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Technology Changes. 
Cooperative Principles Don’t.

We continue to evolve as your trusted technology solutions 
partner – enhancing our broadband, managed network 
services and wireless portfolio. But we remain grounded in our 
cooperative roots and in the belief that we exist to serve you, 
our members.

To learn more visit nrtc.coop or call 1-866-672-6782
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REDCOM

Supporting Rural America
Broadband connectivity enables what is often regarded as unimaginable 
today, to become an integral part of life tomorrow. Nowhere is this more 
apparent than in rural America.

As a leading global ICT provider, our pioneering technologies help rural
operators develop robust networks that allow you to share your dreams
and let your inspirations travel.

Huawei. Committed to driving innovation in technologies and products
to build a Better Connected World.

Find out more by visiting www.huawei.com/us.

For more information, please contact:
Bill Gerski
Phone: 702-493-6142
Email: bill.gerski@huawei.com
www.huawei.com/us
Huawei Technologies USA

Open ROADS to 
a Better Connected World
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Do Incentive Plans 
Really Work? 

By Linda Ulrich

What best motivates employees? 
Is it money? Sports tickets? Electronics? 
Are the most effective incentives those 

for teams of workers or for individuals? 
We look at what’s working—and why—

in motivating and rewarding workers, 
including those at NTCA member 

companies.

C O V E R  I L LU S T R AT I O N  BY  S A M  F E R R O
 P H O T O :  B I G S T O C K
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COUNSELING
Exempt or Not Exempt? That Is the $47,476 Question
By Jo Ellen Whitney

Most employees are covered by the Fair Labor Standards Act and must be paid at 
least minimum wage and overtime for hours worked over 40 in a workweek. The 
Labor Department recently raised the minimum annual base for exemptions to 
overtime. Learn what the implications are for your company.

When to Bring in Outside Sales Support
By Ryan Dutton

Recent regulatory reforms, increased competition and advancements in technology 
are pressuring independent telcos to become more aggressive at sales. During 
these critical times, outside sales support can augment a telco’s internal resources. 

Special Telecom Business Pullout Section
Our 2016 supplement highlights products and services from six companies: 
Dynetics, Finley Engineering Co., Mapcom Systems, National Information 
Solutions Cooperative, Onvoy and Zyxel.

Survey Says: Give Employees a Voice
By Rachel Brown

Between half and three-quarters of American companies conduct some sort of 
employee satisfaction survey. Telcos can benefit from such surveys, which establish 
a baseline for employee satisfaction; identify what the company is doing right; target 
areas for improvement; and provide hard data necessary to prioritize changes.

COUNSELING

32 

>> 
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Nearly 80 Community-Based Gig 
Providers to Rural Communities
ntca.org/newsroom
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Small Teams Doing Important Work

Employee Opinions Can Be Illuminating

With the summer Olympics in full swing, it has been 
hard not to feel like an extended member of Team USA 
as I have cheered and heckled my way through our 

country’s swimming, gymnastics and basketball 
contests. It is always striking to me that even in 
Olympic sports that award individual accom-
plishment, the team is always top of mind for 
athletes, with stars like Michael Phelps and 
Katie Ledecky using TV time to thank their 
teammates for helping them secure a win. 
Each medal, although awarded to an individual, 
becomes a symbol of the group’s success.
     Telcos also embrace the team mentality, 

and many NTCA members tell me their teams are acutely 
effective and functioning at a higher level than ever before. 
Others tell me their teams have needed some tweaking 
recently, as the individual accomplishments of some 
have outpaced others, making it clear to the rest of the 
team that change is needed. Still others tell me that it is 

becoming more difficult to keep the team mindset intact 
as the company’s objectives create more opportunities 
for individual accomplishment and compensation 
through results-oriented incentive programs.

Telco teams also do not look the same as they used 
to, with more outside support being brought on to beat 
the competition or fill a niche not found within the com-
pany. Those teams are always the most fun to watch, and 
we profile a few of them in “When to Bring in Outside 
Sales Support,” on p. 32.

No matter what forces are at play, teamwork continues 
to be a core component of the important work telcos do. 
And even though they may not wear a “USA” on their 
backs, we all know who they are playing for.

Laura Withers 
Director of Communications 
lwithers@ntca.org

Late last year it suddenly dawned on me that I’d gradu-
ated from college 23 years earlier, and that, if the standard 

retirement age holds, I was 23 years away from retire-
ment. That put me smack dab in the middle of 

my working life, which, excepting a three-month 
stint right out of college as a retail-store assis-
tant general manager, has been comprised 
entirely of jobs in the editorial field, from quality-
control specialist to editor of Rural Telecom.

All in all, I’ve had eight jobs at seven differ-
ent organizations, working with a variety of 

different people and personality types. But at 
only one place of employment—NTCA—have I been 
surveyed about my opinion of the organization. 

As you’ll read in Rachel Brown’s article, “Survey 
Says: Give Employees a Voice,” employee surveys are 
on the rise, and, as Brown reports, small companies—
the kind of companies NTCA represents—may have the 
most to gain from such surveys. 

How long has it been since you assessed employee 
engagement at your telco? As NTCA President Doug 
Boone says in the article, such surveys are “a wonderful 
way to take stock” of what employees, across generations, 
think about their employers. The results can reaffirm 
your business and management strategy. But Boone is 
clear-eyed about something else telcos should anticipate: 
“Expect to take a shot or two,” he said. “You need to have 
a thick skin.”

As the old adage goes, you can’t please everyone, but 
knowing that the people in charge have heard the con-
cerns of their workers by giving them a voice in shaping 
the organization’s future can lead to employee loyalty. 
And employees who speak well of their employers can 
lead to customer loyalty. In today’s competitive environ-
ment, who doesn’t want more of that? 

Christian Hamaker 
Editor, Rural Telecom 
chamaker@ntca.org 
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Is a Wandering Mind at 
Work a Bad Thing?
According to Paul Bloom, a profes-
sor of psychology at Yale 
University, “When there isn’t a 
book or screen in front of us, our 
minds wander. … This seems to 
be the brain’s natural state.” 

This can be a concern for 
bosses fearful that their employ-
ees are slacking on the job or 
making critical errors while day-
dreaming. But Bloom said our 
minds wander in order to prepare 
and practice for the real world, 
allowing us to better deal with 
whatever life has in store for us. 

Thus, daydreamers are hap-
pier at the end of the day, leading 
to higher productivity and success. 

aSource: TheAtlantic.com

Text neck. Cellphone elbow. BlackBerry thumb. These humorous names 
have serious health implications. 

As technology becomes more prevalent in our personal and work 
lives, so do dangerous injuries. The cause? Poor posture, tendon over-
use and other bad habits caused by our use of digital devices. Studies 
have shown a direct connection between the overuse of hand-held 
devices and painful injuries. 

What can you do to protect yourself? Make sure to limit the amount 
of time spent in front of a computer or phone screen. Take frequent 
breaks. Rest your eyes and stretch your body, especially tension-filled 
shoulders. 

If you’ve already begun to feel the sting of the screen, anti-inflamma-
tories, heat and icepacks, and braces are your first line of defense. If 
your pain has progressed, a cold-turkey break can help reverse the dam-
age before physical therapy, steroid injections or surgery are necessary. 
aSource: WashingtonPost.com
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Tech Advice From a Tech-Averse Dad
Over the years, Joshua Fruhlinger has come to value his dad’s counterintuitive commentary on technology. Here are 
some of his dad’s insights:

TECH FREE VACAY: Leave your smartphones at home. Relying on physical guidebooks and local recommenda-
tions will help you better connect to your surroundings and with your travel companions.

UPDATE WAIT: Unless the update will fix security issues or other critical fixes, wait before you update your oper-
ating system in case the advertised capabilities don’t deliver. 

CALL, DON’T TEXT: Texting can get a quick message across in an instant, but for anything requiring more than 
a few messages, a quick phone call can make all the difference.  

DON’T CALL CUSTOMER SERVICE: If you’re in need of customer service, an email or other online service can 
reach your intended target much faster than a phone call. 

GOOGLE RUINS THE FUN: Search your mind before rushing to Google for answers to your questions. 

STICK TO A SCHEDULE: A scheduled amount of time online will help prevent arguments and anxiety, allowing 
you to still feel connected to family and friends while forcing you to spend time in the “real world.”

aSource: WSJ.com

DIGITAL DISABILITIES 
ARE ON THE RISE

Text Neck 
...weighs heavily on your cervical spine.

Weight on the cervical spine as forward head tilt increases

12 lbs 27 lbs 40 lbs 49 lbs 60 lbs

0º 45º 60º15º 30º
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AMERICANS ARE 
CONTINUING TO  
CUT THE CORD 
One quarter (25%) of American homes do not 
subscribe to a pay-TV service, according    
to the 2016 “Ownership and Trend Report” 
from GfK. Among households in the 18–34 
demographic, the percentage of cord- 
cutters is even higher, with 22% using a 
broadcast-only reception and 13% using  
the Internet to get their TV. Almost a third of 
all homes subscribe to a streaming service. 

GfK also found that older, more affluent 
homes are ending their pay-TV service, indi-
cating that this shift toward streaming has 
less to do with salary or economic factors 
than with an actual attitude shift. 

However, telcos need not fear. As online stream-
ing rises, the loss in cable TV revenue will likely result 
in an increase in demand for Internet services, trans-
ferring their money from pay-TV to Internet services. 

aSource: Variety.com

Print Gets Passed Over 
for Internet and TV
If you pick print to get your 
news, you’re officially in the 
minority. 

According to the Reuters 
Institute Digital News Report, 

only 6%–12% of people across all 
age groups turn to print as their main source of 
news. Instead, most people access either online or 
televised news sources. 

Sixty-four percent of people aged 18–24 turn to 
online publications, while 53% of people 55 or older 
use TV as their main news source. 

Only 12% of people aged 55 or older read print 
sources. In fact, that age group is twice as likely (25%) 
to go online than turn to print publications. People 
aged 18–24 are 10 times more likely to go online 
(64%) for news versus reading a print source (6%). 

aSource: FolioMag.com

AUDIO Streaming Overtakes VIDEO

Americans are increasingly using online connections to stream audio 
rather than music videos.

Americans are transitioning from the music video era created by 
MTV and YouTube to a new era dominated by audio streams. Accord-
ing to Buzzangle, since the start of 2016, Americans have played 114 
billion audio streams versus 95 billion music videos. The research 
found that audio streaming was up 107.8% since 2015, while music 
video streaming only grew 23%. 

aSource: TechCrunch.com 

BEGINNINGS OF 
A SMARTPHONE 
DOWNTURN? 
Following a concerning earnings report from 
Apple Inc., more signs point to a disappointing 
future for the smartphone market.

Apple’s second-quarter earnings report 
marked the first time in 13 years the tech giant 
has reported a decline in sales. 

After Apple’s historic loss, Pegatron Corp., 
Minebea Co. and Japan Display Inc., three of 
Apple’s suppliers, all reported losses. However, 
Taiwan Semiconductor Manufac turing Co., 
despite lower demand, reported that emerging 
markets, where high-speed 4G technology has 
not caught on, will begin to see improved sales 
as more customers adopt more powerful phones. 

Nevertheless, this may be the start of major 
slowing in the smartphone market. “It’s going to 
get worse before it gets better,” wrote Pavel 
Alpeyev and Lulu Yilun Chen. 

aSource: Bloomberg.com

 Giving a Lift to Rural America
While ride-hailing services like Uber and Lyft are sweeping 
the nation, it can be easy to forget that not everyone has access to 
reliable, inexpensive transportation, especially in rural America. 

Liberty, based in western Nebraska, will soon launch as a 
24-hour ride-hailing service. Those in need will be able to call 
a car either from an app, as with Uber and Lyft, or from 
Liberty’s call center, cutting appointment times and trips to 
the grocery store by hours. 

aSource: TheAtlantic.com
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@MClyburnFCC

My visit to @GilaRiverTV with 
@GilaRiverTelco General 
Manager Bruce Holdridge 
#ConnectingCommunities

@COWireless  
Rye #Telephone Company of 

#Colorado awarded an @NTCAconnect 
Gig-Capable Provider for #Internet 

speed achievements.

RTC 
RTC is proud to be 1 of 77 providers

in the United States named as a 
Certified Gig-Capable Provider. 

#RuralIsSocial

Follow along at www.ntca.org/socialmedia

Wilkes Communications 
Providing broadband to rural 

America is one of Wilkes 
Communications’ biggest 
goals. Rural broadband 

companies do a great deal of 
good for more than just 

residents, but for our economy 
as a whole. Just in North 
Carolina, some of these 

companies have helped bring 
over 5,240 jobs. 

@agripulse  
Court upholds @FCC 

rules in battle over 
#NetNeutrality 

http://bit.ly/1rpU7xz  
@NCTACable 

@NTCAconnect

@JRosenworcel
Thanks @SenCapito @SenAngusKing 

@amyklobuchar @JohnBoozman 
@SenatorHeitkamp for launching 
Senate Broadband Caucus today. 

Great to join you.
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@SenCapito
The Senate #Broadband Caucus will 
draw attention to a critical issue that 

impacts much of our nation.

Wisconsin State 
Telecommunications 
Association (WSTA) 
It is terrific to see 

Representative Adam 
Jarchow joining the 
team at Lakeland 

Communications for 
the day as they 

expand their fiber 
infrastructure in rural 

Wisconsin!  #fiber  
#broadband  #FTTH

Ultimate Interoperability.
Unrivaled Reliability.

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

Essential Communications

www.redcom.com
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Ultimate Interoperability.
Unrivaled Reliability.

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

Essential Communications

www.redcom.com
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Connections
B Y  S H I R L E Y  B L O O M F I E L D

Securing the 
Nation’s Network

W
hen I sit down to type an email or pay a bill online, I trust that 
my personal information is secure. As trusted broadband pro-
viders, I am sure that you feel the same way about the net-
works you provide to your customers. Unfortunately, security 
breaches and cyberattacks seem to be making nightly head-
lines, calling our sense of security into question. 

In May, “60 Minutes” aired a segment that profiled potential vulnera-
bilities and how simple it is for wrongdoers to gain access to a user’s 
sensitive information. In response, members of Congress held a closed 
briefing to discuss cybersecurity and potential vulnerabilities with wire-
line and wireless network operators. Then, in July, the Obama adminis-
tration released a presidential policy directive that outlines the federal 
government’s role and responsibilities in response to cyber incidents 
that affect local businesses and service providers, like members of 
NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association. 

Actions like these by our nation’s leaders are telling when it comes to 
the current cybersecurity landscape. It is clear that it is even more 
important for the telecommunications industry to pay attention and for 
you to take the necessary precautions to ensure the safety of your net-
works and customers’ information. 

Before the administration released an executive order in February 
2013 that established the voluntary cybersecurity framework, NTCA was 
monitoring industry developments. Our policy team has worked to 
ensure its place at the table ever since. NTCA frequently represents our 
members on a number of cybersecurity task forces and working groups 
on cybersecurity information sharing. Further, we have been putting our 
heads together with other key industry players like CenturyLink to dis-
cuss ways we can work together to ensure that you have the informa-
tion you need as well as the tools required to implement a cybersecurity 
plan at your companies. 

In October we will hold the associa-
tion’s first Cybersecurity Summit to bring 
together federal and industry cyberse-
curity experts and stakeholders to dis-
cuss the road ahead when it comes to 
securing our nation’s networks. NTCA 
staff will provide analysis of the recent 
presidential policy directive, and U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security offi-
cials will be on hand to discuss how the 
agency supports cybersecurity efforts 
undertaken by private companies. I also 
hope this will serve as a venue for you 
to network with federal and private sec-
tor representatives, compare notes and 
develop a path ahead and potential 
partnerships. NTCA remains committed 
to providing you the latest cybersecurity 
information and resources so that you 
can continue to provide your customers 
with safe and secure networks.

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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THEFT OF SERVICES | TRUST | INTEGRITY | SINCERITY | RELIABILITY | FAMILY 
 BUSINESS INCOME/EXTRA EXPENSE | EXECUTIVE LIABILITY WORKERS COMPENSATION 
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TRENDING | INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY DEFENSE 
 REPUTATIONAL INJURY  TRUST | INTEGRITY | SINCERITY 

RELIABILITY  BUSINESS INCOME/EXTRA EXPENSE 
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PROPERTY DEFENSE  THEFT OF SERVICES | TRUST 
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EXECUTIVE LIABILITY  AUTO LIABILITY | UMBRELLA PROPERTY 
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• Sending your employees home safely to their families every day
• Finding the right coverages for your evolving liabilities. So, you aren’t left unprotected
• Getting the best coverage at the most aff ordable price
• Having peace of mind that at the time of a claim, you KNOW you’ll be protected

www.telcominsgrp.comwww.ntca.org

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

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

MANAGEMENTOur Position in Your Company: CWO
(C W O)
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Perspective
B Y  M E R I D I T H  E L L I O T T  P O W E L L

Leadership Trends 
Today’s Telco CEOs 
Should Know

W
hat are some of the trends you see in today’s business 
leaders, and what trends might surprise us?
I see several trends: 
> Recruiting the right talent. Leaders worry about finding the 
right employees and having the time and budget to train and 
develop them. 

> Doing more with less. With pressure to do more with less, leaders are 
focusing on new ways to increase productivity and efficiency.

> Engaging employees. A top priority, this is changing how lead-
ers are promoted and hired.
> The leadership void. With baby boomers retiring, there is a 
shortage in leaders who are prepared to move into major 
leadership roles.
> The rise of women. Despite the positive impact of having 
women in leadership, women still hold less than 30% of lead-
ership positions.

What lessons can be learned from “bad hires”? 
Rather than putting off the inevitable, admit it, take responsi-
bility for it and handle it. Once you have handled it, then work 
to understand it, how it happened and where you went wrong. 
Were there any red flags? Anything you should have done dif-
ferently? A step you should have added? Once you under-

stand where you went wrong, create processes and systems that 
will help you grow in the hiring process.

When bad hires happen, two things typically take place that increase 
the likelihood that the hire will not work out. One is hiring based on skills 
and not on values. Two is hiring as a reaction instead of being proactive. 
Be sure to hire for values, and to do so before you need the position filled.

What are the trends in workplace mobility? 
Be flexible. You need to offer your employees the opportunity to work from 
home, the office and anywhere in between. Top talent wants flexibility. 

Also, make more of an investment in technology such as laptops, 
smartphones and mobile apps. 

Why do people decide to move on to 
other opportunities? 
Today’s employees are less engaged 
than ever and are moving to new oppor-
tunities. More than 90% of millennials 
stay in their job less than three years.

If you want to retain employees, you 
need to understand why they are leav-
ing in the first place. The workplace is 
no longer a stable place. Jobs could be 
eliminated, companies sold or positions 
outsourced. In other words, there is no 
security, and with that off the table, 
leaders need to offer something else if 
they want employees to stay. Specifically, 
they need to offer employees trust. A 
company should be a place where 
employees trust and believe in the peo-
ple and the cause they are working for. 

Employees also need to feel a sense 
of ownership. They should have a voice 
and a say in how to make the company 
better and how to improve both the 
employee and customer experience. 
Leading companies invest in employ-
ees’ careers and their futures. 

What’s the most important thing a 21st 
century executive needs to know?
Success depends on their ability to fully 
engage their teams. Too many leaders 
are in positions today because they 
have the skills to do the job but lack the 
ability to develop others. 

Meridith Elliott Powell 
is a business growth 
expert and keynote 

speaker. Contact her at 
meridith@

meridithelliottpowell.
com.
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GVNW Consulting
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Mapcom Systems
National Information Solutions Cooperative (NISC)
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ONVOY
Rural Telephone Finance Cooperative (RTFC)
Toly Digital

Gold
Calix
National Exchange Carrier Association (NECA)
Telcom Insurance Group (TIG)

Silver
Consortia Consulting
Electricom
Finley Engineering
Gone Viral TV
Interstate Telcom Consulting, Inc. (ITCI)
Jackson Thornton
Kiesling Associates
KLJ
Mid America Computer Corp. (MAAC)
Monte R. Lee & Co.
Olsen Thielen & Co., LTD
Pinnacle
Power & Telephone Supply Co.
Sasktel International
TCA Special Co-Sponsor

Com Net, Inc.
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BY LINDA ULRICH

VER THE YEARS, MUCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN 
about whether incentives can motivate employee 
behavior. Money is one factor in driving employee 
performance, and an incentive can focus 
employees’ attention on specific actions and 
behaviors that can help an organization achieve 
desired results. Take the example of a basket-
ball team that consistently focuses on improving 
foul shooting. This effort can pay off with addi-

tional scoring opportunities that can change a 
potential loss into a win. 

It’s the same principle with incentives—focusing employees on specific 

behaviors can lead to desired results. Incentives are a little more complex 

because motivation is involved as well as skill. Generally, employees are 

motivated to perform their jobs well. But the employee also has to view the 

incentive as worth the extra effort she has to put forth to achieve it. If the 

incentive is not perceived as valuable or if he doesn’t think goals are attain-

able, an incentive won’t be successful as a reward measure.

If your organization is thinking about implementing an incentive plan or 

even modifying its current program, consider these several fundamentals:

> Link the incentive plan to your organization’s strategic goals.

> Set tangible objectives.

> Decide who should participate and how much to pay.

> Test your plan, monitor it and modify it.

> Communicate and train employees.

DO INCENTIVE PLANS

REALLY

WORK?
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The Business-Strategy Connection

First and foremost, you must ensure that you link your 
incentive plan to your organization’s business strategy. 
Start with your organization’s long- and short-term stra-
tegic goals. If customer service has been identified as crit-
ical, behaviors that lead to better customer service should 
be rewarded.

To focus employees on the right behaviors, 
your organization needs to translate its 
business strategy into tangible objectives. 
While your goal may be to improve overall 
profitability, is it also to expand your cus-
tomer base, increase product penetration 
with your customers, retain your current 
customers or improve your profit mar-
gins? It may be all of the above. When 
designing a successful incentive plan, 
focus on the most important goals. Make 
it simple to understand, with goals that 
employees have control over and can 
achieve. But don’t include too many goals; 
otherwise, the employee is uncertain as to 
which goals are most important. 

Participation and Payout

After you set your objectives, determine participation and 
payout. Identify which of your employees can affect those 
objectives. Different incentive plans are generally necessary 
for different groups of employees depending on the nature 
of an employee’s work and her ability to influence results. 

Management incentive plans will vary greatly from a 
sales commission plan. The “NTCA 2016 Compensation and 
Benefits Report” shows that a significant number of man-
agement and other employees receive an incentive in the 
independent telecommunications industry. Most organiza-
tions view the customer service role to be key for improving 
product penetration with customers, and customer service 
reps (CSRs) are typically incentivized. In fact, cash awards 
are used among about 60% of survey participants for their 
customer service employees, as are a range of payouts. 

Individual or Team Awards

An incentive can be individual or team-based. Both are 
widely used and depend on the culture and composition 
of participants. As an example, Granite State 
Communications (Weare, N.H.) finds that individual 
awards work best for employees, and the company pays 
commissions based on individual achievements. On the 
other hand, USConnect uses team awards, finding that 
its employees are more energized by peer competition in 
a group. Both organizations, however, recognize that 
using contests is an approach that keeps employees 
engaged and motivated.

Regardless of whether your organization decides on an 
individual or team award or a combination of both, you 
need to evaluate how much will be paid for what level of 
performance, and what the mix should be between base 
salary and the incentive. Keep abreast of what other 
companies are paying for both base salary and incentives. 

If you offer a base salary that is too low, even 
if you have an incentive plan, you may 

not be able to attract the type of indi-
vidual you need. The employee may be 
able to go elsewhere for less pay at risk. 

Once you have made the decision 
about who will participate in the 
incentive plan and how much you will 
offer, you need to determine how you 
will deliver it. Alternatives for paying 
an incentive include a commission on 
specific sales, a bonus or an incentive 
paid on achievement of a number of 
goals (both quantitative methods), a 
recognition program (qualitative 

method) or even a combination of a 
few. And don’t forget to celebrate little 

wins along the way with small rewards such 
as movie passes or lunch for the group. 

If you are implementing a quantitative program, it is 
imperative to analyze various cost scenarios—particularly 
worst and best-case payout situations. Is there a maximum? 
What’s the cost if everyone achieves it? Otherwise, you 
may find that you are paying out more than you anticipated.

Recognition programs often are used for more qualita-
tive plans; these include gift vouchers, tickets to sporting 
events, electronics, award plaques and even company-
logo merchandise. Try different programs to determine 
what works best for your company. A successful incentive 
plan must be tested, monitored and modified. Don’t put 
it on auto-pilot. It needs to be evaluated regularly to 
determine if it is achieving your goals. 

Finally, no program can be successful if it isn’t com-
municated to employees. Messaging is key. Engage your 
employees. They inherently want to do a good job. 
Communicate what the company needs to do, why they 
are doing it and how employees can help. Meeting with 
employees and training them on a new program will start 
things off on the right foot. Coaching may be necessary 
to keep staff up to date with new products, new skills or 
changed expectations. 

KPU Telecommunications (Ketchikan, Alaska) has found 
that weekly CSR meetings are a great way to discuss new 
products, to review policies, to coach and role-play difficult 
situations that have come up, as well as to discuss solu-
tions employees have devised for difficult clients. Hiring 
the right person is paramount, so KPU spends significant 

When designing a 

successful incentive 

plan, focus on the 

most important 

goals. Make it simple 

to understand, with 

goals that employees 

can achieve. 
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time upfront in the hiring process to 
ensure that new employees have the 
right skill set and attributes for the job. 
The telco has found that testing for spe-
cific skills—the ability to operate in a 
fast-paced environment, to multitask 
and to problem-solve, and to think 
quickly to help find a solution for their 
customers—is important for success. 

All these efforts pay off, and organiza-
tions that spend the time developing a 
sound incentive program and communi-
cating it well have been successful in 
achieving their desired results and improv-
ing performance. The added value of a 
performance-based incentive is that it 
delivers more pay to better performers in 
a world of low-merit increases. 

Linda Ulrich is the president & managing director 
of Pay and People Consulting, LLC. Contact her at 
linda@payandpeople.consulting or 413-262-6739.

  
 Your company’s future 
 is riding on your insurer’s 
 financial strength! 
 

 

Tune in as  
NTCA Chief Executive Officer 
Shirley Bloomfield discusses 

hot topics with industry 
leaders and lawmakers who 

are working to drive the rural 
broadband industry forward.

Watch the latest episodes at 
www.ntca.org/broadbandbeat.

Doug Boone  
NTCA Board President
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Exempt  
Not Exempt?That 

Is the 
$47,476 

Question

BY JO ELLEN WHITNEY

THE FAIR LABOR STANDARDS ACT (FLSA) 

is a rule of exceptions. Most employees are 

covered by the FLSA and must be paid at least 

minimum wage and overtime for hours worked 

over 40 in a workweek unless covered by an 

exemption. The exemption is the tricky part. 

Exemptions are complex. They frequently change 

based on the specific facts of the job held, and 

they are subject, in many instances, to close 

review by the Department of Labor (DOL). 

While the categories are many and varied, 

the most common exemptions are the execu-

tive, administrative and professional categories. 

In May, the DOL issued its new rule raising the 

minimum annual base under which employees 

in these categories can qualify for one of these 

exemptions to overtime.

or
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Core Takeaways

1. The rule is effective December 1, 2016, so time to review your employee classifications and 

make necessary changes is growing short.

2. To meet the exemption, employees must earn, as of December 2016, a minimum of $913 per 

week or $47,476 annually. This rate does not include board, lodging or benefits.

3. Every three years the salary base will be updated by the DOL.

4. The highly compensated exemption, frequently used for professional categories, moves to 

$134,004 per year. This will also be subject to change every three years.

5. Employers may use nondiscretionary bonuses and payment, such as commissions, to satisfy 

the new wage amounts up to a maximum of 10% of the total wages paid.

6. Employers may “true up” the salary for the quarter if the employee does not reach the required 

amount by the end of the year by making one final payment “sufficient to achieve the required 

level no later than the next pay period after the end of the quarter.” However, this counts only 

toward the prior quarters’ salary amounts. It does not give the employer the option of paying less 

throughout the year and then “making it up.” Highly compensated employees may be “trued 

up” on an annual, not quarterly, basis.

Not Exempt?or
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What This Means for You

Significant changes of this type are the perfect occasion for 
your business to make an assessment of its exemptions and 
correct what may be long-standing problems. Many exemp-
tions are used incorrectly, and this will create significant 
issues going forward.

One of the most misused classifications is the adminis-
trative exemption. This requires that the employee exercise 
significant discretion and independent judgment with respect 
to management and matters of general business operations. 
No matter what the most recent revival of “9 to 5” or a TV 
show tells us, your receptionist probably doesn’t qualify.

Neither does the bookkeeper, who basically pays the 
bills and balances the books. Any task that is governed 
by routine, rules, algorithms or similar processes won’t 
generally be considered one of independent discretion 
and judgment. 

For the executive exemption, the primary duty must be 
managing the enterprise or recognized division and man-
aging at least two or more other full-time employees (FTEs) 
or the FTE equivalent. If most of the employees are out on 
leave, then it is not managing two or more employees. It 
has to be day-to-day management, not prospective manage-
ment. Further, managing does not mean doing the same 
job as those employees, so if the employee is just “first 
among equals,” she is unlikely to qualify for the exemp-
tion. If the employee spends 50% or more of her time doing 
the same job as the people she manages, the exemption 
is unlikely to apply.

For professional employees, the exemption will gener-
ally require advanced degrees and primarily intellectual 
work. In general, this has applied to doctors, lawyers, 
architects and similar careers.

What if We Were Wrong?

Reclassify. Now is the time to correct those errors before the 
DOL reclassifies them for you and adds a fine. You need to 
look at categories as a whole and make determinations based 
on job activities. Then meet with the employees to discuss 
the impending changes. Remember that being important 
to the organization is not what drives the exemption. Many 
highly critical jobs, like food safety inspectors, aren’t exempt. 
You will also need to discuss with employees any rules 
you have for nonexempt employee time recording, use of 
paid time off and accountability. For hourly employees, 
time recordation is key, and formerly exempt employees 
may need to be reminded of the process more than once.

What if They Are Properly Classified but We
Can’t Afford the New Rates?

The DOL never makes you treat an employee as exempt. 
The DOL prefers no exemptions at all. However, you will 
need to assess how losing the exemption might affect 
payroll and planning. 

2222

If your revenue stream is dependent upon pre-existing 
contracts or grants, those contract or reimbursement rates 
are unlikely to keep pace with the rising wage base. This 
makes keeping existing exemptions even more difficult in 
this circumstance. If you have highly flexible hours, clas-
sification as nonexempt and commensurate unplanned 
overtime could have unexpected effects on your budget. 
If you are planning on dividing groups, such as those with 
more seniority and a higher wage being considered exempt, 
and those doing the same job at a lower wage being non-
exempt, you will need to take into consideration that wages 
are not the only factor that determines the exemption. If 
employees are doing the same job and the only demarcation 
is the wage and seniority, you could lose the exemption.

What About Managing Overtime?

You may have to add workers, including part-time workers, 
if overtime has been a way of life for your company. 
Additional rules about when and how overtime can be 
worked may need to be assessed, as well as more account-
ability for those employees who have previously worked 
from home.

Think about how you use electronic communication. 
Constant emails that employees are expected to review 
from home or cellphone calls add to “hours worked.” You 
can also assess the employee’s new regular rate and set 
that rate based on anticipated overtime. The law requires 
that you pay workers the applicable minimum wage and 
overtime where appropriate. It doesn’t say the base rate 
has to stay the same if the job classification changes.

What Not to Do

Do not be tempted to reclassify workers as independent 
contractors (IC) to address these issues. The category of 
IC has been subject to strict scrutiny over the last several 
years not only from the DOL, but also the IRS and work-
force development. ICs are a very limited category, and 
many investigators, such as those with the IRS, start with 
the premise that if the IC is not a separate company, it 
won’t qualify as an IC. The hurdle for someone who was 
previously classified as an employee is likely to be insur-
mountable. Penalties, back payroll and tax problems are 
too high a price to pay for a misclassification of a prior 
employee as an IC.

While this rule change has created a great deal of confu-
sion it can be an excellent time to assess all of your position 
classifications. If you have not done that for several years 
it is likely that a review is overdue. You, as an employer, 
can take the basic principles highlighted by the change as 
well as the attention it has created and use it to ensure 
compliance throughout your organization. 

Jo Ellen Whitney is an attorney with the Davis Brown law firm. 
Contact her at JoEllenWhitney@davisbrownlaw.com. 
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BY RACHEL BROWN

Hard at work—or hardly working? 

Everyone’s heard that question in the workplace, but the answer may come down to more than 

just personal work ethic. Talk to human resources experts and they say employee engagement 

often factors around a host of things, including feeling valued and respected, trusting leadership 

and seeing a potential for career growth.

To take the pulse on these and other issues, 50%–75% of American 

companies conduct some sort of employee satisfaction or feedback 

survey, explained Edward Yost, human resources business partner of 

employee and management relations with the Society for Human 

Resources Management, the largest HR association. 

“There’s been an increase in employee surveys in the past years,” 

Yost said. “The trend now is these surveys go beyond, ‘Are you happy 

with your pay and your benefits enough to stay?’ and instead seek 

out greater levels of information.”

These include answers to questions like, Do you feel your work 

matters and has an impact on the organization? Do you have access 

to professional development? Do you believe in the strategic plan for 

the company?

Companies that conduct employee surveys do not view this as 

merely a feel-good exercise. Instead, many recognize that engaged 

employees greatly contribute to the bottom line. According to a 

Gallup study, companies with the highest percentage of engaged 

employees had nearly four times more earnings per share than com-

panies with disengaged workers. Specifically, this translated into 

higher customer ratings and greater profitability and productivity, as 

well as lower turnover, less absenteeism and fewer safety incidents.

Yost was not surprised by these findings. “There’s a significant impact when you have engaged 

employees versus merely satisfied employees,” he said. “When people think about how they fit 

into an organization, they’re not just clocking in, making widgets and clocking out. They’re think-

ing about how to save the company money, how to improve the process, how to find new lines 

of services or products. That’s where the earning potential kicks in.”

SURVEY
SAYS: 

GIVE 
EMPLOYEES 
A VOICE
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Trouble Brewing

A company experiencing a high rate of turnover would be 
smart to conduct an employee survey to find out why its 
employees are heading out the door, but other troubling 
signs also can signal that it’s time to dig deeper into 
what is going on in the company. “Disturbing trends are 
if you’re seeing increased absenteeism, increased use of 
sick days, poor quality work or problems that aren’t get-
ting resolved,” Yost said. “Are you having to go back and 
fix things more than once? These all speak to employees’ 
commitment to do the job right. If they feel like cogs in a 
wheel and are not inspired, it’s time to figure out the 
root cause of that.”

Even without any glaring problems on the horizon, com-
panies can still reap many benefits from administering an 
employee survey, particularly if they’ve never done one 
before. Specifically, an employee survey can establish a 

26

SURVEY SAYS

baseline for employee satisfaction; efficiently give a snap-
shot of a company; encourage feedback from employees; 
identify what the company is doing right; target areas for 
improvement; and provide hard data necessary to priori-
tize changes.

All of these benefits apply to companies regardless of 
their size, but small companies may be most in need of a 
mechanism like an employee survey to gather data. 

“In an ideal world, leadership in a small company would 
have an ongoing dialogue with staff in face-to-face con-
versations,” explained Christina Greathouse, partner with 
Strategic Performance Group, a management consulting 
firm. “But this is not an ideal world, and people may be 
reluctant to have those conversations, especially if they 
fear there will be repercussions.”

It’s also typical that employees worry they won’t have 
anonymity. “In small companies, there’s a higher level of 
paranoia that the answers can be traced,” Greathouse said, 
adding that there are several ways companies can avoid 
those problems.

To start, small companies should bring in a consultant 
to administer the survey. “You can do it in-house, but you 
might not get a high response rate, and you may not get 
candid responses,” Greathouse said. “With an outside third 
party, there’s the assurance of anonymity.”

Next, the survey should not ask demographic questions. 
“In very small companies, don’t ask which department the 
employee works in if most of your departments have three 
people,” she said.

The survey itself should be anonymously administered 
online, and employees should be reassured that their IP 
addresses cannot and will not be traced. “Paper is anti-
quated, and it’s harder to make that confidential,” 
Greathouse said, adding that all the data from a paper 
survey would also have to be keyed in later.

Finally, a consultant can help design the survey itself 
and provide analysis once the data is in. “A lot of companies 
don’t understand survey design or statistics, and they’re 
not sure what to do with the results,” Greathouse said.

What’s Your Employees’ Pulse? 

To help small communications companies conduct employee 
surveys and keep their costs down, NTCA–The Rural Broad-
band Association recently teamed up with Pivot Group, a 
research and marketing firm, on an employee survey for 
NTCA member companies. 

NTCA’s Employee Pulse Survey is a 20-question survey 
that employees take online. Mark Fordice, a principal with 
Pivot, explained that his company uses a secure Web server 
that does not track IP addresses and that the survey itself 
does not seek demographic information that could identify 
the respondent. “Ultimately, our reputation is at stake, so 
when we say the surveys are confidential, we work hard 
to ensure it,” he said.

 Survey Do’s
	Talk	it	up	and	encourage	voluntary	participation.	“Tell	the	employ-
ees	that	you	want	to	know	how	they’re	feeling	about	things,”	
advised	Doug	Boone,	chief	executive	officer	of	Premier	
Communications	(Sioux	Center,	Iowa).

	Assure	and	reassure	about	anonymity.	“Don’t	expect	total	can-
dor	if	employees	are	worried	about	blowback	from	their	replies,”	
said	Edward	Yost—human	resources	business	partner	of	
employee	and	management	relations	with	the	Society	for	
Human	Resources	Management.

	Consider	offering	a	staffwide	gift	for	100%	participation.	“Offer	to	
give	the	staff	a	pizza	party	or	give	everyone	Columbus	Day	off,”	
suggested	Christina	Greathouse,	partner	with	Strategic	
Performance	Group,	a	management	consulting	firm.	

	Keep	the	survey	short.	A	good	rule	of	thumb	is	20–50	questions	
that	take	10–20	minutes	to	answer.

	Ask	a	few	open-ended	questions.	“You	often	get	very	valuable	
information	and	insight	from	these,”	Greathouse	said.

	Share	the	results	and	discuss	actionable	items.

	Conduct	a	follow-up	survey	a	year	or	so	later	to	gauge	improve-
ment	in	previous	problem	areas.

 Survey Don’ts
	Don’t	ask	a	question	if	there’s	no	resolvable	solution.	“If	there’s	a	
sore	subject	that	you	know	you	cannot	fix,	don’t	include	a	survey	
question	about	it,”	Yost	said.	

	Don’t	try	to	ferret	out	which	employees	said	what.	

	Don’t	assume	that	lack	of	participation	means	there	are	no	com-
plaints.	“They	may	be	so	disengaged	that	they	don’t	care,	or	they	
may	be	very	busy	and	the	timing	is	bad,”	Greathouse	said.

	Don’t	expect	total	candor	at	family-owned	companies.	“If	the	CEO	
has	his	kids	running	the	departments,	are	employees	going	to	say	
something	negative	about	one	of	his	kids?”	Greathouse	asked.

Customers, shareholders, and courts increasingly 
say that executives are responsible for protecting 
business value against cyber risks. 

But how do business leaders gain the visibility to 
understand business impact, legal liability, and 
overall cyber risk?

Cyber RiskScope®, from Dynetics, is a portfolio 
of cyber risk management solutions designed 
to bridge the gap between techs and execs by 

providing business leaders the insights needed to 
answer critical questions related to cyber risk:
•  What is the exposure to our key information 

assets and fi nances?
•  Which cyber threats are relevant to our 

business?
•  Have we independently validated our 

cybersecurity?
•  Are we in compliance with legal/regulatory 

requirements?
• How much cyber insurance do we need?

Who’s accountable for cyber risk?

Cyber RiskScope is designed for business, 
focused on resilience. Discover more at 
www.CyberRiskScope.com

An intuitive cyber 
risk profi le is a key 
business decision aid 
provided by Cyber 
RiskScope.

Protecting national security 
missions since 1974

Securing broadband 
networks for NTCA 

members since 2005

from

Copyright 2016, Dynetics Inc. Dynetics and Cyber RiskScope are registered trademarks of Dynetics. All rights reserved.
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A standardized survey like NTCA’s not 
only saves money but can allow partici-
pating telcos to see how they are per-
forming compared with other telcos in 
aggregate, giving greater insight into the 
results. “We analyze the data and present 
findings so companies can see what is 
standing out as the biggest opportunities 
and risks for their organizations,” Fordice 
said. “Pivot makes recommendations on 
how to address issues. In some cases, we 
have provided culture training, focus 
groups, and other training and coaching.”

Doug Boone, chief executive officer of 
Premier Communications (Sioux Center, 
Iowa), had his 70-employee telco com-
plete NTCA’s Employee Pulse Survey 
last year, and he praised the survey and 
the process. The survey took employees 
about 10–15 minutes to complete, with 
around 70% participating. The whole 
process from start to finish lasted six to 
eight weeks, but Boone said that this 
included taking a week or two off as 
other business matters cropped up. 

This was the first employee opinion 
survey Premier Communications had 
conducted, with Boone explaining that 
the timing was right. “For the past three 
years, we’ve been focused on fiber builds, 
and we’ve been pushing pretty hard and 
consistently,” he said. “There was a 
sense of weariness among the staff.”

In addition, changes in the telecom-
munications industry had forced Premier 
Communications to alter its benefits 
structure, and Boone was concerned 
about how that was affecting employees. 
“Here we were asking a lot of our employ-
ees, but maybe we’re not being as sensitive 
to their needs,” he said. “It was good to 
get the feedback.”

Pivot was able to give context to the 
survey results and show how the telco 
stacked up to other companies in the 
industry. “It was very helpful to have 
that analysis,” Boone said, adding that 
he strongly encourages his peers in the 
industry to take the survey. “This is a 
wonderful opportunity to take stock. We 
can get very busy doing what we do and 
lose track of where the staff is.”

Boone said it’s good to do an employee 
survey for the same reasons companies 

Factoring in a Negativity Bias
When	tallying	results,	most	professional	survey	takers	account	for	a	“negativity	bias”	

or	the	phenomenon	in	which	people	will	focus	more	on	negatives	versus	positives.		

“On	sites	like	Amazon	or	TripAdvisor,	most	people	don’t	bother	to	give	a	review	if	they’re	

happy	with	something;	but	if	they’re	unhappy,	they	want	to	vent,	so	the	preponderance	

of	responses	tend	to	be	negative,”	explained	Christina	Greathouse,	partner	with	

Strategic	Performance	Group,	a	management	consulting	firm.	

Edward	Yost—human	resources	business	partner	of	employee	and	management	rela-

tions	with	the	Society	for	Human	Resources	Management—agreed,	noting	that	com-

panies	should	liken	this	to	their	customer	feedback.	“In	the	telecommunications	business,	

you	pick	up	the	phone	and	hear	a	dial	tone,”	he	said.	“It	works	every	day,	but	customers	

are	unlikely	to	call	and	thank	you	for	that.	But	if	the	phone	doesn’t	work,	it’s	a	problem	

and	you	are	going	to	hear	loud	and	long	over	that.”

While	it’s	helpful	to	have	this	understanding,	it’s	still	important	to	address	negative	

feedback,	particularly	in	extreme	cases.	“Look	at	the	comments	and	make	sure	there	

are	no	issues	that	could	lead	to	legal	action,”	Greathouse	said.	“In	those	cases,	it	may	

be	necessary	to	bring	in	human	resources	and	outside	counsel.	Any	mention	of	sexual	

harassment	must	be	addressed.”

Threatening	language	is	another	red	flag	that	could	signal	a	risk	of	workplace	violence,	

Yost	said.	“If	you	see	any	answers	spilling	out	onto	the	page	that	are	highly	negative	

and	venomous,	you	need	to	address	that,”	he	said.

Greathouse	stressed	that	these	types	of	reactions	are	few	and	far	between.	“It’s	usually	

just	one	or	two	people	who	are	clearly	unhappy,”	she	said,	adding	that	even	if	employ-

ees	are	mistaken	about	facts	in	a	given	issue,	it’s	still	necessary	to	address	that.	

“Millennials	may	never	have	had	another	job,	and	they	may	feel	they	aren’t	paid	enough.	

That’s	their	perception.	You’ve	got	to	educate	them	and	show	them	that	their	salaries	

are	competitive.”	

When	the	employees	at	Premier	Communications	(Sioux	Center,	Iowa)	took	an	employee	

survey	last	year,	Doug	Boone,	chief	executive	officer,	said	he	was	surprised	at	the	gen-

erational	differences.	“The	new	younger	employees	were	excited	to	be	here,	thought	

the	benefits	were	great,	the	opportunities	to	grow	were	there,”	he	said.	“But	the	lon-

gest-tenured	employees—folks	who	have	been	here	15,	20,	25	years—had	the	lowest	

satisfaction	levels.”

Upon	reflection,	Boone	said	he	can	understand	their	stance.	“When	they	started	here,	

the	industry	wasn’t	as	competitive,	we	weren’t	constantly	watching	costs,	the	benefits	

were	good.	Maybe	all	those	changes	lead	them	to	no	longer	have	that	sense	of	secu-

rity,”	he	said.

Boone	said	the	survey	also	confirmed	that	the	telco	could	do	a	better	job	with	its	internal	

communications.	“Expect	to	take	a	shot	or	two,”	he	said.	“You	need	to	have	a	thick	skin.”

Mark	Fordice,	principal	with	Pivot	Group,	a	research	and	marketing	firm,	pointed	out	

that	negative	feedback	is	normal	for	any	company	and	should	not	be	viewed	as	indict-

ment	on	the	company	or	its	leadership.	“Be	thankful	that	you’ve	gained	insight	into	it	

before	it	festers	and	becomes	a	real	problem,”	he	said.

The	solution	is	to	uphold	anonymity	and	be	transparent	about	plans	to	resolve	the	

problem.	“Employees	who	tend	to	dwell	on	negativity	often	find	a	new	perspective	

when	they	see	honesty	and	know	you’re	doing	your	best,”	Fordice	said.
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Survey of
Compensation and Benefits
2016

in the Independent Telecommunications Industry

The Only Comprehensive Report About Compensation 

and Benefits For Rural Telco Employees. 

Prepare for employee raises and packages with the 2016 Compensation 

and Benefits Survey Report. As you move through the budgeting 

process, gauge your telco’s salary and benefits against the rest of 

the industry to be sure you remain competitive.

Order your copy today from the NTCA eStore: 

www.ntca.org/estore.
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survey their customers. “This gives you statistics to back 
up what you may have thought,” he said. “It takes the 
subjectiveness out of it.”

Boone said he shared many of the findings with his 
staff and has identified some areas to work on and improve. 

Both are smart moves, Greathouse said. “Share the results 
except verbatim comments,” she advised. “Instead, sum-
marize the open-ended comments, and say something like: 
‘There were 10 comments about the dress code.’”

Open-ended questions can offer the most valuable insight 
into an organization. Good examples of this include: What 
are our greatest strengths as a company? How can we 
make this a better place to work? What one word would 
you use to describe this company? Why do you stay here?

“Be sure to ask one positive question and lead with 
that information when sharing the results, so it’s not all 
negative,” Greathouse said. 

After sharing the results, it’s important to identify a few 
areas for improvement and let the staff know how these 
problems will be addressed. “If you only gather data and 
don’t act on it, you’re wasting your efforts, and employees 
won’t want to give information in the future,” Yost said.

Surveys raise expectations that there will be improve-
ments in some areas, Greathouse agreed, pointing out 
that companies should conduct another short survey 
after they’ve had time to implement changes. “Generally 
speaking, that’s about 12 months out to at least see some 
progress,” she said. 

Going forward, companies should consider surveying 
their employees every 18 months or so, but they should 
be careful not to ask the same questions each time. More 
importantly, companies should avoid getting into a pat-
tern of conducting a survey, jumping through hoops to 
make improvements, doing another survey and jumping 
through more hoops. “Make sure you convey the message 
that employees are responsible for their own engagement,” 
Greathouse said. “They have to hear: ‘You can have the 
support of management and leadership, but it’s not man-
agement’s job to make you happy.’”

In the end, maybe the answer to the question, Working 
hard—or hardly working? really does come down to per-
sonal work ethic.

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

Ready to Take Your Pulse? 
To learn more about the Employee Pulse Survey and to get a price quote, please contact 
Jennifer Jushchuk, NTCA’s director of human resources: 
(703) 351-2063 or JJushchuk@ntca.org
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ecent regulatory 
reforms, increased 
competition and 
advancements in tech-
nology are pressuring 
rural independent tel-
cos to become more 
aggressive at sales. 

During these critical 
times, outside sales 
support should be con-

sidered to augment the telco’s 
internal resources. Support can 
range from hiring temporary 
workers to contracting with a 
consulting firm. These outside 
professionals often possess the 
expertise, tools and experience to 
produce better results than going 
it alone, as several examples from 
NTCA member telcos show.

When to Use Outside Sales Support

When rolling out a new product, outside sales support can be used to blitz the market-
place and gain immediate widespread attention. If your telco is edging out or “CLECing,” 
outside sales are critical to acquiring market-share. Competition is another consider-
ation. Anytime it heats up, telcos should respond in-kind. 

The national and regional cable companies have been very hard-hitting at direct sales. 
Comcast and Charter are well known to hire temporary workers to go door-to-door and 
entice customers with radical discounts. Many telcos simply endure these assaults and 
hope for a minimal impact. Instead, telcos should be mobilized to respond quickly and 
get ahead of the competition.

Forms of Outside Sales Support

The hiring of temporary workers for door-to-door campaigns is the most common use 
of outside sales support. WCTel (Abbeville, S.C.) is effectively using this strategy as it 
edges into new residential neighborhoods outside of its regulated ILEC. Before committing 
to the expense of overbuilding, however, the telco requires a 60% take rate in presales 
from the neighborhood. 

WCTel has a contracted sales rep visit each home between the hours of 4:00 p.m. and 
8:00 p.m. to sign up residents for service and encourage them to recruit their neighbors 
so that the 60% threshold can be reached. According to Chuck Nash, director of business 
solutions, WCTel has refined the process through trial-and-error to maximize results. 
With only 50%–60% of residents answering the door on the first pass, each neighbor-
hood is canvassed for up to 90 days to allow the sales rep to make personal contacts with 
all homeowners. Door hangers and signage advise residents that a WCTel representative 
is making the rounds and will continue to attempt to reach them if not available on the 
first attempt.
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Getting neighbors to work together to bring in a supe-
rior broadband provider is part of the sales pitch. But the 
skills of the representative are most critical. Nash said, “We 
found the perfect individual for this type of work. He had 
previous door-to-door experience—selling encyclopedias, 
as a matter of fact! He also is resilient and undeterred by 
rejection, which there is a lot of in the sales business.” The 
rep has been thoroughly trained on WCTel’s offerings, and 
he is outfitted with a WCTel shirt and wrapped vehicle so 
that he is highly visible in the community and perceived as 
a permanent employee.

Nash offered one note of caution. “Make sure to coor-
dinate with any homeowners’ associations (HOAs) in 
advance.” WCTel learned the hard way in one instance 
when it found that an HOA’s rules prohibited door-to-
door solicitations. “If you meet with them beforehand 
and educate them about the benefits of your network, 
they can become your greatest advocates.”

In Two Harbors, Minn., Lake Connections hired eight 
temporary workers to go door-to-door in advance of its 
fiber buildout to educate residents about the project and 
to receive signed permissions to connect to their homes. 
For less than $10,000, the company was able to reach vir-
tually all 1,500 homes in its phase one in just four-weeks. 
The workers secured permissions from 75% of residents in 
this short time. The reps received advanced training and 
were supplied with branded shirts, scripts, contact lists 
and all the necessary forms.

Lake Connections also contracted with a call center to 
contact potential customers once the network was built. The 
callers worked with batches of 1,000 leads, but were not 

SALES SUPPORT

trained to complete service orders. Rather, they briefed the 
potential customer about available telecom services and 
asked to schedule a follow-up phone appointment with a 
telco employee. Jeff Roiland, president and CEO, was very 
pleased with this approach. “We achieved an average of 20% 
of customers making appointments, and an overall conver-
sion rate of 10% of all contacts to a sale.” Each phone number 
received two attempts before a voice mail was left. “The voice 
mails alone generated a flood of inbound calls the next day 
in our business office. The response was overwhelming.”

Many telcos are reluctant to call their customers for 
fear of being perceived as telemarketers. To the contrary, 
customers appreciate being contacted if the call is posi-
tioned as a courtesy. 

Marketing and consulting firms can provide analysis to 
determine the telco’s sales potential; develop promotional 
materials and sales collateral; train internal and tempo-
rary staff on sales techniques; manage social media and 
the telco’s online presence; issue direct mail; and provide 
other sales support.

YK Communications (Ganado, Texas), hired a marketing 
firm to review and assess its broadband tiers and pricing in 
order to drive new sales and increase revenues. The telco 
wanted to leverage its fiber network, distinguish fiber from 
its legacy DSL service and stay ahead of customer usage 
patterns. The lower tiers were no longer sufficient for today’s 
online activities, such as video streaming.

After a thorough review of the marketplace, the com-
petitors and the take rates, YK adopted the firm’s recom-
mendations. The new tiers and prices will produce almost 
$1 million in new annual revenues when fully enacted.

	 Recommendations	to	Maximize	Success
a	Quantify the Opportunity.	Through	research	and	benchmarking,	establish	realistic	expectations	of	the	results	

outside	sales	support	will	yield.

a	Conduct a Cost/Benefit Analysis.	Be	assured	of	a	return-on-investment	in	outside	sales	support.	Acquiring	

customers	costs	money.	On	average,	telcos	spend	$400	in	sales	and	marketing	to	gain	a	single	triple	play	cus-

tomer.	If	your	company	chooses	to	use	outside	support,	will	it	recover	its	cost	in	new	sales	and	profitability?

a	Narrow the Scope.	The	best	results	are	achieved	when	the	outside	sales	support	has	a	clearly	defined	mission	

and,	ideally,	a	singular	purpose,	i.e.,	presubscribing	new	CLEC	customers	for	the	double	play.	

a	Shadow Temps.	When	hiring	door-to-door	temporary	workers,	assign	telco	staff	to	spend	the	first	few	days	

with	them	to	help	refine	their	interactions	with	customers	and	clarify	any	misunderstandings.

a	Research Firms Carefully.	Ask	for	the	results	of	past	campaigns	and	check	references.	Feel	confident	the	

firm	can	adhere	to	deadlines	and	has	tight	quality	controls.	

a	Receive Multiple Bids.	There	is	a	vast	range	in	pricing	among	call	centers	and	marketing	firms.	Telcos	aren’t	

advised	to	simply	pick	the	cheapest,	but	shopping	around	provides	perspective	and	might	affect	a	better	deal.

a	Establish Accountability Measures Upfront.	For	call	centers,	ask	for	all	calls	to	be	recorded.	For	outside	

sales	reps,	set	goals	and	retention	rates	in	advance.

a	Communicate in Real Time.	If	you	discover	a	problem	or	perceive	a	way	to	improve	performance,	address	it	

immediately.	Don’t	wait	until	the	end	of	the	campaign	and	chalk	it	up	to	an	unsuccessful	experiment.	Professional	

outside	support	should	be	able	to	make	real-time	adjustments.

a	Have Internal Backups in Place.	Temporary	workers	are	the	telco’s	front	line.	They	should	not	be	expected	to	

answer	complicated	questions	or	address	concerns	that	might	arise	during	their	sales	attempts.	The	workers	should	

be	trained	to	politely	refer	customers	to	internal	staff,	and	internal	staff	should	be	prepared	to	follow	up	immediately.
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Our commitment to serving rural America has never been 
stronger. Every day CoBank supports rural communities 
with reliable, consistent credit and financial services. 
We can be your trusted advisor to offer solutions and 
lending strategies if you are considering expanding through 
acquisition or construction/upgrade of your network.

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

Contact CoBank today.

AmericA is GrowinG

800-542-8072
www.cobank.com

YK President Russell Kacer said, “The engagement of an 
outside firm gave us a better handle on how to produce 
new sales and revenues. They researched what other telcos 
our size were doing and measured the impact of the com-
petitors in our territories. Most importantly, they examined 
our take rates across our existing tiers to illustrate that we 
were under-selling our service. Too many customers were 
simply choosing the cheapest, slowest speed. We want our 
customers to have a superior online expe-
rience.” The use of an outside resource for 
this project was quick, efficient and 
extremely affordable.

Managing Expectations

Every telco wants to sell more of its prod-
ucts and services. But before turning to an 
outside resource, the telco needs to assess 
its potential. For example, 75% of homes 
served by independent telcos subscribe to 
the Internet, according to a recent Cronin 
study. Should a particular market fall below 
this benchmark, the telco could engage 
outside sales support to shore up the pen-
etration rate. Should it be well ahead of 
the benchmark, then the telco might have 
fully realized its potential. Outside sales 
support might not produce meaningful 
results.

Before going outside, telcos should 
already know the answers to these impor-
tant questions: 
> What will the market bear? 
> How many sales should be produced? 
> What revenues will be generated? 
> What is the demand for the product? 
> How much will customers pay? 
> And what is the competition doing?

Coordination

Finally, be mindful that using outside sales 
support can create some anxieties among 
internal personnel. Staff might feel uncer-
tain of their roles and responsibilities and 
insecure about their own positions, becom-
ing competitive or finding fault with the 
performance of outside sales help. Staff 
may resent the amount of money being 
spent and consider it a waste.

The telco leadership should make clear 
the outside sales support is temporary 
(although it might recur over time); the 
telco has very specific goals and expecta-
tions; additional resources are intended to 
support employees, not replace them; and 

outside firms and temporary workers have special expertise 
and skills that will benefit the telco.

Over time, the benefits of outside sales support will 
become evident. Following these guideline and recommen-
dations will increase your chances of success.

Ryan Dutton is executive director of training and market research at 
Cronin Communications. Contact him at rdutton@cronincom.net.
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Rural 
Broadband’s 
Positive 
Economic 
Impact 

ACCRUED ECONOMIC BENEFIT TO RURAL VS URBAN AREAS

TOP 10 STATES IN
RURAL BROADBAND 
ECONOMIC IMPACT

E-COMMERCE SUPPORTED BY RURAL 
BROADBAND IN 2015 WAS OVER 

Highlights from “The Economic Impact 
of Rural Broadband,” a report from the 
Hudson Institute and the Foundation for 
Rural Service (FRS). For full details, go 
to www.frs.org. 
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THOSE JOBS ARE SHARED BETWEEN RURAL AND URBAN AREAS

THROUGH THEIR OWN EMPLOYMENT AND EMPLOYMENT DUE TO PURCHASES OF GOODS AND 
SERVICES, RURAL BROADBAND COMPANIES SUPPORT

TOTAL REVENUES FOR RURAL BROADBAND COMPANIES 
ARE GROWING DESPITE DECLINE IN VOICE
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P H O T O S :  N T C A

The Challenge

A few years back, we were challenged 
to bring additional revenue to our non-
regulated lines of business. Despite 
the new and interesting services TCT 
had to offer, our customer base was 
hesitant to try them out. Through a little 
brainstorming, our team came up with 

a concept that would allow the custom-
ers to sell themselves on our products.

Contributing Factors

TCT had fiber to the home and faster tiers of Internet 
access and digital TV services, but getting people to  
try something new was somewhat of a challenge. Our 
customers were ill-informed and reluctant to pay to try 
something new. While our customer service representa-
tives (CSR) were assisting with questions regarding 
Internet speeds or how to use equipment, TCT found  
a way to motivate customers to upgrade their services. 
What started out as a way to empower the CSRs and 
technicians to help the customer find the solution that 
fit them best became an additional source of revenue 
as well. 

Marketing Plan

We created a customer appreciation card offering ser-
vices that customers valued, such as one or two 
month’s access to free premium channels, HD content 
or higher-speed Internet access. It cost us very little to 
let customers try the services, which could be easily set 
up with little to no hassle for the customer or the CSR. If 
a technician was on-site and saw that the customer 
had a need for a higher tier of service, they could offer 

them the coupon right there and get it set up without 
the customer having to do anything. Employees could 
also use the offer to soothe an upset customer, becom-
ing the hero by giving them something they valued.

Since very few people like to be sold to, it made it 
easier for the technicians and CSRs to talk to custom-
ers about add-on services without feeling pressured or 
awkward. They were simply giving them something for 
free, while making the customer feel appreciated.

The cards made it easy to verify the customers’ infor-
mation and track how effective the offer was, what ser-
vices were the most popular, which employees were 
actually handing out the cards and the yearly value of 
the service added. 

Results

Despite fears that many customers would forgo the new 
services after the free trials ended, after tracking how 
many customers kept their services, the cards were 
deemed a success. 

During the first full year, we added $17,000 in additional 
revenue, with 64% of customers keeping the services. 
The revenue increased to $32,000 the next year. Over the 
last four years, that figure has continued to grow, with an 
average of 68.5% retaining the services. It is very easy 
to monitor and track what services are most popular and 
replace any that aren’t being utilized.

TCT has always recognized that customer satisfaction 
is our greatest strength. Doing the little things like giving 
them a little something extra or letting them try a service 
will go a long way toward keeping a customer’s business 
and in some cases adding additional revenue. By giving 
the CSRs and technicians a tool to let them help the cus-
tomers fill a need, it was a win-win situation for everyone.

B Y  S C O T T  B A N K E S

Customer 
Appreciation 
Works

ykc.com 
109 W. Putnam  
Ganado, Texas 77962
361.771.3334  
800.395.1499

Maximize Your
Wireless 
Connectivity with 
Managed Wi-Fi 
From YK Communications

Have More 
Questions About 
Managed Wi-Fi?

We are Here to Help. 

ykc.com 
109 W. Putnam, Ganado, Texas 77962

361.771.3334 • 800.395.1499
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Let YK Communications  
Manage Your   
Wi-Fi Network
for Just $4.99 per month

Managed Wi-Fi Services

Account Management $4.99 per month

Managed Wi-Fi works in conjunction with your
broadband Internet services.

Equipment

Standard Access Point (2.4 GHz) $4.99 per month

Premium Access Point (2.4 / 5 GHz) $9.99 per month

Standard Installation $25 per device

24-month agreement required. Additional equipment and installation may 
be required. Listed price requires service to be combined with broadband 
Internet services. See store for details.
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Council Grove, 
Kan.
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NTCA ???

The Foundation for Rural Service (FRS) plays a unique role within the telecommunications industry, 

supporting rural telecom companies, communities and policymakers with educational information, 

products and opportunities to increase their community development and involvement.

Through our programs, FRS calls attention to rural challenges, goals and achievements, and educates 

the public and lawmakers on exactly why rural America is so unique and worth fighting for.  

If you’re not at the table, you’re on the menu. Help us increase rural America’s visibility and viability by 

becoming an FRS donor today. 

Donate today at www.frs.org.

Advancing Rural Communities,  
Building a Vibrant Rural America
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INNOVATIVE
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