RSVP and the Analog-to-Digital TV Conversion
Lessons Learned from Southeastern Community College – Columbus County RSVP

Whiteville, North Carolina

Background: These lessons are generated from the volunteers in a very rural and economically struggling Columbus County, North Carolina. In August 2008, Columbus County’s unemployment rate was 8.5% (http://eslmi40.esc.state.nc.us/ThematicLAUS/clfasp/CLFSAAYResults.asp, downloaded 10/10/08). The statewide unemployment rate during this period was 6.8%. The conversion from analog to digital television, known locally as the Big Switch, took place on September 8, 2008.
Volunteers were recruited from Columbus County Retired & Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP) & the Volunteer Center. Consisting primarily of men, the volunteers, at a minimum, had a basic comfort level with technology. These individuals had the type of personality that did not tend to over react to criticism and did not take other’s frustrations personally. 
Marketing:
· Despite the months of marketing and educational programs throughout the communities, individuals were woefully unprepared for the conversion.

· Consumers did not realize that the conversion box would work prior to the “big switch”. Better marketing of this fact would most likely have reduced the onslaught of calls seconds after the switch was made. 
· Consumers need to be educated on the fact that the antenna also needs to be upgraded. 
· Undetected by many, the $40 coupon has an expiration date.

· Once a household orders coupons, they cannot request more, even if the coupons were never received.

· For coupons delivered to a post office box: complete the first address line with the physical address and the second address line with the post office box number. Using this method significantly reduced problems. 
Equipment:

· The conversion box was as good as the existing antenna.

· As with most things, some conversion boxes are better than others. Exchange was easy, but an additional expense in term of gasoline and time. 
· The additional remote tended to cause problems for senior citizens, in particular. 
· Some remotes are “friendlier” than others, ie., large buttons and fewer distracting buttons
· Individuals assumed that once the conversion box was installed, there was no need to tune the antenna. Fact: one needs to adjust the antenna just as they did before the switch.

· Individuals using “rabbit ears” (even when enhanced) had significant problems. Overall, “bow tie” antennas seemed to provide better reception because they were multi-directional and included a deflector. 
· Antennas need to be upgraded. For the most part, existing outside antennas are adequate. However, the cable connecting the antenna to the conversion box needs upgrading to a coaxial type cable, preferably a cable for digital signals.
· Find out if local television stations are making changes that will have an adverse impact on the viewers. Without warning to our viewing area, and known to the specific television station, the majority of the television coverage area in our county was essentially terminated when the switch was made. This was the cause of the vast majority of consumer complaints. 
· Equipping the volunteer with a good quality, portable antenna was invaluable. This $20 investment was worth every penny! 
Volunteers:

· Assign two volunteers to work together. When only one volunteer is working, they spend significantly more time with the consumer. Individuals are usually frustrated and want to “air” their thoughts and feelings. If the volunteers work in pairs, one can listen and the other work. We had husband/wife teams, father/daughter teams, etc.
· Start advertising volunteer assistance as soon as you have volunteers committed. More marketing to this effect may reduce the burden the day the switch is made. 
· Establish a communication system among the volunteers. This reduces work time for the volunteers if they expect certain peculiarities. 

Consumer Reaction: 

· Consumer reaction was extreme … from hysteria to anger.
· Volunteers felt appreciation from the consumer when the job was complete. 

· Have complaint hotline numbers and email addresses at the ready. 

· Most consumers complained that they did not have the financial resources to make the conversion. 

· Financial resources needed: 

· average $13 for a converter box after $40 coupon; 

· digital cable, price depending on length; and, 

· antenna, price depending on inside/outside installation. Outside installation provided better reception, but increased expense (pole, mount, longer cable, etc). 

Paperwork:

· Ask partners what type of data will be needed and on what schedule. 

· Develop forms for the volunteers and office staff to use prior to the big switch. 
· Sample forms attached.
Overall:

· Volunteers had a sense of appreciation and accomplishment.

· Good team/family volunteer opportunity. 

· This was good public relations and marketing for RSVP, the Volunteer Center, and the host, Southeastern Community College. 

· Representatives at the Federal Communication Commission were great to work with. 

Best wishes for the work in your area. If you would like additional information, contact: 

Dr. Melody Prevatte, Director of Volunteer Services
Southeastern Community College
PO Box 151, Whiteville, NC 28472
910-642-7141 extension 294
mprevatte@sccnc.edu
Columbus County RSVP & Volunteer Center

FCC analog - to- digital converter box 
Call-in Record
	Date
	Customer’s Name
	Phone
Number
	Install Asst.
	Phone Asst.
	Order

Coupon
	Other

	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	
	2
	
	
	
	
	

	
	3
	
	
	
	
	

	
	4
	
	
	
	
	

	
	5
	
	
	
	
	

	
	6
	
	
	
	
	

	
	7
	
	
	
	
	

	
	8
	
	
	
	
	

	
	9
	
	
	
	
	

	
	10
	
	
	
	
	

	
	11
	
	
	
	
	

	
	12
	
	
	
	
	

	
	13
	
	
	
	
	

	
	14
	
	
	
	
	

	
	15
	
	
	
	
	

	
	16
	
	
	
	
	

	
	17
	
	
	
	
	

	
	18
	
	
	
	
	

	
	19
	
	
	
	
	

	
	20
	
	
	
	
	

	
	21
	
	
	
	
	

	
	22
	
	
	
	
	

	
	23
	
	
	
	
	

	
	24
	
	
	
	
	

	
	25
	
	
	
	
	

	
	26
	
	
	
	
	

	
	27
	
	
	
	
	

	
	28
	
	
	
	
	

	
	29
	
	
	
	
	

	
	30
	
	
	
	
	


Columbus County RSVP & Volunteer Center

FCC digital-to-analog converter box 

Volunteer Time Sheet & Travel Log

P. O. Box 151, Whiteville, NC 28472

(910) 642-7141 ext. 294
Volunteer’s Name                                                               
Month & Year ________________                                

	Date

	# of Hours
	Provide name of customer below
	Miles Traveled
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         SIGNATURE OF VOLUNTEER 


SIGNATURE OF SUPERVISOR 
Dev. 08/08
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