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SERVICE PROVIDER STRATEGIES

Q&A With Nathan Stooke,  
CEO, Wisper
Providing the best service possible – because you can, not because you have to –  
is the watchword of this forward-thinking wireless ISP.

Imagine an ISP whose customers are so loyal 
they will travel two to three hours just to 
attend a company picnic. That’s the wireless 

service provider (or WISP) Wisper. Ten years 
ago, Nathan Stooke saw an unmet need for 
broadband in his area of southern Illinois and 
started Wisper to help his neighbors connect 
to the Internet. He now serves about 7,000 
customers in rural Illinois and in the nearby 
metropolitan area of St. Louis, Mo., and is 
poised to expand farther into the St. Louis area. 

Recently, BroadBand Communities had the 
opportunity to speak with Stooke and find out 
why Wisper’s customers are so fanatically loyal 
– and how he plans to maintain that loyalty as 
the company moves to the next level. Following 
are highlights of that conversation.

BroadBand Communities: Let’s start with the 
technology. Can fixed wireless technology 
provide service that’s reliable enough to keep 
customers happy?

Nathan Stooke: Yes, it can. Mobile wireless, 
which uses licensed spectrum, has 
high power but gives up reliability and 
throughput for that mobility. Most fixed 

wireless uses unlicensed spectrum, so it 
has lower power limits – it can’t penetrate 
trees very well – but as long as it can see 
the tower, it’s highly reliable. It’s more 
equivalent to landline or cable service  
than cellular, in my mind.

Many wireline providers aren’t aware of 
this. One provider I met at a conference said 
he was losing a year’s worth of revenue from 
a potential fiber customer while right-of-way 
issues were being resolved. He had thought 
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about putting in wireless but was 
concerned about how reliable it 
would be at a distance of 1 mile. 
We assured him it could be very 
reliable, and now he’s helping the 
customer and collecting revenue 
while he waits for fiber. 

BBC: What kinds of areas do you serve? 
NS: Our bread-and-butter areas are 

rural markets that have no access to 
cable or DSL broadband, generally 
just satellite and cellular. We deliver 
packages from 5 Mbps to 20 Mbps, 
which is faster than a lot of DSL 
even where it does exist. We’ve been 
fairly successful in those markets, 
with 70 to 80 percent penetration, 
and now we find we’re being pulled 
into better-served areas that we 
hadn’t thought were options for us. 

BBC: Really? 20 Mbps for fixed wireless? 
Why aren’t all wireless providers 
offering those speeds?

NS: We actually started with 125 
Kbps down, 25 Kbps up, but 
we’ve upgraded multiple times as 
customers wanted more bandwidth 
for services such as Netflix and 
YouTube. Four years ago we 
looked at the business case for 
upgrading again. We knew we 
wanted to provide more speed, but 
the economics didn’t work – we 
needed too many access points. 
Other WISPs told us we were 
crazy to even try. Then Ubiquiti, 
which was a relatively new vendor 
at that time, came out with better 
equipment, using multiple-input, 
multiple-output (MIMO) antennas, 
for one-quarter the cost of the old 
equipment. Ubiquiti changed the 
playing field, and so ready-set-go: 
We upgraded the existing network. 
We never changed the pricing, 
by the way. We just upgraded the 
speeds in each tier.

BBC: Are you planning further upgrades? 
Or have you reached the limits of the 
technology?

NS: We’ve been discussing upgrading 
the base speed from 5 Mbps to 
10 Mbps. I think we can do that 

[with the technology we have]. 
We’ll try it in a couple of test 
markets, and if it performs well, 
we’ll increase the base speed in the 
other markets. Technology keeps 
improving; MIMO gave us a lot 
more bandwidth, and I know there 
are companies out there researching 
going from half-duplex to what 
they call wireless full-duplex, 
which will double our spectrum 
efficiency. Other really neat things 
coming down the line, such as 
3X-MIMO (three-feed MIMO) 
and the 802.11ac Wi-Fi standard, 
will provide more bandwidth in 
the same spectrum. So we’re always 
looking at upgrades.

I want to build a customer for 
life, and one way to do that is to 
upgrade when we can, not because 
we have to. In rural areas, there 
are still cable companies that don’t 
offer high-definition TV or Internet 
speeds higher than 3 Mbps. We 
treat the smallest town just like 
the biggest. Just because you’re 
in a rural area doesn’t mean you 

shouldn’t have the same access as 
someone in a bigger town.

BBC: What’s your next move in terms of 
markets? 

NS: With help from Bandwidth 
Consulting, we’re getting ready to 
begin serving multiple-dwelling-
unit (MDU) properties in our area. 
We just turned up service in a 24-
unit building in a rural area where 
the existing Cat3 wire couldn’t 
support broadband and running 
new lines was not an option. 
Wireless was the only option, and 
the customers are loving it. Another 
property we’re looking at is an 88-
unit building in a town of about 
500, 20 minutes from the next 
closest town. No one is going to run 
fiber for 25 miles into that town. 
We can shoot the signal wirelessly 
to the building, then run cable or 
wireless to each apartment. 

BBC: Are there MDUs in the St. Louis 
area that could use your services? 

NS: Yes, and we’re in the stage of 

CUSTOMERS GIVE THUMBS-UP TO WISPER

Exactly how fanatical are Wisper customers? Here are a few data points 
from a September 2013 customer survey conducted for Wisper by 
Bandwidth Consulting LLC. 

QUESTION OR STATEMENT PERCENT AGREED

Would you recommend Wisper to a friend? 96%

Wisper is an easy company to do business with. 95%

I would consider Wisper a customer-oriented 
company.

94%

I am very satisfied with the installation process. 96%

The help desk support is knowledgeable and 
professional.

96%

I want to build a customer for life, and one way 
to do that is to upgrade when we can. 
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identifying them now. We’ve been 
pounding the pavements. Once 
building owners learn about us, 
they’re very interested in finding out 
more. We think we can add a great 
amenity for those communities by 
selling a wireless product on a bulk 
basis, bundled with the rent. 

BBC: Why bulk service? 
NS: There are economies of scale in a 

bulk deal, and it lets us provide a 
high level of customer service. We 
want everyone’s service to work 
well, and with a bulk deal we know 
how much backhaul we need so 
that no one has any problems. We’ll 
use microwave for backhaul unless 
there’s fiber available. We have 
188 towers and can provide up to 
1 Gbps to a building. That’s very 
similar to what a fiber strand would 
look like going into a building, 
and it’s hard to run a backhoe into 
our signal. Point-to-point wireless 
backhaul is just as reliable as fiber.

BBC: Will you add video as well?
NS: Probably not, though we are 

an authorized DISH dealer and 
could do it if the economics make 
sense and we could offer it on a 
bulk basis. But if you go into an 
MDU with a young population, 
like a renovated loft building, the 
20-somethings aren’t looking for 
TV. They just ask, “How fast is my 
broadband?”

BBC: You mentioned earlier that most of 
your customers are in rural areas and 
don’t have wired broadband options. 
How will you compete in MDU 
buildings that already have cable  
and/or DSL? 

NS: First of all, the cable and phone 
companies generally don’t provide 
as much bandwidth as they could. 

Even when they do, it comes with 
very low levels of customer service. 
I’ve been hiring people who have 
the same values I have – people 
who will help instead of reading 
from a script and not having to 
know anything past getting the 
cable modem up. Many building 
managers and residents are so 
disenchanted with their current 
providers that I don’t even have 
to be faster or lower-priced. I just 
have to care about you and make 
sure you’re up and running and not 
give you the cold shoulder. We are 
trying to put the “service” back into 
“Internet service provider.”

BBC: How do you find people who care 
about customers?

NS: We have an 11-step hiring process, 
starting with reviewing résumés 
and ending with going out to 
dinner, along with spouses, and 
observing candidates’ interactions: 
Are they kind to waiters? Do they 
arrive on time? Can they carry on a 
normal conversation? No single step 
disqualifies anyone. Then there’s 
a three-month training process. A 
newly hired installer spends two 
weeks in inventory, then shadows 
other installers, then does upgrades, 
and only after that can go out in 
the field as an installer. We have to 
train our installers well as we trust 
them to make the right decisions 
and don’t make them waste time by 
taking pictures of their installs.

For customer service staff, we 
train them to treat others the way 
they want to be treated, and we 
empower them to resolve customer 
problems. Customer service reps 
can adjust billing up to $100 if they 
think it’s justified or reverse late fees 
unless a customer is a chronic late 
payer, but it is the customer service 
rep’s call. We also pay support staff 
well. They don’t have to become 
managers to get raises. If they’re 
really good at customer service, we 
want them to keep doing it. 

We encourage staff to speak up 
if they have ideas about better ways 
of doing things, and they do come 
up with innovations. Just recently, 
one of our installers saw someone 
using a tool that could slide cable 
under siding and realized it could 
save a ton of time. We just bought 
one for everyone. 

I also bring staff at all levels to 
conferences to learn best practices in 
their area. I don’t let them sit with 
each other at conferences. I want 
them to meet other people, learn 
from them and share their own 
experiences – they get a real sense 
of pride from helping others solve 
problems. When they get back, they 
present what they’ve learned to the 
rest of our staff. 

BBC: What kind of feedback do you get 
from customers?

NS: Recently, we had a 10-year 
anniversary picnic for the staff 
and invited our customers, too. 
Some people came from two to 
three hours away. Hundreds of 
people came just for a hot dog and 
a hamburger! Many of them said, 
“I came because the support guy is 
so helpful, I wanted to meet him in 
person.” I’ve always wanted to have 
fanatical customers. That’s what 
we’re striving for. v

In an MDU with a young population,  
the 20-somethings aren’t looking for TV.  
They just ask, “How fast is my broadband?” 

Customers who came to the Wisper picnic said,  
“The tech support guy is so helpful, I just wanted 
to meet him in person.”
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