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MARKETING

Marketing Fiber Networks 
The best marketing efforts start before the first fiber cable is laid.

By Craig Settles / Gigabit Nation

The great thing about marketing is that it 
works. It works even better when it starts 
early, which may mean as soon as groups 

of stakeholders, elected officials and ordinary 
citizens start advocating for a community 
broadband network.

Traditional marketing tools include 
billboards, radio ads, media relations and 
social media. In addition, town meetings, 
webinars, partnerships, sponsorships and even 
pilot projects can help build broadband sales, 
political support and competitive advantages. 

Merriam-Webster defines marketing as “the 
process or technique of promoting, selling and 
distributing a product or service.” Marketing 
communications (marcom), by extension, are 
all the actions taken to convey messages that 
facilitate promoting, selling or distributing a 
product or service. Many of these activities take 
place before one strand of fiber is deployed.

POLITICAL BATTLES AS 
MARKETING
A good listener finds that many people offer clues 
about how to sell to them. Sometimes, however, 
the coolness of the technology being marketed 
drowns out what the prospects are saying. 

Paradoxically, opposition to broadband efforts 
sometimes works as a great marketing tool. 
Colorado is one of about 20 states that place 
restrictions on public broadband. Communities 
there must hold a referendum and gain majority 
voter approval before a local government is 
allowed build and operate a network. The state 
law enables large incumbents to spend hundreds 
of thousands of dollars to kill a referendum, 
which happened to Longmont, Colo., in 2009.

“Prior to 2009, I think part of the 
problem was a lot of the public did not totally 
understand what benefits broadband was 
going to give them,” says Tom Roiniotis, 
general manager of Longmont Power & 
Communications. “They did not understand 
the technology.” 

So, between 2009 and 2011, when the 
referendum appeared on the ballot again, 
the city reached out and touched thousands 
of constituents with an intense education 
campaign. City council sessions and town hall 
meetings, fairs and concerts, barbecues, radio 
shows, newspaper op-ed pages – anywhere 
people gathered, broadband supporters reached 
out. Everyone who ran for public office, 
regardless of party, became educated about 
broadband, and all went on record that, win or 
lose, they supported the city’s broadband efforts.

Before any municipality publicly commits to 
bring broadband to the community, broadband 
supporters should execute a similar kind of 
market education campaign with the same 
intensity that Longmont did. For one thing, a 
community will learn quickly whether there is 
support for a broadband effort. It’s also a good 
way to gather volunteers to help with the needs 
analysis. “I think the process itself goes a long 
way in really getting the community to agree 
with, embrace and help you move forward with 
the project,” says Roiniotis.

NEEDS ASSESSMENTS –  
THE FOUNDATION 
In an article (Show Me the Money) in the 
August-September 2015 issue of this magazine, 
I discussed how a needs assessment could begin 
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the process of fundraising. The same 
needs assessment process often elicits 
the information required to market 
effectively to constituents. The process 
also works very well as a pre-sales 
qualifier that pumps up constituents to 
the point where they can hardly wait to 
write a check. 

The marketing aspect of the 
needs assessment process is simple 
but effective. Flesh out all the various 
reasons constituents want or need 
broadband as well the factors that 
will lead them to meet those needs by 
purchasing services from the network 
under discussion, rather than from 
competitors. 

Communities that incorporate 
those reasons and factors within their 
marketing messages, regardless of how 
the messages are delivered, should 
succeed. If communities don’t listen 
to what constituents are saying or if 
they misinterpret what constituents 
say, their campaigns likely will fail or 
underperform. Even if a community 
doesn’t have providers (competitors) 
interested in serving it, and a public or 
cooperative network is the only option, 
it still has to persuade individuals and 
organizations to buy the community’s 
service. If it does have competitors, 
these messages give the community 
broadband a marketing edge. 

To increase their effectiveness, 
tailor marketing communications to 
the needs and desires of each subgroup 
(market segment) of the constituency, 
such as schools, businesses of various 
types, age cohorts and ethnic groups. 
The questions to ask each segment 
often boil down to these: 

1 What are you using broadband to 
accomplish? 

2 What would you like to use 
broadband to accomplish but 
cannot because of broadband 
deficiencies? 

3 What are the quantifiable or 
intangible benefits of achieving 
those goals?

4 What would you like to use 
broadband for in three to five years, 
and how much are you willing to 
spend for those benefits?

Those responsible for managing and 
marketing community networks should 
never stop asking those questions for 
the life of the network. However, for 
the two to four months of the needs 
assessment process, consider a tiered 
approach to gathering market research 
data, which is described more fully in 
the article referenced above.

First, identify leaders of each 
subgroup or market segment and 
conduct telephone or in-person 
interviews with them. 

With this series of one-on-one 
interviews, the 30,000-foot view of 
the various constituencies’ needs will 
become apparent. 

Next, gather a representative sample 
of 10 to 15 people for each market 
segment, and pose the four questions 
about broadband. Present examples of 
how other communities have benefited 
from broadband, and probe the specific 
benefits that audiences feel broadband 
can deliver. Most important, find out 
whether deriving those benefits will 
persuade people to buy broadband. Try 
out variations on marketing messages 
based on benefits envisioned.

Finally, conduct several town-hall 
or large-group meetings to validate 
that the benefits broadband potentially 
can deliver are significant enough for 
people to make a “buy” decision. Add 
to this large-scale community surveys to 
further validate that there is consensus 
on the needs that broadband can address 
and the main marketing messages.

Each step increases market 
awareness, consolidates consensus, 
opens up new joint-marketing 
opportunities with businesses 
and organizations throughout the 
community and increases the number of 
potential initial sales. The needs analysis 

gives broadband project teams an idea 
of how resistant competitors might be.

PILOT PROJECTS 
Hans Wynholds, CEO of ServiceHub, 
a mobile dispatching service company, 
observes, “What you’re buying with 
pilot projects [isn’t] your first steps of 
automation but useful information to 
make better decisions. So run multiple 
pilots. Don’t be afraid to pay your 
tuition for your education.”

A pilot project in which a 
community builds a portion of a 
network brings extensive benefits to 
the marketing and eventual sales of 
services. Private sector organizations 
often start a technology project with a 
pilot project that has a budget, a plan 
and several goals and that ends with a 
thorough analysis. Community network 
pilot projects, in addition to being 
technology exercises, are good vehicles 
for getting marketing education.

When Co-Mo Electric Cooperative 
in Tipton, Mo., decided its members 
needed a fiber network, it estimated 
that this would be $50 to $60 million 
project. However, the board of directors 
wanted some assurances of how 
financially sound the investment would 
be. The co-op management decided 
to pre-sell service subscriptions, along 
with $100 deposits, to validate that 
there was a strong potential take rate.

Co-Mo used its GIS system to 
establish a target zone that mirrored the 
service area in terms of demographics, 
terrain, population density and other 
factors. Randy Klindt, the general 
manager for Co-Mo’s communications 
division, says, “We determined that 
buildout costs could be notably less 
than projected, and we achieved a take 
rate of about 46 percent, which was 

The needs assessment process often elicits the 
information required to market effectively to 
constituents. The process also works well as a 
pre-sales qualifier.
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considerably more than expected.” 
In fact, Co-Mo beat its business plan 
projections on every variable. 

During the pilot, Co-Mo test-
drove an array of marketing tactics. 
“We had volunteers going door to 
door, community meetings, yard signs 
and rallies,” says Klindt. “We did 
phone surveys of people who weren’t 
signing up to find out why, and that 
let us create targeted messages to reach 
those individuals. We also found that 

there was an emotional element that 
we needed to talk about in letters to 
prospects.” 

Co-ops have decades-long 
commitments to their communities, 
and with that comes a guarantee 
of commitment, loyalty, reliability, 
affordability and customer service. 
These values mean as much as or more 
than technology performance.

It is vitally important that broadband 
project teams document everything 

about their pilot projects, including 
which marketing messages and which 
marketing tactics produced the best 
responses. Pay attention to the frequency 
required for certain tactics to work. 

Test-drive marketing partnerships 
with other organizations in the 
community. A local bank was 
inspired by the Co-Mo pilot to offer 
a matching $100 payment for each of 
its customers who presubscribed to the 
network. Push the creative boundaries, 
particularly with social media such as 
Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. 

Marketing for broadband offers a 
lot of creative options for communities. 
The time to start your marketing work 
is now. v

Craig Settles is a community broadband 
industry analyst, a strategy consultant and 
the host of the Gigabit Nation radio talk 
show. Reach him at craig@cjspeaks.com.

A community network pilot project, in addition 
to being a technology exercise that validates 
assumptions about buildout costs and take 
rates, can be a good vehicle for getting 
marketing education. 
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