloads, Bissonette said. However, families with multiple 
devices and gamers who wanted better speeds were excited 
but puzzled about how the company would eventually 
introduce the new service level to their neighborhood. The 
most important thing the company had to explain was 
whether customers lived in the Gigazone or outside of it.

THE SPEED YOU NEED FOR ALL YOUR DEVICES
WITH NO PHONE LINE REQUIRED

Paul Bunyan 

Communications 

provides fiber-to-the-

home across 95% of its 

network, and is now 

rolling out gig service.
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 Your company’s future 
 is riding on your insurer’s 
 financial strength! 
 

“It really became a catchphrase and a 
new word in the vernacular of northern 
Minnesota,” Bissonette said. “Everywhere 
I go people are talking about it and refer-
ring to it. It’s just a common name now 
here and is understood and related to us.” 

Knowledge First

No matter which region of the country 
they are in, telcos should build a knowl-
edge base early—maybe even before the 
gigabit speeds are available. In order to 
want the service, people need to under-
stand what it is and why it could improve 
their everyday experiences.

In North Dakota, Handran and his 
team realized years ago that they would 
need to change their approach to upgrad-
ing all kinds of technology when few 
people seemed interested in having fi ber 
added to their neighborhood utilities. 
“Before, our mentality was basically, ‘Build 
fi ber and they will come,’ and that wasn’t 
the best way to do it,” he said. A lack of 
sign-ups caused the telco to recalibrate; 
now it sends surveys to residents in some 
of the Williston subdivisions it serves, pro-
viding information on fi ber and a chance 
for customers to give feedback. People 
also are told they can go to a special web-
site to ask for their neighborhood to get 
switched to fi ber. 

“We have a threshold number for each 
neighborhood that can justify the cost,” 
Handran said. Neighbors explain the 
advantages to each other as they advocate 
for fi ber. Nemont saves money by upgrad-
ing in places where it knows it will be 
guaranteed customers. 

“When we started putting in fi ber, 
nobody really understood what it was 
going to do for them, but now they do,” 
explained Sears from West Carolina. “It’s 
kind of like that with gig Internet service. 
Maybe they don’t know exactly what it 
will do for them now, but they will before 
long, and then they’ll go, ‘Oh! That’s why 
you guys stay on top of technology and 
that’s why you keep us at the forefront of 
what’s being provided today everywhere, 
even though we’re in a rural area.’”       

Alison Gillespie is a freelance writer. Contact her 
at Alison@alisongillespie.com.
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How Telcos Are 
Building Goodwill–

Wirelessly

Wi-Fi hotspots have become fi xtures of American life, beloved equally by freelancers who work out of cof-

fee shops and teenagers who send selfi es from the mall. But for those who can’t afford fi xed-line 

broadband at home and for those traveling on business, easy and inexpensive access to Wi-Fi in 

public places is more than a convenience—it’s a critically important link to the world. A num-

ber of rural telcos have found that providing Wi-Fi access to such customers is a good way 

to benefi t the communities they serve and to build goodwill.  In the last several 

years, schools across the United States have switched from paper textbooks to 

online learning and testing materials. By providing students with laptops or 

tablet computers and subscriptions to online learning resources, they 

can greatly improve students’ access to up-to-date information.  

The FCC recently modifi ed the E-Rate program rules to pay for 

Wi-Fi networks inside schools—and thereby created what 

Commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel calls the home-

work gap. In a 2015 statement, Rosenworcel said 

the gap was the “cruelest part of the new digi-

tal divide” and noted that millions of stu-

dents lacking home broadband access 

now had trouble getting basic 

schoolwork done, perform-

ing research, and apply-

ing for scholarships 

and jobs.

BY MASHA ZAGER 

WHAT’S YOUR WI-FI REPUTATION?
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WI-FI REPUTATION

A ‘Visible Demonstration of Commitment’

Farmers Telecommunications Cooperative (FTC; Rainsville, 
Ala.) is helping to close the homework gap in Fort Payne, 
Ala. The city school system, said Fred Johnson, FTC’s 
executive vice president and general manager, is “one of 
the most aggressive at deploying technology in the class-
room.” All middle-school and high-school students, and 
even some in the elementary schools, now have tablet 

2424

computers, which Johnson said are “used extensively for all 
aspects of curriculum presentation.” Stu-
dents have Wi-Fi access in and around the 
schools, but not all have broadband access 
at home. 

FTC has a close relationship with the 
Fort Payne school district, and several years 
ago ongoing discussions with school admin-
istrators revealed that many students lacked 
broadband access. FTC offered to make Wi-Fi 
hotspots available to students in parks and 
public buildings. The school district provides 
FTC with a list of school-owned devices, 
and students can log in from these autho-
rized devices at any of the designated hot-
spots. When they issue the devices at the 
beginning of each school year, school 
administrators provide students with a list 
of available hotspots. Neither the school 
system nor the students pay for this service; 
FTC provides it free of charge. 

Johnson said the benefi ts to FTC include 
branding, strengthening of the relationship 
with the school district and, of course, ben-
efi t to the community. “It’s a visible dem-
onstration of our commitment to the overall 
well-being of the community and its edu-
cational infrastructure,” he explained.

The program has been so successful 
that FTC is now planning to increase its 
publicly available hotspots in Fort Payne 
and other communities. Soon, Wi-Fi may 
be available to students in coffee shops 
and restaurants in addition to the public 
properties where they now have access. 

Take Me to Church

Star Telephone Membership Corp. (Clinton, 
N.C.) has found another method to address 
the homework gap in Bladen County, listed 
by the state of North Carolina as one of its 
most economically distressed counties. 
Bladen County’s school district, which has 
a one-to-one laptop initiative, builds its 
curriculum around online resources. Each 
year, Star sends representatives to the meet-
ings at which schools issue student laptops 

Our commitment to serving rural America has never been 
stronger. Every day CoBank supports rural communities 

ith reliable  consistent credit and nancial services. 
We can be your trusted advisor to offer solutions and 
lending strategies if you are considering expanding through 
acquisition or construction/upgrade of your network.

We stand ready to partner with you on forward-looking 
projects that help rural America stay competitive.

Contact CoBank today.

AMERICA IS GROWING

800-542-8072
www.cobank.com

The program has been so successful  

that FTC is now planning to increase  

its publicly available hotspots in   

Fort Payne and other communities. 
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to parents, and it uses this opportunity to talk to parents 
about home Wi-Fi. By doing this, it has succeeded in leas-
ing Wi-Fi routers to many parents—an attractive fi nancial 
proposition for the company, said Kyle Randleman, the 
company’s vice president for sales and business opera-
tions. But those conversations with parents indicated that 
some could not afford even the minimum level of high-
speed Internet service, and that their children were falling 
into the homework gap. 

Each year, the school district sponsors a breakfast at 
which ISPs, including Star, offer technical advice to school 
administrators and local church leaders about such issues 
as Wi-Fi security. At a recent breakfast, school offi cials 
were talking about students needing places to do home-
work, and pastors were talking about the diffi culty of 
attracting young people to church. School administrators 
proposed a three-way partnership: Service providers would 
assist the churches in setting up their Wi-Fi to accommo-
date student use (Star already offered churches low resi-
dential broadband rates because of their nonprofi t status), 
churches would open their doors and Wi-Fi passwords to 
young people after school, and schools would let students 
know which churches in their neighborhoods had Wi-Fi 
available. The program appears to be a success. “We’ve 
installed a good bit of Internet at churches in Bladen 
County,” Randleman said. 

In addition to contributing to the schools’ educational 
mission, Randleman said that Star is investing in future cus-
tomers. He notes, “If we get young adults used to using this 
service, they’re going to grow up and want Internet access, 
and hopefully they’ll remember Star and want our service.” 

Go Where    
the Crowds Are

As a competitive provider, 
Eastern Oregon Telecom, LLC 
(EOT; Hermiston, Ore.) serves 
eight communities in northeast 
Oregon. The area is largely agri-
cultural, but its economy has 
diversifi ed in recent years. 
Hydroelectricity and a favorable 
climate have inspired Amazon 
and others to build data cen-
ters there, and the largest rail 
yard in the Pacifi c Northwest 
is located there as well.

EOT has contributed to its 
region’s economy—and garnered goodwill for itself—by 
installing free Wi-Fi in several venues in Hermiston where 
large crowds gather. The fi rst was the Hermiston Conference 
Center, operated by the local chamber of commerce. The 
center, which has 10,000 square feet of meeting and event 
space, is used for gatherings that range from trade shows 
to weddings. EOT serves the building with a fi ber optic line 
that delivers 1 Gbps fi xed Internet access. But attendees at 
events are typically walking around with smartphones, and 
most people want to connect wirelessly, according to Joseph 
Franell, EOT’s general manager and chief executive offi cer. 

EOT manages and supports the conference center 
Wi-Fi service as an in-kind contribution to the chamber, 
of which it is a platinum member. Platinum membership 
entitles the company to valuable recognition and benefi ts.

The Umatilla County Fairgrounds, owned by the 
county, is a large complex of buildings and fi elds that 
hosts events all year long in addition to the annual county 
fair. EOT created a fi ber-fed Wi-Fi umbrella over the 
entire property, including the rodeo arena, to provide free 
Internet access to attendees. Again, this is an in-kind 
contribution in return for a gold sponsorship and recogni-
tion at the county fair. 

The Eastern Oregon Trade and Event Center, which is 
getting ready to open later in 2016, will be a year-round, 
multiuse event complex. It will be the new host for the 
Umatilla County Fair and Farm City Pro Rodeo and will 
hold other events that range from trade shows to eques-
trian functions. EOT will provide fi xed fi ber service to all 
the buildings there, and plans to offer the same type of 
free Wi-Fi coverage for the indoor and outdoor spaces.

Schoolchildren in 

Fort Payne, Ala., do 

their homework using 

a Wi-Fi hotspot main-

tained by Farmers 

Telecommunications.
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Franell said EOT doesn’t do these kinds of projects as 
profi t-making ventures but “because it makes a difference 
in the community.” He added, “If I can cover the costs [via 
sponsorship benefi ts], I’m OK. It highlights that we’re 
involved in the community.” 

EOT’s Wi-Fi partnerships aren’t all with public venues. 
For example, it has an in-kind arrangement with a Hutterite 
farm community that allows the company to use the com-
munity’s telemetry tower for rural fi xed wireless service; 

in exchange, EOT 
provides free Wi-Fi 
to the Hutterites’ 
houses and school. 
The Hutterites 
“have been won-

derful advocates for EOT,” Franell said, and have told 
many others about this successful partnership.

In summary, Franell said, EOT’s partnerships pay off in 
terms of goodwill. “We prefer others to toot our horn for 
us,” he said. “Reputation means everything, and a humble 
approach works really well for us.”

Masha Zager is a freelance writer. Contact her at   
mashazager@bridgewriter.com.

Learn more about our full range of products and services:
Visit hub.ptsupply.com, or email marketing@ptsupply.com

The Power & Tel Perspective

Power & Tel helps  you  get the most out of your supply 
chain by combining our dedicated, customer-first 
approach with years of experience and innovative 
technologies. We fulfill your ever-changing inventory 
needs, allowing you to concentrate on what’s really 
important — your customers.

Power & Tel, your premiere supply chain partner in 
the global communications marketplace. 

Eastern Oregon Telecom 

provides free Wi-Fi at 

the local fairgrounds  

and other venues. Here, 

customers get information 

at the EOT booth.

WI-FI REPUTATION
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The Collaborative Model

Testing, Testing: Helping Rural 
Schools With a Test-Crazy 
Curriculum

How to Keep Your Business 
Standing After a Shock

To submit article ideas, send proposals to the editor at 

publications@ntca.org.

NEXTissue
Check out the 
Rural Telecom 
Solution Providers 
Directory at 
www.ntca.org.

Visit our 
website at 
ruraltelecom.org

The Rural Telecom website 

includes the digital edition 

of the magazine, exclusively 

for subscribers, and articles 

that can be enjoyed by  

all visitors. 

FOR ADVERTISING INFORMATION, CONTACT

703-351-2089 OR SALES@NTCA.ORG.

thein

ADVERTISERS INDEX 
 Advertiser Telephone Website

11 Calix 707-766-3000  www.calix.com

24 CoBank 800-542-8072  www.cobank.com

13 Finley Engineering Co. 417-682-5531  www.fecinc.com

40 Innovative Systems, LLC 605-995-6120  www.innovsys.com

21 Mid America Computer Corp. (MACC)  402-426-6222  www.maccnet.com

3 National Information Solutions Cooperative (NISC)  866-999-6472  www.nisc.coop

2 NRTC  703-787-0874  www.nrtc.coop

26 Power & Telephone Supply Co. 901-324-6500 www.ptsupply.com

20 QBE Farmers Union Insurance  800-669-0622 www.farmersunioninsurance.com

7 Telcom Insurance Group (TIG)  800-222-4664 www.TelcomInsGrp.com
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“If you’re rolling out a high-speed 
gig network, the older   
generation in your area   
is not likely interested in 
this. But the younger  
generation wants speed. 
People who are working out 
of a home office or running a 
business out of their home, 
they want speed.”

 —Gwen Shaffer, National Information 
Solutions Cooperative (NISC)

I L LU S T R AT I O N :  S A M  F E R R O ;  P H O T O S :  B I G S T O C K

Know 
Thy 
Customer
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HE AVERAGE AMERICAN HOUSEHOLD GETS 16 PIECES OF JUNK MAIL A WEEK. 

Imagine these two different scenarios:

> An advertisement for a new dating service (sent to a married couple)

> A fl yer for a lawnmowing and landscaping service (sent to condo residents)

> An invitation to attend the Baptist church (sent to Mormons)

Vs.

> A coupon for a local restaurant (sent to its regular patrons)

> An announcement of a new dog grooming shop (sent to a household with dogs)

> A summer camp brochure (sent to a family with children)

It doesn’t take a marketing guru to know which batch of mail will make it 

onto the kitchen counter and which will head straight to the recycling bin. 

Talk to the marketing managers at small telecommunications companies and 

you’ll fi nd they agree that the smart money is on targeted marketing that 

takes advantage of demographic information.

“Targeted marketing is becoming more and more necessary as some of 

the old forms of mass push-type marketing are no longer effective,” said 

Chris Castagneri, marketing manager for Cooperative Network Services, a 

network of 20 telecommunications cooperatives in three Midwestern states. 

The beauty of this approach is that telcos can be much more specifi c and 

granular. “If you know that Bob Smith is a farmer and you know which of 

your other customers are farmers, you can develop products and ad content 

specifi cally for them,” Castagneri said.

Knowing your customer has always been the key to effective marketing. But 

as different services emerge and legacy services age, messaging needs to adjust to 

new realities. What follows are examples of how several telcos and experts have 

used software, Census data and other tools to market their offerings in light of 

emerging technologies and anticipated customer demand. 

BY RACHEL BROWN
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Pays for Itself

Even bill inserts can now be online, explained Gwen 
Schaffer, software sales consultant with the National 
Information Solutions Cooperative (NISC), a technology 
solutions provider to utility and telecommunications  
companies. “If you know that someone does not have  
TV service today but that service is available in his area, 
you can include a TV promotion on that site to that   
specifi c customer,” she said. “Or if a household doesn’t 
have high-speed Internet but you know that there have 
been calls with complaints about slow speeds when the 
kids were gaming online, then you promote your high-
speed Internet to those folks.” 

Castagneri noted that many small telcos are not used 
to investing in demographic software tools (or lack the 
marketing budgets to do so), but she said these tools can 
pay for themselves in the long run.

30

KNOW THY CUSTOMER

Geri Salmela, marketing director for West Central Tele-
phone Association (Sebeka, Minn.), said that the co-op has 
been using LeadAgent—an application NISC developed 
and embedded into software from Salesforce.com Inc. that 
can then be integrated into NISC’s billing system—for 
about a year. “It tells us our customers’ ages, income levels, 
whether they have kids at home, and if they’re baby boom-
ers, empty nesters, tech savvy or not tech savvy,” she said. 

NISC did not want to publish pricing information for 
LeadAgent, but Schaffer explained that it is sold on a per 
person licensing basis. “That means that if you have two 
salespeople who want to access the data, then you would 
buy two licenses,” she said, adding that LeadAgent is only 
available to NISC members. “We have no plans of offering 
LeadAgent to telcos that do not have our billing software.”

This type of information is very helpful, especially when 
rolling out a new product or service or expanding into a 
competitive local exchange territory, Salmela said. “You 
need to know your audience so you can target your mar-
keting,” she said.

For example, when West Central Telephone started sell-
ing a medical alert pendant, the co-op wanted to market 
this to older customers who had a landline and who were 
not that tech-savvy, Salmela said. “That’s our target audi-
ence for this product. Why send this out to the 20- and 
30-somethings?” she said.

When Speed Matters

Schaffer said this type of demographic information is help-
ful for nearly every marketing campaign. “If you’re rolling 
out a high-speed gig network, the older generation in your 
area is not likely interested in this,” she said. “But the 
younger generation wants speed. People who are working 
out of a home offi ce or running a business out of their 
home, they want speed.”

Nielsen tracks what shows people are watching on TV, 
and Schaffer said that’s useful when selling specifi c TV 
packages to West Central customers. “If Nielsen can tell 
us who is watching the NFL [National Football League], 
we can offer football packages to those families,” she said. 
“The more you know about your customers, the easier it 
is to market to them and the less costly it is to you.”

Dustin Schlaefl i, director of customer engagement for 
Nex-Tech (Lenora, Kan.), agreed that successful marketing 
campaigns are driven by some form of demographic infor-
mation. “It doesn’t make sense to mass market to everyone,” 
he said.

While Nex-Tech has bought demographic lists and studied 
Census data to get a better feel for its customer base, Schlaefl i 
explained that the co-op has also compiled its own data. 
“For years, we kept records of our video service disconnects,” 
he said. “So we know that they left based on price because 
why pay $65, $70 or $80 a month when you can see what 
you want over Netfl ix or Hulu or Amazon?”

When it comes to rural telephony, conventional wisdom 
holds that the three primary demographic markets are 
families, farmers and local businesses. But some mar-
keting experts point out that rural telcos shouldn’t write 
off the 20-somethings or millennials as a lost cause.

Dustin Schlaefli, director of customer engagement for 
Nex-Tech (Lenora, Kan.), said that many small telcos 
think the millennials are hard to reach. “And it’s true 
that in their minds, the Internet is the Internet,” he said. 
“It’s a commodity to them, and they’re not thinking 
about who provides it.”

To change that mindset, Schlaefli said Nex-Tech devotes 
a significant portion of its marketing budget to build 
brand awareness among the students of Fort Hays State 
University, which is located in the hub of Nex-Tech’s 
deregulated area. “We sponsor football games, basket-
ball games, tailgates, theater productions,” he said. 
“We’re reaching out via emails, Twitter and Facebook 
so they know who we are and what we do.”

Nex-Tech is hopeful that this will prove to be a good 
strategy in the long term, Schlaefli said. “For many of 
these students, this is the first time they’re living away 
from home and getting their own apartments and lin-
ing up their own services,” he said. “We want them to 
think of us.”

ph
beMarketing to Millennials
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So when Nex-Tech launched its own streaming TV ser-
vice, it fi rst marketed that service to those disconnects, 
Schlaefl i said, and emphasized Nex-Tech’s local content. “Our 
service also has the three major networks—NBC, ABC and 
CBS—and some national sports,” he said. “This means that 
viewers can get the local news, the local weather, and see 
some live sports. That local content is very important to them.”

Should ‘Local’ Still Lead?

While the local angle is often a valuable marketing mes-
sage for small telecommunications companies, Salmela 
said it’s important to be specifi c about why the local pro-
vider is the best choice. “The whole ‘We are the local com-
pany’ message has been beat to death,” she said. “We’re 
local, but who cares?”

To drive home why local matters, Salmela said she makes 
sure to stress the co-op’s high level of customer service and 
to publish the results of its customer service surveys. “We’re 
highly rated, and we make that part of our marketing cam-
paign,” she said. She also publicizes the co-op’s involvement 
in the local community. “We post on our Face book page 
every time we make a donation to a local charity, and we 
say to our customers, ‘Are DirecTV and Dish doing this?’”

Schlaefl i said he likes the local message. “We focus not 
so much on ‘Buy Local,’ but that we are ‘Here for You.’ 
That’s been our tagline for three years,” he said. Nex-Tech 
uses the line in its advertising and signage. “That conveys 
the sense that we’re there for the customers. We are local— 
we go to church with you, we see you in the grocery store, 
we are your friends and neighbors. This is a good message.”

But Schlaefl i added that it’s possible to overplay the local 
message, especially when it comes to publicizing charitable 
donations. “This is a double-edged sword because the more 
we advertise that we give to local charities, the more we 
are asked to donate,” he said. 

Another double-edged sword in terms of marketing is 
the co-op angle. Salmela said West Central Telephone 
makes it a point to tout the benefi ts of co-op membership. 
“We tell our members that they’ll get some money back 
from doing business with us,” she said, referencing the 
annual capital credit payout, which Salmela said many 
co-ops don’t highlight. ”We tell our members: ‘You’re part 
of this business—why not do business with yourself?’”

Schlaefl i said some businesses may be swayed by the 
annual capital credit payout, but it doesn’t usually move 
the residential market.

Castagneri agreed. “Residential customers are not as 
loyal or focused on giving business to the local telco,” she 
said. “It comes down to dollars and cents.”

Looking at Landlines

Still, like many small telecommunications companies, 
Benton Cooperative Telephone Co. (Rice, Minn.) Offi ce 
Manager Tim Hayes said the most effective way to retain 
landline customers is to bundle the home phone in with 
other services. Benton is a bit of an anomaly in that the 
co-op has been gaining access lines rather than losing them 
in the past few years, but Hayes attributes this to the co-
op’s fi ber rollout rather than to its bundling strategy.

However, he added that if someone calls in and wants ser-
vice, he doesn’t break down the individual price for services. 
“We quote the bundled rate,” he said, adding that even 
then, people often ask to have the landline taken out.

Charlene Taylor, CEO of marketing and advertising 
fi rm Chaz Taylor Inc., pointed that while there are many 
reasons to have a landline phone, marketing managers 
would be smart to brand it as a safety measure. “This is 
your life jacket; this is your call for help,” she said. “Use 
those visual markers to get this message across.”

Taylor noted that many rural telecommunications com-
panies are reluctant to associate themselves with plain old 
telephone service these days because they offer so many 
more compelling and modern services like high-speed Inter-
net and TV. “And truly, their marketing dollars are so pre-
cious, they must use them to promote their more advanced 
services,” she said, pointing out that the home phone line 
is usually part of a bundle.

“If customers balk at even having the landline in their 
bundle, don’t even use the word ‘phone,’” she advised. 
“Tell them: ‘This is your security system.’”

While Nex-Tech worries about landline erosion like the 
rest of the industry, Schlaefl i said the co-op doesn’t go out 
of its way to market or promote the home phone. “From 
time to time, we’ve done safety awareness ads, but for the 
most part, you’re preaching to the choir because the peo-
ple who value safety already have a home phone and will 
keep it,” he said.

Kevin Kutcher—vice president of marketing for CHR 
Solutions, a software, billing and engineering services 
fi rm—said that rural telcos need to focus on their broad-
band networks. “For years and years, the landline was the 
core service for rural telcos, but there’s no sense in inde-
pendently marketing or promoting the home phone because 
they’re not going to realize a return on investment. The 
focus should be on promoting broadband. This is the nat-
ural evolution of rural telephony.”

Such evolution extends to how the services offered over 
these networks should be marketed. Hitting the target 
requires careful, considered aim and the skill built through 
years of gaining an understanding of your customers and 
community, as well as help from software, the Census and 
the inherent advantages of being a local company.         

Rachel Brown is a freelance writer. Contact her at rachelsb@aol.com.

“We focus not so much on ‘Buy Local,’ but that   

we are ‘Here for You.’ That’s been our tagline   

for three years. That conveys the sense that   

we’re there for the customers.”
—Dustin Schlaefli, Nex-Tech
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he 2016 Rural Telecom Industry 
Meeting & EXPO (RTIME) from 
NTCA–The Rural Broadband Asso-
ciation welcomed more than 2,000 
attendees to the Walt Disney World 
Swan and Dolphin Resort in Lake 
Buena Vista, Fla., where they heard 
from NTCA leaders and industry 
experts February 21–24.

During the Opening General 
Session, NTCA Past President Jim 
Dauby handed the gavel to new 
NTCA President Doug Boone of Premier Communications 
(Sioux Center, Iowa), making Boone the fi rst NTCA presi-
dent to represent a commercial company.

NTCA Chief Executive Offi cer Shirley Bloomfi eld 
took the stage to discuss the ongoing challenges 
related to the Universal Service Fund (USF), and 
keynote speaker Josh Linkner inspired listeners by 
showing how they can harness innovation and turn 
raw ideas into powerful results. Linkner told attend-
ees that the secret to innovation comprises fi ve 
imperatives: get curious, crave “what’s next,” defy 
tradition, get scrappy and adapt fast. The session 
concluded with a panel discussion, “A New Take 
on the Future,” moder-
ated by Bloomfi eld and 
featuring panelists from 

CenturyLink, INCOMPAS and 
Richland Electric Cooperative.

Additionally, the Foundation for Rural 
Service (FRS) and the Telecommunications 
Education Commit tee Organization (TECO) 
unveiled new logos, and in the case of TECO, 
a new name: NTCA Rural Broadband PAC.

Attendees participated in concurrent 
educational sessions and roundtable dis-
cussions for telco executives. 
They then explored products 
and services from industry 
vendors during the EXPO ’16 
Open House. Other highlights 

included the TECO Annual Awards Breakfast 
and an FRS fundraising event, “Mickey’s 
Home town Hoedown.” 

RTIME continued with presentations from 
several exhibitors, regional caucuses and a pre-
sentation, “Tech Trends to Watch in 2016,” dur-
ing the Second General Session. Kevin McGuire, 
chief operating offi cer of Enhanced Telecommu-
nications Corp. (Sunman, Ind.), highlighted 
new technologies he saw at the CES show in 
January, including an increased number of ser-
vices and applications powered by robotics and an abun-
dance of smart cars. Justyn Miller, chief executive offi cer of 

South Slope Cooperative Com-
mu nications (North Liberty, 
Iowa), took the stage next to 
offer in-depth insight on drones, 
which were another focus at 
CES. Miller also showed how 

Rural Telecom Industry Meeting & EXPO
Lake Buena Vista, Fla.

BY CHRISTIAN HAMAKER 
AND HILLARY SMITH

RTIME 2016
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3-D mapping and infrared cameras can help save lives, and 
how these technologies are being used today in rural America.

A panel discussion followed, moderated by NTCA Senior 
Vice President for Policy Michael Romano. “State of the 
Industry Regulatory Briefi ng” included insights from pan-
elists Steve Meltzer of JSI; Jeff Smith of GVNW Consulting; 
and Larry Thompson of Vantage Point Solutions. Romano 

laid out some implica-
tions of the FCC’s USF 
reform order based on 
what was known at the 
time. He expressed 
thanks for the long hours 
put in by NTCA members 
ahead of the commis-
sion’s order, which was 
then circulating among 
the commissioners.

A variety of manager 
and director sessions drew 
crowds, as did CEO and 
director roundtables. An 
EXPO luncheon brought 

telco executives and their guests to the exhibit hall, while 
refreshments kept the crowds coming to service providers’ 
booths. 

The day concluded with a sold-out TECO/RTAF Cirque 
du Soleil event, followed by free time in the Disney 
Downtown area. 

The fi nal full day of RTIME featured a business session, 
the Closing General Session and banquet.

The Closing General Session fea-
tured an FRS update from Executive 
Director Jessica Golden, as well as 
an economic update from Sheldon 
Petersen, chief executive offi cer of 
the Rural Telephone Finance Coop-
erative (RTFC).

Next, Michael Abrashoff, former 
U.S. Navy commander and author of 
“It’s Your Ship,” discussed creating 
a high-performance culture and ways 
to empower a team to take charge 
and use ingenuity and initiative to 
improve every aspect of the way 
things are done. The session con-
cluded with a panel discussion, 
“Serving the Needs of the Community,” featuring anchor 

institutions dis-
cussing how they 
have worked with 
rural providers to 
solve challenges 
and serve the 
community.

The meeting 
wrapped up with  
a banquet lunch, 
during which sev-
eral NTCA members 
received awards. 
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The Associate Member Outstanding Achievement Award went to Lynn 
Merrill, president of Monte R. Lee and Co. in Oklahoma City, Okla. 

Merrill has worked for the national and state telecommunications industries for 
many years, bringing new and innovative approaches to providing essential services 
to customers throughout the United States. Several of his proposals are still in use 
today by the Rural Utilities Service in its loan management program.

Merrill’s industry-related activities, accomplishments and honors include member-
ship in the NTCA Technical Committee and Membership Committee. He also repre-
sents NTCA on the FCC’s Technological Advisory Council, where he is active on two 
working groups.

Annual Meeting 

National Awards Recipients

Rural Telecom Industry Meeting & EXPO
RTIME 2016

The Heroism Award recognizes telco employees who demonstrate courage in the 
face of an emergency. This year the award went to Jon Gravdahl, a master electrician 
at the West Central Telephone Association in Sebeka, Minn. 

On the morning of June 11, 2015, retiree Jim Spencer headed out onto the lake for 
what was to be an early morning fi shing trip. That all changed when he dropped his 
sunglasses into the water. As he bent over to pick them up, the running boat motor 
caught him in the head, knocking him into the lake. Spencer was not wearing a life 
jacket and struggled to stay afl oat while his boat continued to run in circles around him.

Gravdahl drove by, spotted the boat turning in circles and saw Spencer’s head bob-
bing in the water. Lee Davis and Nick Stier also spotted the circling boat. The three 
men hopped in Stier’s boat and raced to save Spencer. Paramedics transported Spencer 
to the hospital. He was released later that day and was very grateful for his rescuers.

The Management Innovation Award went to Jimmy Blevins, chief executive 
offi cer of Skyline Membership Corp. in West Jefferson, N.C.

When deploying smart home technology offerings, Blevins had the idea to convert 
a dilapidated log cabin on Skyline’s property into a smart home to demonstrate how 
well smart technologies could work in West Jefferson’s mountain communities.

Noticing that the area had many residents who stayed in their summer cottages 
only on weekends, Blevins created new Internet service packages where service would 
be active only on certain days. 

After Skyline deployed its own local content TV channel, Blevins found that many 
managers in telcos around the country had problems creating or fi nding enough video 
content. He created thevideoexchange.com, an e-commerce site that allows compa-
nies to purchase or sell video content.
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The Outstanding Marketing Achievement Award went to Merry Shepard, 
manager of product and marketing for Canby Telecom and Mount Angel Telephone in 
Canby, Ore.  

Shepard was the visionary behind the creation and launch of the fi rst in the nation 
OTT local live broadcast app for Roku, called EZVideo. This involved working with col-
leagues at Canby, with Roku and with local broadcasters to create a service that had 
never been attempted before. After EZVideo’s success, she spearheaded its repackag-
ing as a business-to-business product and now offers it as a white-labeled affordable 
video option for industry peers.

Shepard created a campaign in 2014 to offer deep discounts and special gifts to new 
subscribers, which led to hundreds of new high-speed Internet and IPTV customers in 
a mostly saturated market and fi nished with an over 1,000% return-on-investment.

3535

The Life Achievement–Director Award went to two recipients. Robert (Bob) 
Kainz, recently retired from the board of directors of Lakeland Communications in 
Milltown, Wis., was an integral part of Lakeland since 1968. He guided the company 
from a copper plant to full fi ber-to-the-home services. He began his telecommunica-
tions career in 1957, and a decade later started as general manager for Milltown 
Mutual Telephone, which later became Lakeland Communications. After a long career 
leading the company through many changes and into the future, he retired from his 
general manager position in 1997, but remained a member of the board of directors 
until this past year.

Another Life Achievement–Director Award went to Bill Hegmann, NTCA vice 
president and general manager of Southwest Arkansas Telephone Cooperative in 
Texarkana, Ark.

His service with his cooperative began in 1978, and since then he has led and directed 
the company through numerous challenges and phases, including implementing a 
network with 100% fi ber to the customer. He has served as a director at more than 
1,500 board meetings during his career. In addition to serving as NTCA’s vice presi-
dent, Hegmann serves as president of the National Exchange Carrier Association, and 
he serves as chairman of the board for Rural Telephone Finance Cooperative. He also 
serves on the boards of CSSA, the Telcom Insurance Group and the Arkansas 
Telecommunications Association. 

The Life Achievement–Manager Award went to Allen Russ, former chief exec-
utive offi cer of ATMC in Shallotte, N.C.

In 1966, Russ began a career that would span 49 years when he went to work with 
Southern Bell. Starting as an open wire lineman, he eventually rose to a position over-
seeing Bell South’s operations in three states before retiring from the company in 
1999. He then began his second career with ATMC, eventually becoming the compa-
ny’s chief executive offi cer and general manager in 2006.

Russ ushered in a host of directives that led to increased revenues, greater effi cien-
cies and improved customer service. Under his leadership, the cooperative quadrupled 
its wireless business, converted to an all-digital TV system, and launched home secu-
rity, cable modem broadband and fi ber-to-the-home with broadband speeds of 1 gig. 

Russ has been dedicated to serving the industry as a whole, serving on numerous 
industry boards over his career, including NTCA’s.               
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Photo Gallery

Rural Telecom Industry Meeting & EXPO
RTIME 2016

Looking for more RTIME photos? 
flickr.com/photos/ntca
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B Y  H I L L A R Y  S M I T H

M      
embers of NTCA–The Rural Broadband 
Association, officials from the Obama 
administration, and leaders from state 
and local government and academia gathered at the White House Eisenhower Executive 
Office Building March 30 for an event hosted by the White House Rural Council centered on 
how NTCA member networks can enable rural telemedicine. 

NTCA Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Shirley Bloomfield delivered 
opening remarks. Eric Cramer, CEO of Wilkes Telephone Membership 
Corp. (Wilkesboro, N.C.), and Keith Gabbard, CEO and general manager 
of Peoples Rural Telephone Cooperative (McKee, Ky.), spoke at the event. 
While neither company is currently 
deploying telehealth solutions, both are 
pursuing avenues to assist in the deploy-
ment of telehealth solutions within their 
communities. Cramer and Gabbard 
discussed the barriers providers face 
as they try to get into telehealth. 

Additionally, Ron Laudner, president and CEO of Omnitel 
Communications (Nora Springs, Iowa), co-led a breakout session 
examining the benefits telemedicine can provide in the service of rural 

veterans. Charles Moses, president of the Ohio 
Telecom Association (Columbus, Ohio), co-led a 
discussion on how promising telehealth practices 
can improve access to and the quality of health 
care in rural areas. 

The U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack 
and Doug O’Brien, senior policy adviser for rural 
affairs for the White House Domestic Policy Council, 
led the event.

NTCA Members 
Talk Telemedicine 
at White House 
Gathering

See all photos from

the event at 

fl ickr.com/photos/ntca/
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The Challenge

Our broadband customers don’t care 
if the problem is inside the home or 
who owns the equipment. If their 
devices cannot connect to the Inter-
net, they are dissatisfi ed with their 
Internet provider.

Contributing Factors

Even though the majority of us have always been taught 
that a wired connection is the most secure and reliable 
way to connect a device, the reality is that a wireless 
connection is preferred by most consumers. In fact, 
some manufacturers are producing products that can 
only be connected wirelessly. 

Eighty-fi ve percent of residential customers cannot 
tell you the speed of Internet service that they subscribe 
to, yet approximately 30% of those customers are dis-
satisfi ed with the speed they experience, even though 
they don’t know what it is. They don’t understand wire-
less coverage areas, security concerns with wireless 
networks or overloading the network with an insur-
mountable number of devices and data.

Marketing Plan

We decided that to achieve the highest level of satisfaction 
with our broadband customers, we would need to control 
the entire customer experience—from our central offi ce 
to the end-user’s wireless device. We needed the service 
to be profi table, but our focus was to keep the price point 
low to create higher take rates.

After bringing our sales, marketing and IT departments 
together with our equipment vendors, we were able to 
develop and test our managed Wi-Fi service offering. 
The service includes enterprise-grade equipment that is 
installed and maintained by our staff for a minimal one-

time installation fee per device, a low monthly manage-
ment fee and a monthly lease fee per device. The 
customers benefi t from fi rmware updates and security 
enhancements that are managed by our staff; ease of 
expandability for growing homes or offi ces; and the 
ability to create and manage guest networks to keep 
their own network secure. The cloud-based manage-
ment system allows our technicians to receive alerts; 
see wireless coverage areas; troubleshoot the custom-
er’s wireless network without a truck roll; and provide 
statistics to the customer about the number of devices 
connected, devices using high volumes of data and 
much more.

We needed to create marketing materials sophisti-
cated enough to provide business and tech-savvy resi-
dential customers with the information they needed but 
simple enough for the average consumer to understand 
that we would be managing the complexities and they 
would just be enjoying reliable Wi-Fi connectivity. After a 
series of brochures, Web pages and direct mail pieces 
were created, we still needed an even more simplifi ed 
way to communicate our new managed Wi-Fi service to 
customers. We developed a whiteboard-style video that 
explains the service in 90 seconds. This has been a very 
effective and successful tool on both our website and on 
social media. 

Results

We have experienced a tremendous amount of interest 
and opportunity with managed Wi-Fi, which leads to an 
overall happier customer. We have even begun to provide 
managed Wi-Fi service to customers that are outside of 
our broadband service area. YK Communications is once 
again seen, not only by our customers but by our peers in 
the industry, as a technology expert that provides cutting-
edge services.

B Y  R U S S E L L  K A C E R

YK
Communications
Ganado, Texas

Maximize Your

Wireless Connectivity with 

Managed Wi-Fi

•  Predictable Wi-Fi performance

•  Ease of deployment and scalability

•  Local service and support

•  Extended range and coverage

•  Enterprise-grade equipment 
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Marketing 
Challenges 
and Solutions 
That Work
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Expert Learning.

Peer Engagement. 

2016 Regional Conferences

Southeast Conference  
July 10–12, 2016  

Williamsburg Lodge  
Williamsburg, Va.

Southwest Conference 
July 24–26, 2016 

Grand Summit Hotel
Park City, Utah

Central/Northeast  
Conference  
August 7–9, 2016 

Marriott Lincolnshire  
Lincolnshire, Ill.

North Central Conference  
August 14–16, 2016 

Grand Geneva Resort & Spa  
Lake Geneva, Wis.

Northwest Conference  
August 21–23, 2016 

Hilton Hotel Anchorage 
Anchorage, Alaska

Register today at www.ntca.org/regionals
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