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MARKETING

Marketing often means the dif-
ference between success and 
failure. Community broad-

band operators, including municipali-
ties, nonprofits and co-ops, must under-
stand early that, although serving the 
public good is a common and worth-
while reason for building a network, the 
network’s future is uncertain at best if 
it doesn’t generate enough revenue. Ef-
fective marketing is the way to generate 
that revenue.

Community Fiber Networks 
Succeed Through Marketing 

By Craig Settles ■ Communities United for Broadband 

Marketing is about more than ads and billboards, say managers of  
community broadband networks. It involves learning what customers  
expect – and meeting those expectations.

a student at the University of Wiscon-
sin, Platteville, Rice worked as an intern 
at Genuine Telecom, a company with 
which RUC had a relationship. When 
RUC launched its network in 2003, it re-
cruited Rice to take the marketing helm.

RUC and the local government be-
gan exploring the option of building a 
network for this town of 9,000 while 
the utility was planning to upgrade its 
electricity service infrastructure, a proj-
ect that began in 2000. “RUC hired a 

tional Internet and cable provider,” Rice 
says. “RUC was building an extension 
to its electricity infrastructure, so the 
company decided to lay fiber in test beds 
simultaneously since it would be less ex-
pensive than building out from scratch. 
Once that buildout was completed, the 
formal marketing campaign started.”

In many respects, however, the mar-
keting began with the initial surveys. 
Rice continues, “All the discussions 
about whether to proceed were open to 
the public, and this helped a lot. The 
city council and the mayor frequently 
talked about the network, so the com-
munity was aware of what was coming. 
There was a lot of resistance, and RUC 
had to jump through hurdles to become 
a competitive local exchange carrier 
(CLEC). There were often questions 
about ‘should a government entity be 
providing telecom services.’ A couple of 
bills were written that tried to prevent 
the network [from being built], but the 
council decided to let this go through.”

The Upside of ConTroversy
The controversy that exploring com-
munity broadband generated had two 
positive outcomes: First, it created much 
awareness through the resulting publicity, 
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The controversy generated by Reedsburg’s 
decision to offer community broadband created 
public awareness of the network and forced the 

municipality to make its case to the public.

Reedsburg, Wisc., and Jackson, 
Tenn., have done tremendous jobs mar-
keting their public utility–run networks 
in the face of stiff competition and op-
position from incumbent providers. 
Both entered the community broad-
band game quite early – 2003 and 2004, 
respectively – and definitely have earned 
the moniker “pioneers.”

MArkeTing Begins on dAy one
Catherine Rice, marketing and sales 
director for Reedsburg Utility Com-
mission (RUC), can honestly say her 
marketing career has grown along with 
RUC’s marketing program. In 2002, as 

marketing firm to come in and do sur-
veys to see if consumers wanted another 
provider,” says Rice. 

The two main incumbent providers 
were Verizon, whose wireline assets were 
later bought by Frontier, and Charter 
Communications. “Customer feedback 
strongly supported the desire for an addi-
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and second, the municipality and utility 
had to prove their case to the public. By 
winning support from key stakeholders 
and elected officials early on, RUC built 
a stronger position from which to market 
its broadband services. The community 
understood and supported the network 
before it was a reality.

As the network went live in 2003, 
Rice and RUC used the pride of com-
munity ownership generated through 
those public discussions to fuel their 
marketing campaign. Rice says, “We 
heavily promoted the fact that we’re the 
local provider, RUC’s been here since 
1894, and we’re up front. The incum-
bents are very contract-focused. We 
avoided adding fine print and openly 
address all aspects of our services. We 
showed how our bill, when compared to 
competitors’ terms and conditions bur-
ied in fine print, turns out to be lower. 
Some consumers, particularly the el-
derly, had been burned by competitors’ 
contracts, so they turned to RUC.” 

eMphAsizing serviCe  
And vAlUe 
Of course, a marketing campaign can-
not rely just on the theme “We’re the 
hometown team.” It also cannot subsist 
solely on flashy ads and promotional 
materials. RUC understands that offer-
ing a better service is crucial. Says Rice, 
“We emphasized service and value. We 
structured our service packages to be 
similar to what the existing providers 
were offering but tweaked ours with a 
couple of new services on the cable side, 
plus more bandwidth and offerings on 
the Internet access side.” 

Regarding telephone service, RUC 
advertised great value for the price, such 
as special promotional rates and free 
installation when customers signed up. 
The broadband service that RUC offered 
while it was building out the infrastruc-
ture generated word-of-mouth support. 
The utility didn’t lock customers into 
three-year contracts. Rice concludes, 
“We provide a lot of education about 
what to do with our services, particu-
larly for business customers. Our theory 
is that if our service isn’t good enough to 
meet your needs, you probably shouldn’t 
be a customer.” 

As its network and marketing efforts 
mature, RUC studiously avoids getting 
drawn into price wars. “Our competi-
tors tend to do a lot of price promotions 
that are unbeatable, and we can’t match 
those,” remarks Rice. “We’ve kept prices 
competitive but consistent. Our market-
ing strength comes from RUC’s credibil-
ity. I get on the phone sometimes with 
people who call in for customer service 
or who have a complaint. As I resolve 
their issues, I ask them, ‘Who would 
you be talking to right now if you had 
this problem with another company?’ 
Customers remain loyal to us because 
they believe, rightly, that RUC has cus-
tomers’ best interests at heart and they 
can’t get that level of caring from com-
panies whose customer service people 
are based in another country.”

RUC used relationships with its ven-
dors, including Calix, to strengthen its 
customer-centric marketing hand. “Ca-
lix helped us to choose the correct elec-
tronics to deploy that were appropriate 
for our area and our customers’ specific 
needs, and this increases our quality of 
service,” says Rice. “We were invited to 
form quite a few relationships with other 
Calix customers to generate and share 
ideas. We obtained information and 
resources regarding successful FTTH 
projects and best practices.”  

Marketing based on company cred-
ibility is clearly paying dividends. RUC 
is experiencing a 60 percent customer 
take rate, which is extraordinary, partic-
ularly given that it faces such fierce com-
petition from companies many times its 
size. The utility has 2,600 customers in 
total, including 220 of the 450 busi-
nesses in the community.   

no More Mr. niCe And flUffy
When it comes to marketing, “You 
can’t be a nice, fluffy businessperson,” 
says Michael Johnston, vice president of 
IT and broadband for Jackson Energy 
Authority (JEA) in Tennessee. As he 

learned through rough experience, “You 
need to do a gut check. Are you ready to 
do the things to take a community net-
work operation where it needs to be?”

Like Reedsburg, Jackson (popula-
tion 76,000) began its drive for commu-
nity broadband amid controversy that 
arose when incumbents objected to the 
network and sued JEA. Publicity during 
this controversy helped the public util-
ity build local political support as well 
as word-of-mouth stakeholder support 
for the network, so it was able to begin 
selling services in 2004, the same year it 
starting building the network.

JEA launched its network with all 
marketing guns blazing. Johnston re-
calls, “We were doing everything: paper, 
radio, novelties, billboards. We retained 
a local marketing firm to help. In the 
beginning, our message and the strategy 
was all about ‘Come here, come here!’ 
Our marketing message was focused on 
customer acquisition, hitting heavily on 
the theme of price, the convenience of 
one bill and the fact we had an unbeliev-
able fiber-to-the-home network.” 

Although JEA enjoys the benefit of 
being the hometown broadband team, 
Jackson is a fairly large market that even-
tually required JEA to add more depth 
to its marketing strategy. Johnston con-
tinues, “When people in local govern-
ment say ‘marketing,’ they often think 
only of the pretty stuff – ads, billboards, 
flyers. Most Chambers of Commerce 
are all about marketing the community, 
but this isn’t the kind of marketing that 
makes a triple-play [voice, video, Inter-
net data] service successful.”

The kind of marketing that drives a 
telecom company to success entails not 
only marketing communications but also 
the creation of a product mix that appeals 
to prospects while generating a profit. 
JEA has reworked its entire service lineup 
over the past few years. It continues to 
change the marketing mix frequently,  

“Customers remain loyal to us because they 
believe, rightly, that RUC has customers’  

best interests at heart.”
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offering more speeds, more HD channels 
and even some channels for free. 

Customer service, as always, is a ma-
jor component of the marketing effort. 
Leveraging the fact that it is not a for-
profit entity trying to return as much as 
possible to the investors, JEA can give 
customers a greater level of support and 
much higher quality of service than its 
competitors do. For example, JEA offers 
same-day repair service with a four-hour 
window for arrival and next-day service 
with a two-hour window.

Marketing also entails business de-
velopment through building partner-
ships with various private, public and 
nonprofit organizations. When it ex-
plored the possibility of pursuing broad-
band stimulus money to expand its 
network, JEA decided that partnerships 
with several communities would be vi-
tal not only for winning a grant but also 
for successfully marketing the expanded 
network if it won the grant. Closing 
such deals requires crafting a consistent 
marketing message about the value of 
the partnerships themselves. 

“To make something like this work 
across a region, you may have to deal 
with nine or 10 different utility compa-
nies and several town councils one at a 
time,” says Johnston. “Your pitch to get 
them on board is going to come down 
to presenting quite a few intangible ben-
efits, such as better quality of life and 
more efficient government services. But 
when we met with potential partners, we 
emphasized the part of our plan with the 
greatest tangible benefit – using broad-
band in health care and education.”  

The CosT of sUCCess
As JEA’s broadband business grew, it had 
to face the fact that its marketing was 
too successful. This seems so counterin-
tuitive that few organizations may even 

consider the possibility. However, if mar-
keting generates too many new custom-
ers too quickly, network operations can 
implode under the weight of unbudgeted 
customer care requirements. 

Success literally has a cost in terms 
of the installation, customer service and 
technical support that must take place 
before customers begin paying monthly 
fees. JEA discovered quickly that, in 
Johnston’s words, “We screwed this up.”  
The number of incoming subscribers 
was so far above sales projections that 
JEA had to cut back drastically on fu-
ture growth. The company has recov-
ered from this setback and continues to 
do well in the face of a constant market-
ing barrage from competitors. 

Johnston believes there are so many 
marketing tasks to master, and com-
petition is so intense, that community 
broadband networks must be tough, 
creative and agile in their marketing 
execution. Because community broad-
band is still such a young movement, 
there are only two practical ways to ac-
complish this, Johnson believes. “You 
need to either ‘buy’ telecom marketing 
expertise by hiring someone who used 
to work for a Comcast or a Verizon, or 
acquire it through brute force learning, 
trial and error.” 

Tips for MArkeTing  
BroAdBAnd serviCes 
Reedsburg, Jackson and other com-
munities offer several good lessons to 
broadband marketing teams.

• Execute a good survey during the 
needs assessment. That will gener-
ate the market knowledge needed to 
create an effective marketing strat-
egy. In fact, if you ask all stakeholder 
groups (businesses, schools, medi-

cal facilities, and so forth) the right 
questions, they will tell you just how 
to market to them. 

• Begin building market awareness 
from the moment you decide to ex-
plore a broadband network. Even 
if your network project is delayed, 
you’ll have a good feel for the poten-
tial depth of support when you even-
tually move forward.

• Do not let critics define your broad-
band marketing messages. Know how 
broadband’s capabilities can impact 
various stakeholder groups before 
you start, and craft your central mes-
sage around these outcomes. You can 
change how you say it, but keep the 
core message the same so you maxi-
mize every marketing dollar spent.

• As much as possible, segment mar-
keting messages, promotions and 
offers to motivate specific audiences 
effectively. “We market a general 
package to consumers, businesses 
get specialized offers such as for Web 
hosting and static IP addresses, and 
our large population of elderly who 
are snowbirds are billed only for their 
time here at home,” states Rice.

• Be prepared to continuously repel 
marketing assaults from competi-
tors without fighting a price war. Use 
your organization’s smaller size to 
your marketing advantage. Be cre-
ative and nimble, know your market-
ing strength (it isn’t always what you 
think it is) and play to that strength.  

• When partnering for marketing 
advantage, fully understand your 
partners’ marketing and other busi-
ness needs. Without sacrificing your 
primary objectives for your network, 
continually try to contribute to their 
marketing success.  

• Remember that political support is 
crucial to generating subscribers. It 
gives you the marketing strength to 
launch the project effectively and 
marketing momentum that increases 
sales. Involve elected officials early 
in developing your marketing mes-
sages, and continuously update them 
on your successes. Their comments 
reinforce the messages and amplify 
the positive word-of-mouth that hap-
pens within the community.  BBp

Marketing can be too successful. If too many 
new customers sign up too quickly, network 
operations can implode under the weight of 

unbudgeted customer care requirements, 
including installation and support. 


