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NRTC

National Rural Telecommunications Cooperative 
web: www.nrtc.coop 
blog: www.ruralconnect.coop

No one knows that better than a rural telco. 

As the competitive and regulatory challenges intensify, you look for partnerships 
and alliances that will strengthen your business. 

And, we share your philosophy. That’s what led us to acquire NeoNova and Telispire, 
launch TelcoVideo and partner with Viasat on satellite broadband. We believe 
that by working with quality partners, we can innovate, expand and enhance the 
products, services and solutions we offer our members.

We’re already seeing that pay dividends. We’d love to talk to you about it and see 
how our solutions can work for you.

There’s Strength in Numbers

There is only one vendor in the information, communications and technology 
business that can offer complete end-to-end solutions and associated services to 
meet the needs of today’s transformative service providers, and that company is 
Huawei.

PRODUCT AND SOLUTIONS
•  Need to extend the life and capacity of your cable plant? Huawei has a 
small form factor, DOCSIS 3.0 distributed CMTS that enables 100+ Mb/s over 
your existing cable plant.

•  If you need to upgrade your wireless services to offer LTE, LTE-A, Carrier 
Aggregation and more, Huawei offers a full portfolio of macro, micro, pico and 
in-building solutions. 

•  Need Wi-Fi? Huawei provides carrier/enterprise-grade solutions including 
802.11ac.

•  Need microwave? Huawei offers high-capacity IP microwave in many licensed 
bands, as well as small profile, high-bandwidth 60 GHz and 80 GHz products. 

•  Need antennas? Huawei has over 100 antennas in its portfolio.

•  Need Carrier IP products? Huawei offers routers and switches supporting 
many different configurations to meet network-specific requirements.

•  Need high-capacity, cost-effective access products? Huawei delivers a large 
portfolio of gigabit FTTx solutions, GPON and distributed converged cable access 
platforms.

•  Need to add core network solutions to your network? Huawei has IMS, 
EPC, SBC, gateways, signaling solutions and more! l What about data center 
servers, storage and switching solutions? Huawei has them.

•  Campus and small business solutions? Huawei has multiple solutions with 
varying speeds, flexibility and cloud-ready designs.

•  Power? Huawei offers the highest efficiency of any product on the market, 
i.e., 98% with a full complement of solutions.

SERVICES
In addition to all these high-quality, highly reliable, high-bandwidth and cloud-
ready solutions, Huawei offers a comprehensive portfolio of professional ser-
vices including delivery manage-ment, network integration and commissioning, 
assurance and managed services and learning services tailor-made to satisfy 
operators’ budgets and needs.

So when you look to update, upgrade, design, deploy and/or transform your 
entire network and/or any sub-segment therein, come to the one company that 
can meet, supply and exceed all of your needs. Come to Huawei!

Huawei: The Only Vendor With 
Complete End-To-End Solutions & Services

CONTACT:
Bill Gerski 
702-493-6142 
bill.gerski@huawei.com 
5700 Tennyson Parkway, 
Suite 500, Plano, TX 
75024-7157
Huawei Technologies USA
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COUNSELING
How to Address Difficult Employee Issues
By Jonathan W. Yarbrough

Employees are more well-versed in their rights, and that can mean headaches for 
employers. Employees who are armed with a little knowledge from the Internet 
can be difficult. Here’s what you need to know to counter faulty assertions about 
marijuana use, vaping, work-from-home requests and other sticky issues.

Ensure Employee Handbooks Aren’t Legal Liabilities
By Rachel Brown

For many companies, employee handbooks are like hurricane shutters. If and 
when their hurricanes hit—in the form of employee lawsuits—employee manuals 
can be the things that save them or the things that hurt them. Learn how these 
handbooks can help, not hinder, your business.

Managing the Mindset of Generation Z
By Lori Vergin

As companies integrate another employee group with the traditionalists and baby 
boomers who have delayed retirement, as well as Generation X and millennials, 
what can we expect from Generation Z? How will they differ from their co-workers? 
What strategies will lead to a good fit for both the employer and the employee?

22

26

Special Telecom Business Pullout Section
Our 2015 supplement highlights products and services from eight companies: 
ANPI, Calix, Finley Engineering Co., Iowa Network Services, Inc., NetAmerica 
Alliance, National Information Solutions Cooperative (NISC), National Rural 
Telecommunications Cooperative (NRTC) and Sasktel International.

COUNSELING

> >

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

30
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A Mobile Mindset

Protect Me From My Power Strip!

It’s always helpful to put yourself in your customers’ 
shoes once in a while. I recently had that opportunity as 
an attendee of an association industry conference, 
which gave me the chance to test out something we at 

NTCA have been experimenting with: producing 
a paperless meeting. Going truly paperless, 
without a printed schedule or educational 
manual, is hard to do in the beginning. But 
with the advent of mobile apps and other forms 
of digital communications, associations have 
found a way to instill a more mobile and digi-
tal mindset in their conference participants. 

As a conference attendee rather than a 
planner, I found it much easier to make a clean 

break from my paper and pen tendencies, recording all 
of my notes on an iPad rather than a real pad. My goal 
now is to carry this digital note taking to more aspects of 
my daily work in hopes of simplifying the way I carry, 
store and share information.

Many of you are similarly encouraging your custom-

ers to enroll in paperless billing and other forms of digi-
tal communication. NTCA is leading our members down 
this path, as well, with tools like our NTCA Events and Rural 
Telecom mobile apps. With one app that can be down-
loaded to your Apple or Android device, you can access 
content from a host of NTCA meetings and conferences. 
And Rural Telecom recently celebrated the two-year 
anniversary of the launch of its app and digital edition, 
which give readers the ability to peruse content from a 
mobile device or straight from the magazine’s website.

It’s gratifying to see the popularity of both of these 
mobile tools continue to increase as more of our mem-
bers embrace technologies supported by the broad-
band connections you create. We may not be truly 
paperless just yet, but we’re well on our way to being 
paper-light.

Laura Withers 
Director of Communications 
lwithers@ntca.org

The power strip that sits under my work space at home 
frightens me.

Every time I plug my laptop into it, or unplug the com-
puter to take it with me, I brace myself for a shock. I 

know the power strip is designed to support several 
electronic devices, but seeing so many of 

them—other computers, our landline phone 
base, the lights above the desk—already 
plugged into the same strip is nerve-wracking. 
All that power, coursing through one power 
strip that’s plugged into the top half of a wall 
outlet in a house that was built in 1960. 

It’s enough to keep a guy up at night.
I’m guessing telco techs lose sleep at night, 

too, but not because of anything in their own homes. 
Instead, they probably lay awake plagued by what they 
see at some customers’ homes. According to this issue’s 
cover story, “Tech Safety Surprises: Lessons From the 
Trenches,” those things can include vicious dogs, meth 
labs, spiders, snakes, bees—and those are just from the 
first few paragraphs of the story! 

This issue also looks at how employee handbooks 
need to be carefully scrutinized and how the next gener-
ation of workers—Generation Z—will bring a new 
dynamic to the workplace. As for current workers, Jona-
than Yarbrough addresses how telcos can handle diffi-
cult employees and the touchy subjects—vaping, 
weapons at work and marijuana use, among others—
that they might raise with your HR department.

Reading about all those hazards at customer homes 
and workplaces has helped to ease my overactive mind 
about the potential for problems from the power strip 
under my desk at home. The strip is designed to handle 
the load it’s given. Is your telco’s HR department 
designed to do the same? Use the content in this issue 
to help keep your workplace—and your workers—safe 
from harm. 

And then rest easy. 

Christian Hamaker 
Editor, Rural Telecom 
chamaker@ntca.org 
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Entertainment Weekly (EW) is showing how to maximize social 
media with just a few employees and some savvy tools. The 
magazine’s social media team comprises just three people who 
use software such as Slack for mass-editing, Hootsuite for quick 
publishing to multiple platforms, and Slingbox, which allows 
for the streaming of live television to provide quick updates. 

With these tools, three people are able to manage a mas-
sive event such as the Oscars, which regularly generates 
tens of millions of Tweets and Facebook discussions. Seventy-
five percent of event-related content is created as the event 
happens. One member manages website traffic, another 
handles live Twitter commentary, and another focuses on 
posting pictures to Tumblr, Pinterest and Instagram.  

aSource: blog.hootsuite.com

Does the Internet Make You Smarter, 
or More Self-Assured? 
Yale University studies are showing that people 
who use the Internet to look up simple answers 
tend to think of themselves as being more 
knowledgeable than those who don’t. 

In experiments, participants were asked to 
use the Internet to research a question, and 
then asked to rate how well they could answer 
it, along with how well they could answer cer-
tain unrelated questions. A control group was 
asked to complete the same task, without the 
use of the Internet. Those using the Internet 
rated themselves able to give a better answer 
than those who hadn’t.

One group, instead of rating themselves, 
was shown brain scans indicating various lev-
els of mental activity. When asked to choose 
which scan corresponded to themselves, those 
using the Internet chose scans with higher lev-
els of activity, indicating that they believed they 
used more of their brain than those without 
access to the Internet. 

aSource: psmag.com
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Why Smartphones    
Threaten Wikipedia 
The increased use of smartphones threatens the future of 
Wikipedia, the world’s largest popular reference site.

Wikipedia depends on contributors editing its pages to 
provide information, using special code to accomplish this 
task. But coding on a smartphone screen has proven difficult. 

The rise in mobile users on the website could result in fewer 
total editors on Wikipedia, leading to fewer articles with less 
information on the free informational site. 

aSource: nytimes.com

 

ENTERTAINMENT 
WEEKLY’S SECRETS 
TO EFFECTIVE 
SOCIAL MEDIA

YouTube Turns 10
As YouTube marks its 10th anniversary, it com-
petes with more and more social media plat-
forms offering the video and streaming services 
that were once its sole province. Twitter has 
Vine. Facebook created video services.

Competition could be good for YouTube, but 
don’t expect the website to go anywhere soon.

“It’s effectively the second-largest search 
engine in the world, after Google itself,” writes 
Todd Spangler. “An entire generation of view-
ers has grown up believing that ‘Internet 
video’ is synonymous with YouTube, and it’s 
their default destination to find music, viral hits, 
comedy sketches, how-to tutorials—pretty 
much everything.” 

aSource: variety.com
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Teens Portray Themselves Differently Online
On Instagram, nearly 90% of users are under the age of 35, but Penn State researchers have found 
surprising differences in the way teens and adults use the photo-sharing app.

Surprisingly, teenagers posted fewer photos overall than adults did. But the research also found 
that teens carefully monitor and edit their photos, using it to attract as many “likes” as possible. Photos 
without a sufficient number of likes were deleted or replaced. Meanwhile, tracked tags were used not 
because they related to the posted photo, but to create a conversation space and draw attention.

The results indicate that teens are much more conscious of how they portray themselves on social 
media, but researchers plan to follow up and see if today’s teens change as they get older.

aSource: news.psu.edu

POST-COAL APPALACHIA 
AND THE CHANGING FACE 
OF ‘RURAL’

The States Where 
Men Aren’t Working
The New York Times 
reported a sharp 
decrease in the number of 
men working full time in 
the United States. Accord-
ing to data, the states with 
the least amount of work-
ing men are:

aSource: nytimes.com

Bond With Kids Through Old TV

The Journal of Adolescent Research recently published 
a study that showed positive outcomes for families that 
watch TV and movies or use the Internet together. It’s 
actually a good way for parents and kids to bond. 

Similarly, the Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic 
Media has shown that TV can be a tool for improving 
social and emotional skills in children—though many 
classic shows such as “The Andy Griffith Show” and 
“I Love Lucy” appear to be more beneficial than more 
modern programs. 

aSource: 
wsj.com

13p7X18p10

Checking Work Email  
on Vacation, Just 
Because You’re Bored
The American Psychological 
Association once found 

that over 50% of workers 
check their email even on 

vacation. Americans tend to 
work long hours, but Professor Ian 

Bogost of the Georgia Institute of Technology said 
that checking emails after hours may just be the 
result of boredom.

A workfront survey found that work emails weren’t 
considered an inconvenience. A Gallup poll said 
that 86% of workers saw checking email off-hours 
as a positive thing. 

aSource: theatlantic.com

When many people hear the term “rural America,” they tend to think of farmland, 
cows and open spaces, but the look of Appalachia provides a different perspective. 

The Appalachian region is a part of rural America facing strikingly different 
problems than anywhere else. Due to dependence on mining, poverty is high. 

But these places are making a comeback as young people return and open 
up new businesses. In one eastern Kentucky town, two new bars and a tattoo 
shop have been opened, run by former residents and new arrivals who heard 
that it was a good place to live. 

While many locals still cling to the idea that coal jobs can endure an evolv-
ing energy industry, rural America’s new residents feel it’s better to have new 
options, and are more optimistic about the future of similar places. 

aSource: theatlantic.com

The 
Dakotas

California

Arizona New 
Mexico

West 
Virginia

Washington, D.C.
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Consolidated Telecommunications Co.
CTC was pleased to host a meeting 
recently with Sen. Amy Klobuchar 

discussing broadband deployment 
success and barriers, and call 

completion issues.

@TelcoUpdate
NTCA critical of additional 
backup power mandate on 

rural telcos.

@ROCIdaho
 The Rural Opportunities Consortium 

of Idaho
There’s a link between libraries and 

broadband adoption in the home—but 
only in rural areas. More from 

@dailyyonder

@ATVAlliance
Broadcasters 
@NABtweets 

projected to jack up 
TV fees by 500%. 

@FCC needs to get in 
the game and protect 

consumers.

@RepDavidYoung
Met w/the #Iowa 
Communications 

Alliance & discussed 
my rural call 

completion bill, along 
w/ FirstNet & FCC 

concerns.

@AjitPaiFCC
@NTCAconnect Key question! 
Critical for rural schools to have 
broadband opportunities. My 
and @JerryMoran’s vision.

Horry Telephone Cooperative, Inc.
HTC sponsored two local high school 

juniors again this year for the 21st 
Annual Youth Tour, an all-expense paid 
trip to Washington, DC. Check out the 
latest installment of HTC Supports as 

Nicole Hyman recognizes and 
congratulates our 2015 FRS Youth Tour 

recipients!

#RuralIsSocial

Follow along at www.ntca.org/socialmedia
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@telecompetitor 
Rural gigabit 
community 

certification program 
launched by 

@NTCAConnect. 
#gigabit 

#ruralbroadband
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Connections
B Y  S H I R L E Y  B L O O M F I E L D

Planning for 
Future Success

A 
few short months ago I had the pleasure of introducing you to the 
newest NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association Board of 
Directors while we were gathered in Phoenix, Ariz., for this year’s 
Rural Telecom Industry Meeting & EXPO (RTIME). The “getting to 
know you” phase didn’t last long before it was time for the board 
to get to work. They rolled up their shirtsleeves nonetheless and 

started in on some big thinking about the future of your association. 
One of the first orders of business on the board’s agenda was to create 

a new NTCA strategic plan. I was so pleased to see how engaged the 
entire NTCA membership was in sharing your thoughts about the future 
of our industry and organization. You provided very constructive feed-
back on the status of the industry, and we heard you loud and clear.

Based on your feedback, we reaffirmed our vision and mission and 
developed goals for the year. I’m confident you will find that the new 
strategic plan (shared in the page that follows) is very closely aligned 
with the input you provided and reflects the desire of our membership 
to continue our outstanding grassroots efforts to shape public policy, to 
build on and improve our top-notch programs and membership bene-
fits, and, of course, to communicate with you often about industry devel-
opments that affect your companies. 

We have already made a lot of progress toward achieving our strate-
gic goals. We have been invited to participate in discussions about the 
future of the telecommunications industry by the White House Rural 
Council, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural Utilities Service, the 
First Responder Network Authority and, of course, the FCC. Your advo-
cacy efforts and the strategic relationships solidified by NTCA staff have 
secured our place at the table in these critical discussions. Regulators 
and lawmakers alike look to NTCA for help and guidance in working 
through the difficult decisions facing our industry. For this, I am 
extremely proud, and you should be as well.

Of course activity on the policy front has not slowed down. For the 
past several months, NTCA has allied with many other associations rep-
resenting telecommunications providers of all shapes and sizes to 
develop a plan that will update the Universal Service Fund (USF) sup-

port mechanism for rate-of-return carri-
ers to support the delivery of 
standalone broadband services. We 
participated in countless conference 
calls, FCC meetings and email discus-
sions. In June, the industry reached a 
consensus. Since then, we have put all 
of our energy into working through the 
finest details with the FCC to carve out 
a path toward implementation of this 
consensus plan. The board has com-
mitted to tuning into these policy con-
versations and understands the 
importance of getting this right in order 
to move the association forward and to 
promote future success for rural tele-
communications providers. 

Over the years, we have cultivated 
an organizational culture that promotes 
collaboration, communication, innova-
tion and respect. Creating this new 
strategic plan has reminded me that 
this culture is still alive and well. Together, 
the board and I are committed to uphold-
ing our promise to deliver premier ser-
vices to every member, every time, while 
continuing to serve as your national 
advocate and essential partner. 

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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A Message From the Board President
I’m pleased to introduce to you the new strategic plan for NTCA–The Rural Broadband 
Association. After soliciting your feedback on the status of our industry, the board of 
directors has reaffirmed our mission and vision for the future and prepared goals to 
continue moving our organization forward. In today’s complex and competitive market, 
every rural broadband provider deserves to be heard, and NTCA is our industry voice. 
The 2015–2016 strategic plan charts our course for the upcoming year so that we may 
continue representing your interests and build a bright future for our industry. 

James M. “Jim” Dauby, NTCA President

2015–2016 NTCA Strategic Plan
Mission: Our Core Purpose
The mission of NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association is to promote and sustain advanced 
communications services in rural America by supporting the viability and vitality of our members.

Vision: Our Picture of the Ideal Future
Our vision is to be widely recognized as the premier national advocate and essential partner for 
small, rural, community-based communications providers. 

Culture Statement: Our Guiding Principles
NTCA cultivates a positive work environment of collaboration, communication, innovation and 
respect. Together, we are committed to delivering premier services to every member, every time. 

Goals: Outcomes on the Path to Achieving Our Vision

ADVOCACY AND LEADERSHIP
Lead and shape industry change for the benefit 
of rural telecommunications providers and 
consumers.

COMMUNICATION AND EDUCATION
Broaden the scope of education and 
communication opportunities to our 
membership.

MEMBERSHIP VALUE
Sustain, market and expand benefits to our 
membership.

OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCIES
Enhance operational efficiencies for 
opportunities to maximize the organization’s 
ability to be more flexible and nimble.

www.ntca.org
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Perspective
B Y  M A R G A R E T  S E I D L E R

How I Learned 
to Energize My 
Leadership Strengths

f you are reading this article, then you’ve probably achieved an 
important role in the rural telecom industry.

The human resources and benefits professionals are like other 
leaders. Their professional mission is both challenging and complex. 
It is not easy to find the right people for the right job, provide competi-
tive benefits and maintain a healthy work culture. This responsibility 

can tap out your energy and leave you at less than your full potential, 
especially when a different leadership style is called for in dealing effec-

tively with employee and organization issues. 
The answer is energized leadership. Here’s how it works.

Natural Strengths Can Become Weaknesses

For years, I’d been looking for a magic bullet to improve my 
own leadership capabilities. I had noticed patterns in my 
leadership life where things would go really well for a while 
and then fall off dramatically, usually several months into a 
new job or position. While working in various roles for an elec-
tric and gas utility, I noticed how exhausting it was for me to 
keep my “unsolicited” opinions to myself. I was used to telling 
it like it was, and that was not always an effective option in 
such a traditional organization.

That’s where I learned that a leader’s strengths are naturally 
drawn from our own beliefs or motivating values—what we care about 
that drives how we go about doing things in life, especially when leading 
others. And, that those same strengths that feel so natural and comfort-
able can turn into weaknesses if we over-rely on them. 

This makes us vulnerable and can compromise our leadership effec-
tiveness over time. I realized I had fallen prey to my own strong, singular 
instincts about what I decided was the “right” way to do things. 

The Magic Bullet

I found a magic bullet in “and.”
“And” is the leader’s ability to see and act from two very different 

motivating values simultaneously. It is the leader’s friend, providing you 
more options in dealing with complex challenges. Unfortunately, what 

often prevents us from getting the best 
of both values is that unnatural value 
can sap your leadership energy.

A Personal Example

Consider the values of candor and tact. 
As a leader, I had a solid reputation as 
being someone you could trust. Because 
I was motivated and valued candor, I 
was always to the point with people, and 
they knew where I stood. There were no 
surprises or hidden agendas. Being 
completely candid felt natural and ener-
gized me, so I was emboldened to be 
candid no matter the circumstances. 

The few times I tried to display tact-
fulness, I felt uncomfortable and somewhat 
dishonest, so I stayed with being candid 
even when becoming “brutally honest.” In 
the long run, my lack of tactfulness dimin-
ished my effectiveness by angering others 
and/or hurting their feelings. So, what I 
needed was the capacity to access 
both, depending on the situation. 

How ‘and’ Makes a Positive 
Difference

This is where “polarity thinking” saved 
me from myself. I hold onto my natural 
strength while supplementing it with the 
other when needed. 

Once I realized that I had a blind spot 
about the need to be both candid and 
tactful, I was energized by accessing 
the additional strengths. 

Moving from the either/or perspective 
to the freedom of the both/and world 
gave me the comfort of knowing that my 
natural strength was necessary and 
needed. As the light shone on my blind 
spot, I experienced a “flash of the obvi-
ous” when the necessary and needed 
supplemental strength was revealed.

What’s the “and” you need to access 
to be a more effective leader? Find it. 
Embrace it. And be empowered.

 

I 
Margaret Seidler, MPA, 

is author of “Power 
Surge: Energizing Your 
Leadership Strengths.” 

Contact her at www.
margaretseidler.com.
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Lessons
TECH SAFETY SURPRISES
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service equipment never know what they will find, even at the homes of people they see regularly 

around town. A well-kept garden may be hiding a vicious dog. A summer home that sat empty all 

winter may reveal nasty surprises when it is opened for the season. And an ordinary-looking house 

may turn out to be a meth lab, filled with volatile chemicals and equally volatile personalities.

What’s a Tech to Do?

The telcos and trainers interviewed for this article all emphasized that employee safety is paramount 

and that techs should not put themselves in harm’s way even to make customers happy. Curt Gowdy, 

safety and security manager at Farmers Telephone Cooperative (Kingstree, S.C.), always tells employ-

ees to remove themselves from situations that put their safety unnecessarily at risk. 

Gowdy explained the difference between necessary and unnecessary risk. “Crawling underneath 

a house can be inherently risky in that a technician could possibly encounter spiders, snakes, wasps, 

bees, etc. But such is the nature of the job, and we provide technicians ways to mitigate those risks 

(for example, wasp spray). But needing to access a gate to the backyard in order to troubleshoot, 

seeing a dog in that backyard exhibiting aggressive behavior, and still stepping through the gate 

hoping the dog will not bite is taking an unnecessary risk.” 
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Trenches BY MASHA ZAGER

Lessonsfrom   
 the

T’S A DANGEROUS WORLD OUT THERE. Telco technicians who venture onto customer premises to install or
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Gowdy trains employees to avoid confrontation and 
depart the premises as quickly as possible in the event of 
unnecessary risk. He even praised a technician for leaving 
an expensive test kit behind at the home of an angry and 
potentially violent customer who thought his trouble ticket 
should have been addressed sooner than it was. (The 
equipment was retrieved later.) Gowdy also tells employ-
ees to report issues of this kind to their supervisors. A 
supervisor may contact the customer or escalate the issue 
to management. The supervisor may also place a note in 
the customer’s fi le, for example, to require that two tech-
nicians be sent out on future calls to that premises.

Customers sometimes complain when a tech leaves 
without completing the service call. Gowdy admitted that 
these calls can be “awkward”—there’s no tactful way to 
tell a customer to call an exterminator—but said that 
respect, compassion and fi rmness go a long way. In the 
few cases where customers can’t be reasoned with, he 
said, “It’s best to turn down the opportunity for that indi-
vidual’s business.”

18  

Sam Hucks, safety coordinator at Horry Telephone 
Cooperative (HTC; Conway, S.C.), takes a proactive approach 
to preventing exposure to danger. When dog attacks became 
more prevalent in the service area, the company began 
educating customers about the necessity of securing their 
animals and had the county police train HTC employees 
in how to avoid contact with such dangerous animals. 
Using text messages, videos, coaching sessions and fi eld 
audits, HTC helps employees recognize hazards that could 
lead to falls, such as weak attic fl ooring or broken stairs. 
And HTC is working on a partnership with another local 
utility to develop specialized training and procedures for 
employees to recognize telltale signs of drug labs. 

HTC techs are empowered to advise customers that they 
must fi x a dangerous situation (for example, lock a dog in 
another room) before work can be done. A tech can resched-
ule an appointment, notify his or her supervisor, or even 
request the supervisor to come out to the site and help 
resolve a misunderstanding. As with Farmers Telephone 
Cooperative, HTC logs these incidents in the customer’s fi le.

TECH SAFETY

RURALTELECOM > S E P T E M B E R - O C T O B E R  2 0 1 5

It only takes a 
second to learn 
the importance 
of a ladder.

Unlike 
teamwork, 
the proper 
use of lad-

ders does 
have its 

limits.

Driver awareness 
can be tested in 
a split-second. 
Are you ready? 

TECH-SAFETY 
VIDEOS FROM HTC 
TEACH IMPORTANT 
LESSONS
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Turn It Into a Triumph

Sometimes a telco has an opportunity to turn a customer 
service disaster into a triumph. For example, Hucks said 
an HTC tech had to explain to a disappointed customer—
and demonstrate, using a Volt-Ohm meter—that a short 
in the water heating system was feeding electricity back 
into the metal frame of the customer’s mobile home, 
making electrical work dangerous. The customer under-
stood the hazard and accepted that the tech couldn’t 
complete the work. By demonstrating the problem, the 
tech protected the customer as well as himself. 

Techs at Dickey Rural Networks (DRN; Ellendale, N.D.) 
also have encountered unsafe wiring. Operations Manager 
Kent Schimke said bad wiring is often installed by “hom-
eowners who think they’re electricians,” and these hom-
eowners don’t always know how to go about fixing the 
problems the techs point out. He said, “I’ve called electri-
cians or the utility company to help the customer. I’ve 
lined up contractors to go solve the problem. That’s part 
of customer service, too.” 

In other cases, even if there isn’t much to be done to 
help the customer or avoid wounding the customer’s feel-
ings, techs can still take steps to protect themselves short 
of not completing the service call. An exceptionally filthy 
house is one example of this sort 
of situation. Craig Rapp, owner of 
Utilicom Safety in Gilmer, Texas, 
said, “I’m all for putting employ-
ees in personal protective equip-
ment—masks, latex gloves, shoe 
covers. I care more about the 
employees than about offending 
the customer.” Similarly, during 
flu season, techs can protect 
themselves—and avoid spreading 
germs from customer to cus-
tomer—by wearing protective 
gear, he said. 

Robert Redd, program manager 
for Telecom Training & Safety 
(Bismarck, N.D.), advised techni-
cians to wear respiratory equipment 
when they work in summer cabins 
that are newly opened for the sea-
son and haven’t been cleaned out 
yet. Rodents often take up residence 
in unoccupied buildings over the 
winter, and mouse droppings can 
contain hantavirus. “That can kill 
you,” Redd said, noting that one 
fatality and several serious cases 
of hantavirus had been reported 
in the area.

Sniffing Out Drug Labs

Home-based manufacturing of illicit drugs, especially meth-
amphetamine, has become the scourge of many rural areas 
in recent years. Drug labs pose serious dangers to techs—
notably explosions, chemical fires and toxic fumes. Marilyn 
Blake, chief operating officer of Telcom Insurance Group 
(Greenbelt, Md.), said some telcos call on local police depart-
ments for training in how to recognize drug labs and iden-
tify their characteristic smells. For techs who realize they 
are inside a drug house, the trick is to get out quickly 
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without letting the residents know their activity has been 
noticed. One common tactic, Blake said, is feigning a phone 
call summoning them to deal with an emergency outage.

Techs who witness drug manufacture or sales are obliged 
to notify law enforcement, even though that can raise a 
risk of retaliation. According to Rapp, in many places, to 
protect the employee, police will wait for several days before 
moving on the drug house so the raid is less likely to be 
tied to the technician’s visit.

Tech safety training often includes instruction about what 
to do if there is evidence of other 
types of crime, even if there is 
no immediate danger to the 
technician. For example, most 
states have a requirement to 
report abuse or neglect of chil-
dren, elders or even animals; 
technicians should be aware of 
what constitutes abuse or 
neglect in their state and which 
situations require reporting. 

Safety training may pay off 
in unexpected ways. Schimke 
tells of a city contractor digging 
an unsafe sewer trench behind 
the telephone central office. 
The workers were high-school 
students on summer vacation 
and had no way to know 
whether or not their working 
conditions were safe. DRN 
employees who had recently 
attended a class on trenching 
and shoring saw that the 
trench was in danger of col-
lapse, so they called the Occu-
pational Safety and Health 
Administration to shut down the 
jobsite. “The contractor wasn’t 
impressed, because it put him 

off his schedule about a week,” Schimke said. “But in the 
end, he realized what the repercussions could have been. 
He actually thanked us.”

Talk It Out

What’s the best way to make sure safety training and safety 
policy covers as many situations as possible? Schimke 
advised asking employees during training to talk about the 
accidents and near misses they’ve experienced at work 
and at home. People may be reluctant to talk at first, he 
said, but once some hazards are mentioned, others will 
eventually be brought up—things they tripped over, times 
they fell from ladders and so forth. 

It’s also important to keep soliciting information and 
keep adapting to that new information, Hucks said. HTC 
recommends that companies “continue to listen to first-line 
supervisors and technicians in the field regarding safety 
concerns, establish an action item list and begin imple-
menting procedures that are tied to company safety policies.” 

As Schimke put it, “We want all the employees to leave 
work looking the same way they showed up for work.”

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

“I know my rights, and I can smoke marijuana if I want to. You cannot 

do anything about it.” 

With more states legalizing at least the medical use of marijuana, 

employers are increasingly hearing the above refrain. Twenty-three states 

and the District of Columbia currently have legalized medical marijuana. 

Four states, including Colorado, have legalized marijuana for recreational use. 

With nearly half of the states legalizing use in some form or fashion, can an 

employer still terminate an employee who uses medical marijuana, or is the 

employee within his rights to smoke and then go to work free from any adverse 

actions from his employer?

Marijuana use, regardless of whether legalized by state law, is still illegal under 

federal law. Consequently, courts have affi rmed that the employer’s rights to have a 

drug-free workplace trump the employee’s right to use medical marijuana. 

In the most recent ruling, Colorado’s Supreme Court squashed an employee’s lawsuit 

over his fi ring for using marijuana. In Coats v. Dish Network, Coats, a former customer service 

representative for Dish Network, used medical marijuana to help him with muscle 

spasms related to his quadriplegia. Such use is perfectly legal in Colorado, but when 

Coats failed a drug test, Dish Network terminated him for violating its drug testing 

policy. Coats then sued for wrongful discharge, arguing that his use was permissible 

under Colorado’s statute. 

BY JONATHAN W. YARBROUGH
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Since passage of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, there have been so many and various 
employment laws enacted it is often hard for an employer to keep up. Add to it the fact that 
employees are more well-versed in their rights, or what they think are their rights, and it can lead 
to many headaches for employers, not to mention an increasing number of employment-related 

lawsuits. Most of the diffi cult issues arise from diffi cult employees often armed with a little knowledge from 
the Internet. So equipped, they can be quick to tell you just what they can do in your workplace. 

Addressed here are just a few of the issues that you may encounter with your diffi cult employees. 
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EMPLOYEE ISSUES 

laws allowing for open carry of firearms. Whether an 
employer can ban weapons, such as firearms, on the 
employer’s premises depends on the law of the state 
where the employer is located. 

At least 22 states have adopted laws allowing employ-
ees to bring their guns to work as long as the guns are left 
in the employee’s vehicle in the parking lot. For example, 
Tennessee recently joined the growing number of states 
that allow employees to bring guns to work as long as 
they leave them in their cars. In fact, Tennessee had to 
amend its law to protect employees from being fired for 
leaving their guns in their parked cars. As the law was 
originally written, an employee who brought a gun to 
work and left it in his car would not be criminally prose-
cuted but could still be fired. Now, it is unlawful in Ten-
nessee to discharge or take adverse action against an 
employee who transports or stores a firearm or ammuni-
tion in his employer’s parking area. Employers in Tennes-
see may still ban weapons from the actual workplace, 
other than parking lots, provided a notice of the ban is 
conspicuously posted. This holds true for employers in 
states with parking lot gun laws. 

It should be noted that parking lot laws often have an 
exception allowing employers to ban the storage or trans-
port of weapons in a company-owned vehicle. So, if you 
provide a company car for an employee or if the employee 
is driving a bucket truck owned by the company, an 
employer would be within its rights to ban the employee 
from storing or transporting a weapon in the company-
owned vehicle. 

Working From Home

Technological advances have 
allowed some employees to work 

from anywhere. As a result, 
employees are increasingly demand-

ing to work from home, and employers 
are allowing such options. And, in some 

instances, employees seek to work from 
home as a reasonable accommodation 

under the Americans with Disabilities Act. 
But, where do employers draw the line on working from 
home? Can they even draw a line if an employee seeks to 
work from home due to a disability? 

A recent case from the 6th U.S. Circuit Court of 
Appeals provides employers with some guidance on this 
issue. Ford Motor Co. had been sued by the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) claiming 
that a Ford employee with irritable bowel syndrome 
should have been allowed to telecommute most of the 
time, even though her job duties included in-person con-
tact with Ford suppliers and other work that could not be 
done from her home. Rejecting the EEOC’s position, the 
court held that regular, in-person attendance is an essen-

Not so fast. According to a unanimous Colorado 
Supreme Court, the state law did not shield Coats from 
actions that were illegal under federal law. Courts in Cali-
fornia, Montana and Washington have had similar hold-
ings. Had the Colorado court ruled for Coats, employers 
that operate in many states would be facing a patchwork 
of laws where some employees could lawfully use mari-
juana despite an employer’s ban on such use, while others 
would be violating both law and company policy. 

At present, it appears that a zero-tolerance drug-use 
policy is still acceptable, although there likely will be con-
tinued challenges to such policies in states that allow 
legal marijuana use. As more employers move from a 
zero-tolerance to an “impairment”-based drug policy, at 
least for pot use, employers have to consider both the 
practical and legal reasons for both types of policies and 
choose what works best for their workforce needs.

 
Vaping in the Workplace

No longer do we have the smell of 
tobacco in the workplace as many, if 

not most, employers have policies ban-
ning smoking and tobacco. Instead, at 

some workplaces—McDonald’s and Exxon 
Mobil, for example—the smells of chocolate, 

strawberries and vanilla are wafting through 
workplaces. Why? Employees are now vaping—

using e-cigarettes—instead of smoking. Vaping is 
legal (with the exception of using a vaping pen to smoke 
marijuana, which is increasingly common), although 
there are many bills pending to regulate vaping, and 
three states have restricted vaping at work. 

Given that vaping is legal, can employers ban it in 
the workplace? The short answer is yes, although some 
employers have decided that, from a productivity stand-
point, they will allow employees to vape at their desks or 
work areas rather than take smoke breaks. If you are one 
of the majority of employers who want to ban vaping at 
work, the best course of action is to make sure that your 
smoke-free workplace policy is broad enough to cover 
e-cigarettes. If your policy allows smoking at designated 
areas, make sure that the policy language covers vaping 
as well. Otherwise, employees will likely argue with the 
employer, claiming that vaping at their desks is acceptable 
since the vapor is not smoke. 

Weapons at Work

Many states have had concealed carry 
laws on the books for years allowing 

licensed gun owners to carry concealed 
weapons (with certain exceptions, such as 

schools, libraries and businesses where 
weapons are banned, for example). However, 

in recent years a number of states have passed 
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tial function of most jobs. The issue was 
not that the employee was disabled. 
Rather, the issue was whether she was 
qualified for the job in the first place. In 
EEOC v. Ford Motor Co., the court ruled that 
predictable attendance was essential to perform 
job functions that involved equipment and mate-
rials located only on-site, or in jobs involving inter-
action with co-workers, managers, customers and 
clients. If the employee could not be available on a 
regular basis to interact, then the employee would not be 
qualified for the job. 

Thus, employers considering whether to allow an 
employee to telecommute, whether or not as a reasonable 
accommodation, should closely examine the need for in-
person interaction with tools or equipment on the job and 
for in-person interaction with customers and co-workers 
before allowing employees to work from home. 

Just Say No?

So, you can just say no to pot and vaping, prohibit weap-

ons most everywhere and, in many cases, 
require employees to actually come to 

work. But what can you do about employees 
who are posting negative things about your 

company or customers on social media, or those 
who keep getting odd tattoos or piercings, or who 

refuse to wear your company uniform, or who 
refuse to use your company-issued phones, or—the 

list goes on. As long as you have employees, you will 
have difficult employees, difficult questions and difficult 

issues to address. 
My advice is to be proactive, not reactive. Engage your 

human resources professionals, both at your company 
and at NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association, and your 
employment lawyer (if needed) before issues of the sort 
discussed in this article boil over into lawsuits. 

Because when sued, whether you win or lose the case, 
the only person who comes out on top is your lawyer. 

Jonathan W. Yarbrough is a partner with Constangy, Brooks, Smith 
& Prophete, LLC. Contact him at JYarbrough@constangy.com.

NO.
NO?
NO!
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GENERATION 

BY LORI VERGIN

The next generation of American workers. As they finish their high 
school years and enter college or the workplace, they are preparing 

to start their professional lives. Businesses, meanwhile, are struggling to determine who 
should be included in the latest grouping of workers and what they should be called, let alone 
how to attract them and integrate them into existing workforces.

Despite results of surveys and contests that have led to monikers such as iGeneration, 

Pluralists, Gen Tech, Gen Next, Gen Wii and Second Wave Millennials, the term most 

commonly used to describe the newcomers to the working world is Generation Z. That 

uncertainty comes as no surprise, as there are still varying opinions on the span of years 

that define their workforce predecessors, the millennials. By most accounts, those born 

in the early 2000s mark the end of the millennials and the start of Generation Z.

Even those who debate names and dates generally 

agree Generation Z will significantly impact business 

as companies face tighter hiring markets and integrate 

yet another employee group with the traditionalists 

and baby boomers who have delayed retirement, as 

well as Generation X and millennials. So what can 

we expect from Generation Z? How will they differ 

from their co-workers? What strategies will lead to a 

good fit for both the employer and the employee? 

They’re coming. 

OMG

B2W
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Bruce Tulgan, author of workplace environment and 
management books and a blogger, provides insight. He 
said employers can expect Generation Z to be entrepre-
neurial, well informed and socially conscious. They will 
foster large communities and collaboration due to expo-
sure to vast and diverse social circles fueled by the con-
nectivity of the Internet. Gen Z workers will be both 
highly skilled and highly dependent on technology. 
Results-focused and deadline-driven, Gen Z will seek and 
apply unconventional strategies to get the job done within 
flexible work hours and environments. Performance-based 
compensation rather than per-hour will be most appeal-
ing to them. Unlike millennials, who often share or con-
serve material resources, Generation Z workers are more 
likely to desire and purchase individual or more luxurious 
items. Employers, managers and co-workers will need to 
be cognizant of the fact that Generation Z folks have 
never lived in a world without Internet, smartphones and 
application-based interaction to accomplish their tasks. 

While Generation Z workers will be confident they can 
get the job done, Don Merritts wrote in the June 22, 2015, 
issue of E-Campus News that business leaders don’t share 
that opinion. According to recent surveys, only 11% of busi-
ness leaders believe that Gen Z will graduate with the skills 
and competencies needed in the workplace. Given the 
dichotomy of opinion that exists between the groups, how 
might businesses prepare for future success with Generation 
Z workers?

Employer worries are largely based on concerns the 
talented but impatient digital wizards of Gen Z will lack 
interpersonal and verbal communication skills due to 
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dependence on and use of technology to communicate. In 
contrast, Generation Z sees the use of a technology such 
as texting, and the more informal communication style it 
has fostered, as efficient and time-saving. 

Tulgan’s writings suggest mutual success in the employ-
ment relationship will be dependent on understanding 
the mindset of Generation Z and ensuring expectations 
are understood. He warned employers the “#1 cause of 
voluntary departure” of Gen Z workers will be the percep-
tion the job they are doing isn’t the job they were “sold” 
on. For the best results, employers are advised to be clear 
in the communication of expectations and downsides of 
the job, to offer a realistic preview through job shadowing 
or probationary employment, and to use behavioral job 
interviews and testing during the employee recruitment 
and screening process. In other words, employers should 
simulate “real world” work situations and understand an 
applicant’s skill level in routine tasks occupying the 
majority of their work day, their approach to problem 
solving, preferred communication styles and strongest 
personality traits. 

The best hiring results will be based on employers being 
both rigorous and thorough, which can be challenging 
when you need to bolster your employee roster quickly. 
Managers must carefully balance the strain of being 
shorthanded with the desire to avoid a quick hire that’s 
ultimately a poor fit. 

NTCA member company Etex Telephone (Gilmer, Texas) 
already has modified its hiring process to a “real-world 
preview.” General Manager and Chief Executive Officer 
Charlie Cano explained that the company uses an employ-

Things Generation Z Is Unlikely to Have Experienced
1	 Use of a travel agent to plan or book a trip, followed by paper airline tickets arriving in the mail

2	 Lending an album, cassette or CD to a friend and hoping you get it back

3	 Loading film in a camera or waiting to have film developed so you can see your pictures

4	 Ever owning or using a paper map or atlas

5	 Using a rotary dial or pay phone (or needing change to make a call)

6	 Writing and mailing checks as payment or carrying a checkbook

7	 Researching a topic using an encyclopedia

8	 Leaving their store coupon or flyer at home

9	 Owning a computer that uses a separate tower, keyboard and screen and plugs into a wall jack for Internet access

10	Using a VCR or “taping” a TV show

11	 Hearing a dial tone

12	Having a membership at a video store

13	Owning a cellphone that is so large it won’t fit in your pocket or purse and that has an antenna you flip up  

or pull out

14	Having a TV antenna on their home and adjusting it to receive desired programming

15	Sneaking into an outdoor movie in the trunk of a car

16	Rolling down a window in a car

RTSept-Oct.2015.FINAL_cc.indd   28 8/17/15   2:15 PM



29RURALTELECOM >  S E P T E M B E R - O C T O B E R  2 0 1 5

ment agency to fill every vacancy. After evaluation of com-
pany needs, skill assessment and interview processes, those 
selected work as temporary employees of the agency. If, 
after a designated period of time, the employee, position 
and culture mesh well, the candidates—who are informed 
of the process upfront—become employees of Etex. While 
the process takes time and the company incurs some addi-
tional expense to fill a position, Cano said the results have 
been well worth it. “The employee and the company are 
offered an opportunity to ensure the placement of the 
individual serves the best interest of both parties. There 
are no long-term obligations until we’ve determined the 
likelihood of success is high and the employment relation-
ship is mutually beneficial,” he said. 

Meanwhile, Norvado (Cable, Wis.) has incorporated 
generational characteristics training for employees to 
build interpersonal rapport and understanding. And, rec-
ognizing the influence of Generation Z on household 
spending and purchases, Norvado has taken it a step fur-
ther by incorporating the demands of Generation Z into 
customer service training, marketing messages and posi-
tioning as a gigabit service provider. The company ensures 
rural Generation Z workers in the Norvado service area 

have all the technological tools and services they need to 
telecommute to jobs anywhere in the country.

Whether considering Generation Z as employees or as 
customers, companies should adopt the philosophy that 
characteristics, behaviors or approaches of various genera-
tional groups are not right or wrong, or good or bad. 
They’re simply different. Each generational group brings 
value in its own way. Providing formal training that 
includes generational differences, incorporates personal-
ity trait tendencies and self-awareness, and focuses on 
the opportunity for group success through individual 
strengths can build a foundation for a more closely inte-
grated, more peaceful work environment. 

Most employees will be able to recall a time in their 
work life when they were the subject of discerning glances 
from their generational predecessors. Different ideas and 
approaches lend themselves to a more accepting employee 
culture that stresses flexibility. A company embracing and 
capitalizing on the differences will influence continued 
staff development and position itself for success.

Lori Vergin is the president of Mpower Consulting. Contact her at 
lorivergin@mpoweryourbusiness.com.

Billing Solutions for Today’s Telecom Industry

Efficiency on the go

BSS/OSS  ·  Accounting Software  ·  CABS Processing  ·  Integrated Solutions

1-800-622-2502  ·  www.maccnet.com

MACC Mobile

1975-201540th Anniversary

Time is money and you can save on both with 
MACC Mobile. This efficiency-boosting product 
allows technicians in the field to access 
important account information using only a 
smart phone or tablet computer. 

Reduce truck roll expense

Deliver services in less time

Take control of your customer
premise equipment inventory

RTSept-Oct.2015.FINAL_cc.indd   29 8/17/15   2:15 PM



RURALTELECOM > S E P T E M B E R - O C T O B E R  2 0 1 530

RTSept-Oct.2015.FINAL_cc.indd   30 8/26/15   1:00 PM



BY RACHEL BROWN

31RURALTELECOM > S E P T E M B E R - O C T O B E R  2 0 1 5

Y
ears ago, humorist Dave Barry 
knew that Hurricane Georges 
was heading his way. Like 
many South Florida residents, 
Barry figured that if he had 
hurricane shutters on his 
house, the hurricane would go 

elsewhere. This particular year though, he had 
ordered new shutters, which were not yet 
installed but were piled outside the house. n 
“This presented Georges with a rare opportunity,” Barry 
recounted. “Not only could it destroy my house; it could 
destroy my house by whacking it to pieces with my new 
hurricane shutters.” n For many companies, their hur-
ricane shutters are employee handbooks. If and when 
their hurricanes hit—in the form of employee law-
suits—employee manuals can be the things that save 
them or the things that hurt them.

ENSURE
EMPLOYEE 
HANDBOOKS 
ARE NOT 

LEGAL LIABILITIES

I L LU S T R AT I O N S  BY  S A M  F E R R O
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A Can of Worms

In many cases, an employ-
ee lawsuit is the trigger 
that launches a legal 
review of the employee 
handbook, and that can 
open its own can of worms, 
explained Doug Hass, a 
labor and employment 
attorney with the law firm 
Franczek Radelet. He recalled 
a lawsuit in which an 
employee was fired for hav-
ing a physical fight at work 
with a co-worker. “The dis-
charge was upheld, but the 
NLRB [National Labor 
Relations Board] looked at 
the handbook in the course 
of the case and found 12 
violations that had nothing 
to do with the original 
case,” Hass said.

Chariton Valley 
Telephone Corp. (Macon, 
Mo.) recently went 
through an employee law-
suit and, as a result of the 
case, had its handbook put 
through the legal wringer. 
“The defendant’s lawyer 
found some problems with 
our handbook, particularly 
in the noncompete policy,” 
explained Mary Hustead, 
human resources adminis-
trator. “That really threw a 
wrench into everything.”

In the end, Chariton 
Valley won the case, but 
Hustead said she was sur-
prised at the scrutiny of the 
handbook. “Lawyers can 
twist things around no 
matter how carefully word-
ed things are,” she said.

Common Missteps 

Hass said companies make several common “wording” 
mistakes in their handbooks. For example, “You can’t say 
that no one is authorized to work overtime,” he said, 
pointing out that with the omnipresence of smartphones, 
it’s easy enough for an employee to prove that he was 
asked to work off the clock. “But it’s an easy fix. Along 

with making clear that you 
will pay employees for all 
hours they work, you can 
change the wording to: 
‘Employees need to get 
authorization to work 
overtime.’”

Another common error 
is to have a blanket policy 
that states that employees 
cannot use the Internet 
and email for nonwork 
purposes. “As of December 
2014, a policy like this is no 
longer lawful based on a 
ruling by the NLRB finding 
that employee use of email 
can fall within the realm of 
protected employee rights,” 
Hass said. “Instead, you 
can look to limit your poli-
cy to those personal uses 
during company time.” For 
example, it’s not illegal 
to use your lunch hour 
to order Christmas presents 
online or to send non-
work-related emails to fel-
low co-workers. 

Sherry Barringer—now 
working part-time in the 
accounting department for 
Germantown Telephone 
Co. (Germantown, N.Y.) 
but previously in the HR 
department for many 
years—said her company’s 
handbook clearly delin-
eates how employees use 
personal technology at 
work. “That cellphone, that 
computer—those are 
phone company property, 
and how you use that 
property affects the compa-
ny,” she said.

A current hot-button 
issue that affects employee handbooks is what employees 
say or post about the boss, co-workers or the company on 
social media. “Believe it or not, the NLRB has held that a 
policy that says that employees must be honest with their 
employer—or one that says employees cannot disparage 
the employer or make statements that reflect poorly on 
the company—is unlawful,” Hass said.

LEGAL LIABILITIES    

SAVING TIME 
AND MONEY

For small rural telecommunications companies 
currently operating without a handbook (or using 
an ancient one), the timing is ripe to get a new 
handbook. The Department of Labor updated its 
Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) regulations this 
summer, said Doug Hass, a labor and employ-
ment attorney with the law firm Franczek Radelet.

“This is going to impact a lot of policies and posi-
tions at nearly every telco large and small,” Hass 
said. “In particular, jobs that were exempt from 
overtime before may now be eligible for overtime.” 

To save time and money on a new handbook, 
Hass recommended letting a labor and employ-
ment lawyer craft one from scratch. “It’s less 
expensive and faster to have a lawyer prepare a 
handbook versus editing an existing one,” he 
said. “Revising a 30- to 40-page handbook will 
take several days to review and edit, but custom-
izing a new handbook based on a format that an 
attorney has already vetted will normally take 
about a day to create.”

According to Frank Steinberg—founder and 
principal of Steinberg Law, LLC, a law firm 
focused on business litigation and employment 
law—many companies make the mistake of pull-
ing handbook templates offline. “One of the most 
frustrating parts of my job is to be asked to review 
a handbook that a company put together on their 
own because, unintentionally, they’ve usually 
done it all wrong,” he said. “The most efficient 
and cost-effective way to is to let the lawyer do it 
from the get-go.”
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That does not mean that you cannot discipline or fire 
employees, though. Even the National Labor Relations Act has 
its limits, particularly when an employee’s actions go beyond 
discussing the terms and conditions of employment or are 
truly individual gripes and not on behalf of a group.

A similar type of policy scenario is the employees’ right 
to sue the company. “Some handbooks or acknowledg-
ments require employees to agree to arbitration and waive 
the right to file a lawsuit in court over dis-
putes with employment, and that’s fine,” 
Hass said. “But employees cannot be 
asked to waive their rights to file a dis-
crimination charge with the EEOC [Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission].”

Sexual Harassment

Frank Steinberg—founder and principal of 
Steinberg Law, LLC, a law firm focused on 
business litigation and employment law—
noted that many companies unintention-
ally turn their employee manuals into 
contracts, and that can lead to legal head-
aches. “Most employees are at-will, mean-
ing they can be fired at any time for any 
reason,” he explained. “But if the hand-
book has made certain provisions that 
essentially make them contracts, the com-
pany is no longer free to fire someone on 
the spot. Suddenly, the employee has con-
tractual rights, so if the company were to 
fire him, it would be a breach of contract, 
and it would cost the company money to 
fire him.”

An example of this could be a progres-
sive discipline policy, Steinberg said. “The 
handbook may say something like: ‘If you 
engage in substandard performance or 
have a low-level misconduct, the company 
will go through these steps,’” he said, 
explaining that these might include coun-
seling and/or warnings. “It forces the com-
pany into a series of steps it must take 
before the employee can be fired, and it 
results in the employee hanging around a 
lot longer than the company would like or 
not being fired at all.”

Steinberg added that one of the biggest 
mistakes he sees in handbooks is the fail-
ure to include a sexual harassment policy. 
“If you want to be protected as a company 
from lawsuits, you must have a sexual 
harassment policy,” he said, noting that 
this advice even applies to small 
companies.

Signed Documents

One way to circumvent the disclaimer discussion is to pull 
potentially contentious issues out of the handbook and 
have separate written agreements that employees sign, Hass 
said. For many small telcos, this would make sense when 
it comes to safeguards regarding customer proprietary network 
information, which is personal telecommunications usage 
information, as well as billing and identification data, 
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such as credit card and Social Security 
numbers.

Small telcos would also be smart to have 
a company vehicle policy or even a personal 
vehicle policy if it’s used for company oper-
ations, Hass said. “Have your employees 
sign an agreement that they’re not going 
to text while driving or that they are 
responsible for any damage done to the 
company vehicle, or they are not conduct-
ing personal errands while in the company 
car or not transporting other people in the 
car,” he said, citing several examples.

Confidentiality policies might be worth 
their own separate written agreements, 
Hass said, and Steinberg agreed that it’s 
often better to have supplemental forms that are stand-
alone policies that deal with specific business practices 
versus cramming everything into the handbook.

Keep It Simple

According to Steinberg, an employee handbook should be 
sized to fit the company and reflect how it does business. 
“A lot of companies make them too complex, especially 
smaller companies,” he said. “You want to give yourself 
flexibility to deal with HR issues as they come up. You 
don’t want to be tied down by rules and regulations that 
you imposed on yourself. Don’t violate the KISS rule 
(keep it simple, stupid).”

Kathy Boutwell, office manager for Christensen 
Communications Co. (Madelia, Minn.), said her telco’s 
30-page handbook is pretty basic. The handbook mostly 
covers job descriptions and spells out vacation pay, sick 
days and holidays. “It’s the same for everyone, all there in 
black and white, so there’s no chance of someone saying, 
‘I remember that last year this is how it was done.’”

Some companies get bogged down with handbooks trying 
to cover every possible situation. “The mindset is: This 
hasn’t happened in 30 years, and we don’t think it will 
happen, but let’s put it in the handbook,” Hass said. “Then 
you wind up with an 80-page handbook that is a lot of 
legal mumbo jumbo that no one can really understand.”

Ideally, most small telcos should have a handbook that 
is 20 to 40 pages and uses plain English, Hass said.

Bringing in the Lawyers

If you are considering updates to your handbook, Hass 
advised having an employment and labor lawyer review it. 

Steinberg agreed that it’s worth the time and effort to 
hire a specialist. “A Main Street lawyer is not likely to be 
conversant on all the new statutes and regulations,” he 
said. “If you can’t find an employment and labor lawyer, a 
competent lawyer who you’ve worked with before and is 
competent is better than no lawyer.”

According to Germantown Telephone’s 
Barringer, the telco has worked with an 
attorney in the past on its handbook. 
“There are a lot of legal ins and outs, and 
laws change all the time,” she said. “At 
the end of every year, we ask all the man-
agers in each department to see if they 
need anything to be addressed in the 
employee handbook. If we review it and 
need a change, we ask the attorney to 
look at it.”

Hass agreed that an annual review of 
the handbook is the best practice. 
“Although I wouldn’t recommend it, in 
some states, you can get away with every 
two to three years,” he said. “If you oper-

ate in multiple states or you’re in a state that’s more 
active—like California, Washington or New York—annual 
is best. Of course, decisions by other agencies like the 
Department of Labor or the NLRB can happen at any 
time, necessitating more frequent modifications.”

Another good practice is to hold a staff meeting every 
year to talk about the handbook. “Take an hour or so a 
year and go over the policies with employees and ask if 
they have any questions,” Hass suggested, pointing out 
that a discussion is more powerful and effective than a 
signed acknowledgement form that said an employee 
received a handbook. “Have a signature sheet that 
employees attended the meeting, and keep copies of the 
materials you discussed. Even the best acknowledgement 
forms can be scrutinized and called into question.”

Better With It Than Without It

Despite the fact that employee handbooks come with 
their own legal liabilities, Hass said the answer is not to 
decide to forgo one. “The thinking may be: If we don’t 
have a handbook, no one can fault it,” he said. “But then 
in a dispute, it comes down to employee says X, employer 
says Y. Not only do you have hearings and trials to resolve 
the dispute, but a judge or jury is less likely to believe an 
employer who does not maintain any basic policies.”

Steinberg agreed. “A handbook won’t protect you from 
being sued, but it may be a key piece of evidence for you,” 
he said.

So while even the most perfectly worded, lawyer-
reviewed handbook might not prevent a lawsuit—hurri-
canes happen—it can be a powerful shield against the 
storm. In the end, Dave Barry managed to convince work-
men to get his new hurricane shutters installed —and 
Hurricane Georges swerved away at the last possible 
moment (at least from Barry’s house). He’d no doubt 
agree that it’s always better to be safe than to be sorry. 

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

TAKE AN HOUR OR 
SO A YEAR AND GO 
OVER THE POLICIES 
WITH EMPLOYEES 
AND ASK IF THEY 
HAVE ANY   
QUESTIONS. HAVE A 
SIGNATURE SHEET 
THAT EMPLOYEES 
ATTENDED THE 
MEETING, AND 
KEEP COPIES OF 
THE MATERIALS 
YOU DISCUSSED.”

Doug Hass
Franczek Radelet
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S
elling is never easy. Never. But salespeople often make it even 
tougher for themselves by letting customers get away empty-handed. 
It isn’t that customers don’t find what they want or what they’re 
looking for. It’s just that they don’t want to deal with the salesperson. 

With the 800-pound Internet gorilla lurking over every sale, today’s 
customers are much more demanding when dealing with sales-

people. If the experience doesn’t meet their expectations, they’re gone.
More often than not, misreading customers causes them to look else-

where—missed sales. It doesn’t need to happen and here’s how to avoid it:

1. Be sure you’re speaking with the right “customer.” 
Wrapped up in every customer is a handful of different cus-
tomers, who behave differently depending on the situation. 
The first job is figuring out which of these customers you’re 
dealing with at the moment so you can respond correctly. 
Here they are:
> The “I want to know more” customer. This customer requires 
patience, so ask clarifying questions and get them talking. Don’t 
push, but gently pull them along until they’re comfortable.
> The “I have all the answers” customer. Let this customer 
talk and tell you all about it; don’t cut them off. This person 
wants to be the salesperson so let them feel they made the 

buying decision on their own. 
> The “I know what I want” customer. By listening carefully to these cus-
tomers, you may find inconsistencies in their thinking. Then by asking 
them follow-up questions, these customers may recognize that what they 
thought they wanted was not a good idea after all.
> The “I can’t make up my mind” customer. Here, the salesperson becomes 
a resource, offering options and comparisons and making note of the 
customer’s responses so the person can recognize the best solution.

By making sure you’re talking with the right customer, salespeople 
take a big step toward making the sale rather than losing it.

2. Think individuals, not groups. Even though everyone is unique, we 
lump people into groups—doctors, servers, business owners, blue collar, 
boomers, Gen Z, old people, Hispanics, and on-and-on. In reality, we know 

that all Hispanics, accountants or electri-
cians are not the same. For example, out 
of the nearly 80 million 18- to 35-year-old 
millennials, there’s a segment of 6.2 mil-
lion with an annual family income of 
$100,000 or more. They’re the affluent 
millennials, and they’re quite different 
from the other 62 million nonaffluent mil-
lennials of the total group.

According to a study, “Money Matters: 
How Affluent Millennials Are Living the 
Millennial Dream,” this group is in a 
second phase. “Compared to nonaffluent 
millennials, affluent millennials over index 
when it comes to changing jobs, buying 
a home and making home improvements 
in the last 12 months,” and they also “over 
index when it comes to expecting a child 
in the next 12 months,” states FutureCast, 
the study sponsor.

It’s clearly good to be cautious when 
making marketing and sales assumptions 
about any group. Basing decisions on 
opinion, inaccurate information or hear-
say leads to misreading customers—
and missed sales.

3. Don’t stop with first impressions. 
A marketing manager called about 
meeting to talk about working with his 
company. After a 400-mile drive, he 
arrived in a near-ancient pickup truck, 
wearing ragged jeans, a wrinkled shirt 
and dirty boots. There was little doubt 
about that first impression: The meeting 
was going to be a waste of time.

Misreading 
Customers 
Means 
Missed 
Sales

B Y  J O H N  G R A H A M

Wrapped 
up in every 

customer is a 
handful of 
different 

customers

RURALTELECOM > S E P T E M B E R - O C T O B E R  2 0 1 5 36

1250W

P H O T O S :  B I G S T O C K

Ultimate Interoperability.
Unrivaled Reliability.

Proudly serving North American
rural telcos for more than 35 years.

Essential Communications

www.redcom.com

RTSept-Oct.2015.FINAL_cc.indd   36 8/17/15   2:15 PM



AD
PAGE 37

REDCOM 

  

Ultimate Interoperability.
Unrivaled Reliability.

Proudly serving North American
rural telcos for more than 35 years.

Essential Communications

www.redcom.com

RTSept-Oct.2015.FINAL_cc.indd   37 8/17/15   2:15 PM



RURALTELECOM > S E P T E M B E R - O C T O B E R  2 0 1 538

Not recognizing it, we instantly 
pigeonhole customers. That can be a 
mistake. First impressions may not tell 
the whole story. The man in the dirty 
boots is a good example. He was for 
real; his company became our largest 
account.

Never get carried away with first 
impressions, and be prepared to dis-
card those that don’t fit.
4. Always offer options. There’s a lot 
to learn from companies that do a great 
job capturing customers by offering 
options. The Honda Accord, for exam-
ple, comes in several models, each with 
a basic price: LX, Sport, EX and EX-L. 
Choices engage customers so they 
don’t go away. 

To be effective, options must be real-
istic and not so many that they become 
confusing or frustrating to customers. A 
financial adviser may present three sce-
narios for a client’s consideration, while 
a real estate agent may show a client 
several styles of homes. Options should 
create discussion and further interaction.

C O N T I N U E D

Smart Rural Community  
Collaboration Challenge
Take on the challenge and apply  
for your company to obtain a  
grant to deploy broadband- 
enabled solutions.

A program of

Who can apply?
NTCA telco members.

Applications available: October 1
Application deadline: December 31 

Collaboration Challenge winners will be 
announced at the annual Rural Telecom 

Industry Meeting & Expo.

Visit www.ntca.org/smart for information on how to apply.

GOT A GIG?  
GET THIS.

Become a Certified Gig-Capable Provider with  
NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association.

Visit www.ntca.org/GigCertified to get started!
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  From Hi-fi to WiFi —  
  We’ve insured the telco 
  industry for 46 years. 

 

5. Don’t tell customers what to think. 
“Do you love it?” asked the interior dec-
orator after delivering the reupholstered 
sofa cushions. The couple murmured a 
few words, “It’s bright and different.” 
But at that moment, one thing was cer-
tain: They didn’t love it.

Far too often, salespeople make the 
mistake of trying to “guide” customers, 
telling them what to think: “This a great 
buy.” “Isn’t this a perfect floor plan for your 
family?” “Don’t you just love the color?” 
“This is going to look great in your home.”

Customers want help and sugges-
tions, but they don’t want salespeople 
telling them what to think. When that 
happens, it’s a turnoff.
6. Forget about customer loyalty. It’s 
only human to believe that we have 
loyal customers. When some leave, we 
make excuses as to why they left. It’s 
tough seeing customers leave. It’s as if 
they are rejecting us. It negates every-
thing we’ve done for them. Breaking up 
is painful, particularly after making cus-
tomer care a top priority and bending 
over backward to satisfy them.

We think that customers show their 
appreciation by being loyal to a com-
pany, brand or salesperson. However, 
what we label as loyalty may be some-
thing quite different. It may be nothing 
more than convenience, price, laziness, 
inertia or habit. Nothing more. 

In other words, customer loyalty is an 
illusion. It lets us think the interchange with 
customers should result in their loyalty— 
and that’s a big mistake. Today, nothing—
absolutely nothing—stands in the 
customer’s way of getting what the cus-
tomer wants, the way the customer wants 
to get it and where they want to get it. 

We misread customers and lose 
them when we expect their loyalty. Our 
task is to focus on doing everything pos-
sible to give them a great experience. 
That’s the only reward that counts. 

Misreading customers costs sales.  
To prevent this from happening, it takes 
doing battle with our assumptions, par-
ticularly those that influence how we 
think about customers and what we 
expect from them.

John Graham of GrahamComm is a marketing and 
sales strategist-consultant and business writer. 
Contact him at jgraham@grahamcomm.com.
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SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER 2015

By Tennille Shields, Senior Content  
Specialist for NTCA–The Rural  
Broadband Association

For most people, the idea of living an 

“unconnected” life is unfathomable. Cell-

phones keep us connected to loved ones. 

An assortment of apps keep us enter-

tained and organized, while helping us to 

navigate our travels and monitor our 

business operations. While at home, the 

Internet serves as a valued entertain-

ment source and connects us to the 

global marketplace. Most people think 

that access to advanced services is 

imperative to our modern way of life. 

But is it?

Across the country, there are thou-

sands of people who go without cell-

phone and Internet service. For some, 

it’s a choice. For others, not so much. A 

case in point: Deep inside the Allegheny 

Mountain Range lies the tiny town of 

Green Bank, W.Va., home of the Green 

Bank Telescope, the world’s largest fully 

steerable radio telescope, operated by 

the National Radio Astronomy Observa-

tory (NRAO). 

Long before the introduction of the 

Internet and cell service, the community 

was designated as a Quiet Zone in 1958 

to restrict radio transmissions within a 

12-mile radius of the site and to facili-

tate scientific research. The area also 

provides a safe haven for those who 

believe they suffer from electromag-

netic hypersensitivity. 

As one can imagine, the Quiet Zone 

restrictions pose some challenges for 

Spruce Knob Seneca Rocks Tele-

By Rhonda Goddard, Nex-Tech Chief Financial Officer

The “Nex-Generation” name is no stranger to northwest Kansas. In 2011, Nex-Tech, 

the local communications provider headquartered in Lenora, Kan., formed a youth 

services department and branded the “Nex-Generation” title to its many student-cen-

tered services. Recognizing the continual outmigration of youth and its future eco-

nomic impact, Nex-Tech went to work developing a sustainable solution. In 2013, with 

approval from the Internal Revenue Service, the company helped to form a new nonprofit 

organization—Nex-Generation Round Up for Youth, Inc.—that is focusing on youth 

retention strategies for the entire northwest and north central Kansas region.

 As a 501(c)(3) organization, Nex-Generation is designed to fund, promote and 

support educational projects, scholarships and community programs focused on youth. 

The organization operates under the direction of an executive director and a three-

member board. Nex-Tech’s Youth Services/Community Development Coordinator Jacque 

Beckman, who has worked for Nex-Tech for over 24 years, serves in a part-time 

capacity as the nonprofit’s executive director. The board of directors consists of 

area business professionals who have a passion for youth and the mission of the 

organization. Funding for the nonprofit and its programs is made possible through 

grants, individual donations and contributions through partnering businesses. 

 “One of our primary goals is youth retention,” Beckman said. “For years, there 

has been a steady outflow of young people who are leaving our small, rural Kansas 

communities to seek jobs elsewhere. This has had a huge economic impact on the 

region. Our programs are designed to reverse this trend.” 

Enter the           
‘Quiet Zone’

 44  42

Investing in the 
‘Nex-Generation’
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phone (SKSRT; Riverton, W. Va.), the NTCA–The Rural 

Broadband Association member company that 

serves the surrounding area. The company was 

awarded $8.5 million in broadband funding through 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural Utilities 

Services’ Broadband Initiatives Program to install 

fiber-optic capacity in several unserved and under-

served rural areas in eastern Pendleton County 

and northern Pocahontas County—home to NRAO.

Do Not Disturb

Trying to deploy advanced services to those areas 

surrounding the Quiet Zone can be challenging, said 

David Hunt, operations manager–Eastern Region 

with Mid-State Consultants (Nephi, Utah), who is 

working on the buildout project with SKSRT.

The powerful radio telescopes housed in the NRAO 

Green River location are equipped to look into deep 

space. Scientists from all over the world travel to the 

observatory, where telescopes help man to learn 

about stars, galaxies and other objects in the uni-

verse by collecting the radio waves they emit. 

The Quiet Zone was established by both federal 

and West Virginia state law and covers a total of 

13,000 square miles. Within this area, all wireless 

transmitters must be coordinated and operate at 

reduced power or utilize very directional anten-

nas—if they are allowed to operate at all. 

The closer you get to the NRAO facility at the cen-

ter of the Quiet Zone, the greater the restrictions. 

Within a 10-mile radius, even Wi-Fi routers are 

severely restricted unless they are blocked from 

the site by terrain. Once on the NRAO site itself, 

cellphones, digital cameras, and even key fobs to 

lock and unlock vehicles are strictly prohibited.

“The NRAO has enforcement authority, so they will 

knock on your door if they detect that something 

in your house is creating interference,” Hunt said. 

In the past, he said, other service providers have 

provided wireless routers to their customers in the 

10-mile area surrounding the NRAO. Since they 

interfered with the telescopes, those companies had 

to replace the equipment when the interference was 

detected. If someone living in the 10-mile radius has 

anything that is creating interference, they will 

receive a knock on the door. The NRAO will work 

with residents to fix any problems that can be fixed; 

however, NRAO will also use its enforcement 

power to resolve any issues that cannot be fixed.

In general, Hunt said the NRAO is pretty easy to 

work with as long as SKSRT communicates its 

intentions to offer services in certain areas. Some 

customers are more receptive than others to the 

restrictions that the Quiet Zone requires, but 

there’s no way around those restrictions—even for 

SKSRT, which finds that internal communication 

can be a real challenge.

“Once the technicians leave for the morning, 

there’s no way to reach them when they’re out in 

the field,” Hunt said, noting the communications 

challenge that a lack of cellphone service creates. 

“We always send out two people at a time in 

remote areas, so if anything happens, someone is 

there to help.”

Looking at the bright side of things, Vickie Colaw, 

SKSRT general manager, noted while it can be 

challenging serving the Quiet Zone, SKSRT is 

focusing on the silver lining. The company hasn’t 

had difficulty getting new voice, broadband and TV 

customers. “People don’t have a wireless alternative 

to broadband so we aren’t losing any access lines 

in our ILEC service area.” 

Editor’s Note: This article follows up on a Short 

Takes, “Relief in West Virginia for ‘Electrosensitives,’” 

which appeared in the May/June 2015 issue of Rural 

Telecom magazine.

Quiet Zone
from page 41
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In Memorium: Scott Reiter,      
Former NTCA Director of Industry Relations 

NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association mourns the loss of Scott Reiter, the association’s former director 

of industry relations, who died June 18.

An engineering, network management, accounting and regulatory expert, he had more than 40 years 

of experience in the industry, 13 of which were spent serving the interests of rural telcos through his 

work at NTCA. 

Reiter retired from the association in March 2010. NTCA Economist Rick Schadelbauer, who worked 

with Reiter for several years, described him as “a kind, funny man who possessed an encyclopedic 

knowledge of our industry, and worked tirelessly on behalf of our member companies.”

NTCA extends its sympathies to his wife, Jan, and two sons, Rick and Brian.  

FCC Commissioner Pai Visits Nebraska

By Hillary Crowder, NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association Communications Manager 
 

In late June, FCC Commissioner Ajit Pai traveled to Nebraska to experience firsthand the 

opportunities that high-speed broadband can deliver to small towns throughout rural 

America. At the invitation of Sen. Deb Fischer (R–Neb.), the commissioner participated in a 

roundtable discussion June 29 in Omaha with several members of NTCA–The Rural Broad-

band Association.

During the discussion, Pai announced his plan to deliver online opportunities to rural 

Americans that would allow them to compete in the digital economy. Stating that the wait for Universal 

Service Fund (USF) reform has gone on far too long, the commissioner called for targeted changes to 

existing universal service rules in an effort to address the standalone broadband problem, as well as for 

a voluntary model-based path.

NTCA members in attendance included representatives from Arlington Telephone Co. (Blair), ATC Com-

munications (Arapahoe), Cambridge Telephone Co. (Cambridge), Consolidated Telco (Lincoln), Consortia 

Consulting (Omaha), Diller Telephone Co. (Diller), Great Plains Communications (Blair), Hamilton Telecom-

munications (Aurora), Hemingford Cooperative Telephone Co. (Hemingford), Nebraska Central Telephone 

Co. (Gibbon), Northeast Nebraska Telephone Co. (Jackson), Plainview Telephone Co. (Plainview) and South-

east Nebraska Communications (Falls City). 

On June 30, the commissioner visited Diller Telephone Co., where he toured the telco’s operations and 

discussed the importance of USF to rural America. From there, Pai visited C&C Foodmart and Processing, 

a family-owned meat processing company served by Diller. 

C&C relies on affordable, high-speed broadband access to sell and distribute its products to custom-

ers across the country. The company can use an app to monitor its facilities remotely and can create 

electronic inspection records immediately for the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

In a press release issued following the visit, Pai applauded the hard work and efforts being made 

across the Great Plains to connect rural America with next-generation services. 
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The organization provides business plan work-

shops and competitions for young entrepreneurs; 

medical career exploration days using 10 schools’ 

interactive TV networks; workshops on resume 

writing and interviewing; and a biannual career fair 

and expo featuring a keynote presentation, break-

out sessions and booths representing regional 

professions.

“Perhaps one of the best examples of how we 

are giving back to the students and local communi-

ties is through our internship program,” Beckman 

explained. “In 2011, we launched a summer intern-

ship program at Nex-Tech for high school students, 

hiring six interns for a paid, nine-week experience 

in technical and nontechnical careers. Now, through 

Nex-Generation, we are taking this program directly 

to community businesses.”

This summer, six high school and college students 

interned with six different area businesses. Nex-

Generation provides a grant of up to $3,400 to 

each business to help offset its internship costs. 

This equates to an overall reinvestment in area 

youth of $20,000.

Through the internship program, Nex-Generation 

provides curriculum that assists each business in 

scheduling tasks and identifying areas of skill devel-

opment so they can offer students the best possible 

experience in a hands-on learning environment. The 

nonprofit helps with the hiring process by advertising 

the program and positions and by collecting appli-

cations. Each participating business is responsible 

for interviewing and hiring. Nex-Generation also 

hosts both an internship orientation and a focus 

group session during the program.

While on the job, students learn a variety of skills, 

including communication, professionalism, work ethic, 

time management, organization and leadership. 

They work alongside individuals who are experts in 

their fields; participate actively in meetings, proj-

ects and daily tasks; observe and participate in 

customer interactions; learn about various types 

of equipment and technology key to that particular 

business or organization; and contribute a fresh, 

youth perspective to the business environment, 

benefiting both the intern and the business.

“By taking this program directly to the community 

businesses, we are able to showcase the types  

of jobs that are available right here at home,” 

Beckman said.

In addition to career development, Nex-Generation 

presents programs on digital citizenship, distracted 

driving and Internet safety. Overall, the organization 

annually reaches nearly 4,000 students, teachers 

and parents.

As a partnering business, Nex-Tech assisted 

with the initial research and launch phase of Nex-

Generation, and currently provides fund manage-

ment, accounting and marketing services for the 

organization. Additionally, Nex-Tech has chosen to 

participate as a contributor.

In May, Nex-Tech began automatically rounding 

its bills to the next nearest dollar, making it easy 

and automatic for customers to contribute to the 

youth organization. Nex-Tech Chief Executive Officer/ 

General Manager Jimmy Todd announced how 

pleased he is with this program: “Our company and 

board of directors recognize the importance of 

youth programs and the impact these have eco-

nomically on area communities. By partnering with 

Nex-Generation Round Up for Youth, we know we 

can help support projects that ensure the growth 

and sustainability of our region.”

Nex-Generation is modeled after successful 

round-up programs established by electric cooper-

atives. “Perhaps one of the best examples is  

Operation Round Up®, created by Palmetto Electric 

Cooperative in South Carolina in 1989,” Beckman 

said. “Conversations with participating electric 

cooperatives helped us realize our own program’s 

true potential. Nex-Generation Round Up for Youth 

has the ability to raise hundreds of thousands of 

dollars over the next decade, which we will immedi-

ately reinvest in local communities.”

It is that philanthropic attitude that Nex-Tech hopes 

to pass on. “We’re giving customers an opportunity to 

give back and make a difference for their children 

and their children’s children,” Todd stated.  

‘Nex-Generation’ 
from page 41

SHARE 
YOUR 
STORY
NTCA–The Rural 
Broadband 
Association 
seeks to 
spotlight the 
efforts of 
member 
companies 
across the 
country. 
Exchange is a 
great place to 
share your  
company’s  
success stories 
on economic 
development, 
community  
outreach,  
technology  
rollouts, and 
state and 
regional  
collaborative 
projects. To 
share your 
story, contact 
Tennille Shields, 
NTCA senior 
writer/editor, at 
703-351-2097  
or tshields@
ntca.org.   
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B Y  S C O T T  T E  S T R O E T E  A N D  J E N N I F E R  D O R H O U T

Sioux Center, Iowa

more than $1.6 billion in annual crop 
and livestock sales. Equally important 
to the area is the strong industrial base 
found in the communities we serve. 
Northwest Iowa is also home to exten-
sive industrial parks that house win-
dow manufacturers, small and large 
scale metal fabrication facilities, 
agriculture machinery production 
and bio-tech facilities, among others. 

History, Workforce & 
Technology

Looking back, it’s hard to imagine 
that Premier started out as Mutual 
Telephone Co. in 1906. Since acquir-
ing several smaller companies and 

changing our name to Premier Commu-
nications, Premier has expanded into 
more than 20 communities and has 
grown from 25 employees to 70. Over a 
10-year span, Premier has invested more 
than $85 million in replacing, updating and 
expanding our network. This investment 

allows Premier to offer backhaul services to major 
wireless carriers, provide gigabit services to 20 local 
schools and libraries, e-emergency video services for 
hospitals, and assistance to local communities for 
attracting new businesses and citizens. 

Being a 2014 Smart Rural Community Award winner, 
Premier understands that having the best products and 
services available is crucial for business and residential 
customers alike. Premier’s network is not the limiting 
factor for our customers but rather the springboard to 
economic development and opportunity. Premier’s prior-
ity is to have the services available that will assist our 
customers in achieving their goals and meeting their 
unique needs. Though the needs of the future are often 
unknown, Premier has built a network for the communi-
ties we serve that are truly looking ahead.

Customer Profile

With a growing agriculture and 
business climate, northwest Iowa 
continues to attract new citizens to 
the communities that Premier Com-
munications serves. In fact, Sioux 

County is one of the fastest 
growing rural areas in the 
country, defying the over-
arching trend of shrink-
ing rural populations. 
Specialty career opportu-
nities are one factor con-
tributing to this explosive 
growth. Sioux County 

boasts several world-class 
bio genetics sites, attracting scien-
tists and veterinarians, in addition to 
hospitals that have a high demand for 
talented medical personnel. Two towns 
that Premier serves are also home to 
sizeable liberal arts colleges that 
attract students from across the coun-
try and around the world. The employees 
and families from these advanced industries, many of 
whom did not grow up in northwest Iowa, create a 
uniquely tech-savvy and progressive business climate. 
This group of professionals demands state-of-the-art 
communications services and cutting-edge technology, 
and is often surprised to find that Premier’s services 
meet or exceed the communications capacities of the 
areas where they lived previously.  

Service Territory

Premier Communications has the privilege of serving 
more than 12,000 broadband, video and voice customers 
in 23 communities throughout northwest Iowa. To say 
agriculture is important to our service territory is an under-
statement. Sioux County, with a population of 34,000 
people, is the epicenter of agriculture production with 

Premier 
Communications

NTCA 
Member Since

1963
CEO 

Doug Boone

O M A H A ,  N E

D E S  M O I N E S D A V E N P O R T

I O WA
S I O U X 
C I T Y

S I O U X  C E N T E R

Rock Rapids
Little Rock

Lake Park Spirit Lake
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Dickens

Le Mars
Merrill

Sanborn
MatlockHull

Boyden

Doon
Rock Valley

Akron

Granville
Maurice

Orange CityIreton

Hinton
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National Rural Telecommunications Cooperative 
web: www.nrtc.coop 
blog: www.ruralconnect.coop

No one knows that better than a rural telco. 

As the competitive and regulatory challenges intensify, you look for partnerships 
and alliances that will strengthen your business. 

And, we share your philosophy. That’s what led us to acquire NeoNova and Telispire, 
launch TelcoVideo and partner with Viasat on satellite broadband. We believe 
that by working with quality partners, we can innovate, expand and enhance the 
products, services and solutions we offer our members.

We’re already seeing that pay dividends. We’d love to talk to you about it and see 
how our solutions can work for you.

There’s Strength in Numbers
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Subscribe today to discover how Rural Telecom, the most comprehensive magazine for 

the rural telecommunications industry, provides an in-depth look at all topics affecting 

your business, making it a valuable resource for everyone in the company. 

With your subscription, you can access the magazine as soon as it’s available in one or all 

of these formats:

❚ Print

❚ Online

❚ Interactive E-magazine (must be logged in as a subscriber)

❚ Magazine Mobile App

Subscribe today at www.ruraltelecom.org.

Scan the QR code to get your app.  
For the digital edition visit, www.ruraltelecom.org.  
Questions? Contact Christian Hamaker at chamaker@ntca.org.  

AmazonGoogleApple

The Magazine
of Rural Telco
Management

THE MOST  
COMPREHENSIVE 

 RESOURCE FOR  
ALL THINGS  

TELCO

Get your own copy.
Are you reading your copy of  

Rural Telecom, or  
did you have to wait for  

someone to share theirs with you?
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